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      One survivor’s secret changes everything...

      

      At the end of EDGE OF DISASTER, Luke finds his daughter Sierra face down in the snow. Now Luke wants revenge. As the cult tries to reassemble under new leadership, Luke and his allies work together to end the cult’s reign of terror. He’ll do whatever it takes to protect what’s left of his family, even if it means sacrificing himself.

      

      Meanwhile, Derek’s keeping a huge secret. He’s tempted to share it with Luke and his family but telling them could destroy his means of survival. As nuclear winter closes in, Derek must make the ultimate choice between rugged individualism and strength in numbers. Don’t miss the exciting conclusion to the AMERICAN FALLOUT series.

      

      EDGE OF FEAR is BOOK 3 in the thrilling post-apocalyptic survival prepper EMP fiction series: AMERICAN FALLOUT.
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      Present Day …

      Luke squinted as gusts of icy wind whipped across his face. Gnarled oak trees stripped of their leaves did nothing to buffer the onslaught of the coming storm. As he trudged through ankle-deep snow, he seethed. His daughter, Sierra, was missing. He had no idea where to find her.

      Weeks earlier, an unknown government or terrorist organization had dropped nuclear bombs on America. New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco had been decimated in the first strike. He’d been in Northern California on business the day the bombs had dropped. He’d fought his way home, narrowly escaping roving gangs and deadly animal attacks.

      Now, in the mountains of Orange County, California, he was holed up in his cabin—his bug out location—with his family. Several other survivors lived in cabins in the area. Some were friendly, others not, but they all had to deal with the aftermath of nuclear annihilation.

      And now Sierra was missing.

      For three days, he’d searched for her from sunrise to sunset. An EMP had taken down the grid. It was lights out everywhere. Daylight was sparse, and all he had were some flashlights and a few solar-operated lanterns. The perpetual gray haze of snow-suffocated sunlight did little to charge the batteries. In a few days, they’d be dead. If he didn’t find Sierra soon, she could be dead too.

      He shuddered. No point in dreaming up the worst-case scenario. She was out there somewhere. He’d find her eventually. He just hoped she hadn’t frozen to death already.

      As he lumbered through the snow, falling ice crystals stung his eyes and skin. Although he’d been searching non-stop, he couldn’t find her anywhere. There were no tracks, no clues, no sign of her at all.

      It was as if the forest had swallowed her whole. It could happen. People disappeared into the wilderness all the time. During basic training, one of his fellow cadets had vanished without a trace. They’d found him seven days later, dehydrated and near death. The cadet had finished some wilderness training before he’d gone missing, but it hadn’t helped. He’d been drinking unfiltered creek water, which had given him the shits, only making things worse. The kid was a fool anyway. They’d booted him out before he could get himself, or anyone else, killed.

      Sierra wasn’t used to snowy conditions. Snow wasn’t entirely unheard of on Saddleback Mountain, but it wasn’t a common enough occurrence to warrant extra training. Now, with nuclear winter setting in, Luke planned on instructing his whole family about survival techniques in frigid conditions.

      His wife Liz and their thirteen-year-old son Kyle waited at the cabin. He’d told them to stay put. He didn’t have time to chase down more than one person. Preparations for the long winter needed to begin immediately. He’d given them a list of tasks to complete each day while he looked for Sierra, and every day, he’d returned home to find the list complete. He could count on his family, and he wanted them to know they could count on him to find Sierra. It was his mission, and he refused to fail at it.

      From time to time, Luke would burst into a run. He’d ignore his training because he was so frustrated and so fearful. Before the bombs, he’d never lost control of himself. Now, he struggled to keep it together. Fear was taking over, and he didn’t know how to stop it. A person could prepare all they wanted for nuclear war, but the reality was nothing like what someone would see in the movies. The reality was so much worse.

      Eventually, he slowed to a moderate pace. As he continued carefully along a barely distinguishable game trail, his eyes and ears strained to locate any sign of her. He’d already searched this part of the forest, but he thought maybe she’d backtracked. He wasn’t sure why, but his gut told him his daughter was in this area. It was almost as if he could sense her presence. He wasn’t into that woo-woo crap, but he’d been taught to trust his instincts. She was around here somewhere, but where?

      An inexplicable feeling wasn’t much to go on, but Luke had grown desperate. He’d fought too hard, for too long, and had suffered too much making it back to his family only to lose them again.

      His jaw clenched.

      Densely packed oaks grew thicker along both sides of the path, effectively blocking what little sunlight there was. The mid-day sun hardly cast shadows anymore, and it felt like time was slipping through his fingers. In a few hours, he’d have to head back. He couldn’t risk wasting more battery power while trying to find his way home. He’d have to retrace his steps well before sunset.

      Yesterday, he’d spotted members of a nearby cult foraging for firewood less than two miles from his cabin. He hadn’t made his presence known, but he’d kept an eye on them until they’d left the area.

      They couldn’t be trusted.

      While Luke had been traveling down from Northern California, his wife Liz had fought a nefarious cult leader and his disciples. She’d destroyed the cult and had helped kill the leader, but some members continued to hide in the forest. They were likely to be hostile, and if they managed to get their hands on Sierra, who knew what they would do?

      They were zealots, the most dangerous kind of foe. They were convinced they spoke for God and that they were doing his will. They used a variety of lies to control their members. So far, they hadn’t reformed into a cohesive group, but if enough of the survivors banded together, Luke had no doubt that they’d come for him and his family.

      His breath came in white puffs as he continued up the trail. A stab of guilt cut through his gut. Over the last few years, he’d grown apart from his daughter. Their relationship had been strained during her teenage rebellious years, and things had only gotten worse once she’d enrolled in college. He regretted not trying harder to maintain their relationship. Maybe if he’d been more involved in her life, she wouldn’t have ended up so stupid. Wandering off like this had been dumb. According to Liz, their daughter had been up to all kinds of stupidity since the bombs had dropped. As soon as Luke found Sierra, he was going to have one hell of a conversation with her. She needed some tough love, and now was the time to give it to her … if he found her alive.

      His belly dropped. His hands tightened around the ebony stock of his Winchester XPR hunting rifle. If he found her body, another hunt would begin. A hunt for the person responsible.

      He missed his friend Boyd. He’d met him while traveling down from Northern California right after the bombs had dropped. Boyd had lost his entire family, and Luke had helped him destroy the men who’d killed his family. Luke had expected Boyd to stay with him at the cabin, but Boyd had been too restless to stay in one place. He’d told Luke he wanted to go back east to look for the rest of his extended family. The journey would take months, but if anyone could do it, Boyd could. He just hoped his friend would stay safe.

      Dark thoughts loomed heavy in Luke’s mind, and as he returned his attention to hunting for his daughter, his training took over. His muscles and sinew worked together to maneuver him quickly and silently through the snowstorm. He skirted a small rise in the terrain and came to a crest that overlooked the valley.

      At first, Luke couldn’t make out anything through the dense snowfall, but after a few minutes, the storm abated.

      He scanned the terrain, taking note of good ambush points, as well as areas with dense cover. Then his gaze fell upon two figures. One stood while the other lay prone in the snow.

      With gritted teeth, he brought the rifle up and focused his gaze through the scope.

      “Please,” he whispered. “Please, God, don’t let it be Sierra.”

      His fingers trembled so much that he couldn’t zero in on the prone body. When he was finally able to steady his hands, the body’s pale, upturned face came into crisp, sharp focus. A raggedy breath burst from his lips. His daughter’s open, haunted eyes stared up at the falling snow, but he knew she’d never see anything again. She was dead.

      Enraged, Luke turned his sights on the figure standing over her. He’d make that son of a bitch pay for killing her.

      Luke let out a small gasp. It was Derek, the man who’d helped Sierra walk twenty miles from UC Irvine to the cabin. Because Derek had assisted their daughter, Liz trusted him; Luke didn’t. He had no reason to trust him. He barely knew Derek. As far as he was concerned, Derek was a stranger, and therefore not to be trusted.

      Luke’s finger curled around the trigger, but then he got a better look at Derek’s expression. There was no satisfied sneer on his face. He didn’t have the horrified look of someone who’d accidentally shot another person. If anything, he seemed sad.

      “Strange,” Luke muttered.

      He slowly relaxed his trigger finger. He hung the rifle across his shoulder by the attached strap. Derek would live. For now. At least until Luke figured out if he’d killed Sierra or not. Just because he appeared sad didn’t mean he wasn’t the murderer. Plenty of killers felt guilty after the fact. But Luke wouldn’t shoot a man in cold blood without getting the facts first.

      In a low crouch, Luke picked a silent path down the mountain toward Derek and Sierra. Luke didn’t want to spook Derek and make him shoot or, worse, run. At least not until he’d had a chance to grill the younger man about his daughter’s death. If Derek was responsible, he’d be dead before he could take a single step away from her body.

      Luke increased his speed. He was within ten feet of them when an unseen twig snapped beneath the snow. The sound was nearly inaudible, but Derek’s head jerked up. He turned to face Luke.

      “Luke.” His voice was as cold and dead as the wind. “I’m … I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Luke’s lips peeled back in a snarl. Rage spread through his body like wildfire. “You’re sorry? You killed my daughter!”

      He raised the rifle and pointed it at Derek’s chest. Derek took a step back. His hands flew up in front of him.

      “Wait! Just wait! I didn’t kill her.”

      “You’re standing over her body.”

      “It looks bad. I get it, but it wasn’t me.”

      Luke lowered his shoulder and charged at the other man. He drove the full weight of his body directly into Derek’s solar plexus. Derek’s cheeks puffed as his wind rushed out of him. Both men collapsed into the snow. Luke landed on top.

      A guttural, animalistic growl erupted from Luke’s mouth. If he hadn’t been so hell-bent on tearing Derek limb from limb, he might have been frightened to hear himself make such a bestial roar. He grappled with the younger man and managed to grab hold of one of his wrists. Luke shoved Derek’s forearm against his sternum and unleashed a vicious downward punch. Derek put up his free hand and partially deflected the impact, but Luke knew that it still hurt. So did the next blow and the next.

      Another howl of rage and fury ripped from Luke’s throat as he struggled with the man who’d killed his child. Derek recovered his senses somewhat and grapevined his right leg on top of Luke’s left leg. With a sudden, powerful surge, he managed to roll over and get on top of Luke, though his wrist was still trapped in an iron grip.

      “Luke, you have to listen to me.” Derek’s speech was slightly slurred because of the bloody lip Luke had given him. “I didn’t—”

      Luke bit Derek’s hand. The younger man howled in pain and struggled ferociously. They tumbled through the snow, leaving bloody impressions in their wake. While the men battled for supremacy, Luke’s rifle was dislodged in the struggle and ended up a dozen feet away.

      Luke wound up back on top. He hollered in triumph as he once again blasted Derek in the face with a vicious punch, but the younger man grabbed Luke’s arm. Derek constricted his abs and threw both of his legs up to grab Luke’s head. Luke’s vision grew dark as Derek applied a triangle chokehold.

      As his consciousness began to fade, Luke knew he only had one shot. He gathered his legs beneath him in a squat and surged upward to drag Derek along with him. With both arms and legs engaged, Derek had no way to mitigate the impact when Luke fell forward and drove his head and shoulders into the snowy, rocky ground.

      Derek’s limbs went limp as he released their grip. As he caught his breath, Luke disentangled himself from the barely conscious man’s body and staggered over to his rifle. He stood over Derek, pointing the barrel at his head.

      “You killed my daughter, you son of a bitch.”

      “No, it wasn’t me. I swear.” Derek held his hands up in supplication. One eye was partially swollen shut. Blood trailed down his chin. “It was one of the cult guys.”

      “Bullshit.” Luke peered down the scope and prepared to pull the trigger.

      “No, it’s not! I swear to you; it was someone from the cult.” Derek gestured toward a copse of oaks. “His body’s over there. I killed the bastard. I killed him, man. I killed him for Sierra.”

      The sound of his daughter’s name jarred Luke out of his blind rage. He lowered the rifle a fraction of an inch and glared down at Derek.

      “Where?”

      “Over there.” Derek pointed. “I swear I didn’t kill her.”

      Luke kept the rifle trained on Derek.

      “Get up. Show me.” Luke didn’t offer any assistance to Derek as he struggled to his feet. “If I find out that you’re lying, you’re dead.”

      “I’m not lying. Sierra followed me. I didn’t tell her to come along. We found something. Something big. If it helps convince you, I’ll show you.”

      “I just want to see the body.” Luke kept his gaze on Derek. He couldn’t look at his little girl lying dead in the snow, not without losing it.

      “Okay. Come on. I’ll show you.” Derek started up the mountain.

      Luke followed, keeping the other man close enough to shoot, but not so close that he could turn on Luke and get the upper hand.

      As Luke’s boots crunched through the snow, Derek dabbed at his split lip.

      “What happened?” Luke asked.

      “The guy got the drop on us. I don’t know where he came from. He shot at us and hit Sierra. He almost got me too.”

      Once Luke spotted the body, he quickened his pace and shoved Derek forward with the end of the rifle. Derek stepped over the face-down body and stood a couple of feet back from it. Luke poked at the body with his rifle, just to make sure the cultist was dead. He flipped the body over. A bullet hole formed a meaty hole between the cultist’s sightless eyes.

      “I didn’t notice him stalking us.” Derek trudged over to stand next to Luke. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      Luke grunted. He picked up the cultist’s fallen rifle, a cheap but effective bolt action.

      “It’s consistent with her wound.” Luke turned his ice-cold gaze on Derek. “But then again, you could have planted it on his corpse after you shot Sierra.”

      “Oh, for the love of—please, think for a minute, man.” Derek took a half step back in case Luke got violent again. “I didn’t even know you were out here. You approached from upwind. I didn’t hear you until you were right on top of me. How would I have set all of this up? How could I anticipate which direction you’d come from?”

      Derek’s words hung in the frosty air for a long, tense moment. Then Luke relaxed ever so slightly and crouched over the corpse. He needed time to think, so he began to strip the cultist.

      Luke found an energy bar, which he ripped into and devoured in seconds. As he continued to loot the corpse, Derek helped by getting the man’s jacket and boots off. The cultist’s outfit wasn’t of much use, but the camouflage jacket he wore was in good condition. Likewise, his boots seemed fairly new.

      They also found a revolver in the man’s waistband and a half-crushed, moist cigar. Luke stuck it between his lips and used the dead man’s zippo to light it. Luke felt like a robot. He was going through the motions but didn’t seem to feel anything. His whole body was numb.

      In silence, he trekked back to where Sierra lay. Derek followed.

      As he shivered from the cold, Luke wrapped Sierra’s body in her killer’s coat. When Derek tried to help, Luke swatted his hands away. Maybe he hadn’t directly killed Sierra, but he sure as hell had something to do with it.

      After gently laying Sierra’s swaddled body in the snow, Luke stood silently as he regarded her. For a time, he didn’t speak. Liz was going to be devastated. Kyle too. God, how was he going to tell them about this?

      “What the hell were you doing out here with her?” Luke asked.

      “It’s a long story. We found something.”

      “What?”

      “It’s better if I show you.”

      “Do it.”

      “Before I take you there, what do you want to do with her?” Derek asked, nodding toward Sierra. “Do you want to take her back to the cabin? I can—I can help bury her.”

      “I can’t believe my baby’s dead.” Luke’s face scrunched up. His lower lip trembled. “Why?”

      “I’m sorry, man.”

      Derek clasped his shoulder, but Luke shook his hand off. He turned away and covered his face with his hands, his shoulders shaking as he gave in to his grief. After a few minutes, he composed himself and cleaned his face with a handkerchief.

      “Help me lift her over my shoulder.” Luke bent down and picked up her body around the midsection. Derek assisted him by draping her body over Luke’s shoulder. “I’ll bring her home. Liz will want to bury her.”

      “I understand.”

      “You said you found something.” Luke shifted Sierra’s slight weight as he turned to face Derek. “I want to see it before I take her home.”

      “Yeah, you’re not going to believe it.”

      “What the hell could have been so important that my daughter ended up dead?”

      “Nothing. But this is still important. You’ll see.”

      As Luke followed Derek out of the valley, he steadied his daughter’s body. They crossed a slight rise and then labored to climb a steeper ridge. A rusted metal pipe, covered in grass and snow, stuck out of the earth.

      “What the hell’s that?” Luke asked.

      “Best I can guess, a drainage pipe.”

      “Draining what? There’s nothing up here. I’ve been through this section of the forest several times in the last three days.”

      “I think I know where it’s coming from. We’re almost there.” Derek walked faster.

      The men clambered over the ridge and carefully trudged down a snowy hill until they reached a small creek. Derek led them parallel to the ice-crusted water for about a quarter-mile before he ducked under a low hanging branch. A vertical rock wall blocked the path. It looked like a dead end.

      “What the fuck?” Luke was ready to drop Sierra to defend himself when Derek pointed.

      “There.”

      Luke’s suspicious gaze snapped to where Derek was pointing. His jaw dropped, and his eyes widened.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Luke asked.

      “Yes.” Derek grinned. “Yes, it is.”

      Luke’s heart pounded against his rib cage. This was going to change everything.
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      Three days earlier …

      Liz bent her knees in a low crouch next to a fallen log. Several years ago, she would have walked right past the rotting wood without a second thought, but now she knew it could be a valuable treasure trove of sustenance. Liz shifted her weight back onto her left heel and gently lifted the log. A few scurrying insects retreated from the frigid air. She spotted a cluster of yellow oyster mushrooms. Jackpot!

      Sandy, the middle-aged woman standing next to her, grinned. White puffs of condensation rolled from her lips as she spoke. “Nice find.”

      “Thanks. Let’s hope I don’t overcook them this time.” Liz stared at the meager amount of mushrooms and sighed. “We need to shore up our food stores at the cabin.”

      “Us, too.” Sandy glanced over to where her husband, Edwin, fiddled with the knot on his wicker basket. “Edwin hasn’t said so out loud, but I can tell he’s worried our food supply will run out before the end of the year.”

      Liz nodded. Her mind drifted back to a time when she could hit the grocery store and load up an SUV when she needed to provide food for her family. Out in the wilderness, one truly began to appreciate the struggle for sustenance. Every morsel, every calorie, had to be earned the old-fashioned way. With hard work.

      Her thoughts lingered on the idea. She underappreciated her old life, the one she’d enjoyed before the bombs fell. There was a time when her worst problems were finding a babysitter for Kyle and dealing with Sierra’s teenage drama. She would have given anything to have those “problems” again.

      She’d also taken the convenience of modern technology for granted. Now every little chore had become an arduous task. If she needed to wash clothes, she had to carry a full load over rough terrain to the nearby stream then clean them by hand. Afterward, she had to either struggle with a heavy basket of damp clothing or hang them up by the creek, where anyone might happen along and steal the garments right off the line.

      Food no longer came out of a can or a convenient plastic wrapper. Rather, it had to be pursued, fished, hunted, or chased down. She and Luke had agreed to try to hunt while there were still animals to be hunted. They wouldn’t dip into their stash of food until absolutely necessary. Still, Liz was determined to provide for her family. Just because the world had gone mad, it didn’t mean her responsibilities as a wife and mother had disappeared. If anything, she felt more important now, as if she were the glue holding her family together.

      And, as if life wasn’t difficult enough after the bombs, there was the damned Children of the Bomb cult, which had nearly killed her and her children. She would have laughed at their ridiculous name, but there was nothing worth laughing about. Not anymore. They were dangerous, and although she’d helped to destroy their old camp, several members still hid in the woods. Tracking them down had proved to be an impossible task, so now she was on guard all the time, waiting for their inevitable attack.

      Liz always hoped a major catastrophe would bring people together and unite them in the common struggle for survival. However, she rapidly realized that, while there were cooperative people such as Sandy and Edwin Wright, there were many more who would gladly rip food out of her children’s hands without a second thought. Those were the people who kept her looking over her shoulder. Those were the ones to fear.

      Sandy’s voice drew Liz out of her brooding thoughts.

      “We lost almost a month’s worth of rations to those damn rats.” Sandy shook her head, jaw set hard. “Those bastards are too clever for their own good. I had the rations wrapped in three feet of plastic sheeting and a canvas tarp, and they still got in and ate everything.”

      “We’ve been ‘rat-attacked’ a few times, too.” Liz squinted at a nearby cluster of tree stumps, a good hunting ground for more mushrooms. “You have to be careful about leaving things outside the walls of your cabin. I don’t think it was just rats either. I think some of the other people in the old group are stealing already.”

      “Is that why you decided to stop working with them?” Sandy asked.

      “Yeah. I think we’re better off staying away from anyone else in the mountains. We trust you and Edwin and Derek, but no one else. As long as we stick together, I think we’ll be okay.”

      “I agree. Some of the things the others have been saying make me nervous. Some are talking about joining up with another group.”

      “The cult?” Liz frowned.

      “Yeah. I think that’s what they meant, but they never came out and said it. Edwin and I stopped going to their meetings a few days after you and Luke stopped. I didn’t like the direction they were headed. We would have been fine if they’d stuck to the plan.”

      “We have enough to deal with right now. Trying to work with uncooperative people isn’t on the agenda. Not anymore.”

      “Trying to protect our food is a lot harder than I thought it would be. Other people suck if they’re stealing, but don’t get me started on the squirrels.” Sandy gestured toward the east, where her and Edwin’s cabin lay. “I swear they tap dance around the traps I set and nibble on everything. Makes me wish I could get a cat up here.”

      Liz nodded in agreement. She sat on the same log she’d overturned, so she could rest her legs for a moment. “Kyle says he saw a mountain lion on the edge of the perimeter the other day. It would be good for rodent control if it wasn’t looking to eat us, too.”

      “Have you seen any sign of Justice?” Sandy asked, referring to Liz’s golden retriever.

      “No. I haven’t seen him in days. I don’t know where he went off to. I just hope the mountain lion didn’t get him.”

      “I hope so too. Maybe he’s just off hunting.” Sandy lifted a rough limestone rock. She frowned when she didn’t find mushrooms. “How are your kids doing?”

      Liz chewed her lower lip before answering. “As well as could be expected, I suppose.” She heaved a heavy sigh. “Kyle wants to impress Luke and me so bad that he keeps taking stupid risks to prove he’s worthy of being called an adult.”

      “Sounds like Kyle.”

      “Right.” Liz nodded, but then her face grew dark. “But at least he wants to help. Sierra constantly whines about everything, from not being able to log into Facebook to not being able to go to parties and missing out on her college years. If she doesn’t toughen up soon, she’s going to drive me and Luke nuts. Yesterday I asked her to gather more prickly pear cactus fruit. She rolled her eyes and said her back hurt. As if mine doesn’t.”

      “You can eat prickly pear cactus?” Sandy arched an eyebrow in inquiry.

      “Yep. I used to pick a bag full on hikes. I’d juice it.”

      “What does it taste like?”

      “A cross between watermelon, pineapple, pear, and cucumber. It’s actually really refreshing on a hot day.”

      “We won’t have many of those any time soon.” Sandy smirked.

      “True, but it has a good amount of vitamin C and magnesium. It only takes three cups to hit your daily goal. Vitamin C’s going to become more and more important as time goes on. Not just because we want to avoid scurvy, but because it will help to keep us from getting sick.”

      “We should gather some prickly pear later today.”

      “Let’s finish mushroom collection first, then we’ll go. If we’re lucky, we might come across a fat grub to toss into the soup pot.” Liz laughed and shook her head at the massive upheaval in her life. “I can’t believe I’m living in the mountains with no electricity, talking about eating grubs.”

      Sandy pursed her lips and stared at the overcast sky. “I don’t think any of us ever considered this future for ourselves. But all you can do is all you can do.”

      “What if all we can do isn’t enough?” Liz asked softly.

      The question hung in the air as they continued to search for mushrooms. Several minutes later, a tiny white flake drifted from the sky and melted on the back of Liz’s bare hand. She glanced at the sky and frowned.

      “Here comes the snow.” Sandy clucked her tongue. “Winter is practically right on top of us.”

      Liz turned to Sandy and gave voice to her fear. “I haven’t spent a winter in the mountains since I was a little girl, and it was harsh then. I don’t know how we’re going to make it through, honestly.”

      Sandy nodded and picked up a fat mushroom cap.

      “Edwin and I aren’t looking forward to it. We aren’t spring chickens anymore.” Sandy winced and clenched her right hand. “My arthritis is already acting up, and it’s not even that cold yet. Not as cold as it’s going to be.”

      Liz nodded grimly. It had all been so simple in her previous life. Starvation was such a remote possibility that she hadn’t even considered it. Certainly, she had worried that Luke would lose his job, or that some other calamity would lead to food insecurity, but there were friends, neighbors, and family who would have stepped up to help. Even their community church had a food pantry. But there were no food pantries on the cold side of the mountain, and her friends and family were in equally dire circumstances with nothing to spare. Those who were alive, anyway.

      “We’ll figure it out.” Liz tried to fill her tone with a confidence she didn’t feel. “We have to.”
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      Luke grabbed the Winchester’s smooth black stock and lifted it off the rack near the front door of the cabin he shared with his wife and children. It was his turn to patrol the perimeter.

      At first, he’d taken defense-related duties upon himself, but after discussing it with his wife, they had agreed to switch off. It didn’t make sense to have one person do the same mind-numbing task day in and day out.

      In addition to staving off boredom, they each had a unique perception. They could get different sets of eyes on the terrain if they rotated scouting duties. If more people watched for trouble, they could find it before it found them.

      After the first bombs had dropped, Luke had faced all kinds of trouble. He’d hacked and shot his way through flesh and blood on his way to being reunited with his family. He had no regrets. As far as he was concerned, anyone who got in his way had signed their own death warrant.

      It was stressful enough trying to take care of himself, but it was nothing compared to his anxiety about Liz, Kyle, and Sierra. While his wife was a tough, capable woman, she couldn’t rely on a variety of survival tactics like Luke could. Kyle was eager to help but likely to get himself killed in the process. And as for Sierra …

      Luke gritted his teeth and gripped his rifle. It was better not to think about Sierra’s irresponsible behavior. He didn’t want to get his blood pressure up.

      He consoled himself with the fact that the mountainside was beautiful in the early afternoon light. Overhead, a hawk circled. Its keen eyes sought out prey. A rat squeaked, warning its fellow rodents that a human was on the prowl.

      Rats. He grimaced. If they tasted better, he would go out of his way to shoot the thieving little bastards, but that would be a waste of valuable ammunition.

      Maintaining their stores was already a challenge. It would grow more difficult in the coming weeks as winter took hold. Fishing and foraging were barely enough to keep his family alive right now. How would he provide for them once snow fell? He didn’t want to dip into his food preps until absolutely necessary. Until then, he’d hunt for whatever he could find.

      As he circled the perimeter, the cabin vanished behind a copse of trees. He hiked out a good distance before beginning his route around the territory he’d marked for his family. His legs had become accustomed to the rough terrain. He didn’t slip or stumble even when he traversed the steepest slopes.

      Luke trudged up a ridge and reached the crest, then stared out over a forest of oaks. He spotted a coyote as it bounded into the brush. It vanished before he could even consider taking a shot. Too bad. It would have been enough meat for an entire week. Maybe even enough to share with the Wrights.

      Grimly, he realized he would have to let the elderly couple starve if it meant his family would stay alive. After the bombs, morality was painted in shades of gray rather than black and white. His family would always come first, but he’d help his allies if he had extra to share with them.

      A movement below him caught Luke’s eye. He dropped down to his belly and dragged the rifle off his shoulder to stare into the scope. Luke made out three armed men who walked with purpose to the north, deeper into the woods. Even with the scope, they were too far off to pick out much detail, but they didn’t seem friendly.

      Luke considered returning to the cabin for backup in case things got ugly, but he quickly dismissed the idea. By the time he walked back, the strangers’ trail would have grown cold. He picked his way carefully down the slope and angled for the same direction the men had taken.

      Now that he was in the forest, he moved with a great deal of caution. His eyes and ears strained for the slightest hint of hostiles, whether they walked on four legs or two. Luke carefully stepped on patches of bare dirt or live growth so he wouldn’t make a sound. The slightest snap of a twig could carry a long way in the woods, and he couldn’t risk giving up his location.

      Luke came upon the path the men had taken. Obviously, none of them were skilled in covering their tracks because they left sloppy signs of their passing. Bent and torn branches, muddy footprints, and a discarded candy bar wrapper left an easy-to-follow trail. Luke was definitely on the right path.

      Gradually he became aware of a voice ahead of him. He dropped into a low crouch and moved at a snail’s pace for maximum stealth. Luke blinked away beads of sweat and stared through the foliage. A dozen men gathered in a small glade in front of a rustic log cabin. He was close enough to make out their words.

      “—an obvious sign of the righteous judgment of our holy divinity. Come forth so you may be counted worthy of the Kingdom of our Creator, for which you also suffer.”

      The speaker stood on a sedan-sized boulder. He extended his arms out to the small gathering as if he were a conductor before an orchestra. Or more likely, a puppet master who pulled the strings of his followers. The gathered throng ate up every word. Some nodded as the preacher continued his spiel.

      “It is God’s will to rain hellfire down on those who have afflicted you. When our divine decree is revealed from heaven,” the man raised his arms to the sky and shook his fists as if in fury, “we, His mighty angels, will bring vengeance to those who don’t know our Creator. And those who don’t obey the good news of our holy divinity? They will pay the ultimate penalty.” The preacher’s eyes narrowed into slits. His voice boomed. “Eternal destruction will come to anyone who refuses the face of the Lord. From the glory of His might, we will become his earthly warriors.”

      “Amen.” The men shouted their approval. Some of them thrust their guns toward the heavens.

      “My good brothers,” the preacher’s thin, rat-like face twisted into a sneer, “our beloved leader is gone. Slain by the hands of a heretical cow and her ungainly offspring. Are we to suffer these heathens to live?”

      A raucous cry of “no” echoed up out of the glade as the men grew even more frenetic in their appeal to the heavens. Luke knew exactly who the preacher was referring to—Luke’s wife and kids.

      “Remember, it is by the grace of our divine Creator that we have survived the fires of nuclear apocalypse.” The preacher jabbed a finger down at the men gathered about his boulder. “Do not seek to place yourselves before Him as our enemies have done. Down that path lies the destruction of your immortal soul. We are the chosen. We will claim this land and all its resources for His holy kingdom. His will be done.”

      The men raised their arms into the air and shouted with glee. “His will be done.”

      Luke had seen enough. As he carefully snuck away from the glade, he took note of the small cabin’s location. He had to tell the others about this. They were all in great danger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days earlier …

      Derek leaned against the rough stones of the cabin’s fireplace. He crossed his arms over his chest as he listened to Luke’s report on the cult meeting. Apparently, Luke had stumbled upon them by pure luck. Until now, they hadn’t known for sure if the cult had regrouped. It was clear they had and that they’d continue to be a threat.

      “… so that’s what we’re dealing with now,” Luke finished.

      “I’m sorry.” Liz pursed her lips and glanced at each person with a worried frown. “If I hadn’t killed their leader, they wouldn’t be out for revenge.”

      “Please don’t apologize for killing a terrible man, dear.” Sandy patted her on the shoulder. “If I’d had that son of a bitch in my sights, I’d have pulled the trigger for sure.”

      “For the love of God.” Edwin scowled at his wife of thirty years.

      Sandy shrugged. “Well, I would.”

      “I would, too.” Kyle slapped a fist into his palm. His eyes shimmered with the mischief of a thirteen-year-old. “I’d stick a grenade up each and every one of their—”

      “That’s enough,” Liz snapped.

      Kyle grumbled a bit before falling into sullen silence.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, my son might be right.” Luke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He stared at something far away. “The cult remains a constant threat to all of us. We’re going to have to do something about it. End this for good.”

      Liz turned to her husband. Mild disdain furrowed her brow. “I can’t believe after all the violence visited upon this family, you want to go out and start another fight.”

      “Yeah.” Sierra shifted her attention from her notebook to her father. “Live and let live, right? We don’t bother them, and maybe they won’t bother us.”

      Derek held his tongue, though he wanted to berate the foolish teenager for her ignorance. Fortunately, Luke did it for him.

      “After all you’ve been through, and all that nearly happened to you, I can’t believe you want to give these people the benefit of the doubt.”

      Liz laid a restraining hand on his forearm. “We don’t know if the new preacher’s just trying to bring his people together, or if he’s actually trying to incite a mob to attack us again. Winter will be here soon. They’ll be too busy trying to survive. There’s a good chance they won’t mess with us.”

      Derek couldn’t remain silent any longer. He pushed away from the wall and cleared his throat until he had everyone’s attention. “I agree with Luke. We need to deal with this. There are only so many resources on this mountain, and we’re in direct competition with the cult for them. If we let them overfish the water and overhunt the forest there’ll be nothing left for us. As far as I’m concerned, it’s kill or be killed at this point.”

      Luke nodded. “We can’t expect peace from them. The Children of the Bomb will kill anyone in their way. They’ll consider it the fulfillment of their divine right. The only thing that’ll deter them is bloodshed. We have to strike them before they attack us.”

      “Of course, the two military guys want to start a war.” Sierra rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you tired of fighting? You should be.”

      “Yes, I’m tired of fighting.” Luke sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been fighting since the bombs dropped. I can still hear the screams of the men I sent to Hell. But if I have to send a few more there to keep this family safe, then that’s what I’ll to do.”

      “No,” Liz said.

      Luke’s gaze snapped over to his wife. He opened his mouth to protest, but she ignored him.

      “We can’t subject our family to more violence,” Liz said.

      “What if the cult comes to our cabin? What should we do then?” Luke demanded.

      “Then we fight.” Liz made a fist. “I’m not afraid to get violent when it’s necessary. But we shouldn’t go looking for trouble. In my experience, you’ll always find it. And we don’t know if they were talking about us. They could be targeting some other family. We’re not the only group on this mountain.”

      Luke’s jaw worked silently as he chewed on her logic. He was pretty damn sure the cult’s new leader was talking about Liz and the kids, but she was right. They didn’t know for sure. Starting another war with them would only serve to strain their resources further. And they might be wasting bullets for nothing.

      “All right, Liz. We’ll wait. I just hope we don’t regret this decision,” Luke said.

      That seemed to end the meeting. Everyone exchanged silent glances, and then Edwin stood. “Well, me and the missus best get back to our cabin before dark. It’s going to get damn cold tonight. Come on, honey.”

      Sandy took his hand. “We’ll see you all tomorrow.”

      Everyone gradually dispersed, leaving Derek alone by the fireplace. He considered the situation. Luke was the only person taking the threat seriously. However, Derek also respected Liz. He could empathize with her desire to keep her family away from danger. Derek knew loss all too well.

      His thoughts turned to the real reason he’d come up the mountain. Back when he’d served in the military, he’d heard about something that might ensure their survival, but he wasn’t sure if it was still on the mountain. He couldn’t tell anyone about it until he knew if it still existed. He didn’t want to get their hopes up. However, if he could find it, it would go a long way in helping them stay alive in a world without rule of law. The thing he sought was hidden somewhere in the woods. But where?

      Derek grabbed his travel pack and his cheap but sturdy semi-automatic rifle. He decided he would go into the woods and search for it until he found it, or he wound up dead. Because if he didn’t locate it, they were all doomed. They wouldn’t survive a nuclear winter without it. No one wanted to face the truth except for him. He needed to do this. Their future depended on it.

      For now, he would keep it a secret. Locating it wouldn’t be easy, but if he could find it, he could leverage it to gain more status within the group. Hell, they’d probably make him their leader. But he didn’t give a damn about status. He was only looking to survive, just like everyone else.

      He exited the cabin and closed the door, making as little sound as possible. He couldn’t afford to be followed. Even if he found it, he wasn’t planning on revealing its location. The others would stay dependent on him as long as they didn’t discover the source of their newfound wealth. Keeping the location secret would keep him alive.

      Derek figured he’d be able to hear most people who might stalk him, but Luke had trained his family to use stealth to move through the forest. That little punk Kyle could practically disappear if he held still long enough. Sierra would be easy to spot. Liz was much better than her daughter but still identifiable. Luke was the only one who would be a real problem. He and Derek possessed the same level of survival training. Luke could track him if Derek wasn’t careful. He had to stay alert, not just for the members of Luke’s family, but for the cult members, too. Everyone would kill to get their hands on what he was determined to find.

      Despite his alertness, he didn’t notice the lean figure following him into the forest.
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      Sierra sighed as she sat on her bed, staring at her phone’s black screen. Just a few short weeks ago, the device was a window into an entire world of possibility. If she was hungry, the nicest restaurant in town could be located with a few taps of her finger. If she was lonely, a couple of swipes and she might find a hot guy to spend some time with. And if she wanted to hear the latest top ten songs, they would be readily available on her music app. Now the phone was a useless chunk of metal, glass, and plastic.

      Stuck on the mountain, there was nothing to do. She was completely cut off from everything that had ever been important to her. Friends, social media, college culture. All gone because of those stupid nukes.

      How could they do this to her? More than likely, a bunch of politicians had started this war. They’d ruined her life. It wasn’t fair. She was missing out on her chance to be young and free. All because some old white men had decided to blow each other up for silly reasons.

      Unlike her father, Sierra was never much of a patriot. As long as she could do what she wanted and have a good time, she was happy. She wasn’t filled with righteous anger towards the enemies of America. Instead, most of her anger was directed at her parents. They were both clever people. Why did they have to make her life miserable in this ridiculous cabin? Sierra wasn’t a fan of “roughing it.” She wanted her creature comforts, her cell phone to work, and electricity. She wanted her life back.

      She could never understand why people like the Wrights believed living on the mountain was so damn beautiful. Well, the Wrights were old, so they liked stuff like nature and sitting around staring at the clouds. So did her parents. Why, oh why, couldn’t she have been born into a rich family? Rich people didn’t go hide in the woods. They had guards and electricity, and they didn’t have to go out on patrol every other day.

      Fortunately, she wasn’t totally stuck with her parents. There were other families around. And … there was Derek.

      The ridiculously hot guy had saved her life several times. Derek was sexy as hell and smart. Well, maybe not that smart. She’d practically thrown herself at him several times, but he hadn’t responded. He was either oblivious or not interested. He was too smart to be oblivious, but she had a hard time accepting that he wasn’t interested. Guys never walked away from her. She was too pretty. She worked hard to keep her body tight and firm, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      What an idiot. They could be passing the endless hours doing all kinds of naughty things in the woods together. Instead, she was stuck here, bored out of her freaking mind.

      She turned to stare out the bedroom window at the fading sunlight when she spotted Derek sneaking away from the cabin. He took cautious steps and kept glancing back at the building. He was up to something.

      Partially from boredom and partially because she was miffed at his lack of interest in her, Sierra made the split-second decision to follow him. Derek was a man of mystery. Whenever he spoke about his past, he only gave vague details. Sierra wanted to know his story. Maybe then she’d be able to figure out why he didn’t like her back. There had to be a reason.

      Come on, Derek. I’m hot, you’re hot, we’re hot. So why not?

      She crept out of the cabin. He was almost out of sight when she made it to the edge of the woods. She hurried after him, careful to watch where she stepped as Dad had shown her.

      Her lips twisted into a wry grin. What do you know? The old man was useful for something, after all. She’d become a much better tracker in the last few days, which would be helpful tonight. Derek was up to something for sure; otherwise, he wouldn’t be sneaking out.

      Keeping up with Derek’s brisk pace without stepping on twigs was hard work. She debated turning around and heading back to the cabin, but this was still far more interesting than anything going on back there.

      She lost her focus for a moment and accidentally stepped on a rotted, fallen tree limb. A loud crack punctured the air. Derek stopped. He spun toward her, scanning for the source of the sound through the scope on his rifle.

      She ducked behind a thick oak and held perfectly still, afraid to even breathe. As the seconds passed, her lungs started to burn. She couldn’t release a breath now without sucking in a huge one, which would make a ton of noise. He’d probably shoot her. There’s no way he’d be able to tell it was her in the darkness. Shit! She was going to die if she didn’t call out to him.

      As she opened her mouth to suck in a breath, he lowered the scope. He frowned, then turned his back on her and continued deeper into the forest.

      She sagged with relief. Part of her screamed she should turn back. But curiosity kept her rooted in place. He was up to something for sure, and she wanted to know what it was. She gave him a few seconds to get ahead before taking a tentative step in his direction. He didn’t turn around, so she continued to follow him.

      Where was he going? He appeared to be searching for something, but what? The Children of the Bomb’s new compound? Was he going to take them all on with one gun by himself? Was he that crazy?

      She continued to track him, staying back as far as she could without losing sight of him. After the broken branch incident, he would occasionally stop and look around, as if he were expecting an ambush. On those occasions, Sierra flattened herself against the nearest tree. To her relief, he hadn’t spotted her.

      As Derek resumed his hunt, he seemed to perk up. His pace quickened as he strode faster into the woods. He stopped to examine what looked like a tree stump, then he rose to his feet and jogged out of sight.

      She hurried to catch up. When she came upon the stump, she realized it was actually a rusted iron pipe jutting out of the mountainside. It seemed out of place amongst the boulders and gently flowing streams. She’d passed through this area before but hadn’t noticed it. What was it?

      Determined to find out what was going on, she hurried after Derek. As slipped silently through the trees, she hoped she hadn’t lost him. She nearly collapsed in fright when she spotted him a few hundred yards ahead.

      She froze.

      When he didn’t look at her, she followed his gaze. Her eyes widened when she spotted what he was staring at.

      Holy crap! So this is what he was looking for. Her lips peeled back into a smile as he moved toward it. Now I know one of your secrets.
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      Three days earlier …

      A rush of adrenaline shot through Derek as he stared at the steel door. It stood several hundred yards away. A thicket of snow-dusted bushes partially obscured it, but there was no mistaking it. This was it. He could feel it in the depths of his soul. Who the hell would build a compound into the side of the mountain? The US Government, that’s who.

      An invigorating rush of heat spread through his body. His mind raced with hope and anticipation. He studied the landscape. They wouldn’t have left any traps behind, but a dense blanket of snow-covered leaves would block any potential hazards from sight. The last thing he needed was to step into a tangle of rattlesnakes.

      Dusk cut across the mountain. He didn’t want to turn back. He had to confirm his find, but he also couldn’t risk getting caught in the frigid night with no shelter. His clothes were warm enough for now, but the emergency blanket in his pack wouldn’t keep him comfortable for the night. It would keep him alive, but hours of shivering weren’t all that appealing.

      If this place was what he thought it was, then he could conceivably stay inside. But it wouldn’t be much warmer, and he sure as hell couldn’t light a fire. It would draw too much attention. Anyone in the wood would be able to see the smoke. He couldn’t stay, so he had to take a quick peek and get the hell out of there.

      Praying that he wouldn’t step on a snake, he waded through damp leaves. They clung to his boots. Mud sucked at his feet. It was slow going and harder than he’d anticipated.

      He blew out a frustrated breath before summoning all his energy. He bounded forward, stumbling through the brush. Elated by his sudden progress, he redoubled his efforts. But before he’d made it halfway across the divide, he caught sight of a deep depression of leaves. A shallow.

      “Shit!”

      His feet went out from under him. Snow and leaves crunched and gave way. He twisted around to grasp desperately at the nearest bush. His hand caught hold of a narrow, flimsy branch, but it slipped through his fingers as he scrambled to regain his balance. A few sparse leaves tore free as he slid feet-first down the ravine.

      Panic seized him as he grabbed unsuccessfully for a handhold. The drop hadn’t appeared too treacherous based on a quick glimpse, but with a coating of snow over everything, there could be any number of hazards beneath the surface.

      Before he had time to further contemplate his fate, his feet jammed into the ground. He somersaulted backward. When he finally came to rest on his knees, his lungs heaved. His heart pounded as adrenaline surged through his veins. He brushed leaves out of his hair and off his jacket. The pungent odor of rot stifled his breath.

      He stood on shaky legs. One of his ankles screamed when he tried to put weight on it. Most likely a light sprain, it would probably swell up later.

      “Dammit!”

      Everything hurt, but nothing else seemed to stand out. He prodded the major areas of concern with an investigative finger or an exploratory squeeze. His elbow hurt where it had hit a rock somewhere along the way. Same for his right knee. His tailbone might have been bruised when he’d fallen back on it after his feet had caught at the bottom.

      Overall, it wasn’t a bad outcome, considering his stupidity. He should have waited until morning to return. In his haste, he’d almost broken his damn neck. No one knew he was out here. If he had broken a leg or even an ankle, they probably wouldn’t have found his body before the spring thaw. Well, if there was a spring thaw.

      “Don’t get stupid, you fool.” He berated himself for his recklessness with a shake of his head. Then he smiled and let out a chuckle and low whistle. “Boy, that could’ve been really bad.”

      He shifted his weight onto his sore ankle and winced. It was already starting to stiffen, but he’d walked on far worse in the past. As long as he kept it limber, he could make it back to the cabin.

      After checking to make sure nothing had fallen out of his pockets or his pack in the tumble, he glanced up the ravine’s walls. It had to be about a twenty-five-foot climb. He sighed.

      Trying to climb up the slippery slope wouldn’t work. He’d have to find another way out. After taking several steps, he groaned. His ankle wouldn’t make it more than a few hundred yards, tops. It was worse than he’d thought it was.

      He hobbled in a circle while assessing his options. In the distance, he spotted a small stack of stones near the base of the mountain, several hundred yards from the entrance to the shelter. A small overhang shielded the stones from the snow. His heart leapt as he limped closer.

      A rock cairn. Usually, people used them to mark a trail or some other landmark, but there weren’t any trails near here. Who would want to pass through this isolated ravine anyway? And yet, here it was.

      He peered under the overhang. It was shallow, barely deep enough to shield the small cairn from falling snow. Lucky, somebody had the foresight to build it under here, or else Derek might’ve missed it altogether.

      Though he was convinced he was in the right place, he couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary near the cairn. All he could see was solid rock. The setting sun made his search difficult. The entire ravine lay in shadows.

      He felt his way down the wall. He knocked against it in a couple of places, only to be disappointed by the dull sound of knuckles cracking against unyielding stone.

      About twenty paces from the cairn, his fingers brushed against something round set into the rock about three feet above the ground. His breath caught in his chest. He ran his fingers back over it to feel the metal outline.

      He squinted at the darkening wall and found a rounded half-circle of rusted metal. He knocked against the rock and was thrilled by the semi-hollow sound. He marveled at the texture, which was nearly identical to the rock into which it was set.

      He pried at the metal ring, but it wouldn’t budge under his cold fingers. His dexterity had already deteriorated in the plummeting temperature. His hands shook in anticipation. He unfolded his pocketknife and wedged the point under the ring’s edge to pry the rusty thing off the surface of the artificial rock.

      He worked his fingers under the ring until it stuck out enough to where he could get a good grip on it. He wrapped both hands around the metal handle before jerking it back towards his body.

      Nothing.

      He repositioned himself and grabbed hold of the ring again. He pulled on it with every ounce of strength he could muster, straining his arm and back muscles to no avail.

      Getting more frustrated by the second, he braced his foot against the rock and growled with exertion.

      A loud grinding sound filled the air. He stumbled backward as something gave and a section of the wall swung open.

      He had no time to celebrate. A soft gasp issued from above him. He whirled around to level his rifle at the intruder, clicking off the safety in one practiced motion.

      “Oh.” When he realized the gasp had come from Sierra, he clicked the safety back on. He lowered the barrel in exasperation. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” After shimmying down the ravine, she sauntered towards him. She started at him through lowered lashes while curling her lips into a wry smile. She must have thought it would come off as mischievous and sexy, but instead she looked like she’d just eaten a sour lemon.

      “Goddammit. Is it just you out here?” Derek scanned the lip of the ravine for movement.

      “Yup. Just me. And you, of course.” As she smiled at him, her face contorted into a mask of seduction.

      He wasn’t having any of it. The last thing he needed was a woman with a schoolgirl crush chasing after him. She could compromise everything. She couldn’t keep a secret to save her life, so there was no way in hell she’d keep this to herself.

      He glanced from her to the open door and took a moment to weigh his options. She probably wouldn’t be able to locate this spot again. Hell, she probably couldn’t even make it back to her family’s cabin from here.

      “How long have you been following me?”

      “Since you left the cabin.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” she asked coyly.

      “Why did you follow me?” His patience was wearing thin.

      “I saw you sneaking away. It looked like you were up to something, so I followed you to see what you were doing. It’s so boring in the cabin.”

      “Well, that was stupid. What if you’d lost track of me? It’s almost dark, and you have no supplies. Do you even know which way the cabin is? You would’ve ended up dead out here.”

      “Well, then I guess it’s a good thing we’re together.” She twirled her hair around her finger and stared up at him with mock innocence. “I lost you for a second back there. You were standing around staring at the door. I looked away for a second because I thought I heard something, and you were gone.”

      “I fell down the ravine.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “A little.”

      “Maybe we should head back to the cabin before it gets too dark.”

      He glanced from her to the door and back.

      “What’s behind that … thing … whatever that thing is. It’s a door, right?”

      Derek groaned. He couldn’t leave now, not when he was this close to his objective.

      “It’s a door. Come on, let’s go inside.”

      He pulled out his flashlight and led her through the opening in the rock. Inside the false rock door was a small vestibule that led to a metal door with a wheel. Derek twisted the wheel several times and pulled. The heavy door opened with a hiss.

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      “It’s a fallout shelter from the ‘70s. They built it in case shit with Russia ever got less cold. Guess they were right to worry.” He was so awestruck that he’d found the shelter that he momentarily forgot his annoyance with Sierra. “A couple of guys had mentioned it to me when I was in the Marines. I was stationed at El Toro before they shut it down. I didn’t believe them until my dad confirmed it. Even then, I wasn’t sure if it was real or just a tale passed around from man to man.”

      He took a few steps into the entryway and felt along the wall for a light switch. When his fingers brushed a plastic protrusion, he flicked it up. Overhead, a bare light bulb buzzed to life, casting a dull, yellow glow around the room. Crates were stacked against the walls. They were numbered but didn’t appear to have any additional identifying information. They could be filled with anything or nothing. He wouldn’t know until he could pry them open.

      “Wow, I wonder if Dad has ever heard of it? He loves this kind of thing. He and Kyle are going to freak when they see this place.” She gazed around the shelter.

      Derek pulled a flashlight from his pack. He flipped it up and cast the beam into the dark corners. Farther into the shelter, he found shelves lined with dusty flashlights, radio units, and books that appeared to be at least thirty years old. He spotted several boxes marked MREs.

      He’d hit paydirt. There was no way in hell he’d share this information right away. He had to think it through. Sierra was a huge fucking liability. Why couldn’t she have minded her own business? He couldn’t let her go back to the cabin. Not yet at least.

      While Sierra was preoccupied with the newly lit room, Derek rummaged in his pack. He removed a length of thick rope. Since she couldn’t go back to the cabin, she’d have to stay here while he considered his options.

      As he stepped close to her, confusion knitted her brow. Her gaze dropped to the rope. Her eyes went wide. Before she could move away, he lunged and grabbed her upper arm. He gripped it tightly.

      “You’re going to have to stay here a while.”

      “What? What are you doing?” She struggled to escape his grasp, but he was far too strong. He led her to a metal chair and wound the rope around her to secure her to it. He tied several knots before checking to make sure she couldn’t escape.

      “I’m sorry about this,” he said.

      “Let me go! What the hell is wrong with you?” Her eyes blazed with a mixture of betrayal and fear.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, but I also can’t trust you. Any of you.”

      “You can’t just leave me here!” she screamed.

      “I’ll come back for you.”

      “What? When? Derek, this isn’t funny!”

      He chuckled as he walked farther into the compound. He’d deal with her later.
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      Three days earlier …

      As Luke readied himself for his nightly perimeter check, Kyle paced back and forth like a caged tiger.

      “Come on. Can I please come? I’m ready, I swear,” Kyle pleaded.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous out there.” Luke gave his son a sympathetic smile and a pat on the shoulder. “We can’t take any chances with those nuts from the cult hanging around. They’re too unpredictable.”

      “That’s exactly why you need me. I can watch your back. I can’t stay locked up in this cabin forever. Please, I’m so bored in here. I’ve already done that Starry Night puzzle six times.”

      “I’m sorry, but you’re still a kid. Maybe after we take care of the cult, you can come out with me. But for now, I think it’s best you stay put. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.”

      “I’m not a kid. Not anymore. Not since all this happened. I’ve seen stuff. And I’m tired of standing by while everyone else does all the work. I can help. I want to help protect our family.” Kyle’s face was set with determination.

      Luke’s eyes glittered with pride. His son was right. He wasn’t a boy anymore, but he wasn’t a man either.

      He turned to Liz, who shrugged. “He does have a point, honey. We can’t keep him locked up in here forever. It’s a changed world out there. He helped defend this place before you came back. He wants to feel useful.”

      Luke sighed. “All right. Grab your coat.”

      “Really?” A huge grin spread across Kyle’s face as he jumped up out of his chair.

      “Under one condition.” Luke held up a finger and looked down at his son gravely.

      “Anything.” Kyle nodded, barely suppressing his giddy excitement.

      “You do everything I say, without hesitation, right up until we’re back in this cabin. When we’re out there, I’m not only your father, I’m also your commanding officer. Understand?”

      Kyle nodded in agreement.

      “That means my word is law. So even if you don’t understand why I tell you to do something, you do it anyway. Immediately. You can ask me why after you’ve done it. Got it?”

      Kyle nodded vigorously.

      “All right, then. Let’s go patrol the perimeter.”

      Outside, Kyle could see his breath in the cool night air. There was a thin, soft layer of snow over everything. It would be easy to spot footprints in it, easy to find the cult guys if they were around.

      “First thing to remember is to close the door quietly.” His father gently pressed the door shut without a sound. “Seems obvious, maybe, but you don’t want anyone out there to know you’re coming.” Luke took a few steps off the porch and stopped to crouch down and motioned for Kyle to do the same.

      He spoke in a low whisper. “Now, it’s dark out here. You might want to immediately turn on your flashlight, look around to make sure no one’s lurking out there. But that’s not what we do. What you need to do is take a minute and breathe.” Luke took a deep breath in slowly through his nose and blew it quietly out in a long stream through his mouth. Kyle mimicked his father.

      “When you get out here in the dark, especially if you’re alone, your adrenaline will start to pump. Your heart will race, and your mind will follow. That’s not a good way to patrol. That’s a good way to get yourself killed. So the first thing we do is calm ourselves down. We sit here and breathe awhile, ease our minds, let our pulse settle a bit.”

      Kyle crouched next to his father and matched his slow, steady breathing. He listened intently as a few snowflakes drifted down around them.

      “Not only are we settling our nerves, but we’re also letting our eyes adjust to the darkness. Flashlights are great in a pinch. They make it easy to spot someone hiding in the woods, but they make it even easier for them to spot you.”

      “Makes sense.” Kyle nodded as he committed everything his father said to memory.

      “One of the keys to survival is patience. Strength, smarts, grit, determination, planning—these things are all important. But often patience is what separates those who make it from those who don’t. Sitting here, completely still, you might see something before it sees you. Movement draws attention more than anything else. So, to have the upper hand, sometimes we have to be still.”

      “Patience. Got it.” Kyle nodded again, but he was antsy despite himself.

      Finally, his father stood to walk slowly toward the tree line and motioned for him to follow. Luke stopped a few feet inside the woods and held up his hand for Kyle to do the same.

      “We patrol a few feet inside the treeline because most people will observe a target from about here. Close enough to watch and listen effectively, but with little risk of being spotted.” His father’s voice was barely audible as it reached Kyle.

      “You think people are watching us?” He tried to match his father’s low, gruff tone, but his voice came out squeaky and thin.

      “I don’t know. That’s the trouble with crazy folk. You never know what they’re going to do. Best to expect the worst. Also, best to see them before they see you. That’s where silence comes in. What you want to do is tread very deliberately. Each step, you place your heel down first, real soft. Then you roll the outside of your foot down, slowly place the rest of your sole down, and finally your toes.” He exaggerated the movement to demonstrate the technique.

      Kyle imitated him and placed his foot down silently on the snow. “Like this?”

      Luke smiled. “Exactly like that. That’s good. Now we do that all around the tree line until we get back to where we started. Try to picture every step before you make it, but also keep your eyes and ears open for anything unusual around you. The key to patrolling effectively is to leave your mind absolutely open. You want to be completely available to perceive anything that happens.”

      Kyle followed his father as they paced silently around the perimeter of their little cabin property. The whole time he was on edge, ready to find any bad guy who might be hiding in the woods, waiting to ambush them.

      After doing a complete loop around the property, they returned to the cabin. They hadn’t encountered anything this time, but Kyle still appreciated the experience. He wished his dad would let him go out on patrol by himself. If he could get his dad to take him on patrol more often, then he’d have a better shot at being allowed to go alone. It might take weeks, but what else did he have to do?

      They shrugged out of their coats and wiped their boots on the mud mat. Kyle’s dad clapped him on the back and commended him for a job well done. Kyle grinned. See, it would only be a matter of time before his dad finally trusted him to be out by himself. He’d already done patrol before his dad had come home from Northern California, so there wasn’t any reason why he couldn’t do it again. He’d just have to convince his dad that he was capable of keeping his family safe.

      “Let’s get some grub,” Luke said.

      “Yuck! They’re so slimy.”

      “I meant it figuratively. Grubs are disgusting, but it’s protein. We can’t be choosy when we don’t know what’s coming.”

      “I swear they wiggle down my throat,” Kyle said with a shudder.

      “Nah, your mom makes sure they’re mostly dead before they end up on the plate.”

      “Mostly?” Kyle’s eyes went wide.

      Luke laughed and continued teasing him as he ladled soup into two bowls. Kyle couldn’t stop grinning. His dad was so serious all the time. It was fun to laugh with him again. He didn’t realize how much he missed it.

      The back door to the cabin opened. Kyle’s mom stepped inside. A concerned look knitted her brow. When she spoke to his father, her voice was shaky with worry.

      “Sierra’s gone.”

      “What do you mean she’s gone?” Luke asked.

      “She’s no in her room, and she’s not out back. She’s gone.”

      “Damn that girl. I swear I’m going to lock her in the closet when I get a hold of her,” Luke snapped.

      Kyle cringed, but his dad had never actually locked them in a closet. It was just something he liked to threaten from time to time. And Sierra deserved it. She was a bigger brat than he was, and that was saying something.

      Kyle smirked. He couldn’t wait to see the look on his sister’s face when their dad got a hold of her. She was so dead.
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      “Come on. Please don’t do this. I swear, I won’t tell anybody. I swear.” Tears began to well in Sierra’s eyes. She pleaded with Derek as he knotted the rope tightly around her wrists behind the chair.

      “I’m sorry. I am. But like I said, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Please, let me go. I’ll do anything you want. Anything.” She twisted her head around and desperately tried to make eye contact with him to punctuate her unseemly offer. She liked to think she had some pride, but she was desperate and not above self-degradation if it meant getting her freedom back.

      “Come on, you’re better than that.” He scolded her like she was some misbehaving child.

      “No, I mean it. I think you’re, like, hot. Untie me and I’ll do whatever you tell me to.”

      Derek finished the knot. The rough rope bit into her wrists. He came around and glanced down at her sympathetically.

      “Don’t do that. What would your father think?”

      “What Daddy doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She smirked up at him, but Derek only shook his head.

      “See, you got what we call loose lips. You know the saying, ‘Loose lips sink ships?’ Well, I aim to stay afloat for a while. So until I get a better read on you and your family, I’m afraid I’ll have to keep a close eye on you.”

      “But I thought we had a connection.” She blinked and gave him her best pleading, puppy dog eyes. “You know, I’ve liked you from the moment we first met when you saved me. I thought those bad men would kill me. But then you came along, and I thought I was the luckiest girl in the whole world to have such a handsome, strong man come to my rescue.” She batted her eyes up at him to look as innocent and pitiable as possible.

      “Ha. Nice try. Listen, I’m sorry again, but I can’t take any chances. I wish I didn’t have to tie you up like this, I do, but I have to check this place out first. If I could trust you not to run off and do something stupid, I would. But, well, you don’t exactly inspire a ton of confidence on that front.”

      “Oh, fuck you.” Her expression changed from pathetic pleading to venomous anger. “You think you’re so fucking smart, but you fell down that hill earlier, tumbled around like an idiot. Plus, I followed you all the way here without you realizing, so maybe you’re not as smart as you’d like to think.”

      He flushed. Maybe she had gotten to him. But then he smiled as he shook his head and chuckled.

      “Yeah, that wasn’t too graceful of me. To be honest, I wasn’t too worried about you being the one to follow me. I figured your dad or brother might, but I didn’t expect you to pay attention to anyone but yourself. Figured you’d sit there whining about your dead phone.”

      “Screw you. God, how did I not realize you were such an asshole.” She stamped her feet in anger and strained pointlessly against the rope. “I knew tons of guys like you at school. You think you’re so fucking cool and smart and better than everyone. But you’re nothing. I bet you don’t even get laid or have any friends. You probably have a tiny little dick.”

      “Ha. Okay. Whatever you say. You stay here while I check this place out.” He took a few steps past her before her anger melted away and she was overcome with desperation again.

      “Wait. Don’t leave me here like this. Please. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that stuff. I’m scared. Please, please, please. Please let me go. I can keep a secret. I promise I won’t tell anyone. Don’t leave me here. I don’t want to be here alone in this creepy place.” Tears streamed down her face and her breath came in ragged sobs as she pleaded with him.

      Derek sighed, exasperated. “Relax. I told you, nothing bad is going to happen to you. You’re way too immature to be trusted with information this important. You know, none of this would’ve happened if you hadn’t followed me here. You only have yourself to blame.”

      “Please.” She strained to look back at him but could barely make out his silhouette.

      “Enough! Sit here and be quiet until I get back. I’ll bring you some food and water later.”

      She screamed as loud as she could and stamped her feet on the ground in pure rage as he turned to leave. “Fuck you, you fucking asshole. My dad is totally going to fucking kill you when he finds out what you did to me. I hope he cuts off your tiny fucking penis and shoves it down your stupid throat.”

      The sound of Derek’s footsteps paused momentarily, then he continued deeper into the bunker.

      Sierra screamed again and strained as hard as she could against the rope, but it was too tight and strong. It made no sense to struggle. She slumped her head forward and let the tears flow freely.

      She wondered briefly if the bunker might have somewhere to charge her phone and regretted not being nicer so she could ask Derek if he could maybe look for her. Being trapped in here wouldn’t be that bad if she could scroll through her phone.

      But the sound of Derek’s footsteps faded away and left her completely alone in the silent, dimly lit bunker.
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      Two days earlier …

      The next morning, Liz paced back and forth in front of the fireplace.

      “She was out there alone all night. We have to go look for her.” Liz was consumed with worry for her daughter. Sierra wasn’t exactly the rugged type, and to survive in these mountains for very long was tough for anyone. She could have frozen to death last night. Or she could have been captured by the cult. Or killed by a mountain lion.

      The early morning sun shone in through the cabin windows and illuminated the steam rising from the cups of coffee in her and her husband’s hands. It did nothing to warm her frozen heart.

      “I know.” Luke gave her a comforting look. “She’ll be okay. We’ll find her.”

      “How can you know that? It was cold last night, and those damn cult people are out there. What if they got her?” Liz fought back tears. She didn’t want to cry in front of her son. These days, it seemed like she could barely hold it together.

      Her husband put a reassuring hand on top of hers. “Nobody’s got her. I don’t know where she got off to, but I’m sure she’s fine. Maybe she went over to the Wrights’ cabin or something.”

      “Why the hell would she do that?”

      “I don’t know.” Luke raised his eyebrows. “Maybe she needed some space from us? You know how teenagers can be.”

      Liz scowled. “Yeah, especially Sierra. You know, I hate to say this, but I have to point out that I haven’t seen Derek around since last night, either.”

      Luke scowled as color rushed to his cheeks. “You don’t think?”

      Now Liz raised her eyebrows. “He’s handsome, and there isn’t exactly an overabundance of things to do out here. Besides, we were about that age when we started, you know.”

      Luke turned away, visibly uncomfortable, and held up his hand to silence her. “Please stop.” He glanced toward Kyle to make sure the boy hadn’t heard that and then back to Liz, his voice a hushed whisper. “You think? But he’s so much older. He’s been in the service. He’s so mature, and Sierra’s so, uh—”

      “Not?” Liz cut in with a mischievous smile.

      “Yeah.” They exchanged contemplative smiles but quickly regained their somber composure as their worry returned.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible, but we don’t know for sure if she’s with him. Either way, we should still go look for her. I’m really worried. Even if she is out there with Derek, those religious nuts are in the woods, too. It makes me nervous.” Liz shook her head in an attempt to rid herself of her dread.

      “I agree. You stay here with Kyle, and I’ll go look for her.”

      Luke gave her a look of pure determination, but Liz shook her head.

      “No, there’s too much ground to cover. You go check along the trail to the river and around the property. Kyle and I will head toward the Wrights’. We’ll look for her along the way,” she said.

      Luke regarded her doubtfully.

      “Listen, our daughter’s been gone all night, and I’ve been cooped up in this cabin way too long. I’m not going to do any good stuck here worrying myself to death. I’ll take the .22, and Kyle can bring his hatchet along,” she said.

      Luke seemed unsure, but she continued before he could object.

      “We can handle it. We fended for ourselves the whole time you were gone.” She put her hand on his and confidently looked him square in the eyes. “We’ve learned to survive. We’ll be fine.”

      “All right. But we both take walkies. Promise me, if there’s any sign of trouble, you guys run and find somewhere to hide and radio me for help. Okay?” he asked as he opened the front door.

      “I promise we’ll be safe. I’ll radio if anything happens.”

      “Good. Stay safe.” He closed the door behind him.

      As she turned away, her mind drifted back to the memory of the cult leader’s lifeless body lying on the ground. She’d killed before, and she’d do it again.

      The gun barrel shook in her hands.

      If someone had her daughter, God help them, because she was ready to shoot them on sight.

      “Kyle, I know you heard all that,” she called.

      “I’ll get my stuff.”

      A few minutes later, they walked along the road that would take them to the Wrights’ place. Liz glanced around.

      “Where do you think she went?” Kyle asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s why we’re out here.” She scanned the woods on either side of the road, alert for any potential threats.

      “So, she ran off somewhere without telling anyone?”

      “Seems like it.” She carried the rifle in both hands with the barrel pointed safely up and away from her and Kyle.

      “That seems like a stupid thing to do.” Kyle’s voice had a tinge of frustration in it.

      She felt the same way but tried not to show it. She didn’t want him to be worried until there was a good reason to worry. Maybe Luke was right and she was at the Wrights’, pouting about her phone again.

      “Dad says you should always tell somebody exactly where you’re going when you go into the wilderness and when they should expect you back,” Kyle said.

      “That’s exactly right. Never wander off without telling us first.”

      “I won’t … Sierra’s probably okay, right?” Concern replaced the frustration in his voice.

      “I’m sure she’s fine. Your sister may do some really stupid stuff, but overall, she’s got a good head on her shoulders. She can take care of herself.” Liz wasn’t totally convinced of what she was telling him, but she didn’t want him to worry.

      Maybe this whole mess was a blessing. Maybe her daughter would transform back into the sweet, intelligent girl she’d been before she’d become obsessed with teenage culture. She wasn’t a teen anymore, but she still acted like one. She needed to grow up. This was her opportunity. Hopefully, she wouldn’t waste it.

      Something rustled in the brush off to her left. Liz swung the barrel of the rifle toward the noise. Kyle froze behind her, his hatchet ready in his hand.

      “What is it?” Kyle whispered.

      She held up a finger to silence him, then scanned the bushes intently for movement, her rifle at the ready.

      A squirrel darted from the bushes to a nearby tree and scampered up the trunk. She let out a sigh before lifting her rifle to a safe position. She exchanged a look of relief with her son.

      “You’re getting jumpy, Mom.”

      “I suppose.” She smiled and turned toward him.

      “Mom!” Kyle’s eyes went wide.

      Before she could spin to see what startled him, a figure rushed her, slamming into her hard enough to knock her to the ground. The rifle flew out of her hands and skidded across the road.

      Her vision went spotty for a second. When it returned, she saw the guy who’d knocked her down, squaring off with Kyle. The man was one of the cult members.

      Kyle swung his hatchet at the man wildly, but the man stepped aside and caught Kyle’s wrist. Kyle cried out in pain as the man wrenched the hatchet free. He tossed it to the ground. Kyle swung at the man’s head with his free hand, but the man only laughed.

      Liz watched in horror and willed herself to regain control of her movements. The much larger man struck Kyle with a backhanded blow that sent him tumbling to the ground. She scrambled backward in search of her rifle as the guy turned his attention to her.

      She crawled desperately toward her weapon, but the man was too quick. As she reached for the gun, he kicked her in the ribs. Excruciating pain shot through her midsection where his heavy boot impacted her. She sucked in a painful breath, hoping he hadn’t broken any of her ribs.

      When she could catch her breath, she rose to her hands and knees. Adrenaline kicked in to dull the throbbing pain in her chest. Her fierce maternal instincts kicked in. She would protect her child at all costs. She silently vowed to kill the man, even if she died in the process.

      She was nearly on her feet when the cult member rushed out of the bushes. He struck her hard across the face. Pain bloomed across her jaw as she fell backward. When she smacked the ground, air rushed out of her lungs. For a split second, she wasn’t sure if she’d even be able to take another breath. Then she sucked one in, nearly choking on the sudden rush of air.

      The man loomed over her. She kicked at him. He easily brushed aside her frantic attacks and knelt over her to wrap his meaty hands around her throat. He squeezed, cutting off her air supply.

      “You will pay for what you did to our leader, woman. Ours is a vengeful God, and He has commanded me to exact justice on His behalf.” His fingers dug into her throat as he tightened his grip. “Did you think you would escape His judgment?”

      She clawed at the man’s hands, but his grip was too strong. She kicked and punched desperately, beating on the man’s chest as hard as she could, but his fingers only closed tighter around her throat. Her vision narrowed. Darkness crept in from every side. He was choking the life out of her, and she couldn’t do a damn thing to stop him.

      “Shh. Do not struggle, woman. This is a new world brought forth from our God.” Spit fell from his mouth onto her face as he spoke. His eyes were wild, deranged. “There is no place here for disobedient women like you.”

      Her vision faded into nothingness. Her mind went blank. She was dimly aware of a dull thud and a yelp of pain. Then suddenly the man’s grip loosened. She coughed violently and rubbed at her throat as air rushed to fill her lungs. She scooted backward before looking up. Kyle stood behind the man. His face was whiter than snow.

      The cultist stumbled backward. Shock and confusion contorting his face. He reached over his head to grab at something behind him. He spun around, clawing at his back. The blade of Kyle’s hatchet was lodged in his shoulder. He stared at Kyle with a mixture of astonishment and rage. He lunged toward Kyle, who easily sidestepped the man. The cultist fell to one knee before crumbling to the ground. Blood gushed from the wound.

      Kyle took a few steps back and stared down at him in horror. Liz regained enough strength to move. She staggered to her feet and scrambled for her rifle. She walked toward the cultist, leveling the barrel at the man’s chest.

      “Look away.” She didn’t turn to see if Kyle had listened to her. She kept her eyes fixed on the prone man.

      The cultist opened his mouth to speak, but his voice was drowned out by the loud crack of the rifle as Liz pulled the trigger. The man’s mouth hung open. Blood trickled out of a small hole in the center of his forehead.

      Liz chambered another round and stood over the man. She pressed the barrel gun to his temple and pulled. A second crack echoed through the woods. When the sound of the gunshot faded, the woods were silent and still.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days earlier …

      Luke squinted as sunlight reflected off the fresh snow, momentarily blinding him. When his vision returned, he spotted a doe drinking from the partially frozen river. A gunshot sounded from somewhere in the woods. The doe bolted over the river and disappeared into the forest.

      Luke swore. She would have been good meat.

      He’d heard gunshots from time to time. It wasn’t unusual, but it made him hesitate. Liz and Kyle were heading toward the Wrights’. It was impossible to tell which direction the sound had come from, but if he backtracked to check on his wife and son, he’d be wasting precious time that he could have used to search for his daughter. Liz and Kyle were on the main road. They carried weapons. They were probably fine. The gunshot could have been from another hunter for all he knew.

      After another moment of hesitation, he continued down the stream, searching for tracks, human or animal. He couldn’t let his guilty conscience eat at him. It didn’t feel right to let them go off on their own with vengeful cult members nearby, but he had to worry about Sierra too. She was out there somewhere, alone. Liz and Kyle were together. They were most likely fine. Sierra wasn’t. He respected his wife and trusted her judgment. She had, after all, kept herself and their children safe while he was trying to get back to them. He’d been on a business trip when the bombs had dropped. He’d barely gotten out of there alive. Liz could take of herself.

      Still, it had stung to hear her say it out loud earlier. He should’ve been there to protect them. That was his duty as a father and a husband. But he’d been too obsessed with his job, and he’d been putting his family second. He wouldn’t do it again. Not anymore. His family had to come first. He had to find Sierra. What good was he if he couldn’t protect the ones he loved?

      He growled and shook his head. He tried to clear his mind and focus on the task at hand. He couldn’t change the past, but he could put one hundred percent of his focus into finding Sierra today.

      As he stalked through the woods, he searched for fresh tracks in the snow. He found a couple of faint footsteps that appeared to be Sierra’s size, but the snow had mostly covered them up and made it difficult to tell. A second, larger set of footsteps followed the same path. Luke walked along the trail until the tracks disappeared at the edge of the river.

      He checked the other side of the riverbank but there was no indication as to which way she may have gone. The tracks just ended.

      Frustrated, he walked in ever-widening circles, searching for some clue as to where she may have gone. He tried to stay focused, but his mind drifted back to the sweet little girl Sierra had been before she’d morphed into an obnoxious teenager. Back before the hormone-driven shift, she would ask insightful, no-nonsense questions. She was really smart then, but she’d lost her damn mind the second she’d started thinking about boys. What a disaster.

      He shook his head. It was better not to think about her teenage years. Instead, he remembered the day he’d surprised her at the cabin on her seventh birthday.

      He was on a tour in Afghanistan at the time, but they ran into a stalemate of sorts, a kind of tenuous peace that lasted a few weeks. He called in a favor with his commanding officer and managed to wrangle a few days’ leave.

      He told Liz when he would be home, and she agreed to bring Sierra up to the cabin on her birthday. They hadn’t known yet, but Liz was already pregnant with Kyle at the time.

      The sixteen-hour flight home seemed like an eternity because he was so excited to see them. He managed a few hours of sleep on the plane, but it wasn’t enough. Coming home from being on the front line was never easy. But he couldn’t wait to see his wife and daughter.

      When he finally got to the cabin in a rented Jeep, his heart leaped in his chest. He parked, then jogged up to the door. To try to maintain the secret, he knocked instead of walking right in.

      “Who’s that?” His daughter’s sweet, high-pitched voice came from inside the cabin. He could hear her little footsteps running to the door.

      “I don’t know.” Liz pretended to be surprised, and she choked up a little. “Why don’t you go find out?”

      Tears sprang into his eyes when Sierra pulled the door open. She squealed with pure joy when she found him on the little porch. When she took a running leap into his arms, he scooped her up and held her tight to his chest. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

      “Daddy!” She wrapped her little arms around his neck and hugged him close.

      Through blurred vision, he could see his wife wiping at her cheeks. She gave him a huge smile.

      “You’re really home.”

      “For now,” he said.

      That was one of the best days of Luke’s entire life. Sierra was so happy her daddy was there with her for her birthday. She looked at him as if he’d hung the moon and the stars. He wished she were still that same little girl. He wished she’d never grown up.

      One of the hardest days of his life was when he had to say goodbye to them at the airport a few days later. Liz had to physically pry Sierra off him. Her wiry little arms dug into his neck.

      “Don’t go!” She sobbed.

      He understood how she felt. He didn’t want to let her go either. To let her go seemed like a kind of death. A piece of him stayed behind that day, and on the plane ride back to Afghanistan, he grieved a terrible loss. Part of him would always long for that weekend at the cabin.

      Could that same, sweet little girl have run off into the woods with Derek? Luke wished he could believe such an irresponsible, selfish action was unthinkable for Sierra. But the more he considered it, the likelier it seemed. If he were truly honest with himself, it seemed like exactly the sort of thing she would do.

      It was hard to reconcile the sweet, intelligent little girl Sierra had been back then with the shallow, self-involved teenager she had become. Somewhere along the way, she’d stopped asked thoughtful questions. She’d become obsessed with popularity and celebrity gossip. Once she got her hands on her first smartphone, nothing was ever the same.

      As she got older, she hated coming to the cabin. She spent most of her time with her face glued to her phone as she complained about the spotty cell service. It broke his and Liz’s hearts to see their daughter’s transition. But he hadn’t given up on her. He was convinced she’d become his smart, good-natured daughter once again now that technology was out of the picture. Of course, he had to find her first. And when he did find her, he was going to chew her out something fierce.

      He stopped at a large, downed tree. He’d ranged far into the woods, but he hadn’t been able to find any more of the faint, Sierra-sized footsteps he’d found near the cabin. He had no idea where to look next.
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      Sierra’s eyes flickered open. She lifted her chin off her chest with a loud groan. Her neck ached fiercely. The muscles had gone tight at the back from being slumped forward all night. She instinctively tried to reach up to rub at the soreness before she remembered her hands were bound behind her. Her shoulders throbbed with the strain, and her butt hurt from the sustained pressure of the hard metal chair. In fact, as she further examined the sensations in her body, she found every part of her was sore.

      She yelled for Derek as loud as her weakened state would allow. Her shrill voice hurt her ears as it echoed off the bare concrete walls of her little prison.

      “You bastard. I have to pee. Like, really, really bad. Please, don’t make me pee myself.”

      A groan came from somewhere deeper in the bunker. Footsteps approached. Derek came around to face her as he rubbed the sleep from his baggy eyes.

      “Good morning. Sleep well?” He smiled at her, amused.

      “What do you think?” She spat the words at him with all the venom she could muster.

      “Yeah, guess not. Sorry again about all this.” He rubbed the back of his neck and turned away sheepishly.

      “Oh, screw you. Can you please untie me? I’m serious, I really have to pee. Like, now.”

      “All right. I’ll untie you. But only to pee. You won’t try any funny business, right? Because I don’t want to hurt you. But I also can’t let you go yet.”

      “I promise, no funny business. But seriously, you need to hurry. We’re well past emergency status here.”

      “Okay, okay, I’m going.” He moved around to the back of the chair to work on the knot binding her wrists.

      She glanced at the door. Could she make it out the door and lose him in the woods before he caught her? Probably not. He was far stronger than she was. And faster. She’d never be able to outrun him, especially with his military training. Her father wasn’t even on active duty anymore, and he could run circles around her. Derek was in peak physical condition, no doubt. He would be on her before she even made it to the door. He was also unpredictable. He’d been relatively polite up to this point, but she worried how he would react to a failed escape attempt.

      Even so, as soon as he freed one of her hands, she slapped him hard across the face.

      “What the hell, woman? You said no funny business.”

      “Oh, please. That’s a fraction of what you deserve, asshole. Keeping me tied up here all night. You’re lucky it was my hands you untied first. Otherwise, your crotch would be mighty sore right now.”

      “Fine, fine. Fair enough. But no more, okay? Otherwise, I’ll tie you back up and you can sit here in your pee.”

      “Fine.”

      Derek led her through the narrow entryway, and they emerged into a large, circular room with a high ceiling.

      She gazed around open-mouthed, shocked that such a large structure could be hidden so deep underground. Several hallways branched off in different directions, and a number of tables filled with ancient-looking electronics—radios, monitors, and a lot of other things she didn’t recognize. Shelves lined the walls around the outside of the room, filled with dusty bags and boxes of varying sizes.

      She walked over to a large radio on one table and reached for it, but Derek stopped her with a shout.

      “Don’t touch anything. In fact, don’t look at anything, either. You said you had to pee. So, let’s go.”

      “Fine! You know, you don’t have to be so grumpy.”

      “Come on.”

      He led her down one of the narrow, circular hallways. Lockers lined the walls on both sides of the passage. She wanted desperately to look inside them but didn’t want to anger Derek again. She figured it was best to go along with whatever he said. He hadn’t done anything too horrible to her yet, except for tying her up, of course. In terms of how men had treated her recently, that wasn’t so bad. God, what a depressing thought.

      Even so, she could only guess what he had planned for her. Why keep her tied up at all? Was he worried her family would find out about this place? If it was only that, maybe she could convince him she could be trusted not to run off and tell them. But would he actually believe her? How long did he plan to keep her trapped here?

      So far, he hadn’t hurt her, but that didn’t reduce her desire to escape. It seemed like a long shot, given the confined space so deep underground, but she vowed to remain alert. She’d find a way out of this mess. And in the meantime, she would try to convince Derek he could trust her. Maybe he would at least let her sleep somewhere moderately comfortable. Anywhere but tied to that wretched metal chair.

      “All right, in there.” Derek gestured to a door at the end of the hall. “Make it fast.”

      “Yes, your highness, of course. Wouldn’t want me plotting anything with all that unsupervised time on the toilet.” She rolled her eyes as she brushed past him into the tiny bathroom. She tried to slide the door closed, but he wedged his foot in the way.

      “Ah-ah. Keep it open.” He gave her a cold look as she stared at him open-mouthed.

      “Ew. Pervert. I’m not peeing with the door open so you can watch, freak.” She scowled at him in disgust.

      “I’m not going to look, princess. I’ll face the other way. I’m taking precautions.

      “What do you think I’m going to do, make a shiv out of toilet paper?”

      He laughed in surprise. “A shiv? How do you even know what that is?”

      “God, I’m not that innocent. I’ve watched Locked Up.”

      “Okay, look, you can close it most of the way. Leave it open a crack, so I know you’re not up to anything sketchy.”

      “Ugh, no way, gross. You’ll hear everything.”

      “Then run the water, genius. It’s a closed system, so it’ll all get recycled, anyway.”

      “Ugh, fine. Go stand over there or something.” She shot him a dirty look and tried to put him out of her mind.

      A few minutes later, she stepped back into the narrow hall to see him waiting for her with a condescending smirk.

      “Were the accommodations to your liking?” He gestured for her to walk ahead of him, back toward the large central hub.

      “Screw you.” She stepped past him and then turned to face him. “The accommodations suck. How much longer are you going to keep me here, anyway?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.” He scowled.

      “Well, then I’m not at liberty to move anywhere.” She crossed her arms and stared him down defiantly.

      “Go on. Keep walking.”

      “No. I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what you plan to do with me.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll have to keep you here. I need to look over a couple of things, make sure everything’s in order around here. I wish I could trust you enough to let you go free, but I can’t take that chance. You have your family and your cabin. But for me, everything depends on this place.”

      “I promise I won’t run anywhere or tell anyone. Don’t tie me up again, please.”

      He gave her a sad look. “I’m sorry. This is the way it has to be.”

      She again considered running for it. But there was no way around it. She was completely at his mercy for now. She hung her head and shuffled down the corridor, grimacing at the idea of being tied to the metal chair again.
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      Two days earlier …

      A full day of snowfall blanketed the rugged forest terrain to create a stark landscape of bright white, dark grays, and greens outside the fallout shelter. Derek left Sierra to stew inside while he checked for additional entrances. His ankle wasn’t bothering him anymore, which was a huge relief. He had a lot to accomplish today.

      Underground, Derek had come across several locked doors he couldn’t budge. He surmised they might be more ways to get in and out of the concrete bunker. Finding and securing those entrances on the outside would be paramount to maintain security.

      He paused and scanned the terrain. He had to squint due to the bright sunlight that reflected off the snow. The yellow orb overhead provided no warmth and seemed a muted, sickly color rather than a cheerful light. Its only effect at the moment was to sting Derek’s eyes and make them water.

      He turned away from the direct sunlight and circled what he believed to be the circumference of the fallout shelter below his feet. Despite his military training in land navigation, he found it next to impossible to judge exactly where he stepped. It didn’t even help to try to keep a mental picture of the shelter.

      Still, he believed that if additional entrances were to be had, he would find them eventually, as long as he was persistent and thorough.

      He slogged through ankle-deep snow. Mentally, he calculated how long his boots would last. A season, to be sure, but after that, he might have to go on a supply run for more foot protection. It would be dangerous to go anywhere near the city, but at some point, he’d have to take that risk.

      His thoughts returned to Sierra. Had taking her captive been the right move? She was a flighty, privileged, and completely spoiled teen, but she was Luke’s daughter. While Derek didn’t entirely trust Luke, he at least appreciated the older man’s practicality and sense of duty and honor. Had he passed those merits on to his eldest child, or was Sierra completely untrustworthy?

      Derek was no fool. He knew Sierra was attracted to him and, truth be told, she was a beautiful young woman. However, her personality was a major turn-off. Derek preferred practicality to silly flights of fancy. He wanted someone who was his equal, not a sniveling brat. Besides, now wasn’t the time to be thinking about a relationship with anyone. He had to focus on his survival.

      Perhaps she could be trusted. Most people would have screamed bloody murder and tried to attack him the second they were untied from the chair. Sierra seemed to go out of her way to prove that she wouldn’t rat him out. Maybe her crush on him wasn’t all bad. Maybe he could use it to his advantage without actually acting on his carnal desires.

      As he slowly picked his way around the rough dimensions of the underground shelter, his gaze traced from side to side. Once, he was sure he’d found another ventilation pipe, but it turned out to be an old metal coffee pot, probably abandoned by a hiker years ago. It amused him to think the poor fool had no idea they had been walking over a cold war relic.

      Derek passed through a dense copse of pines and turned his shoulders sideways to slip between the frost encrusted trunks. He startled a reddish-brown squirrel, which raced along a slender branch and tittered its annoyance at him from high above.

      “Sorry.” Derek shrugged. “Too bad I’m not a squirrel. I wouldn’t need to live underground in a musty concrete bunker. I could find a nice clean hole in a tree.”

      The squirrel was unimpressed. After a final squeaky admonishment, it skittered out of sight. Derek chuckled. He shouldered his rifle and trudged on.

      Ahead of him, there was a break in the tree line. He was fairly certain he was no longer on top of the shelter, but he decided to explore a little farther. Once he reached the edge of the copse, he discovered a fantastic view of a deep, heavily wooded ravine. Mist partially shrouded its floor. A flock of birds cawed as they flew overhead.

      Derek wondered if the mist that shrouded the valley might conceal a source of fresh water. Streams were scarce in this area, and it would be useful to locate one close to the shelter. It wouldn’t take long to check it out.

      He was looking for a way down the steep slope when a sharp retort echoed over the mountain. Birds burst out of the trees, flapping toward the heavens as they chirped their alarm.

      Derek glanced around, searching for the source of the shot. With the uneven, mountainous terrain, it was hard to figure out where it was coming from. He readied his rifle and turned in a slow circle, eyes and ears strained for the slightest sign.

      Gradually, the sound of the shot faded. He began to relax. Perhaps Luke was out hunting and had shot a deer. His belly rumbled at the thought of spiced venison. Yes, that must have been it. Luke shot a—

      Pain exploded in his right shoulder. A split second later another gunshot rang out. Derek staggered back. He touched his shoulder. Sticky wetness covered his hand. Blood.

      He frantically searched for cover. In his pain-hazed confusion, he forgot how close he was to the ravine. The ground disappeared under his left foot, and he collapsed over the edge. Suddenly airborne, tumbled head over heels down the steep side of the mountain. His ribs cracked against a jutting rock hidden by the fluffy white blanket of snow. A blast of pain shot through his side, but it didn’t slow his momentum.

      Derek managed to stop tumbling. He slid on his back, picking up momentum as he fell. His boots dug into the snow as they desperately searched for purchase, but they found none. Ahead of him, the slope broke into a sharp, sheer cliff. He had no idea how far the drop on the other side would be.

      He continued to slide, his shoulder and side in agony. His feet scraped through the snow in search of any solid terrain to stop his descent. Finally, his heels smacked into a small shelf at the edge of the cliff. Derek’s knees bent painfully, and with horror, he realized he would still go over the edge. The cliff plunged down forty feet. It was more than high enough to maim or even kill him.

      He rolled over on his belly even as his momentum carried him over the cliff. He managed to grab the sharp, rocky ledge, catching his fall, though his knees banged painfully into the sheer rock.

      He panted as his limbs strained to hold himself aloft. Then he stretched to throw his good arm over the lip and dragged most of his upper body onto the small, flat shelf.

      Eventually, he swung his legs up over the side and sat there, out of breath. He glanced up the slope he had tumbled down, a rough furrow in the otherwise snow-smoothed ravine. Bright spots of red from his bleeding shoulder dotted his path down. He’d been lucky as hell not to break his neck.

      He scanned the area but didn’t see any sign of his rifle.

      “Shit!”

      His heart skipped a beat when he realized the shooter might come to finish the job. He frantically searched for a place to hide. He spotted a narrow fissure near one side of the ledge. He dragged his wounded body across the snow toward the small cave, then crammed his body inside. Hopefully, if the shooter came looking for him, he would see the disrupted snow and assume Derek went over the sheer cliff.

      Hopefully.
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      Luke jogged through a light snowfall. He kept the tree line to his left as he skirted the edge of a ravine. After searching for hours, he couldn’t find any sign of a shooter. Hell, he still couldn’t figure out where the shots had come from. He also hadn’t found Sierra.

      Frustration gnawed at his gut. Right now, there were so many things to be done back at the cabin. He was wasting so much time trying to find her when he should have been prepping for the winter. He’d planned on chopping wood all day, but that went out the window as soon as he’d discovered she was gone.

      Other issues needed to be addressed too. He’d wanted to reinforce the cabin walls to protect them again against heavy munitions fire. It would be an involved task, requiring dozens of man-hours to achieve. He also needed to dig some trenches and possibly even throw together a slapdash pillbox to protect sentries on duty.

      Luke was grateful for his training. He’d do everything in his power to protect his family, but he couldn’t do it alone. He needed their help. As much as he dreaded that Liz or his children could get hurt, he had to admit more bodies wielding weapons was always a good thing when facing a superior force.

      He frowned as the sun disappeared behind billowing clouds. Winter was practically upon them and their food stores were woefully inadequate. If they hadn’t been facing nuclear winter, they would have been fine. This was something he hadn’t considered in his preps. He’d hoped to be able to hunt wildlife in the mountains, but it proved to be harder than he’d anticipated. Foraging for mushrooms and edible roots helped, but it wouldn’t be enough. He had no idea how long winter would last. It could be years.

      All of these problems required his attention. But instead of getting stuff done, he was stuck slogging up and down the damn mountain in search of his child. He couldn’t give up. Not until he found her. He just hoped he’d find her alive.

      Eventually, he came across a twisting path that clung to the side of a steep drop-off. His eyes widened as he spotted recent tracks along its length, not yet filled in fully by snow. Perhaps Sierra had come this way?

      He forced himself to keep a moderate pace as he approached the thin trail. He stayed alert for any sign of movement. It was the classic “goal in sight” pitfall. When a person neared the end of their task, journey, or ordeal, it was easy to lose control and try to get it finished. But that was when mistakes were made, and even the slightest error could be deadly.

      Luke reached the trail and crouched down. With his gloved fingers, he brushed away some of the snow to get a better look at the tracks. The footprints appeared to be military issue boots, not the designer hiking footwear Sierra would have on.

      Still, he stood and placed his foot next to one of the prints. The tracks were bigger by several inches. Definitely not Sierra. From the depth of the depression, the person was either heavy or they were carrying something big. A few yards away, he found a discarded energy bar wrapper and a crushed cigarette, but nothing that indicated his daughter was present.

      The tracks could belong to Derek, or someone from the Children of the Bomb cult. There was no way of knowing unless he followed them. He rubbed his eyes. After being out all day, he just wanted to find her and get home.

      As he continued his search, the tracks disappeared. Undeterred, he kept looking, eventually arriving back at a part of the forest he’d already checked. He still found no signs of his eldest child. He was right back where he started with no leads and dwindling hope.

      He headed toward the Children of the Bomb’s cabin. He’d already checked it earlier, but it was vacant at the time. When he arrived close enough to view the area through his scope, he saw more cult members gathered than before. This wasn’t a good sign at all. Sierra wasn’t with them, but his family was still in terrible danger.
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      One day earlier …

      Sierra heaved a heavy sigh and shifted as much as her bonds would allow in the heavy steel chair. The drab, dark concrete walls of the fallout shelter offered little to occupy her mind. She never figured it was possible to be bored and scared at the same time, but stuck there by herself in the tomb-like structure, she realized the emotions weren’t mutually exclusive. She tried to free herself for the millionth time, but the rope around her wrists and ankles only dug deeper into her tender flesh.

      “Ow.” She gritted her teeth in frustration. When she’d chosen to follow Derek into the woods, this wasn’t the outcome she’d been expecting. Well, maybe the getting tied up part, but certainly not the abandonment afterward.

      It was so unfair of him to do this to her. What if he tripped and fell off one of the cliffs? She would be stuck here. No one had any idea where to look for her. Even if they were looking right at this side of the mountain, they’d never see the door. Would her father discover her skeleton still tied to the chair years later after she’d starved to death?

      Sierra’s belly rumbled. She sighed again. Derek had offered her some terrible “fake” food in a vacuum-sealed foil package. What did he call them? MREs? Meals ready to eat. What a joke. No one should be expected to eat that disgusting crap, least of all her. There was probably gluten in those “meals.” The idea of ingesting that junk made her want to die.

      Heavy footsteps echoed through the shelter. Her head jerked up.

      “About damn time!”

      He didn’t respond to her shout. His tread seemed uneven. He shuffled like a zombie rather than picked up his feet.

      “Hello? I’m starving, and I have to pee.”

      She heard the heavy, clunking sound of the security bar being lifted. When the door swung inward, she berated him before he even made it through the portal.

      “You can’t keep tying me up and leaving me like a cow in a slaughterhouse, you jerk. Do you know what my dad would do to you if he found out? He used to clean an old gun on the porch when my dates came for me in high school. What do you think you will—oh, my God!”

      Sierra’s eyes widened as she took in Derek’s bedraggled state. His face was dirty and bruised, the skin seemingly white as a sheet and stretched thin over his skull. Dark circles lurked beneath his normally bright eyes, which were now rheumy and unfocused. Blood was spattered all over his clothes, mostly concentrated around his left shoulder.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Shot. I got shot.” Derek collapsed onto the floor. He barely caught himself on hands and knees before he did a full-on face-plant.

      “You’re bleeding.” A stab of sympathy rose in Sierra’s belly. “Oh, my God, your blood is everywhere.”

      “I noticed that.” Derek crawled over to the chair and started to pick at the knots that held her wrist prisoner. “Listen, I need your help. This bullet hole has to be cleaned. I’ll die of infection if it isn’t. I’ve lost a lot of blood. I can’t do it myself.”

      “Hurry up and untie me so I can help.” Sierra grew restless as he feebly picked at the knot. “For God’s sake, would you quit screwing around and untie me?”

      With agonizing slowness, Derek managed to get the knot loosened. Sierra’s hand came free, and she quickly went to work to free her other wrist as Derek leaned against the wall and panted heavily.

      The use of only one hand made it a frustrating task, but the sight of Derek’s groaning, bloody form gave impetus to her efforts. She let out a cry of triumph as her wrist came free at last. Sierra rubbed at the indentations on her skin left by the cruel bonds before she went to work on the rope that held her legs to the chair.

      “I can’t believe you got yourself shot. Aren’t you an Army guy like my dad? Don’t you know how to be more careful?”

      “Not Army.” Derek coughed and moaned again, then held his face in his dirty hands. “Navy SEAL. The Army is like the Cub Scouts compared to us.”

      “Oh, my God, you’re about to pass out again.” Sierra put her hand on his forehead and winced. “Your skin is ice cold. I’m going for help.”

      “No.” Derek glanced up at her, eyes widened in fear. “You can’t go out there. It’s not safe.”

      “Well, Mr. High and Mighty Navy SEAL, you’re in no position to stop me.” Sierra stared down at him with her arms crossed. He wasn’t so smart now, was he? He groaned and clasped his bleeding shoulder with his other hand. Her scowl melted. “Hang on, okay? I’ll get help. My dad will know how to take care of you.”

      Derek slumped over onto his side as he fell unconscious. Sierra grabbed her coat from where he had left it and slung it over her shoulders as she ran for the exit. The dusty, dark concrete bunker terrified her, but the chance to save Derek kept her from panicking.

      Sierra burst out of the exit and into the cold mountain air.

      “I never thought I’d be so happy to get snowed on.” Sierra took a moment to fully appreciate her freedom, and then she raced off toward the cabin. Or at least she hoped it was the cabin. It had been days since Derek had taken her captive. She hoped she could remember the way home.

      Danger was never far from her mind. Someone had shot Derek, and that same someone might still be nearby. Maybe, even now, someone had sighted down the barrel of a cold rifle to take aim at her soft, squishy head.

      Sierra dismissed such ideas. She wouldn’t die on the side of this cold, bleak mountain. No way. She would make it back to the cabin, and her family would help her save Derek.

      Maybe, after she saved his life, he’d finally warm up to her advances. Maybe she wasn’t a trained Navy SEAL, whatever that meant, but she could be useful, too. He would see.

      Sierra shivered in the bitter, cutting wind as she trudged along. The snow had continued to fall after her capture. It blanketed the mountainside and slowed her progress. Her eyes burned when the sun occasionally peeked out from behind gray clouds and flashed across the white landscape. She longed for her Gucci shades but plodded on as best she could.

      When the snow depth was easier to navigate, she broke into a run. She was desperate to get help. Jerk or not, she couldn’t let Derek bleed out. She ran until the stitch in her side grew too miserable to ignore. As her feet pounded the terrain, her mind raced.

      Don’t die, Derek. I’m getting help. Don’t die, Derek. I’m getting help.

      The mantra helped take her mind off the agony of her side. Her feet ached terribly.

      When she spotted the cabin’s dark walls through the trees, she almost fell to the ground in relief. Luck was finally on her side. She exploded into a new burst of speed.

      She hollered for her parents as she approached. A faint wisp of smoke trailed up out of the cabin’s single chimney, but there was no sign of anyone present.

      She searched high and low, but the cabin seemed deserted. She shouldered the door open and continued her search.

      “Is anyone home?” She called. Her boots left small piles of snow and widening puddles in her wake. “Hello? Goddammit!”

      It was damned irresponsible of her family not to have someone at the cabin in case she returned. Isn’t that what Dad called standard operating procedure in a missing person case?

      As the sun stretched shadows across the floor, her anxiety grew. Derek was back at the bunker bleeding out. She couldn’t linger any longer. She seized the tackle box-sized first aid kit and made her way back outside, back into the cold.

      “You better appreciate this.” She stormed off back toward the shelter, the heavy first aid kit in tow. Why wasn’t Dad here? This kind of thing was right up his alley.

      Well, she didn’t need her father. She didn’t need anyone. She would save Derek on her own, and then he would finally appreciate her.

      It was near dark when she got back to the fallout shelter. Getting lost along the way had cost her too much time, but at least she’d found it. Proud of herself, she searched for new tracks in the snow, but there were none.

      She made her way back inside. Her footfalls echoed off the bare concrete walls. When she reached the room, Derek still lay on the floor. A sizable pool of blood coalesced under his wounded shoulder. She approached him and shook his uninjured shoulder, but he didn’t respond.

      She feared he might be dead. She held the palm of her hand to his nose and felt his warm breath.

      “Wake up.” She slapped his cheek. He didn’t move, so she smacked him again, but harder.

      His eyes fluttered open and focused on her. He struggled into a sitting position with a soft groan. “Did you get help?”

      “No, my stupid family was gone.” She snapped open the first aid kit. “But I brought medical supplies, all by myself.”

      With his fumbling assistance, she managed to get his jacket and shirt off. His skin was caked in blood, but she couldn’t help but appreciate the smooth lumps of muscle across his torso. She found a bottle of rubbing alcohol and unscrewed the cap.

      “This is going to hurt.”

      “It already hurts. Do it.”

      “Okay.”

      She upended the bottle over his seeping wound. Derek gritted his teeth and let out a long hiss as the alcohol did its magic. She used a wad of gauze to clean the area around his wound. There were two bullet holes on either side of his shoulder. So gross.

      “Did you get shot twice?” she asked.

      “No. Bullet passed through. Good thing. Won’t have to dig it out,” he panted.

      She packed both wounds with gauze, as she’d been taught by her father, then used medical tape to secure a wide patch of it across the surface. Now that the bleeding was stopped and his wound was cleaned, Derek appeared a little better, but he was clearly still exhausted.

      “What are you doing?” Derek stared at her incredulously as she started to unbuckle his pants.

      “Your clothes are soaking wet. We have to get you out of them before you catch pneumonia.”

      “Well, that’s legit.” Derek leaned his head back against the wall and allowed her to continue. Soon she had him stripped down to his underwear and started to clean him with a wad of alcohol-soaked gauze. Her fingers lingered over his muscled chest. He was so hot, even half dead.

      “So, I guess that I’m not so useless after all, right?” She smiled and glanced up at his face but found him sound asleep. She sighed and wrapped him in a blanket before she snuggled up next to him.

      “Typical.”
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      Derek awoke with a groan. His hand instinctively went to his wounded shoulder. His fingers touched soft gauze, and the memories of the previous night flooded back. He’d been shot and had fallen into a ravine. Only blind luck and his reflexes saved him from death. Then he trudged back here to be tended by Sierra.

      Annoyed, he glared at her sleeping form as she huddled next to him. The way her hands had lingered on his body and her constant meaningful stares indicated to him she very much wanted him romantically. Well, she might be cute, but that didn’t compensate for her general stupidity. He wasn’t interested in her in the least. But he did appreciate her help with his shoulder.

      Her eyes fluttered open. She coiled against him and sighed.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “My shoulder hurts. Especially with you leaning against me.”

      “I’m sorry.” She quickly sat. “Your clothes are over there. I tried to wash out the blood and hang them up, but they’re still pretty wet.”

      “They’ll have to do.” He groaned as a thousand miniature agonies along his body competed with his shoulder to see which could hurt worse. “We’re leaving.”

      “We are?” Sierra’s eyes brightened. “You mean, you finally decided to trust me?”

      “I’ve decided to trust your family.” Derek pulled on his pants, trying to ignore the way Sierra stared at him with wanton lust. “We’re bringing them here. It’s far more secure of a base than the cabin. And the MRE will get us through the winter, even if it lasts a few extra years.”

      “Yuck.”

      “You should be thankful for any food right now. There are millions of people starving around the world. I got as lucky as you can get, finding this place. I don’t have to share it. I could shoot you right now and spend plenty of time holed up in here. The food would last years if I were the only one eating it.”

      “That’s a selfish thought,” she grumbled.

      He snorted and finished dressing. Together, they made their way back to the entrance of the shelter. Icy wind whipped past the door, making his shoulder ache. He did his best to ignore the pain and soldier on. Pain he could deal with. Sierra’s nonstop babbling, on the other hand, threatened to drive him mad.

      “I can’t believe I dressed your wound. My dad would be so proud of me. Are you going to tell him? No, never mind. I’ll tell him. Personally, I think you and I make a good team. Like, we complement each other, you know?”

      “No.”

      Sierra continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “I mean, I’ve dated a lot of guys, but they were all boys. You, though, you’re a man. A strong man, like my dad. Say, do you think you could beat my dad in a fight? I mean, probably not, but I bet you’d give him hell—”

      “Shh.” Derek froze. He shot out a restraining hand to halt Sierra’s progress. “Did you hear something?”

      Derek grabbed his gun while Sierra cocked her head to the side quizzically.

      “No, I didn’t hear anything—”

      A single shot rang out in the frigid mountain air.
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      One day before …

      Kyle followed a step behind his mother as they navigated the tricky mountain terrain roughly a mile to the east of their cabin. A memory of his younger self, before the bombs fell, bubbled to the surface of his mind as he stepped in his mother’s footprints in the snow. He used to have to run to keep up with her because he’d been so small. But he wasn’t a little boy anymore. Another growth spurt or two, and he would be as tall or taller than his mother.

      Keeping up with her was easy now. In fact, he’d been walking ahead of her more than she liked. She scolded him and forced him to follow a step behind. Of course, then he’d get distracted and fall back, which sent her into a near panic. Only her threat to make him hold her hand made him pay attention and keep close.

      In a way, he understood. Sierra was already gone. His mom would want to keep a close eye on him, so he didn’t get lost too.

      Ever since he’d swung that ax into the bad guy’s back his mother had treated him differently. Almost as if she were a little bit afraid of him.

      He didn’t see what the big deal was. He wasn’t the problem child. Hadn’t he proven himself already? Why did she still treat him like a little kid?

      This was the third day in a row he and his mother had gone out to search for Sierra. Kyle was quite furious with her for running off. His father said there were many preparations to be made if the family were to survive winter in the mountains. Instead, the whole family had to be out in the snow to look for his stupid sister.

      Sierra hadn’t always been a selfish twit. When she was still a kid like him, she was one of the brightest girls in her class. She’d taught Kyle how to read and had graciously helped him with his homework. He loved that version of Sierra.

      But then she went to high school. Suddenly it wasn’t cool to talk about Godzilla or skateboarding. She only wanted to talk to kids her age about sex and drinking. High school ruined his sister. Maybe she would have stood a chance if she hadn’t turned out to be so pretty. She’d gone from being the smart girl to the pretty girl. She soaked up all the attention from her classmates, especially the boys. She didn’t have time to read with Kyle anymore. She hardly even spoke to him. It sucked.

      Kyle realized he’d fallen a dozen paces behind his mother while lost in thought. He hastened to catch up. He didn’t want to be forced to hold her hand. And it was a good thing, too, because he caught her in the middle of a question.

      “—you see any of those berry bushes I showed you the other day? The berries are edible even when green. You haven’t seen any, have you?”

      “Ah, no, I haven’t seen those.” Kyle heaved a heavy sigh. “My feet hurt. How much longer do we have to be out here?”

      His mother turned his way with a sharp glare but never slowed her pace.

      “Until we find Sierra. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal clear.” Kyle knew better than to argue with that tone.

      They trudged on in silence as they moved steadily up the mountain. They’d chosen one of the winding trails they hadn’t checked yet. Every once in a while, he could hear deer. They bounded off in the brush, so he never got a clear look at them, much less a chance for a shot. Too bad.

      His parents were worried about food, which was why he’d brought along his rifle. It felt good to have it with him again. The camo pattern worked well in the woods. He also had a full camo outfit, courtesy of his dad.

      He was a good shot. At the firing range, he was able to out point his father a few times. Kyle often wondered if his father let him win, but whatever, he could still take down a deer if given the chance. One shot to the head, so the animal wouldn’t have to suffer. That was very important. His father also stressed how important it was to finish off your kill. It was cruel to injure an animal and then let it run off to suffer and die slowly. Once you pulled the trigger, a commitment was made that had to be honored.

      Honor and duty.

      Kyle sighed. He wanted his father to be proud of him. He also wanted his mother to treat him like a competent, contributing member of the team.

      They took a break on a ridge that overlooked a swath of forest. Overcast skies muted the normally vibrant green foliage. Most of the trees and grass were covered in snow. It was super weird to get snow up here. He’d overheard his dad worrying about nuclear winter, whatever that was. If they didn’t have so much stuff to do, they could make snowmen and go sledding. Maybe later, after they’d found Sierra and after he’d finished his chores.

      They stopped to take a break. While his mother chewed on dried fruit, he sat on a rock to retie his boots. When he was about to stand up again, a slight movement caught his attention.

      As he peered intently into the nearby woods, Kyle’s eyes widened as he beheld a clutch of rabbits in a small hollow. The bushes grew dense on three sides of the hollow, which meant the rabbits had to run past him in order to escape.

      Kyle’s heart pounded in his chest, but he willed himself to be calm. The difference made by his rushing blood could throw off his aim, and a rabbit was a small target. He moved at a snail’s pace as he retrieved his rifle. He didn’t want to spook them.

      He took aim down the scope and flipped off his safety. The rabbits were less than twenty feet away, point blank for this model of rifle. He sighted in on the biggest rabbit. Kyle took a breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger.

      The shot cracked the frigid air, and the rabbit fell, instantly dead. Its fellows surged into action and leapt about in circles as they forgot the way out in their panic. Kyle had plenty of time to pull back the bolt on his rifle and take aim again.

      “Stop.” His mother’s voice was urgent, frantic, but Kyle was focused so totally on his objective that her words seemed a distant hum. He fired once more, and again a rabbit fell painlessly to the forest floor.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Kyle’s mother rushed over to his side. Another bullet chambered, another squeeze of the trigger, and a third shot rang out to fell the remaining rabbit.

      His mother grabbed the stock of his rifle, yanked it out of his hands, and tossed it onto the snowy ground. It made him cringe to see so fine a weapon mistreated.

      “What the heck?” he asked.

      “Didn’t you hear me tell you to stop?” She jabbed her finger at him, face contorted with anger. “When I tell you to stop, you stop. Understand?”

      Kyle turned to point at the three rabbits. “But I got them. I got all three of them right in the head, so they didn’t suffer—”

      “Don’t you talk back to me.” His mother put her hand over her eyes and sighed. When she spoke again her voice was a great deal calmer. “Look, I appreciate you’re trying to help the family, and to be honest, that was great marksmanship, but you need to think before you act.”

      “I’m sorry.” Kyle picked up his rifle and wiped snow off the barrel. “I just kind of reacted, you know?”

      “I know. But those shots can be heard for miles.”

      Kyle’s heart sank as he realized the implications of her words. He’d broadcast to every COB cultist on the mountain that there was someone out there with a hunting rifle. If they’d had military training like his father and Derek, they might even be able to surmise what caliber the weapon was.

      “Oh, geez.” Kyle frowned as he contemplated his mistake. “I’m sorry. But we need food. And this is food. We’ll have something for Sierra to eat when she comes back. Right?”

      His mother’s eyes grew watery as if she were fighting back tears.

      “She’s coming back, right, Mom?” he asked softly.

      “Of course, she will.” There was a tremble in her voice Kyle didn’t like. “Of course, she will.”
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      Liz stared down at her son and wondered when he’d become so acclimated to violence. She’d tried to keep him away from the most violent TV shows, movies, and video games, but she couldn’t watch him all the time.

      Kyle was a good kid overall. She and Luke weren’t completely incompetent as parents. But he’d always been a little too smitten with the idea of war and of being a soldier. Naturally, he wanted to be like his father. All boys wanted to be like their fathers at that age. But after the bombs fell, Kyle doubled down on his fantasies of the good fight. The way he attacked the cultist with the ax, going for the back because he knew that was where the man was most vulnerable, bespoke of a change in her child that Liz was uncomfortable with.

      Kyle shifted from foot to foot as his gaze flicked between her and the fallen rabbits.

      “Should we go ahead and get the rabbits and head for the cabin? I mean, I know you’re mad I shot them and all, but now that I did, we shouldn’t let them go to waste, right?”

      Liz sighed before forcing a smile. “I’m a little angry with you. You need to think before you act, Kyle. But I’m proud of you as well. Those were amazing shots.”

      She ruffled his hair. A grin broke out on his face. He’d inherited his father’s dimples. He wouldn’t hurt for a prom date when—

      Liz smiled bitterly. Kyle wouldn’t be going to prom. Prom was a relic of the old world. The new post-bomb world would have different coming of age rituals, like swinging an ax into someone’s back.

      “We should take the rabbits and head back to the cabin.” She surveyed the forest around them fearfully. “In case someone heard those shots and comes looking for us.”

      “Hey, maybe Sierra got lost and heard those shots and will come back now?”

      “Maybe.” Liz considered the fallen rabbits and shook her head. “How in the world are we going to get these back home?”

      “I can carry them. They’re not real heavy.”

      “I don’t want you crushing a dead thing against your body for a mile-long hike. No, we need to find an alternative.”

      Kyle unshouldered his backpack and placed it on the ground. He started to unpack some of the things inside.

      “Well, I can carry my canteen on my belt. The knife can go right here inside my boot, and—”

      “You’re not putting dead things inside of your backpack. That’s disgusting.”

      Her son straightened at her suddenly sharp tone. “How are we going to get them home, then? If we can’t carry them and we can’t put them in our backpacks, what then?”

      He wasn’t wrong to be frustrated. Liz peered into his open pack. She reached inside and took out a bundle of twine used for pitching a tent.

      “I have a solution.” She grinned at him. “Have you ever seen those old jungle movies?”

      “What, like Jumanji?”

      “That’s not an old—okay, maybe it is, but that’s not what I’m—” Liz sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Never mind. Go find a branch about six feet long or so.”

      “Six feet?” He cocked his head to the side. “That’s as tall as Dad.”

      “Then you have a good estimate. Go find one.”

      “Sure thing.” He shouldered his rifle and eagerly went off in search of an appropriately sized fallen branch. Liz cut three lengths of twine from the roll, about four feet long each. She knelt next to the fallen rabbits and tied the hind legs of each one to a length of twine.

      “Here.” Kyle crashed out of the underbrush with a slightly crooked branch about half as thick as her wrist.

      “That’s the right length, but it needs to be a little thicker, less brittle.”

      He made a frustrated grunt but dutifully went off in search of another staff. The second one he brought back was a better fit for the task at hand.

      Once the rabbits were secure, they began the hike back to the cabin. Each bore one end of the stick over their shoulder. The rabbits hung from the middle of the stick, swaying on the ends of their respective lines, far away from skin or clothing.

      “This is kind of fun,” Kyle said.

      “Yes, I suppose it is.” She chuckled. “The mighty hunters returning from a successful safari.”

      “Do you think anybody heard those shots?” There was trepidation in her son’s tone. “I mean, you think they’ll come looking for us?”

      “I don’t know.” Liz wished she could say something more reassuring. “We’re doing the right thing in heading back home.”

      “Hey, you called the cabin ‘home’.” His voice held a note of triumph. “Are you finally getting used to things now?”

      She pursed her lips as she carefully chose her answer. “Well, we’re alive and we’re together, or we will be when we find Sierra. I know I should be grateful for that when so many people have died or had their loved ones die. But I miss a lot of things.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “Hmm. I suppose I miss smoothies at the pier after church. And popcorn at the movies.”

      “And movies.”

      “Yes.” She laughed. “And movies, too.”

      “You remember that time we went to one of the Star Wars movies, the one nobody liked? And you told me not to eat a whole box of candy, but I did it anyway and got really sick and puked in the car on the way home?”

      “Yes, I remember. I wish I didn’t.” They enjoyed a laugh together before she continued. “What else do you miss?”

      “I don’t know. Hanging out with my friends, I guess. Maybe video games. But in a way, this whole after-the-bomb world is like a game, only it’s real now.”

      “Don’t ever say that.” Liz stopped and turned around. She held the staff away from her body. The rabbits dipped toward the snowy ground. “This isn’t a game. You don’t have extra lives. Just one. Understand?”

      “I understand.” His face fell.

      Liz hated that she’d had to hurt his feelings, but parenting was hard sometimes.

      As they continued their journey back to the cabin, she stayed on heightened alert.   The cultists had to have heard the gunshots. They could be headed in this direction right now. She wouldn’t feel safe until she got back home.
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      Present Day …

      Luke shifted Sierra’s dead body on his shoulder, careful not to drop her. He stood next to Derek just outside the dark entrance to the fallout shelter Derek had discovered. Luke couldn’t believe it. An intact, fully functional, well-stocked fallout shelter, a relic from the Cold War, was a godsend. It was almost too good to be true. But it wasn’t worth Sierra’s life.

      “How did you find this?” Luke’s voice seemed hollow, devoid of the joy he should have felt in this moment.

      “I heard rumors about it during my time in the service.” Derek held a ball of snow up to his swollen face. He seemed to be favoring his shoulder. “My dad told me about it a long time ago. I wasn’t sure it existed, but I finally found it.”

      “Now I know where you’ve been sneaking off to.” Luke glared at Derek. “How long have you known about this? And don’t lie to me.”

      Derek opened his mouth, closed it, then shook his head as if in self-admonishment. “Days.”

      “Days.” A snarl twitched at Luke’s lips. “About the same time Sierra went missing?”

      Derek’s jaw worked, but he remained silent. He couldn’t quite meet Luke’s gaze, and when he happened to glance at Sierra’s shrouded form, he wilted.

      Luke narrowed his gaze. Obviously, Derek still wasn’t telling him everything. He was more involved in Sierra’s disappearance than he let on. But did he kill her? Or was it the cult member?

      Luke’s gut instinct said no. As far as he knew, Derek had been trustworthy up until this point. Liz was a good judge of character, and she was happy to have Derek around. Unfortunately, Luke didn’t know him well enough to trust him. Not yet.

      “We’ll talk about this later.” Luke’s tone held an edge. He wasn’t about to hide his skepticism. “Right now, we need to take Sierra home. We need to get back to the cabin and get the rest of the family. We’re moving them here.”

      He half expected a debate, but Derek simply sighed. He nodded grimly.

      “You’re right. This is the most fortified position and far more suited to wait out the winter than a cabin,” Derek said.

      “Were you planning on telling me about this place?”

      “Yes. Eventually.”

      “Eventually.” Luke shook his head. “I want to trust you, man, I do. But you’re sure as hell not making it easy.”

      “I didn’t kill her. I swear I didn’t hurt her at all.”

      “How did you end up together?”

      “She followed me.”

      “To the shelter?” Luke asked.

      “Yeah. I didn’t know she was trailing me.” Derek laughed and shook his head. “Of all the people, I would have expected to hear her. She must have finally listened to you.”

      “She didn’t listen to a damn thing I said if she ended up here with you.”

      “I guess not.”

      Luke turned toward the woods. How was he to tell Liz?

      “Don’t you want to see the inside before we go?” Derek asked,

      “No.” Luke needed to bury Sierra first. If this place was worth getting killed over, then it had to be good. He didn’t need to look to confirm it. He could always circle back later and check it out alone.

      After a moment, Derek’s footsteps crunched through the snow behind him. It may have been a bad idea to turn his back on a potential enemy, but right now Luke could barely hold himself together. All he could think of was how he had failed as a parent. His child was dead.

      Before the bomb, Sierra was a bit quarrelsome and flighty, perhaps even annoying. Now he hated himself for all the times he wished she’d go away.

      Worse, he could also remember a time when Sierra was different. Sweet, caring, and bookish. He recalled her first-grade class Halloween party when she’d insisted on a ninja princess costume. Two discount store outfits and a little bit of sewing by Liz later, and they’d created the finest in shadow assassin monarch regalia. She’d won first prize, and hadn’t they all been so proud as a family?

      When Liz got pregnant with Kyle, they placed a highchair with a teddy bear in the seat at the dining room table. The idea came from some parenting magazine Liz read. It was supposed to help get the elder child used to the idea of a baby.

      But Sierra threw a fit, knocked over the highchair, and attacked the teddy bear because it stole “her” seat and “her” spot at the table. That was a mess.

      After the birth, however, Sierra became the perfect big sister. She even helped Kyle learn to read.

      Luke grinned, remembering how Liz tried to calm him down when Sierra painted Kyle’s toenails purple for a tea party.

      Now all he had left of Sierra was the cold body on his shoulder and those memories.

      Wordlessly, they trudged on. Luke almost wanted to cross paths with some of those COB bastards. He needed something to hit, something to stab, something to shoot. Blood wouldn’t ease the pain in his heart, but it would fill the void for a while.

      That was dangerous thinking, but Luke didn’t care. The body of his child, growing stiff on his shoulder, knocked aside any concerns for his own well-being. He would hack his way through flesh and bone if that’s what it took to keep the rest of his family safe. He’d enjoy sending some of those zealots to hell.

      Derek came abreast of him, his lips thin and tight.

      “Got something to say?” Luke growled.

      “Do you want me to take a turn—take a turn carrying her? I mean, are you tired or—”

      “I’m fine.” Luke increased his pace until he left Derek behind a few paces. The younger man struggled to keep up but didn’t speak again.

      The weight of his dead daughter was a constant, painful reminder of his failure and loss. Perhaps he’d been too hard on her. If he’d been a kinder, gentler parent, would she still have run off into the wilderness?

      It was tough to grow up as a military brat. Always moving. Dealing with a constant stream of new friends and being the perennial new kid in school sucked. Kyle always took well to it, but Sierra wasn’t as resilient.

      If only the bombs hadn’t fallen. If only his life could go back to the way it was before all this madness. Maybe if he’d tried harder, he could have reached Sierra. But he hadn’t. He failed, and there was no way to fix things. Sierra was dead, and now his heart was shattered.

      As they marched on, Luke tried to find the right words to tell his wife and son. There weren’t any. All he could think of was how badly he’d failed and how his heart would break again at the sight of his wife’s tear-streaked face.
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      Derek marched behind Luke. He questioned every decision he’d made since Sierra had followed him three days ago. The misery and guilt of her death weighed him down. With a heavy heart and leaden legs, he forced himself to trudge forward.

      Not only did he feel shame and remorse over what happened, but there was a healthy amount of fear as well. Sooner or later, Luke or someone else would notice the ligature marks on Sierra’s wrists. How in the world would he explain that?

      He toyed with the idea of blaming the cultists, but he knew that wouldn’t do. Luke might want to know where she’d been held. He’d want revenge.

      Derek wasn’t sure he could lie convincingly to Luke. Not about this. Not when he’d played a part in it. He’d messed up big time by keeping her at the shelter. If he’d sent her home, she would probably still be alive.

      He’d held her captive so no one would find the location of the fallout shelter. But now Luke knew about it too. Maybe Derek should have come clean from the beginning. He could have hiked back with Sierra and told Luke about the place, but he didn’t. He’d hesitated in order to give himself options. And now she was dead.

      In the end, she’d been a good person. She’d cared for him when he’d been shot. Sure, she was a little inappropriate with her touches, but his wound hadn’t become infected. He was healing well, and he had no doubt Sierra had saved his life.

      And how did he repay her? By getting her killed. All because he wouldn’t trust her. He’d made a grave error, a massive blunder.

      If Luke learned about Derek’s mistake, Luke would probably kill him. It’s what Derek would do if he were in Luke’s position. Although Derek believed he could move a little bit faster than Luke, he’d be no match against a man grieving for his daughter.

      Luke’s misery was palpable. It hung like an intangible pall over their silent journey. He could only imagine how devastated Liz and Kyle would be once they found out. Even if he wasn’t sure he could trust her, Derek deeply respected Liz for her tenacity, toughness, and willingness to do anything to protect her family. She was a good woman, and he’d all but killed her daughter. Dammit!

      His rationale for holding her captive seemed so stupid now. Derek had been afraid to trust Luke and his family, but sooner or later, he would have to trust someone. He couldn’t go it alone. Even if he killed them all and took the fallout shelter for himself, what good would that do? He couldn’t handle all the work necessary to survive alone. He’d need help, and Luke had just as many skills as Derek did, if not more.

      Aside from that, a military man like Luke wouldn’t betray someone with the skills and training Derek possessed. Luke wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t have killed Derek to take over the shelter. Luke would have shared the bounty with Derek if he’d been the one to find it first.

      They still had to deal with the remaining members of the Children of the Bomb. As long as they were alive, they would remain a threat. They’d have to be handled quickly.

      Up ahead, Luke tripped over a stone peeking out from the snow. The older man regained his footing quickly enough, but Derek was still concerned. Carrying all that weight had to be rough after a while.

      “Here, let me take a turn.” Derek reached out and touched Sierra’s shoulder. Luke jerked away. Derek grabbed Sierra’s cold, rapidly stiffening arm instead.

      “Don’t touch her.” Luke snarled. His eyes narrowed to slits as his gaze flitted to where Derek touched Sierra’s arm. His eyes widened as they took in the bruising around her wrist.

      “I can explain!” Derek let her arm fall and took a half step backward.

      Luke sputtered, unable even to form coherent speech. He carefully set Sierra’s body down in the snow and examined both of her wrists.

      “What is this?” Luke demanded. “What. Is. This?”

      Derek sighed and held up his hands in supplication.

      “She followed me. She shouldn’t have. I had to do it. I didn’t want her to reveal the bunker’s location until I was ready.”

      As Luke stood, his entire body trembled with rage.

      “She followed you.” His voice was exceptionally calm, but his eyes were black with rage. “She followed you, and instead of sending her home to her parents, you, what? Tied her up?”

      “I swear I wasn’t ever going to hurt her.” Derek took another step back as Luke stalked toward him. “You have to believe me.”

      “No, I don’t have to believe shit!” Luke jabbed a finger back toward Sierra’s body. “I want the whole story. The whole thing. From beginning to end. And I swear to God, if I think you’re lying to me, you’re going to wish for a merciful death.”

      Derek winced. Luke was going to kill him if he didn’t talk really fucking fast.

      “I never would have hurt her.” Derek stumbled over a rock as he continued to retreat. “If she hadn’t insisted on throwing herself at me—”

      Luke snarled and launched himself at Derek. He drove Derek back against the rough bark of a tree. Derek didn’t resist when Luke took hold of his jacket and slammed him against the trunk a few times.

      “Don’t you sully her memory, boy. Tell me what happened. From the beginning. Now!”

      Derek launched into his tale. There was no point in lying. Luke would see right through him if he tried it. Derek told the truth in its entirety. He didn’t hold anything back, except the part about Sierra’s inappropriate touching. It wasn’t relevant to the story anyway, and he couldn’t risk getting killed by Luke. Not now. Not after finding the shelter.

      As Derek spoke, Luke relaxed a little. The rage in his face dissipated. His grip slackened. By the time Derek finished his story, Luke barely held on to him at all.

      “My daughter is dead, and you’re partly to blame.” Luke didn’t look at Derek when he spoke. His voice was monotone, almost numb. “But I don’t think you did enough to deserve to die.”

      Luke released him and walked back over to Sierra. He lifted her body over his shoulder. His dark eyes met Derek’s.

      “I’ll be watching you, boy. I’ll be watching you.” Luke took off down the trail.

      Derek stood against the tree for a moment. He’d dodged a bullet. Thank God Luke was a reasonable man. Derek took a deep breath. From now on, he’d have to trust Luke. Their fates were entwined now. Derek would be much safer in a group versus trying to go it alone.

      After giving Luke a bit of a head start, Derek followed. The men didn’t speak again for the rest of the long journey back to the cabin. Luke didn’t slow down or take any rest breaks. He was a man on a mission.

      Derek followed silently. He no longer dared to offer assistance. If Luke wanted to carry her the whole way, so be it.

      As they approached the cabin, Kyle was the first to notice their return. He burst through the door and ran up the path toward the two men. Derek dreaded the boy’s inevitable heartbreak.
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      When Kyle’s piercing scream reached Liz’s ears, she knew right away her daughter was dead. She dropped the dish she’d been washing and ran out the cabin’s front door. As she raced toward her husband and Derek, she tried to cling to a glimmer of hope. Maybe Kyle’s scream was of excitement, not horror. But in her heart, she knew the truth.

      When she caught sight of Sierra in Luke’s arms, Liz couldn’t deny the truth anymore. A primal scream ripped from her throat.

      “No!” she wailed.

      Kyle clung to Luke, pressing his face into his dad’s leg. Luke just stared at her as tears rolled down his cheeks.

      Liz dropped to her knees. She stared up at Sierra’s pale face.

      Dead! Her baby was dead!

      “Give her to me!” She stood and grabbed for her daughter. Luke gently lay her in Liz’s arms.

      “No! No! No!” Kyle screamed over and over. He shook his head from side to side. “It’s not real! It’s not true!”

      Liz threw an arm around his shoulder. She embraced both her children, the living and the dead.

      She’d failed Sierra. She’d failed as a parent. No mother should have to bury her daughter. It wasn’t natural.

      She brushed Sierra’s hair back from her face and rested her daughter’s head in her lap while she sniffled through more tears. She couldn’t hold back the pain any longer, and she sobbed until her nose was clogged and her throat went raw.

      Luke, obviously exhausted, collapsed in the snow. She could hardly look at him. Although she knew it was completely irrational to blame him, she wanted to scream at him and demand to know how he could have let this happen.

      “What happened? What happened to my baby?” She turned to Luke and Derek for answers.

      “It was one of the Children of the Bomb,” Luke said.

      Her gaze snapped onto Derek, and the big man positively wilted. He looked guilty as hell.

      “Are you sure about that?” she asked Luke while glaring at Derek.

      “As sure as I can be since I didn’t witness it,” Luke said.

      “He shot her through the head.” Derek couldn’t meet her eyes when he spoke. “She didn’t—she didn’t suffer.”

      Derek turned to Luke, looking nervous. But Luke stared grimly at his feet. Liz knew something was up between the two men but had no room in her brain to consider it. Grief and rage were all she could handle at the moment.

      “A cult member killed my daughter.” Liz’s lips twitched into a snarl. “So, where is this cult member? Where is he? I want him to fucking pay!”

      Without waiting for a response, she gently laid Sierra’s head on the snow. She scrambled to her feet and found a tarp on the porch. She used it to cover her daughter’s body.

      She rose to her feet and snatched the rifle out of Luke’s hand. “I’ll kill him myself. Where is he?”

      “Please, calm down,” Luke said softly.

      “I’m not going to calm down! I’m going to kill the son of a bitch who murdered my daughter. Don’t you tell me to calm down!”

      “He’s already dead,” Derek said. Liz’s gaze snapped to him. He licked his lips and spoke again. “He’s already dead. I killed him myself. And I hope he rots in hell.”

      Liz dropped the rifle in the snow. She let out a strangled sob as she fell onto her hands and knees. It wasn’t fair. The only way she could deal with her rage and grief was to kill the man responsible. Now that chance was gone, gone forever, and there was nothing she could do but suffer.

      She lunged at her husband. She battered Luke’s chest with her fists until he gathered her into a tight embrace. He didn’t try to say anything. He simply held on to her while she cried. They stood there, clinging to each other, while Derek tried to comfort Kyle. But it was no use. Their family would never be the same.
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      Hours later, Kyle sat on the floor of his room with his back against the door. The horrible terror and grief had faded for the moment, leaving him empty and numb. Even if Sierra had turned into an annoying teenage girl, she was still his sister. Or she had been his sister. Now her body lay under a tarp in the covered wood bin next to the cabin.

      On the other side of the door, the grownups alternately grieved and made plans to deal with the cult. At some point, Sandy and Edwin Wright had arrived. Derek’s somber baritone informed them of the events that led to Sierra’s death. Sandy let out a miserable gasp.

      “Oh, God. We can’t let them get away with this. Something has to be done about the Children of the Bomb.” She spat into the fireplace. “There’s nothing holy about those monsters.”

      “We all know the cult is a threat.” That was his father’s voice, still thick and heavy with grief. “But they’re well-armed, and we’re outnumbered. Killing them won’t be that simple.”

      “Well, maybe it should be,” Sandy muttered bitterly.

      “I’m totally fine with killing them,” his mom said. “I’m ready to kill all of them.”

      “It’s possible we won’t have to kill them all.” Edwin cleared his throat before he continued. “If we make their lives miserable enough, they might decide to pack up and move somewhere else. Most of them don’t have formal military training. They probably don’t have the fortitude for a protracted siege of the mountain.”

      “How would we go about making them miserable?” The incredulity in Derek’s voice was palpable. “Liz already killed their leader, and all it accomplished was to stir them up worse. Like kicking a hornet’s nest. Sierra was the first one to be stung.”

      “Are you suggesting my daughter’s death is somehow Liz’s fault?” Luke’s asked menacingly.

      “No. That’s not what I’m saying at all.” Edwin’s voice rose an octave in his defense. Kyle hoped his father wouldn’t lose his temper and punch the older man. He liked Mr. Wright. “I’m just saying maybe making the cultists miserable would be safer than trying to kill them.”

      “If it’s kill or be killed, I know what side I’m on,” Liz said. “I was all for mercy before, but not now. Not anymore. None of them deserve to live.”

      Kyle considered his mother’s words silently. A few days ago, his mother and Mr. Wright argued for peace with the cultists. Now, she advocated open warfare. He was on her side and wanted to kill all the cultists.

      “Let’s not make any hasty decisions.” Luke’s voice held conviction. “I want to kill them as much as anyone here, but we have to be rational about this. We don’t have the manpower, the weaponry, or the ammunition to carry on a protracted campaign against the cult.”

      “Maybe we don’t have to fight,” Liz said. Kyle was shocked by his mother’s icy tone. “Maybe we can poison their food supply or their fresh water.”

      “I wouldn’t mess with the food. I’d prefer we take any provisions for ourselves. And as far as poisoning their water goes, that’s not a viable option,” Derek said.

      “Why the hell not?” Liz demanded.

      “All the streams and lakes around here are part of the same aquifer. If we poison the cult, then we’d be potentially poisoning ourselves as well,” Derek said.

      Kyle couldn’t believe what he’d heard. Why were they talking about poisoning stuff? They could hunt each of the cultists down. Hell, Kyle could take out a few just like he did with the rabbits. They deserved it for what they did to Sierra. Why wasn’t everyone loading up and heading out?

      He decided then and there he’d do whatever it took to put every member of the cult in a shallow grave. No, not a grave. He would let their bodies rot in the open, leaving them to be picked apart by carrion eaters. Yeah, that would be awesome.

      Kyle stood carefully. The adults assumed he was crying in his room, and that’s the way he wanted to keep it. He took down his rifle from the rack over his bed and held its comforting weight in his hands. He grabbed several boxes of ammunition and stuffed them into his coat pockets. In the back of his mind, some tiny voice cried out that this was extremely dangerous, even stupid, but he was beyond his ability to care. The only thing on his mind was revenge.

      He set the rifle on his bed and eased the window up with agonizing slowness. He threw constant glances over his shoulder, certain his mother or father would burst in at any second and stop him, but they remained embroiled in their meaningless debate.

      Kyle threw his leg over the windowsill, straddled it, and then dropped to the snowy ground. He carefully reached back into the room to retrieve his rifle. He set it against the cabin then dragged the window shut. It closed with a soft thud. He waited for a second to make sure no one noticed him leave, and then he took off at a run from the cabin.

      Night had fallen. He ran as fast as he dared through the dark forest until his breath came in short, ragged bursts and his side ached terribly. The idea of getting caught by his parents was somehow more terrifying than the possibility of getting killed himself. He wanted revenge, and he’d kill anyone who got in his way. Not his parent’s, of course, but anyone else. But if he got caught, his dad would whoop his ass.

      When he was far enough away from the cabin, he slowed his pace. He remembered the man he’d hit with his hatchet. He’d saved his mom’s life. But damn, there was so much blood. He’d almost barfed.

      At that moment, he’d left childhood behind. He’d become a man and a legitimate threat. Those cultists would be pissing themselves if they knew he was coming.

      If his family was too chicken to do what had to be done, then it fell upon him. He would show his father and Derek and his mother that he wasn’t a little kid anymore. He would show them he belonged in the discussions, the debates, and the decisions. They’d stop thinking of him as just a little kid. They’d see him as their equal.

      Kyle’s father had shown him the game trail that led to the cultists’ cabin. His mom was right, it was kill or be killed, and he didn’t want to end up like his sister. The look of horror on her frozen face would haunt him for the rest of his life. He never wanted to look like that. He was a predator now, and he had to behave like one.

      When he judged himself to be close to the COB’s cabin, he ditched the trail and instead took a parallel path through the woods. It was slow going with all the underbrush and thickly clumped trees in his way. Not only that, but Kyle had to move silently in case the cult had sentries. Dad said you always had to watch out for sentries.

      He caught his first glimpse of the cabin. His heart pounded. With his goal in sight, he became increasingly paranoid about discovery. His father had taught him that breathing through the mouth was quieter than through the nose. Kyle opened his mouth as he picked his way through the woods, stepping on bare ground or live growth to mask the sound of his footsteps.

      He stopped when he reached the clearing. Twenty feet of exposure lay between him and the nearest cabin window. Twenty feet of risk. For a moment, he almost lost his nerve and turned around. The cabin seemed deserted, anyway. Then a flash of movement from inside caught his attention. He clenched his jaw and crept out from the tree line.

      His heart pounded harder and harder until he feared it would burst out of his chest. His mouth went dry. The gun felt like a lead weight dragging him down. It seemed to take forever to cross the open ground between the forest and the cabin.

      When he reached the window, he glanced inside. A middle-aged man puttered around the living room. His right hand held an open bottle of beer, and his left index finger was buried in his nose. The man let out a revolting belch. The man pulled back his finger and stared at the green booger he’d excavated from his nostril. For a moment, he glanced around as if searching for a place to wipe it. He smeared it across the stone fireplace.

      Kyle was disgusted beyond measure. This was one of the men who’d killed his sister. Maybe he hadn’t pulled the trigger, but in Kyle’s mind, they were one and the same.

      Kyle took a step back from the window and pulled the rifle off his shoulder. Smoothly, he brought it up and sighted down the scope. The man took a swig of beer and set the bottle down to stand with a wide-legged stance in front of the fire.

      Kyle realized he was about to pee into the fire. The guy was too lazy to go down the hall to the bathroom, if they had one, or too afraid of the darkness to go outside.

      Without an ounce of mercy or hesitation, Kyle lined up his sights on the back of the man’s head and pulled the trigger.

      Glass broke, a sharp retort cracked in the frigid mountain air. The man collapsed into a heap on the floor. Kyle took a moment to take in the sight of his crumpled, lifeless form before he shouldered his rifle and calmly, but hastily, made his way back toward the cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      As Luke stared at the crackling fireplace, his mind drifted to dark places. The conversation carried on around him in the den, but he barely paid attention to it. Part of him wondered if he should tell the others about Derek’s involvement, however inadvertent, in Sierra’s death, but Luke realized that would simply be using him as a scapegoat. If he were to punish anyone, it should be himself. Because of his negligence, Sierra was dead. There was no way to rectify his error, no chance of making things right. While the cultists had done the actual deed, ultimately, it was his responsibility to protect his children from outside threats.

      The conversation died down. The others seemed lost in their own thoughts. Liz stared at the fire. She sat on the couch, rocking herself slowly. Her lips occasionally moved, but no sound came out.

      Edwin sat in a chair next to his wife and held her hand while they spoke softly. They glanced at him but quickly looked away.

      Derek, despite his injury, constantly paced. Luke got the impression the man fought to hold himself back from charging down the mountain to attack the cultists. He seemed almost as distraught as everyone else.

      Luke felt like he had been gutted with a rusty sewage pipe. Grief came in waves. One minute he was sad and heartbroken, yet functional, and the next, he was an emotional wreck. He struggled to get past his emotions. He needed to think.

      He glanced at the bedroom door. He hadn’t heard a peep out of Kyle since he’d locked himself in there well over an hour ago. Luke was concerned about his son. Beyond his obvious sorrow, there’d been a hard glint in his son’s eyes. He needed to talk to Kyle before his soul turned as hard and cold as Luke’s.

      Luke stalked across the room without a word. The others stayed silent as he strode up to Kyle’s door and knocked on it lightly.

      He waited a moment. When there was no answer, he knocked harder. He pushed the door open a crack and peered inside.

      “Are you asleep?” Luke’s eyes landed on the empty bed. He shoved the door open. His gaze darted all around the small chamber, but he quickly determined Kyle wasn’t present.

      “What’s wrong?” Liz asked, coming up behind him.

      Luke turned to his wife and tried to keep the anxiety out of his voice. “Kyle’s not here.”

      “What?” Liz pushed past Luke and walked into the empty room. “Oh, my God.” She ran to the coat rack and started to bundle up to go out into the cold. “We have to find him.”

      “I’ll go. You stay in case he comes back. I’ll bring a walkie with me.” Luke put a restraining hand on her shoulder.

      “How’d that work out last time?” Liz asked bitterly.

      “Maybe he went outside for a walk.” Edwin rose to his feet and stretched. “You know, to clear his head?”

      Luke sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I’d like to think that, but his rifle is missing.”

      “Oh, God.” The color drained from Liz’s face. “You don’t think he’s going after the cult, do you?”

      Her question hung in the air for a long moment while Luke donned his jacket.

      “I’ll go look for him,” he said.

      “I’m coming with you. He’s my son, too.”

      Derek picked up his rifle from the wall rack and checked the chamber. “I’m coming as well.”

      “No.” Luke shook his head. His lips formed a thin, tight line. “We don’t need three of our fighting adults away from the cabin for any length of time. I’m his father. I taught him how to move and survive in the woods. I have the best chance of finding him because I know how he thinks.”

      Liz opened her mouth to protest, but Luke held up his hand.

      “Someone needs to stay here.” He took her hands in both of his own and faced her solemnly. “If Kyle comes back, there should be someone here to wait with him until I return. We don’t want him coming back to an empty cabin like Sierra did.”

      Liz pursed her lips, then nodded, obviously torn. Derek stepped up to stand beside them.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?”

      “Yes.” Luke’s voice was full of ice. “I’m dead sure I don’t want you to come along.”

      As he walked out into the snow, he bundled himself tightly against the chill. His legs still ached from when he’d had to carry Sierra back to the fallout shelter. But he refused to allow pain to slow him down.

      His son was the only child he had left. Fortunately, Luke had a decent idea where the boy was headed—the cabin where he’d spotted the chilling sermon by the new cult leader.

      What if Kyle was already dead? What if Luke was too late to save him like he had been with Sierra?

      Luke sped up. He didn’t quite break into a run, but he moved far more quickly than the terrain safely allowed. After a few jarring steps where he connected with hidden stones, he begrudgingly slowed his pace a little.

      He found the game trail that meandered up the mountainside. Following it, he searched for any sign of Kyle. With every passing second, his anxiety grew. He had to find his son alive, or he may as well never return home. Liz would kill him for failing her a second time.

      Eventually, he found shallow footprints in the snow. He placed his foot next to the tracks. They were about Kyle’s size. His heart skipped as he hurried along the trail of small boot prints.

      The absolute darkness in the forest hampered his journey. He’d been tempted to use a flashlight, but with a night this black, it would make him far too easy to spot. He was grateful when the clouds parted enough to allow the crescent moon to spill its silvery light across the landscape.

      The going was still painfully slow, but he was able to move slightly faster. His training kicked in and kept him calm enough to not descend into utter panic. The analytical side of his mind told him not to rush off half-cocked into the cultist’s territory.

      Dark branches hung over the trail. A thin one he didn’t spot in time smacked him in the face. He growled and held his hands up to protect his eyes. This path used to fill him with a sense of peace, but now it was like walking through a nightmare.

      Suddenly, a single shot rang out from less than a mile away. The echo reverberated against the mountain.

      Luke broke into a run. His mind raced through every worst-case scenario.

      Not again. Please, God, not again. Don’t take both my kids from me on the same day.

      He rounded a bend in the trail and nearly plowed right into Kyle. The boy’s grim yet smug smile drained from his face as he stood there, rifle slung casually over his shoulder. He looked up at his father with wide eyes.

      Luke’s relief nearly overwhelmed him. He wanted to grab his son and hold him tight, but he was still angry enough to fight the urge.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Luke demanded.

      “I’m taking care of business.” Kyle glanced over his shoulder and shrugged with cool nonchalance. “You can cross one cultist off the list. I got him.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” Luke kept his voice low. He didn’t want to attract any attention if the cultists were nearby. That didn’t mean he couldn’t be furious at his son. “How could you run off like that? Don’t you know what you’re putting your mother through? What you’re putting me through? Your sister hasn’t even been laid to rest, and you’re out here being stupid!”

      “I’m s—sorry,” Kyle stammered as sweat broke out on his face.

      “Shut your mouth.” Luke shoved Kyle roughly on the shoulder. “Do you really think you’re capable of taking them on alone? It’s a fool’s mission. I thought I taught you better. Apparently not!”

      “But I was careful. I snuck up on him like you taught me. I only needed one shot. Bam, right in the back of the head, execution style.”

      “Execution style?” Luke’s voice broke as he strained not to scream. “Execution style? This isn’t a fucking game or a gangster movie. This is real life. You got lucky. You could just as easily be dead right now.”

      Luke suddenly seized his son in a fierce embrace and held him so tight Kyle squeaked.

      “We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” Luke said.

      “We should—”

      “Not another word. Not until we get back to the cabin,” Luke snapped.

      He dragged the boy down the trail by the arm while muttering curses furiously under his breath.
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      Liz sat in the chair facing the cabin’s large picture window. A semi-automatic rifle lay across her lap. She rocked steadily, unable to do anything but wait and worry.

      Behind her, Derek shifted in his seat, obviously uncomfortable with the tension in the cabin. Liz understood. The anxiety was palpable and weighed down the very air inside the normally cheery home.

      She tried to avoid thinking up worst-case scenarios. Luke would find Kyle. He would bring him back home safe. He had to. Without her kids, there was nothing worth living for anymore. Luke would feel the same way. If there was nothing to look forward to, why would she fight to survive this ruined world? It would be utterly pointless.

      How long would it be before she found out Kyle’s fate? Would it take another three days, like Sierra? Would she be just as helpless to do anything about it?

      She wasn’t just worried about her son. Her husband was out there too. He could run into the cult. They’d kill him on sight. She did not doubt that possibility. If she lost her entire family on the same day, it would be more than she could bear. She’d have to end things because there would be absolutely no reason to live.

      Liz adjusted the rifle in her lap. She gazed out the window at the night sky. In a few hours, it would be dawn. If Luke and Kyle didn’t make it back to the cabin by then, she would search for them herself. She’d take Derek. She’d listened to his story about Sierra with some skepticism at first, but ultimately, she believed him. She had to trust her gut. Having him as backup would be better than nothing.

      A gunshot echoed through the night. She jumped to her feet and ran to the window.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “Yeah,” Derek said.

      “We should go out there.”

      “We don’t know what we’re walking into. It might not be related to Kyle’s disappearance.”

      “Or he might be wounded and dying!”

      “Liz!” Derek grabbed her shoulder to stop her from reaching the door. “I want to run out there, too. I do. But we can’t leave the house. If Kyle comes back and we’re not here, he could make the same mistake Sierra made. If she’d waited for you guys, I might have died, but she wouldn’t have. Leaving now is too dangerous for us and for Kyle.”

      “I can’t just stand here doing nothing.”

      “Shit!” Derek ran his hand through his hair.

      “If they’re not back in ten minutes, I’m going out there. You can stay,” she said.

      “No. It’s not worth the risk.”

      “What the hell do you know about risk? You don’t have a family. You have nothing to lose.”

      “I have everything to—” Derek jerked his head toward the window. “Did you see that?”

      “What?” Liz peered outside but didn’t see anything.

      “I thought I saw—There, just inside the tree line.”

      “Two people.” She readied her rifle and aimed.

      “Wait.” Derek grabbed the barrel and pointed it toward the floor. “One of them looks like a kid. It’s probably Kyle and Luke.”

      As the figures ran across the open area, Liz nearly collapsed with relief. Moonlight illuminated Kyle and Luke’s faces. She didn’t have her coat on, but she didn’t care. She dashed into the snowy night and threw her arms around her son.

      “It’s okay. I’m fine,” Kyle said.

      His nonchalance set off her anger. She thrust him out at arm’s length and gave him a furious shake.

      “How could you be so stupid?”

      “I wanted to help. You guys were arguing about what to do, but I knew what we needed to do. We needed to kill the cult members. We need to kill them. I’m sick of worrying about them. We can’t stay here if they’re out there. And they killed Sierra. They have to pay for what they did to her.”

      “You could have been killed. You can’t do stupid shit like that, Kyle!”

      “I’m sorry, mom.” Kyle hugged her. “I just wanted to help.”

      “Come on.” Luke wrapped an arm around each of them. “Let’s get back inside. I don’t think we were followed, but I don’t know for sure.”

      Liz couldn’t let go of her fury. As much as she wanted to stay angry at Kyle, she couldn’t. He was right. They couldn’t coexist with the Children of the Bomb. They’d have to kill them all if they wanted to survive winter.
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      Early the following day, the Wrights, Derek, and what remained of Liz’s family gathered in the chilly air to lay Sierra to rest. Edwin read a few passages from his Bible. Liz tried to focus on them, but the words were meaningless platitudes that did nothing to assuage the pain in her heart. She leaned heavily against Luke and occasionally sniffled as the service continued. Kyle clung to her hand. He remained silent even as tears ran down his face.

      “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death, or mourning, or crying, or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” Edwin’s voice had a slight tremble, though Liz wasn’t sure if it was from grief, the cold, or some combination of the two. “So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.”

      Edwin’s shaky hands turned the thin pages of the tome he held. He cleared his throat and continued.

      “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.”

      Several folks spoke “amen” at the end of the sermon, but Liz couldn’t bring herself to do so. Burying her child seemed so wrong. What loving and kind God would visit such suffering upon her family? What had they ever done to deserve his wrath?

      Liz and Luke continued to hold each other as the others gradually meandered away from Sierra’s grave. She couldn’t stop staring at the disrupted earth. She tried clinging to denial but couldn’t. Her daughter was dead. Liz would never see her again.

      “We’re moving to the bunker. Just us and Derek,” Luke said softly.

      She lifted her head from his shoulder and stared at him with tear-streaked eyes. “But what about the Wrights?”

      “They’re not coming. Not right now. I like them, but they don’t have what it takes to protect the compound. They don’t want to fight the Children of the Bomb. We do. I don’t trust anyone but you, me, and Kyle. Derek found the place, so he’s coming too. The Wrights don’t know about the bunker, and you can’t tell them. You can’t tell any of the other families in the valley either. Not until we figure out what to do next.”

      “They’re all going to die,” she whispered. “We can’t do that to them.”

      “If we’re going to survive, we need to think carefully about who we bring into the bunker.”

      Liz opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off.

      “You have to trust me on this.” Luke broke from the embrace and strode stiffly away. White puffs of air floated in his wake. Liz sighed and decided to let him be. In his current state of mind, Luke wouldn’t be able to hear her arguments, anyway.

      She turned back to where her daughter lay beneath the frozen ground, held her face in her hands, and wept alone.
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      Derek waited patiently outside the cabin while Liz, Luke, and Kyle gathered their things. His pack sat neatly at his feet, his pistol holstered at his hip and his rifle slung across his back. The Wrights had left earlier and didn’t suspect a thing. He figured they could always bring the older couple to the compound later after they got situated. More people weren’t always a bad thing. They could be useful for labor.

      The clouds overhead emphasized the melancholy note of the day. It had been an emotional morning due to the impromptu service for Sierra. He felt terrible about what happened to the poor girl but watching the grief overwhelm her parents was the worst part.

      Grief was a burden he was all too familiar with. He wished his own experiences with loss had better prepared him to console the bereaved, but he never seemed to come up with the right words to say. He found it was better to remain silent and offer simple condolences. Words had never been his strong suit.

      Luke, Liz, and Kyle came filing out of the cabin, their faces grave. They all carried full packs on their backs and rifles on their shoulders. Derek glanced at the pistol holstered on Luke’s thigh, more out of instinct than actual concern. Even so, he found himself working out how fast Luke could draw with his pack and rifle slowing him down. He considered the distance between them, locating the nearest adequate cover to break for in a pinch while debating whether he could get to Luke before he aimed and fired. His trained mind ran through dozens of combat variables out of habit before he even realized what he was doing. He shook off the grim thoughts, forcing himself to focus. Luke already knew where the shelter was located. If he’d wanted to kill Derek, he would have done it already.

      “Let’s go,” Luke said.

      “All right. I’ll take point. Luke, you bring up the rear. We have to be absolutely certain we’re not being followed. The bunker is well-hidden and should be defensible, but if we can help it, I’d rather these people not even have the faintest idea of where we’re sleeping,” Derek said.

      “Agreed.” Luke clenched his jaw.

      Liz only nodded her assent, her eyes staring blankly ahead.

      “Let’s go,” Kyle said.

      Derek led them along a circuitous route through the woods. If any cult members were around, he wanted to spot them before they spotted his group.

      When a noise in the woods caught his attention, Derek held up a fist to stop the group. He waited. Listening.

      After Derek was convinced they were alone, the group continued to the bunker entrance without incident. No one spoke a word the entire time, but Derek suspected their silence was based more on grief than on a desire for stealth.

      “Welcome home, folks.” He opened the hatch and led them inside. He pulled the string, and the lights buzzed on, illuminating the entryway.

      He felt a pang of regret as he passed by the metal chair he’d used to restrain Sierra. He regretted not letting her go. At the time, his rationale seemed sound. Now it felt excessive and pointless.

      “There are some emergency lanterns, flashlights, walkie-talkies, and other stuff here,” Derek said, gesturing to the shelves lining the entryway. “I haven’t had a chance to test it all out, but most of the stuff seems to be in decent shape. There are some batteries here, but there are a lot more in one of the main storage rooms. Hopefully, at least some of them are still good. It’s hard to tell when the stores were last updated, but from what I’ve gathered, it seems like this place has been abandoned for at least twenty years. Probably more.”

      All three of them gasped when Derek led them into the cavernous central hub of the bunker.

      “Wow, this is so cool.” Youthful excitement momentarily replaced Kyle’s grief and anger. “It’s like a superhero hideout. Except really dusty.”

      “Most of the equipment is pretty outdated. I powered on a few of the monitors, but as far as I can tell, they don’t connect to anything anymore. I don’t know how useful they’ll be.”

      He led them along the outside of the round room, gesturing at the bags and boxes lining the shelves.

      “These are filled with blankets, old uniforms, socks, underwear, warm clothes, and other stuff like that. I saw some boots and sneakers somewhere around here. Those will definitely come in handy. I doubt they anticipated having children here, so most of the clothes won’t fit him.” He nodded toward Kyle, who was inspecting the back of a bulky, square monitor.

      “As long as there are extra socks, I’m sure we’ll make do,” Luke said as he took in his surroundings. “I still can’t believe you found this place. It’s going to make life a hell of a lot easier.”

      Liz occasionally nodded her head but didn’t respond to them. She touched things absentmindedly, seemingly trapped in her grief.

      “One of the main storage rooms is through there.” Derek pointed down a hallway on the left side of the room. “It’s well-stocked with medical supplies, weapons, ammunition, more radios, those batteries I mentioned. There’s also a door in the storage room that leads to the generator. As you can see by the lights, it still works. It runs on propane. There are a couple of hundred twenty-pound tanks, so that should last us a while. We should search for more. We don’t know how long we’re going to have to stay here and we need to keep the lights on. It’s pitch black in here without them.”

      “This place is really something, huh?” Luke stopped in the center of the room and looked around.

      “It really is.” Derek gestured across the room at a passage they hadn’t walked into yet. “Down that way is another big storage room. That’s where all the food is. There’s a lot of canned stuff. We’ll have to check for botulism, but they should be good.”

      Luke nodded.

      “There are a ton of dry goods. Rice, beans, lentils, corn, flour, salt, spices, stuff like that. It’s all sealed in airtight containers, so most of it should be good. There’s also a fuck-ton of MREs, and I’m sure you know those can be hit-or-miss.” He looked to Luke, who gave a weak smile.

      “Not gourmet, by any means. But still useful in a pinch,” Luke said.

      “Amen. There’s also a locked door in the room where the food is stored. I haven’t been able to open it yet. I’m not sure if it’s just a closet or what, but it’s something we should look into when we get a chance.”

      He led them farther along the outside of the room, stopping at another hallway.

      “Down that way’s a gym with some simple equipment. There’re a couple of old-school treadmills, some free weights, elastic bands. You guys like ping pong? Whoever built this place must’ve because they’ve got a couple of tables set up in another room.”

      “No way! That’s awesome!” Kyle was excited for a moment, but then his face fell. “Sierra and I used to play. She’d get so mad whenever I beat her.”

      Liz put her arm around her son and pulled him close. Tears started to form in both of their eyes, but they managed to keep their composure.

      “There are several lockers full of handguns, rifles, and ammunition. I was honestly surprised to find all of this. Usually, the military packs everything up when they decommission a place,” Derek said.

      “Maybe they knew something was coming but couldn’t get the funding to bring this place back up to current standards,” Luke said.

      “It’s possible.” Derek scratched his cheek. “There’s another locked door in the gym that I haven’t been able to open. It’s on my list of things to do.”

      “We’ll get it open,” Luke said.

      “At the end of that hall, there’s another locked door. That one concerns me the most. I figure they must have built in a secondary exit somewhere, but I haven’t been able to find it. That seems like the best bet,” Derek said.

      “Hmm. We should make that a priority. We need to know all the potential entrances and exits if we’re going to be safe in this place.” Luke looked toward the empty hall, no doubt contemplating the logistic issues presented by the bunker’s design.

      “Definitely.”

      Derek led them down the last passage, directly across from the entryway. “These are the living quarters.”

      They emerged into a circular hall that curved off to the left and right. Two corridors branched off on either side. He took the left hall and continued past common area rooms.

      “There are bunks down each of these halls, six rooms in total.” He pointed to a door on the interior wall of the circular hall. “In there’s a communal bathroom with a couple of toilets, sinks, and two shower stalls. I’d hold off on the showers, though. I haven’t been able to locate the water purification system. However, I’m fairly sure there is one somewhere. Maybe behind one of those locked doors.”

      “That will be our first priority. We have some water, but a large-scale water source will make life a hell of a lot better,” Luke said.

      “No. Our first priority is getting the Wrights.” Derek and Luke turned to Liz, both shocked at the sound of her voice.

      “Honey, we—”

      “Just stop. Look at all this space.” Liz gestured around. “This place can easily hold more of us. I won’t leave them out there for those crazy fucking cult members to abuse. We have a duty to help the good people left in this world. And you know they’re good people.”

      “We haven’t even taken stock of the food stores yet. We don’t know how many people this place can support, or for how long,” Luke said.

      “I don’t care. We can find more food. Hell, the Wrights were farmers before they retired. They can help us grow more food. I won’t turn my back on them, not after they’ve been so good to us. If you and Derek don’t go get them, I’ll do it myself.”

      “They didn’t want to go after the cult members,” Luke said. “We don’t know if we can trust them to help defend this place.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Liz huffed. “They have been with us, sharing their resources, from the beginning. If no one finds out about this place, then we have nothing to worry about. I can’t leave them out there to fend for themselves. It’s not right. I refuse to let them be killed.”

      “Yeah,” Kyle said. “It’s not cool that we left them out there. The Wrights are smart. They know how to fish and hunt. They also have extra stuff at their house they can bring with them.”

      “What do you think?” Luke asked Derek.

      “Well …” Derek rubbed the back of his neck. “There are pros and cons on each side. Based on how much dry food I saw, we should easily be able to support the six of us for a year.”

      “Will that be long enough?” Luke asked.

      “Hell if I know.” Derek shrugged. “But if they have skills we can use, then it might be worth keeping them alive.”

      “It’s the right thing to do,” Liz insisted. “I’m going to get them before it gets dark. Come or don’t come. I don’t care.”

      She stomped down the hall.

      “Guess we ought to get moving if we’re going to get back before dark,” Luke said.

      Derek nodded. It was a tough choice, and they didn’t have enough information to make an informed decision. However, if they did have valuable skills, it would be better to keep them alive. If they didn’t, they’d just be a drain on the supplies. Only time would tell.
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      Luke walked toward the Wrights’ cabin while Derek followed. They’d managed to convince Liz and Kyle to stay in the shelter while Luke and Derek went to get the Wrights.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” Derek asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Luke admitted.

      “I figured you’d put up more of a fight.”

      “When Liz makes up her mind on something, there’s really no use arguing. I mean, sometimes I might be able to sway her if it’s something minor, but she’s a stubborn woman.”

      “Normally, that’s a good trait to have. I admire that about her. But bringing them in might be costing us valuable resources,” Derek said.

      The Wrights’ cabin was in sight, but Luke stopped and turned back to face him. “You’re right. Winter is coming, and we don’t know how long the supplies in the bunker will last us. We don’t even know what’s still usable. For all we know, half of that stuff could be trash. But Liz might be right about this. Edwin and Sandy aren’t exactly dead weight. They have their cabin stocked up, so they’ll bring a lot of their own supplies. When spring finally comes, their farming knowledge will be crucial for long-term survival. Plus, Edwin is a HAM radio guy, so that could prove useful. They could be great allies at a time like this.”

      “I guess we’ll see.” Derek looked at him doubtfully, but he seemed to be warming up to the idea that the Wrights might be more than just a drain on resources.

      Luke knocked on the Wrights’ door. Sandy answered it.

      “You’re just in time for dinner. Please, come in.” She stepped aside, ushering them into the small cabin.

      Luke stepped past her into the den, where Edwin was sitting in an overstuffed armchair next to a roaring fire.

      “Luke, my boy. Come on in, take a seat. How are we? Holding up okay?” Edwin’s warm, open face made Luke smile.

      “Yeah, I’m doing all right. A lot going on to distract me.”

      “Yes, I suppose there is.”

      Sandy sat on the arm of Edwin’s chair. “Where are Liz and Kyle? Back at the cabin?”

      Luke looked over at Derek, who stood next to the fireplace with his arms crossed.

      “Well, actually, that’s what we came here to talk to you about. We’re moving, and we want you to come with us,” Luke said.

      Sandy and Edwin looked at each other with a look of astonishment. Edwin spoke first.

      “Moving? Where the hell to? Why would you do a thing like that at a time like this?”

      Sandy elbowed him and looked at Luke with a pained sympathy. “Is it too painful at the cabin without Sierra? Too many memories?”

      “No, that’s not it. It’s not safe here anymore. Not with that damn cult so close. They’re dangerous. I won’t lose anyone else to their madness. And that includes you two,” Luke said.

      “I hear you, son. But we’ve had this cabin for thirty years. There’s no way we’re leaving. Where are you thinking of going, anyway?”

      “Derek?” Luke raised his eyebrows at the man, urging him to tell the Wrights about the bunker. Derek sighed and shook his head before he spoke.

      “There’s an old bunker not too far from here. It was built during the Cold War to withstand a nuclear winter. I heard about it in the service. I thought it was just an old wives’ tale until I found it a couple of days ago. It’s still in decent shape. It’s got a bunch of supplies, a generator with a decent store of fuel, and enough bunks to house all of us comfortably. It’s even got some old computers and radios we might be able to use for something. Maybe we’ll be able to find out what’s going on out there.”

      Edwin’s eyes lit up at the mention of radios, but his expression quickly returned to one of defiance.

      “It sounds great, fellas. It really does. But I’m not going anywhere. This cabin is my home, and I aim to stay in it for better or for worse.”

      Sandy gave him a wide-eyed look that said she wasn’t entirely on board with his plan, but he didn’t seem to care.

      “To be perfectly honest, we debated coming to get you. I like you guys, and I’m all for you coming back to the bunker with us, but Liz is the one who made us come here,” Luke said.

      “She is a fiery one, that wife of yours. I always liked her.” Sandy chuckled.

      “That she is. And you know what, she was right to insist. The more I think about it, the more I realize we need each other. We’re going to need your farming knowledge and supplies if we expect to survive long-term. And, no offense, I think you guys will need our protection to survive the short-term. Those cult bastards are only going to get bolder and more violent as time goes on.”

      Edwin’s face remained skeptical. The man was almost as stubborn as Liz, but Luke figured he had a convincing argument, so he addressed him directly.

      “Listen, Ed. We need you. There’s a bunch of old radio equipment in that bunker, and we don’t have the slightest idea of how to use it. We need your help to find out what’s going on in the world. We don’t know how many people are left. We don’t know who dropped the bombs or why. We need intel, and you’re our best bet for getting it.”

      “You know how to work an old man, don’t you?” He looked up at his wife, who nodded her head and smiled down at him. “Well, shoot. I guess a bunker’s as good a place as any to be holed up when the radioactive zombies and mutants come knocking, ain’t it? And I’d like to get a look at that radio equipment.”

      Luke waited while Edwin and Sandy packed. They could always come back for more stuff tomorrow. He wanted to get back to the bunker before the sun went down.
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      Kyle stalked around the bunker, still seething over the way his parents had reacted to him killing one of the crazy cult members. Derek had returned with the Wrights, but even they seemed to be looking at him differently. Kyle complained aloud to himself, grumbling under his breath as he rifled through some of the boxes in the large main room.

      “Don’t understand why they’re so mad. They should be thanking me. Jerks have it coming for what they did to Sierra. If I could, I’d make them all pay.”

      He found an old, faded green button-down and a matching cap in one of the boxes and put them on. He considered his hazy reflection in one of the blank monitors. He felt like a real military man, like his dad or Derek. The shirt was too big, but he liked it. He rolled the sleeves up like he’d seen his dad do when he was working in the yard. He pulled the hat low over his eyes and tested out a serious, intimidating expression. He looked pretty tough.

      He wandered into the gym and picked up two big dumbbells. He watched himself in the mirror as he strained to lift the heavy weights. His arms shook with the effort, but he finally managed to raise the dumbbells all the way to his shoulders. When he let his hands fall back down to his sides, one of them clattered to the floor, missing his foot by a few inches. He decided that was enough of a workout and went to check out one of the main storage rooms.

      The huge room was full of survival supplies. Boxes of bandages and disposable gloves, bottles of alcohol, and other antiseptics lined the shelves. There were several lockers full of handguns, rifles, and ammunition that he wanted to check out. But they were locked tight. Derek probably had the keys.

      Kyle figured he could convince his dad to teach him how to use one of the gleaming black pistols. Then he could carry it in a holster on his thigh just like his dad and Derek did.

      He scanned the shelves that held radios, batteries, and other miscellaneous supplies. He stopped when he came across a thin, black fabric case. He unzipped it and spread it open, revealing a dozen or so thin metal objects with strange curved and jagged tips. He held one up curiously, contemplating its purpose. Then he noticed a slim paper pamphlet that read “Guide to Lockpicking.”

      “Cool.”

      He leafed through the guide. It contained several diagrams depicting a variety of methods for opening locks. He considered using the set on one of the gun lockers but thought better of it. It would probably be more trouble than it was worth. If he asked nicely, his dad would be happy to show him how to use one of the pistols. But if his dad caught him messing around with one on his own, Kyle would never hear the end of it. His dad would probably take away his rifle as punishment. His parents didn’t mess around when it came to gun safety. He’d had to endure several very long speeches about it before they let him shoot his first target with his .22.

      Kyle decided to try the suspicious, solitary door at the end of one of the hallways first, figuring something interesting must be behind it. He zipped up the lockpick set and pocketed the paper guide before heading back down the hall.

      He made his way across the central room toward the hall. He caught his mom’s voice echoing from the food storage room where she and the others were taking stock of their supplies. He stopped and frowned.

      “Yeah, great,” he grumbled to himself. “Go on counting cans of beans while those bastards are still out there.”

      He shook his head as he walked down the hall leading to the locked door.

      When he reached the large, metal door, he spread the case open on the floor. He examined the locks on the door. There were two, one on the knob and one deadbolt above it. He flipped the guide to the section on deadbolts and spread it out on the floor next to his set.

      He inserted the tension wrench into the bottom of the lock, twisting it counterclockwise as the pamphlet instructed. He looked down at the instructions, then inserted the pick into the top of the lock, feeling for the pins that he was supposed to push up and out of the barrel.

      As his pick touched the first pin, he heard a click. Excitement rushed through him as he jimmied the pick around inside the lock. The pin moved in response. He managed to work the pin up, and his heart leaped as it gave way. But in his eagerness, he forgot to maintain tension on his wrench. The first pin slipped back down as he nudged the pick deeper into the lock.

      “Shoot.” He blew out a long breath while shaking out his hands. He cracked his knuckles before slipping the tension wrench and the pick back into the lock.

      He worked the first pin up again, this time keeping the tension on the wrench and holding it in place as he moved on to the next pin. He levered the next pin up with his pick, again keeping it in place by maintaining tension on the wrench with his left hand as he slid the pick farther into the lock to work on the next pin. He worked the third pin with his pick, but this one provided significantly more resistance than the first two. His tongue worked against his lips as he concentrated intensely on wiggling the pin into position. It started to give way, sliding up and out of the barrel, just as a voice sounded from behind him.

      “What are you doing?” His mother’s voice surprised him.

      He flinched and lost the tension on the wrench, allowing all of the pins to fall back into place.

      “Ah, dang it, Mom. I was picking this lock. I almost had it.” He threw his head back in frustration, growling at the ceiling.

      “Picking locks? You’re not considering a life of crime, are you, honey?” His mom frowned.

      “No. I just thought I’d try to see if I could open one of these locked doors since apparently I’m not allowed to do anything useful,” Kyle said.

      “What do you mean? If you want to help us inventory the food supplies, then we’d be happy to have you with us. I thought it would be too boring for you.” She gave him a perplexed look.

      “No, I don’t want to inventory the stupid food, Mom. I mean, like taking out the cult members. Why are we in here while they’re still out there? They need to pay for what they did to Sierra.” He looked away, scowling, not wanting her to see the grief in his eyes.

      “Oh, baby.”

      “I’m not a baby. I can handle myself.” He glared at her with narrowed eyes.

      “I know, honey. I know. That’s what I came to talk to you about. Are you doing okay? I know it’s hard, losing Sierra. It’s hard for me, too.”

      “I’m fine, Mom.”

      “Are you, though? You killed a man. You may not realize it yet, but that kind of thing takes a toll on you. Just ask your father. You don’t know how many times we’ve stayed up late talking about the things he did while on duty. Your dad and I wanted to protect you from that kind of stuff. But now, it doesn’t seem like we have a choice. Violence is the way of the world now. It’s a damn shame.” She shook her head.

      “It’s not a big deal. I’m fine. They’re bad guys. They’ve done bad stuff, and they have to be stopped. Seems simple enough to me.”

      “Killing someone is a big deal. I don’t think you understand what it can do to you yet. The guilt it can bring.” She looked at him sadly. She reached out to put a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it off.

      “I do understand, Mom. What I don’t understand is why I’m the only one who isn’t afraid to do something about it.” His voice grew louder until he was shouting. “Everyone else is worried about supplies while the people who killed Sierra are still out there.”

      “I know you want revenge, but we need to talk about this.”

      “No. Enough talking. I’m tired of talking. Just leave me alone.”

      He scowled and grabbed his lock-picking kit. As he brushed past his mom, she sighed. He didn’t stop walking. If he stayed, he’d say something he’d regret. He had absolutely no doubt about that.
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      After dropping the Wrights off at the bunker, Luke decided to take a quick trip back to his cabin. He’d left Derek with the Wrights so he could give them the grand tour of their new home. In the meantime, Luke picked a trail through the woods. He stayed alert for any unexpected sounds.

      Coming out under cover of darkness would work to his advantage because it would make it harder for the enemy to see him. But it also worked against him because he wouldn’t see them until it was too late. He hoped he’d be able to hear them before they heard him.

      When he reached the edge of the woods, he studied the cabin. It was dark. No lights shined from inside. Nothing moved. He gripped his rifle with both hands. His right forefinger rested across the trigger guard, ready for the first sign of a threat.

      He needed to grab some things from the shed, items he couldn’t afford to leave unattended. He didn’t want the cult members to find anything useful, especially not his other guns.

      As far as he could tell, he was alone. He crept out of the trees, moving quickly but quietly toward the shed behind the cabin. He unlocked it and slipped inside, latching the door behind him. He glanced out the small, dirty window, but the night remained still.

      He pried up a loose floorboard near the back of the shed and tossed it aside. He pulled out a large, black duffel bag and unzipped it to check the contents. Inside were four AR-15’s, four Kevlar vests, boxes of ammunition, and a case that housed four not-quite-legal frag grenades.

      He closed the bag and set it aside before pulling a long, flat case from under the floor. He unclasped the latches and flipped it open, revealing his disassembled, camouflaged .300 Winchester Magnum rifle with suppressor, folding stock, and high-powered Nightforce scope. It was a gun he’d used during a few of his tours, and it had saved his ass more than once. Seeing it brought on a strange mix of nostalgia and regret, but he managed to shut out the emotions and remain focused on his task.

      He re-latched the case and set it on the floor.

      After replacing the floorboard, he grabbed the duffle bag and gun case and headed toward the cabin. Once inside, he placed his bags near the front door. He locked it before hurrying over to the couch in the den. He ripped off the cushions and lifted the false bottom. Four large, sheathed knives and a crossbow were stored in the hiding place, along with a few dozen arrows.

      He strapped two of the knives to his utility belt and was carrying the other two over to the bags by the door when a flash of light outside caught his eye. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, but he forced himself to walk toward the bags as if he hadn’t seen anything. If anyone were out there in the woods, he didn’t want them to know he’d seen them. If they’d wanted to kill him, they would have shot him already. Or maybe he’d just imagined the quick flash of light.

      He moved out of view and dropped to the floor. He crawled toward his gun case. After flipping it open, he grabbed the rifle and attached the scope. He stood and placed his back to the wall. He slid along it toward the small window next to the door.

      He quickly glanced out the window. He spotted two hostiles in the tree line. Another one moved along the south side of the cabin. There were at least three, maybe more. They were probably armed if they were bold enough to come this close.

      He adjusted his scope and positioned his rifle toward the man to the south. He’d be easier to pick off first, and with him gone, Luke could focus his attention on the other two men.

      Luke took a few slow breaths to steady himself. He braced the stock against his shoulder and squinting through the scope. Adjusting his position until the man was centered in the crosshairs, he blew out a breath and squeezed the trigger.

      The shot shattered the window. Luke watched through the scope as the man fell forward, faceplanting in the snow. One down, two to go.

      He swung the scope back toward the other men.

      Glass shattered.

      The second he realized the sound came from behind him, he spun toward the rear windows. Two men busted through the broken glass.
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      A naked, clear glass bulb buzzed over Liz’s head as she stood in one of the shelter’s storage rooms. Among the various Cold War relics, they discovered clerical and office supplies, including the clipboard and pen she held.

      She counted the water barrels stacked on top of each other at the back of the concrete chamber. Each barrel held fifty gallons, which seemed like a lot.

      But then she crunched the numbers. She knew from her days as a fitness buff that the average human needed at least a half-gallon of water each day to remain healthy. If she divided the amount by seven—counting her family, as well as the Wrights and Derek—it came out to roughly two weeks per barrel.

      She clucked her tongue as she examined the water supply. With four barrels, they could last for two months, a pitifully short time. And that didn’t include bathing or cleaning their clothes.

      “Think, Liz, think,” she muttered.

      There had to be a solution. On the mountain, there were various sources of fresh water, including a large lake. There was also a purification system which, while currently nonfunctional, could probably be repaired.

      Still, providing enough food and fresh water for seven people had proven to be a tough prospect. Mentally, she ran through the group.

      Kyle was young but ate almost as much as his father, so he should be counted as an adult. Sandy wasn’t a big eater, but her husband Edwin was, so any potential surplus would be accounted for anyway.

      Derek ate like a goddamn horse, which was to be expected given his age, size, and activity level. For herself, rationing food wouldn’t hurt, but the thought of listening to Sierra complain made her—

      Sierra.

      The memory of her daughter’s death crushed Liz’s spirit. She’d been planning for seven mouths to feed, but now there was one less. Sierra’s death meant the supplies would last that much longer. She felt guilty for even thinking it, but it was the truth.

      Liz’s vision grew blurry with tears. She shoved a hand against a barrel to hold herself up as sobs wracked her thin frame. Liz had strained to keep her family safe through all the terror of the bomb and the rampant lawlessness that followed. That was why she’d gone up against the Children of the Bomb in the first place, to protect her family. Not out of some gung-ho sense of militarism or revenge like Derek and Luke. But that was then and this was now. She’d failed to neutralize the threat against her family. Now Sierra laid in the cold, hard ground, totally alone.

      How in the world was she supposed to carry on? Her heart was broken. If it weren’t for Kyle, she would have given up already, but she had to stay strong for him.

      She sank to her knees and thumped her hand against the barrels, sobbing uncontrollably. In her mind, Sierra’s body kept being lowered into the ground, then covered with dirt. Over and over, she replayed the scene, unable to stop the cycle of guilt, misery, and loneliness.

      After a time, she cried herself out. She rocked back and forth while hugging her knees. Her nose had clogged up completely. She could only imagine how terrible she looked with a red, swollen face. Struggling to keep it together, she wiped her face with the clean handkerchief she kept in her back pocket. She took several deep breaths until she felt like she was in control again. Almost.

      The grief kept hitting her like ocean waves. For a while, she’d be functional. Not happy, not over her pain, but functional. Then another wave of sorrow would hit, inundating her and dragging her under. In those moments, she knew what Hell must be like. Hell was losing your child despite your best efforts to save them. Hell was trying to make your way in this nightmarish world, knowing that you will never hear your daughter’s laugh or see her smile again.

      Liz broke down again, muffling her cries with the handkerchief so no one would hear her. The last thing she wanted to deal with was Luke or someone else trying to console her. Sometimes, you just had to be alone with your grief.

      Once she’d composed herself again, she heaved a heavy sigh. She wiped her face clean and rose to her feet. She finished her inventory and tucked the clipboard under her arm. Being overwhelmed by grief was a luxury she no longer had. Work had to be done every day to ensure their survival, and she needed to do her part.

      Life goes on, she thought bitterly, for everyone but Sierra.
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      Derek rammed his shoulder into the shelter door again. It still refused to budge. Cursing under his breath, he examined the hinges for rust or signs of breakage but found none. Behind him, Sandy shifted her weight from foot to foot while trying to be patient.

      “Do you want me to find Edwin to help you?” she asked.

      “No.” Derek shook his head, annoyed that he couldn’t open the door by himself. “I think it’s starting to give way. I’ll break it open in a bit.”

      “Or you’ll break your arm trying.” Derek shot her a glance, and Sandy chuckled. “I’m just saying. There’s nothing wrong with asking for help now and then.”

      “Of course not. Ugh!” Derek slammed himself into the door again. This time he did feel it budge a half an inch. “But I don’t—ugh—happen to—ugh—need any help.”

      Derek rammed the door until it flew open. He stumbled in a few feet and nearly fell, catching himself on a large console of plain gray metal. Sandy came in behind him with her flashlight in tow.

      “Wow.” She swung the yellow beam about the room, slicing out cone-shaped wedges of light. Large consoles as tall as Derek and covered in unmarked buttons lined the walls. Spools of magnetic tape were visible through clear glass near the top of several machines. “I haven’t seen computers like this since I was a little girl.”

      Derek flicked on the light switch. The bulbs overhead buzzed and flickered for a moment before putting out a steady stream of light.

      “Thank God the power’s still working in here.” Sandy turned off her flashlight.

      “Can you figure out how it works? If not, maybe Edwin could take a look. He knows radios.”

      “Maybe.” Derek rubbed his stubbled chin before pressing a few buttons. “Bingo!”

      One of the consoles beeped several times, and its magnetic tapes whirred. The sound of a printer caught their attention.

      After searching for a moment, Sandy located the printer. She carefully tore off a thin sheet of paper and read the faded message.

      “Naval blockade to continue until further notice. DEFCON 3.” She looked up at Derek and grinned. “It’s dated October 24, 1962. Do you know what that means?”

      Derek arched an eyebrow and scratched the back of his head. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

      “I forget you’re too young to have lived through the Cuban Missile Crisis. I guess that’s the last time this facility was used,” she said.

      Derek grunted. It was interesting but not particularly useful information.

      “I just love this stuff.” Sandy walked around the room, checking out each piece of equipment. “There’s so much history in this room. Who knows what’s on those tapes? Maybe confirmation of the flying saucer at Area 51?”

      Derek shook his head. Aliens? For an ordinarily levelheaded woman, she surprised him by going off on that tangent. Maybe she was secretly a UFO junkie. Or perhaps she loved those ancient alien shows.

      Derek moved closer to inspect a different set of machines. He recognized one.

      “That isn’t a computer. That’s a long-distance radio transmitter/receiver. I saw something similar when I was in the service.”

      “A radio?” Sandy stood next to him, squinting over the rim of her glasses. “Do you think we can use it to find out any news? Maybe things have calmed down and we can go back down the mountain. Maybe someone’s coming to our rescue.”

      Derek could tell by the timbre in her voice that Sandy didn’t seriously believe in such an optimistic scenario, but he didn’t want to dash her hopes. He silently sat down at the console desk and started testing the dials. To his surprise, it turned on easily, a dim amber light displaying the frequency.

      “I wish we’d learned from the past,” Sandy said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked as he fiddled with more dials.

      “During the Cuban Missile Crisis, we came so close to all-out nuclear war. Between the US and Russia, we have enough nukes to blow up the planet. It’s mutually assured destruction, and it’s stupid. We should have decommissioned all the warheads years ago. We wouldn’t be in this mess if we’d learned from the past.” Sandy sighed. She took off her glasses and rubbed her nose. Suddenly she seemed even more elderly.

      “You know, I’ve lived for a long time. I’ve seen the world change in so many ways. But in others, we’re still the same. This might sound naïve coming from someone my age, but sometimes I wonder why people can’t just be nice to each other,” she said.

      “I know what you mean. The world’s gone to shit. Hell, it might be over and we just don’t know it yet. We have no idea how bad things are out there.”

      Derek dialed in a few frequencies, finding nothing but static. That didn’t surprise him. Maybe there wasn’t anyone left to contact.

      Unwilling to give up, he kept spinning the dial. He was so convinced he wouldn’t hear any broadcasts that he turned past a man’s voice before it registered in his mind.

      “Wait, go back.” Sandy stood behind him. Her hand rested on the back of his chair.

      Derek slowly dialed back to the frequency until he found the voice again. Derek and Sandy went silent as an official but tired-sounding man announced the news.

      “… an estimated fifty million are still without power on the Eastern seaboard. Efforts to restore electricity to much of the country continue, but FEMA’s acting director has declined to provide any estimates.”

      “Is it a news broadcast?” Sandy leaned in closer, turning her good ear toward the radio.

      “I think so. Probably an official state frequency.” Derek adjusted the dial to cut down on static as the voice droned on.

      “Survival shelters and D-con units can be found at the following locations: Tybee Island, Georgia; Charleston, South Carolina; and Richmond, Virginia.”

      “Three decontamination centers for the entire East Coast?” Sandy’s voice was incredulous.

      “I suppose it took a lot of effort just to get those up and running.” Derek tilted his head as a succession of beeps heralded an emergency announcement. “Shh, I think we were listening to a recording, but this is some kind of EBS announcement.”

      “The Pentagon has issued the following statement: The aggressor in the nuclear attacks upon the United States of America is believed to be Russia. No evidence has been made public, but sources close to the matter claim have claimed Russian involvement from the start. At this time, it is unknown if the United States will retaliate. This message will repeat.”

      They waited but only heard more static.

      “We don’t know when they will broadcast the message again. We have to tell the others,” Sandy said.

      “I want to stay and listen, but you’re right. This is the most information we’ve gotten since the bombs dropped.” Derek was already moving toward the door. “They will want to know what’s going on.”

      As they made their way out of the server room, the radio cracked with continuous static. Derek considered hanging back, but he wanted to be with the group when they heard the news. He needed to gauge their reactions to see who would stay calm and who wouldn’t. Sandy was taking it well. She’d remained calm, aside from the alien crap, so hopefully, the others would respond the same way. They needed to keep their heads on straight if they were going to get through this situation.
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      Kyle slipped along the outer edge of the main room. His mom, Derek, Sandy, and Edwin were gathered in the center of the room, arguing animatedly about something. His dad was still out getting supplies from the cabin. He should have been back by now, but maybe he’d gone off to do some more recon. Kyle wasn’t worried. His dad could take care of himself.

      As he passed the group, Derek spoke loudly, directing his words at Edwin. “Of course it’s a good idea. We have to strike back at the Russians before they send more nukes to finish the job.”

      “Don’t you think the focus should be on de-escalation? Hasn’t there been enough destruction already?” Edwin responded calmly, but his eyes were intense, darting between Derek, Liz, and Sandy.

      “We are well past that.” Derek spread his arms wide in exasperation. “We need a show of force.” He slammed his fist into his open palm. “The time for peace talks is over. We have to strike back. Hard! The world needs to know we aren’t weak.”

      “Other countries know we’re not weak. We’re the most powerful country in the world,” Edwin said.

      “If we do nothing, we look vulnerable. Sometimes you’re only as strong as other people think you are,” Derek said.

      “And sometimes, there is strength in restraint.” Edwin looked to his wife to back him up. “What do you think, honey?”

      Sandy looked uncertainly from Edwin to Derek. “I don’t know. I think Derek might be right. We can’t just ignore what they did.”

      Edwin dropped his eyes, shaking his head in disappointment. “I can’t believe it has come to this. How did we get here?”

      “It doesn’t matter how we got here. It is what it is. Personally, I hope we nuke the hell out of those borscht-eating bastards,” Derek said.

      “Why are we even fighting about this?” Liz asked. “It’s not like we can do anything about it.”

      Kyle rolled his eyes. Finally, someone was being reasonable. It sounded like the Russians nuked the US, but we hadn’t nuked them back yet. What difference did it make? Unless the Russians planned on nuking this particular mountain, it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered right now was killing the men who’d killed his sister.

      His mom saw him creeping past them, but she didn’t call out to him. Good. He didn’t feel like talking, especially about Sierra or the cult member Kyle killed. And he didn’t particularly care about what was happening in the world. He had one mission—to avenge his sister. Until he accomplished that, he wouldn’t have time to worry about anything else.

      Kyle kept walking, leaving the main room and turning down the passage toward the locked door. He needed to get that door open. He might not be able to take out the whole cult by himself, but maybe something on the other side of this door could help him.

      While the rest of them wasted time arguing about politics and counting sacks of rice, Kyle would stay focused on what mattered. It wasn’t just about killing the cult members; it was also about securing the bunker and protecting his family. That’s what his dad would do.

      He was jealous of his dad. He was back at their cabin, actually doing something to help. Hell, if his dad got lucky, maybe he’d even run into a few cultists out in the woods. He’d have no problem killing them.

      Kyle thought back to when he’d sighted the cultist in his scope. When he’d pulled the trigger, the bullet had punched a hole in the glass almost instantly. The man had crumpled in front of the fireplace almost instantly.

      As he reached the locked door, Kyle grinned. He hadn’t felt a shred of regret for ending the man’s life. As far as he was concerned, every single person who had ever associated with the cult was responsible for his sister’s death. That man had chosen to join with those people. It was nobody’s fault but his own. He got what was coming to him.

      Derek and his dad seemed to think they could just drive the cult people off. But in Kyle’s opinion, they all had to die. There was no reasoning with those people. They only understood violence, so violence is what they would get.

      Kyle pulled the lockpick and tension wrench out of his pocket. He pushed them into the deadbolt. He torqued the wrench gently, working the pick into the lock and sliding up the pins one at a time. It came easier this time, but he still didn’t have the right touch. The pins slipped back into place a few times. He kept at it. The third pin proved to be especially difficult to get past, but he was getting closer to unlocking it.

      After a few more unsuccessful attempts, he finally managed to slide the third pin up with the pick. The cylinder turned enough so that the first three pins were all held in place by the tension on the wrench. He worked the pick deeper into the lock, lifting the last two pins. When the final pin slipped into place with a satisfying click, the whole mechanism turned counterclockwise. The deadbolt slid back with a thunk.

      “Yes!” Kyle pumped his fist in the air in celebration.

      He grabbed the knob to wrench the door open, but the knob only rattled in place.

      “What the—shit!” He remembered that he still had to pick the lock on the doorknob.

      He groaned, disappointed, but set himself to the task. Truth be told, he found it entertaining. It was like a game, and most importantly, it distracted him from everything else that was going on. While he focused on opening the lock, nothing else mattered. His sister, the cult, the dusty bunker, it all faded away. It was just him versus a lock that didn’t want to be opened. It probably hadn’t been opened since before he was even alive. That was a funny thought.

      He stopped to consult the manual. He flipped to the page with a diagram of a doorknob lock. He would have to start with the rear pin this time.

      As he worked the pick inside the top of the lock with his right hand, he used his left to hold the tension wrench in place in the bottom of the key slot. He pried at the rear pin, trying to work it up out of the cylinder, but found that no matter how he jiggled it, his pick could find no purchase.

      He tried a few of the other picks from the set, each with a differently shaped tip, before finding one that enabled him to contact the rear pin.

      It took him a few tries to get the touch right. The pins would slip back into place when he had too little tension on the wrench, or they would refuse to respond to the delicate touch of his pick when he torqued too hard. It was frustrating as hell.

      Eventually, he struck the right balance. He had the third pin pushed up and out of the cylinder when his mom called out to him from down the hall.

      “Kyle! Come and get some food!”

      The unexpected sound caught him by surprise, throwing off his concentration and causing him to release the tension on the wrench. The pins clicked back into place.

      “Damn it. Great timing, Mom. You couldn’t have waited two more minutes,” he muttered under his breath. Then he raised his voice, calling back down the hallway. “In a minute, Mom. I’m in the middle of something.” He turned his attention back to the lock, but his mom’s voice interrupted him once more.

      “Now, Kyle. Just because we live in a bunker now doesn’t mean the rules don’t apply anymore.”

      “Ugh.” He groaned, tossing his head back in frustration before calling back to his mom. “Fine, I’m coming.”

      He set down his tools. He left the pick that worked well for the doorknob lock separate from the others so he would remember which one to use when he came back.

      He scowled at the door before starting down the hallway. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back for you. And you’re going to open for me.”
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      Derek dug into the M-2 unit food ration. The canned meat chunks with beans in tomato sauce wasn’t the best thing he’d ever eaten, but it beat starving. Halfway through eating, he set the can aside. He used a P-38 can opener to get into a B1 unit. He pulled out crackers, two chocolate disks, and peanut butter spread. He grunted. Again, it was better than nothing.

      “Man, this brings back memories,” Edwin said.

      “You do a tour in ‘Nam?” Derek asked.

      “One. Only one. Thank God. I ate plenty of these. Did you find any D units in the crate?” Edwin asked.

      “What’s in a D unit?” Sandy asked.

      “Dessert.” Edwin grinned. “Sometimes it’s peaches, pears, apricots, or fruit cocktail. Sometimes it’s cake or bread.”

      “I’ll go see if I can find some,” Liz said. She returned a few minutes later with a few more cans in her hands. “Found these.”

      “Let’s pop one open,” Edwin said enthusiastically.

      The corner of Derek’s mouth twitched into a slight smile. At least the old man was having fun with this stuff. They’d checked the cans earlier and had thrown out any that were bloated or rusted. Because they’d been stored in a cool, dry place, the rations were still as good as the day they were packed, except for the crackers. They were a bit stale.

      While Edwin launched into a story about Vietnam, Derek’s mind drifted. Why hadn’t we struck back at Russia? Could they trust the news coming over the radio? There could be all kinds of misinformation and propaganda coming through if their enemies had taken over the airwaves. It bothered him enough to make him wonder if they should even listen to the reports. But he guessed it was better than no information. He’d try some more channels later and see if he could find out anything else.

      Across the room, Kyle sat on a crate. He held up a cracker to the light and glared at it. “Nasty.”

      Derek chuckled. The kid had better get used to it. There wouldn’t be any more hamburgers for a while. Maybe years. Maybe never.

      Liz walked over to Derek and spoke quietly in his ear. “Hey, Luke’s been gone a while. Do you think he’s okay?”

      Derek checked his watch and thought for a moment. “You’re right. He should’ve been back by now. He said he was just going to grab a couple of things from the cabin. I’m sure he’s fine, though. He can handle himself.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just, I don’t like the idea of him out there all alone.” She tried to keep her voice steady, but she was clearly concerned.

      Derek felt for her. She’d been through a lot the past few days.

      “You’re right. I’ll go check on him and make sure everything’s all right. He might need some help carrying everything back. I tried to go with him before, but he wanted me to stay with you guys. He didn’t want to leave you alone.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine. I’m just worried. I don’t know if I could take losing anyone else,” she said softly.

      “Hey, don’t worry about it. I’m happy to go.”

      Her jaw relaxed, but she still looked worried. Derek didn’t blame her. Although he’d tried to project calm, Luke had been gone way too long. He could be in all kinds of trouble right now.

      After grabbing his pack and rifle, he headed into the forest. He moved quickly but cautiously. He couldn’t risk running into the cult. If something had happened to Luke, Derek would be the only one left to defend the rest of the group.

      He approached the cabin from the north, stepping quietly through the forest. He kept his head on a swivel, looking for danger.

      As he neared the clearing where the cabin was located, he dropped to a crouch. His finger rested against the trigger guard of his rifle. He stopped, listening while watching intently for movement. It was quiet. Nothing caught his attention. He seemed to be all alone out in the snowy woods. But instinct told him that something was off. He couldn’t pinpoint the source of the feeling. Nevertheless, he sensed trouble.

      He crawled forward on his stomach, holding his rifle in front of him. When he reached the tree line, he peered around the clearing. He spotted one man crouched behind the shed. He scanned the tree line through the scope of his rifle and made out two figures crouched across the clearing to his left. He found another man crouched in the trees across the clearing to his right. Derek had the man’s center of mass in his crosshairs.

      A shot echoed across the mountain. The man’s right side exploded in a spurt of blood. Derek was dumbstruck for a moment. He looked down at his finger, which still rested innocently against the trigger guard. He was trying to figure out how in the hell his gun had gone off without him touching the trigger. He looked up in time to see two men busting through the cabin’s rear window.

      Movement from the shed drew his attention away from them. The man who’d been crouched there was rushing toward the cabin’s front door, wielding a large knife.

      Derek peered down his scope, tracing the man’s path with practiced patience. His finger hovered gently over the trigger. When his crosshairs came to rest on the top of the man’s back, Derek squeezed off a shot. The man fell face-first into the snow about ten feet from the cabin. The hostile didn’t move. He was down for good.

      As the echo of his shot faded away, a piercing scream issued from within the cabin. Derek was up and sprinting across the field in an instant. He kicked in the front door and rushed inside.
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      The first man came crashing forward, chopping down at him with a hatchet. Luke dove out of the way. The blade sliced into the couch where his head had been a second earlier. The man wasted no time, swinging the hatchet backhanded in a wide arc. Luke sprang to the side, but the hatchet clipped him as it whooshed past his midsection.

      He grunted in pain, instinctively grabbing at his stomach. His hand came away bloody, though he was pretty sure it was just a flesh wound.

      The other man lacked training and discipline, but he was fast and bold. Fortunately for Luke, that also made him reckless.

      The man raised the hatchet again, preparing for another downward chop. Luke lunged forward, grabbing the arm holding the hatchet with both hands and driving his shoulder into the man’s chest.

      A shot sounded from somewhere outside, but Luke figured if anyone was shooting at him, they were just as likely to hit their own men. Not much he could do about them at the moment, anyway.

      He shifted his weight, placing his right leg in front of the other man’s legs and thrusting his hips out and back. As he did this, he yanked the man’s arm forward and down violently, flipping him over his hips. The man landed with an awful crunch, his lower back impacting the sharp edge of the raised brick hearth in front of the fireplace. The hatchet skidded across the room. The man screamed in pain, rolling and thrashing on the ground.

      Luke drew his pistol to finish the man writhing on the ground. But before he could get a shot off, he sensed movement behind him. Luke spun as the second man rushed forward, thrusting a large hunting knife toward him.

      Luke swung his pistol around, but the man rushed at him again, swinging the knife wildly and forcing Luke to defend and dodge. Luke dropped his pistol back into its holster to free both hands for close-quarters combat.

      He dodged a few more wild swings from the man’s knife, waiting for his opening. The attacks slowed as the man tired. As he cut at Luke with a great backhanded chop, Luke grabbed the man’s wrist to stop the attack.

      The man punched him hard in the jaw with his free hand. Luke’s ears rang. He instinctively brought his knee up hard into the man’s groin. The guy grunted in pain. The first man was still howling and writhing on the floor near the fireplace.

      Luke drove his forehead into his attacker’s nose. It hit with a loud thud, and blood poured out of his opponent’s face. The cultist swung his free hand at him, but Luke ducked under the punch. He countered with a punch of his own. It unbalanced the man, but he maintained his grip on the knife. Luke drew his knife from the sheath on his belt. He drove it up into the man’s chest, under his rib cage. It punched into him with a terrible thunk. The man grunted. His eyes went wide. The man’s grip on his knife weakened. Luke twisted his wrist violently, tearing up the man’s guts. His opponent’s knife clattered to the floor.

      The man’s eyes were wide with panic. His gaze darted around the room, looking for a way out. He tried to scramble back, but he lacked the strength to move more than a few inches. His breath came in ragged rasps. Blood gurgled from his mouth as he coughed, probably a punctured lung.

      Luke slid his knife out of the man’s chest. Blood poured out of the deep wound and dripped off the blade. Luke drew his pistol from its holster and pointed it at the center of the man’s chest. The cultist raised his hands in surrender.

      “Please,” he rasped, the sound barely audible over the groans and sobs of the other man still writhing in pain near the fireplace.

      Luke fired twice into the man’s chest, blood spitting up as the bullets tore into him. The cultist’s arms sagged to the ground next to him. He went still. His eyes glazed over.

      As Luke swung his pistol toward the other man near the fireplace, searing pain shot through his shoulder. He glanced down, surprised to find the black graphite shaft of an arrow protruding from it, the green and orange fletching still quivering at the end.

      He followed the flight path back from the nock and saw a young man on the other side of the cabin. The man glanced up at Luke as he struggled to fit another arrow onto his crossbow with his trembling fingers.

      Luke, somewhat amused, looked back to the arrow in his shoulder. “Huh, that’s funny. Never been shot with an arrow before.”

      He trained his pistol on the man. Luke’s hand was still a little shaky from the pain and adrenaline, but it was steady enough. When the man saw the pistol aimed at him, his eyes flared with fear. He hurried to reload his weapon, but his hands were shaking violently as his nerves failed him.

      “When you find yourself in a live combat situation, your brain tends to fire a lot of mixed signals,” Luke said casually, amused by the younger man’s total incompetence. “It happens to everyone at first. What you need to have is a mechanism already in place to deal with those nerves. That’s why we, Navy SEALS, spent a lot of time in what we called ‘simulated, high-stress environments’. We learned breathing exercises to help us maintain our composure under intense pressure.”

      The young man frowned while still struggling furiously with his weapon.

      “Boy, I can’t tell you how many times we broke down and reassembled our weapons with sirens blaring in our ears, sergeants screaming insults in our faces, and guys firing off blanks all around us. It was hell. But it was all worth it. In the time it’s taken you to fire one poorly placed arrow, I could have taken apart and refit this gun. Twice. What the hell are you doing, anyway, coming in here with a crossbow?”

      The cult member cursed.

      “You know, your biggest mistake was not finding some decent cover to fire from. It would’ve at least given you a chance to reload in peace.”

      The man glanced over toward the large armchair to his right.

      “Sorry. Too late.” Luke squeezed off three rounds in rapid succession. They hit the nervous guy in the center of his chest. As he fell onto his back, the still-unloaded crossbow fell to the floor.

      The man who had rushed him with the hatchet was hauling himself across the floor toward the front door, his legs dragging behind him.

      “Hey, buddy, where do you think you’re going?” Luke called.

      The man looked behind him. Determination replaced the fear in his eyes. The guy wanted to live. He turned back toward the door. Despite his pathetically slow pace, he crawled forward with the desperation of a man about to die.

      Luke strolled toward him.

      “What happened? Did I bust up your spine? Damn, that’s too bad. It would be pretty hard to get your hands on a decent wheelchair out here, don’t you think?” Luke touched the wound on his stomach left by the man’s hatchet. His hand came away covered in fresh blood. “You know, I do believe you cut me pretty deep. So, at least you can feel good about that, I guess.”

      The man glanced over his shoulder at Luke. The guy’s face was red and sweaty. He grunted as he labored to haul himself farther away.

      Luke raised his pistol and fired two rounds into the center of the man’s back. The guy dropped to the floor with a loud thud.

      With all the threats neutralized, Luke groaned and slumped down to the ground. He sat with his back against the couch and touched the wound on his stomach again. It was definitely a bleeder, but he still didn’t think any significant internal damage had been done. He touched the shaft of the arrow lodged in his shoulder. A jolt of pain shot through the right side of his body, making his fingertips tingle.

      “That’s not good. Hopefully, there’s no nerve damage. Fuck, this is going to hurt like a bitch.”

      He winced as he gripped the shaft as close to his shoulder as possible. He pulled on the arrow. Excruciating pain shot through him, blanking out his vision and causing him to growl in agony. The arrow barely moved.

      “Fuck!”

      He groaned and took several deep breaths to compose himself. Maybe he could find something in the kitchen to help him extract the arrow. As he attempted to stand, the front door of the cabin burst open. Splintered wood rained down on him. Luke raised his pistol.

      Two figures came crashing in. One landed on top of the other at the base of the stairs. The man on top was screaming like a madman, raising his large hunting knife and plunging it into the other man’s chest over and over. Blood obscured the knife wielder’s face, which was contorted in a terrifying mask of rage. It took Luke a few moments to recognize Derek.

      Once he did, his grip relaxed slightly. He moved his finger off the trigger but kept his pistol trained on them. He didn’t lower his gun until the man underneath Derek lay motionless. The guy’s shirt lay in tatters while his chest was a ruined mess of knife wounds.

      “I think he’s dead,” Luke said.

      Derek whirled round, his knife raised, and his eyes wild. He relaxed when he saw it was Luke. He looked down at the man beneath him.

      “Yeah, I guess he is.” He turned his gaze back toward Luke, gesturing at the arrow with the tip of his knife. “What the fuck happened to you? Indians raid the place?”

      Luke coughed out a harsh laugh. “Oh, shove it. Help a wounded soldier to his feet, would you?”

      Derek laughed, smiling as he walked over and stooped to slide his arm under Luke’s good shoulder.

      “Sure thing, old man.”
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      Liz stood outside the bunker entrance, chewing her lip and squinting into the dim light of dusk. It was chilly out but somewhat warmer than it had been. Dark clouds threatened overhead.

      “You ought to come back in, honey. No point standing out here worrying yourself.” Sandy emerged from the bunker to stand beside her. The older woman placed a reassuring hand on Liz’s shoulder. “Those two can handle themselves. I’m sure they’ll be back any minute.”

      “I know.” Liz sighed before turning to stare at the woods. “But it’s almost dark, and this place is hard to find in broad daylight.”

      Off to the right, several bushes rustled. Liz aimed her rifle in the direction of the noise.

      “Get back inside,” she hissed at Sandy.

      The woman retreated into the entryway of the bunker.

      “Who’s there?” Liz called out.

      “It’s us. Luke and Derek.” Derek’s deep, familiar voice called back.

      The tension in Liz’s shoulders eased as they came into view. She gasped when she saw their disheveled state. She set down her rifle down and rushed toward them.

      “Oh my god, what happened? Is that an arrow?” She rushed to Luke’s side.

      His right hand clutched his stomach where his shirt was torn and bloody. Derek was covered in blood. He half carried Luke, holding him up as they walked. Liz moved to help support him, but he waved her off.

      “Too painful,” Luke said.

      She nodded. She wanted to help but wasn’t sure what she could do. She hovered next to them as they made their way toward the bunker entrance.

      Sandy gasped when they came into view. “Oh, Lord. What in the hell happened to you two?”

      “Cult bastards stormed the cabin,” Derek said. “They put up a good fight, but they were no match for us. Isn’t that right, old man?”

      Luke laughed weakly. “Guy shot me with a damn crossbow. Can you believe that?”

      “Sandy, run and get some first aid supplies,” Liz said.

      As Sandy hurried into the bunker, Liz latched the door closed behind them.

      Liz and Derek eased Luke into a chair in the large central room. She positioned the harsh light of a desk lamp directly onto her husband. An arrow was buried in his right shoulder. Blood seeped from the wound, soaking through his clothes. His shirt was torn and bloody near his stomach.

      “Oh, babe. Are you okay?” She grimaced as she lifted his shirt to inspect the wound on his midsection. It was ugly, but luckily, it didn’t seem too deep.

      “Never better.” Luke winced as he smiled.

      Derek slumped down in a chair next to them. He had a bloody piece of cloth tied around his thigh. He was holding his side and cringing, but it was difficult to tell if the blood on his shirt was his or not.

      “You guys are a mess,” Liz said.

      “Bah.” Derek waved his hand at her dismissively, his smile contorted by pain. “Just a couple of scratches. We’ve seen worse, right?”

      Luke nodded in agreement, but his face was pale and he looked tired.

      Sandy came rushing into the room carrying a box full of bandages and other supplies. She set about patching the men up.

      “Liz, I need you to do something.” Luke looked at her intensely, grimacing as Sandy dabbed at his stomach with an alcohol-soaked pad.

      “Tell me what you need,” Liz said.

      “Derek and I weren’t exactly stealthy on our way back here. But we’re too banged up to check the perimeter. It kills me to think of you out there; it really does. I wouldn’t dream of it if we had any other options. But we can’t afford to let the cult find this place. Do you think you can handle a quick patrol?”

      “If you’re okay with me going out there, I can get it done.” She gave him a determined look, then turned to Sandy. “Can you handle fixing these two up on your own?”

      “If they’re as tough as they say they are, it should be no problem. I’ve patched up my fair share of wounds. Edwin used to get himself in a fair bit of trouble back in the day. Before he quit his drinking.”

      Liz raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Really? I wouldn’t have pegged him for a troublemaker. I’ll like to hear those stories one of these days.” She patted Sandy on the shoulder. “All right then, I’ll be back soon. Nobody die until I get back, promise?”

      “Not planning on it,” Luke said through gritted teeth.

      “It’ll take more than those losers to put me six feet under,” Derek said.

      Liz smiled at her husband and Derek. She pushed aside her trepidation about heading out alone into the night. She’d faced the cult members before, and she’d won. She could do it again, especially after they’d hurt another one of her family members. They wouldn’t get away with it this time.

      After slipping out the door, she made her way through the ravine. She carried her rifle at the ready. Derek had shown her a decent path up to the ridge above the bunker. She used her flashlight to find the cairns he’d used to mark the trail. She veered left past the pile of rocks.

      When she reached the top of the ridge, she spotted the glow of several large bonfires in a clearing below. She flattened onto her stomach before peering down at the fires through her binoculars. It was too far and too dark to make out any details, but she could see about a dozen shadowy figures gathered around each fire.

      She wanted a better look at the people around the fires but decided it was too risky to go alone. She hadn’t realized there were so many cult members left. They must have picked up recruits from other people hiding in the forest. This wasn’t good. Instead of fighting a handful of people, they’d have to take on several dozen. It changed the odds once more, putting them squarely in favor of the cult. However, she and her group had an advantage. Now they knew where they could find the cult. Liz and her crew could use stealth to pick them off one by one. It might take some time, but as long as the cult couldn’t find the bunker, her family would be safe.

      After watching the group for several more minutes, she slid back from the edge. She carefully picked her way down the trail back toward the bunker. She couldn’t wait to tell the others.
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      Luke sat at the long table in the central room of the bunker with his left hand curled around a steaming mug of instant coffee. Sandy stood behind him, wrapping a fresh bandage in place over the wound on his shoulder. When she and Edwin had pulled out the arrow the previous night, he’d screamed in excruciating pain. But at least he was still alive.

      Derek sat across the table from him, prodding at the stitches in the knife wound on his side.

      “Stop fiddling with that,” Sandy snapped. She continued rewrapping Luke’s wound. “You’ll ruin my hard work.”

      “I can’t help it. It’s itchy.” He frowned as he clenched his fists.

      “Sit on your hands if you have to. I’m not stitching you up again. You howled like a baby last night,” Sandy snapped.

      Derek’s face went red. “Have you ever gotten stitches without anesthetic? It hurts like a son of a bitch.”

      “Oh, please. I’ve given birth, so don’t talk to me about pain. Besides, you didn’t see Luke here carrying on like that when I was sewing up his stomach, did you?”

      “Guess they just don’t make ‘em like they used to, right?” Luke gloated, grinning at Derek. Luke shared a short laugh with Sandy before the pain in his shoulder and abdomen made him wince. He immediately reconsidered the wisdom of making jokes in his current condition.

      “Give me a break. You basically passed out when they pulled that arrow out of you. You were barely even conscious when she stitched you up,” Derek said.

      “Sounds like excuses to me.” Sandy smirked.

      Derek sighed and waved a dismissive hand at them. He got up to pour himself more coffee. Liz shook her head. She sat quietly, reading through the supply notebook.

      “Is he almost ready?” Derek asked.

      “We about done here?” Luke asked.

      “Yeah, I’m done. But what are you guys talking about? Ready for what?” Sandy asked.

      Liz looked up at her husband. She raised her eyebrows, and her face was full of concern.

      “Luke says we need to go back to the cabin because we didn’t complete the mission last night.” Derek raised his coffee mug toward Luke as if saluting him.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Liz asked with fear in her voice.

      “We couldn’t carry everything I went there to get. Derek had his pack on, plus he had to carry me. I couldn’t lift a damn thing with that arrow in my shoulder. We’ve got to go get the stuff now before the cult takes it.”

      Liz looked furious. “Absolutely not! There’s no way in hell you two are going back up there. Didn’t you listen to what I said about the number of cult members out there? We’re outnumbered probably five to one. If you go out there without picking some of them off, you’re as good as dead.”

      “Honey, I understand what you’re saying, but we cannot let our gear fall into the wrong hands. Do you want the cult to get their hands on the rest of our guns? They may outnumber us, but we have firepower. That’s the great equalizer. If we let them get the guns, we’ve lost our advantage.”

      “It’s still too risky,” Liz said.

      “Do you really want those crazy guys to get their hands on the Kevlar vests I had stashed away for you and Kyle?”

      “What Kevlar vests?” Liz asked. “I don’t remember seeing those.”

      “They’re in the secondary stash,” Luke said.

      “Don’t forget about the grenades,” Derek chimed in. Luke shot him a dirty look, but Derek only smiled back and raised his mug in a sarcastic ‘cheers’ gesture.

      “Grenades? Secondary stash?” Liz narrowed her gaze.

      “I, uh, may have stashed a few emergency grenades in the shed. And I have a second stash of weapons and supplies I never told you about.” Luke glanced down sheepishly.

      Liz groaned, throwing her hands up in frustration.

      “Now do you see why we have to go get our stuff? The cult may have raided the cabin looking for their men, but they probably haven’t found the stuff I buried in the secondary stash location in the woods. It should be safe for now, but we can’t risk them finding it,” Luke said.

      “Fine. I’m coming with you.” She crossed her arms, staring him down.

      “No, you’re not.” He returned her gaze. Stubborn as she was, he refused to budge on this issue. “You’re staying here with Kyle. He needs you.”

      She opened her mouth to object, but he cut her off with a whisper in case his son was nearby. “I’m worried about him. One of us needs to watch him to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. He’s not thinking right. Ever since Sierra died, he’s been so angry. I’m afraid he’ll try to sneak out again.”

      Liz glared at him doubtfully for a moment, but then her face softened. “Fine, but please be more careful this time. Don’t hang around. Obviously, it’s not safe out there. Just grab the stuff and come right back here, promise?”

      “I promise, babe. We’ll be back before you know it.” Luke kissed her cheek before following Derek toward the entrance to the bunker.

      As they headed into the forest, the wound on Luke’s abdomen burned and itched. He tried to ignore it, but the need to scratch the wound nearly overwhelmed him. He couldn’t risk it getting infected, so he shoved his hands in his pockets.

      When they reached the edge of the trees overlooking Luke’s cabin, they crouched down. Luke scanned the windows, looking for movement.

      “I thought we were just going to grab the stuff from the secondary location and get back,” Derek said.

      “I lied. I didn’t want to worry her, but I got to see what those fuckers did to my cabin.”

      “I get it. Lead the way,” Derek said.

      The cabin was a mess inside. Furniture was overturned, and all the drawers had been ripped out and dumped on the ground. Anything worth taking was gone from the kitchen, including most of the pots and pans and, ominously, all the knives. The bodies of the cult people that had attacked them were also gone. Dried blood stains were the only remaining evidence of the carnage.

      “Jesus, they did a number on the place, huh?” Derek whistled as they surveyed the damage.

      “Well, shit!” Luke cursed when he saw the empty place in the couch where his crossbow and arrows had been.

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, nothing. I just had my crossbow stashed in there,” he said sarcastically.

      “Just what we need, another crazy bastard running around with a crossbow.” Derek shook his head. “I’ve got to say, watching Sandy and Edwin take the arrow out last night didn’t look pleasant.”

      “I assure you, it was not. You know how sometimes things look worse than they really are? That was definitely not one of those times. Getting shot with an arrow might sound cool, but after experiencing it, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. It sucks that they took your crossbow, but at least they didn’t get the grenades.”

      “We don’t know that for sure yet. We have to check the stash. Let’s get out of here. If we linger too long, Liz will tear me a new one. Don’t tell her we came into the cabin.”

      “I’ll do my best, but that wife of yours is tough as nails. I can’t promise I’ll hold up under interrogation.”

      Luke laughed. “Fair enough. Come on, let’s go grab the stuff.”

      After checking to be sure the coast was clear, they jogged back into the tree line. Luke glanced back on the cabin, wondering if this would be the last time he would visit it. Liz and he had made so many memories there, with and without the kids. He could picture Sierra and Kyle playing outside together in the grass. He would have given anything at that moment to go back to that time, just so he could see his daughter once more.

      Choking up, he turned his back on the cabin. He forced the memory from his mind. He couldn’t look weak in front of Derek. So far, the younger man respected Luke. He didn’t want to mess that up. He wanted to stay in control of the situation, and a power struggle could destabilize his plans.

      Luke led Derek to the secondary stash, about fifty yards into the woods. After removing snow and other debris, Luke lifted the camouflage blanket. He pulled open the trap door to the large metal container he’d buried underground. He hauled up the bags and gun cases.

      “Damn, this is going to help a lot with our defenses,” Derek said.

      “I never told anyone about this stash, not even Liz.”

      “Smart OPSEC. As much as we want to be able to trust family. We can’t always do it.”

      They both grunted and grimaced as they hoisted their loads. They moved carefully, trying to avoid popping any stitches. Sandy would be pissed if she had to patch them up again.

      “Ready to move out?” Luke asked.

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Let’s go.”

      As they started back toward the bunker, Luke watched for any threats in the woods. Grabbing the stuff had been easy. Getting it back to the bunker might be another story.
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      Liz sat near the radio, turned down low, with Sandy, both women holding steaming mugs of tea in their hands. They could still only manage to pick up the emergency broadcast. The same message was playing on repeat, but just hearing something comforted them.

      “Why do you think Russia did this?” Sandy stared blankly at the radio. It was the question on everyone’s mind since they’d learned about the suspected source of the attack.

      “Hell if I know. I can’t imagine why anyone would do this, least of all Russia. Luke always thought an attack would come from either the Middle East or China. Or North Korea, maybe. If they ever got their program up and running. I thought we were making progress with Russia.”

      “I know. It seemed like we’d come so far since the Cold War days. The people who built this place?” She swept her arm around, gesturing at the walls. “They probably figured it had all been for nothing. Just paranoia. I bet they never dreamed we’d actually need it. Not after the Soviet Union collapsed.”

      “God, I was just a kid back then, but even I knew that those were crazy times.” Liz shook her head, thinking of all the stories she heard of people in Russia paying insane prices for smuggled pairs of American blue jeans and rock and roll cassettes.

      “You know, I remember doing those ‘duck and cover’ drills in school when I was really young. How stupid was that?” Sandy chuckled. “As if our desks could have protected us from a nuke.”

      “That’s crazy. I remember watching that video in school when we learned about Cold War history. I highly doubt hiding under your desks would’ve saved you.”

      “Hell, no! They figured that out not too long after. It became a running joke when I was growing up. It doesn’t seem so funny now, though.”

      They both fell quiet. Millions of people had died when the bombs dropped, many of them children. The thought brought tears to Liz’s eyes. Sandy was misty-eyed as well. Liz sniffled, wiping her eyes with the back of her sleeve.

      “Maybe we’ve listened to that enough.” She reached over to turn off the radio, but Sandy stopped her.

      “Leave it on. I know it’s hard, but I want to hear it if they have any more news.”

      The front door of the bunker clattered open. Luke and Derek’s voices echoed down the hall. Liz jumped up, worried that Derek was going to be dragging her half-dead husband back to her again.

      Relief bloomed in her chest when they strolled into the room and dropped their loads onto the ground. They seemed unharmed. Well, they didn’t seem to have acquired any new injuries. But they were both pale and sweaty and looked like they needed to rest.

      “Thank God, you made it back okay.” She walked over to Luke and wrapped him in a gentle hug, careful not to squeeze his bad shoulder.

      He returned the weak hug and kissed her forehead. “Of course we did, baby. We were cautious, weren’t we?” He looked over at Derek.

      “Sure were. We grabbed the stuff and came right back, just like we said. No problems, smooth as butter.” The smile he gave Liz seemed forced. She suspected they weren’t telling her everything, but she was happy to have her husband safe with her again. She decided not to press the issue.

      “So, did you get the grenades?” Liz asked.

      “Yep. We can cross ‘crazed cultists wielding grenades’ off our very long list of concerns.” Luke grinned. It amazed her that he could maintain his sense of humor at a time like this. She couldn’t decide if it was an indication of his impressive courage or his confounding stupidity.

      “That’s good,” she said flatly.

      “Well, we don’t have to worry about the cult members running around with your grenades. We have no way of knowing if they’ve got any of their own.”

      Liz groaned while Luke scowled at Derek.

      “What?” Derek raised his eyebrows innocently. “I’m just saying; they could have them. I mean, they probably don’t, but we shouldn’t rule it out as a possibility. A good soldier prepares for anything.” His voice took on a sarcastically rigid military tone. He straightened his posture and snapped his hand up to his forehead in a crisp salute. “Isn’t that right, sir?”

      “At ease, soldier.” Luke chuckled.

      Liz had to admit that they made a good pair.

      “For real, though.” Derek’s tone grew serious. “This stuff will come in handy when we take these fuckers on.” He gestured at the bags full of gear and Luke’s gun case.

      Luke nodded gravely.

      “I don’t know. I keep going back and forth about engaging with them. What if we just stayed here all winter? They probably won’t survive. And will they even be able to find this place?” Liz was hesitant to endorse taking on the Children of the Bomb. She couldn’t bear any more loss.

      “Honey, we’ve been through this.” Luke’s tone was gentle. “None of us are safe while they’re still out there. There won’t be peace. They already tried to kill me at the cabin. They killed Sierra. We have to take them out before they get us.”

      “You’re making my point for me. We’ve already lost Sierra. I almost lost you, too. It’s too great a risk. I can’t lose you or Kyle. I can’t take any more loss.” Tears welled in her eyes. Luke put his big hand on her thigh, squeezing it gently and fixing her with an intense gaze.

      “That’s exactly why we have get rid of them. These people aren’t rational. They’re fanatics. I dealt with people like them overseas. Different god, maybe, but the same story. There’s no reasoning with them. No negotiating. There is only blood. The only question is, will it be ours or theirs?”

      Liz sighed. He was right. She hated putting her family at risk, but what choice did she have? If the cult found the bunker, Liz and what was left of her family would be screwed. They still hadn’t found a second way in and out of the bunker, but there had to be one.

      Taking out the cult members one by one was the right thing to do. Sitting around hoping they wouldn’t be found was foolish, and she was smarter than that. She slowly nodded her head, steeling her resolve and silently vowing to do everything in her power to take down the cult once and for all.
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      Derek lay prone on the ridge above the bunker. He searched the clearing below through his binoculars. Liz had reported seeing several dozen people down there the previous night, but he didn’t see anyone now.

      He could, however, make out the ashes from a few fires, so he had no reason to doubt they’d been there. But there was one question nagging at him. Were those people members of the cult, or were they innocent people passing through the area?

      It seemed highly unlikely that such a large group of people would be on this part of the mountain unless they were connected to the Children of the Bomb. With winter coming on fast, most people wouldn’t be foolish enough to travel through the mountains without the assurance of a safe destination. Were the COB bastards recruiting more people to their cause?

      The COB already had them outnumbered, and Derek didn’t like the idea of those odds tipping even further. Though, when it came to actually fighting them, he was pretty sure that he and Luke could take on the whole cult.

      They could have picked up a few ex-military along the way. Derek had known a few unbalanced soldiers, but he doubted they’d be amenable to the particular brand of crazy these people were selling. Even if there were soldiers in their ranks, there couldn’t be more than one or two in a group that size.

      Ultimately, it was pointless to theorize about it. He’d have to get a closer look at their base of operations if he and Luke were going to formulate an effective combat strategy. He carefully scanned the clearing and the surrounding woods again through his binoculars. There was no sign of human activity.

      Satisfied that the area was deserted, at least for the time being, he made his way back down the ridge and hobbled down the slope toward the clearing.

      He paused in the woods at the edge of the clearing, scanning his surroundings and listening intently for movement. He saw nothing out of the ordinary and heard only the familiar bird-sounds of the forest.

      He crept into the campsite, seeking some clue as to the intentions of those who’d been here. He found a few crushed beer cans, energy bar wrappers, and dozens of cigarette butts. Sifting through the ashes of the fires with the toe of his boot, he uncovered a few half-burned beer cans and some charred animal bones.

      Based on the little evidence available to him, he felt confident that whoever these people were, they weren’t military. Any significant military training would probably have taught them not to leave behind such a mess.

      It was encouraging. The sloppy campsite spoke to a lack of discipline, which he could’ve already predicted from the shoddy assault they’d mounted on Luke’s cabin. Based on what he’d seen of them so far, he figured there wasn’t a single soldier in the bunch.

      After poking around the campsite, he spotted crushed vegetation at one edge. He located a narrow path that had been trampled by a dozen or more boots and tennis shoes.

      He followed the path through the woods, moving carefully and quietly. No sentries appeared to be posted around the camp, but he had to be careful. He wanted to avoid conflict until his gashed leg and the stitches in his side had time to heal. He cringed at the thought of Sandy re-stitching him without any anesthetic. He sure as hell didn’t want to go through that again.

      Farther down the path, he came across a few scattered cigarette butts and a couple of energy bar wrappers.

      “Savages.” He muttered, annoyed by their lack of respect for the pristine mountain environment.

      He continued to follow their tracks. As disgusted as he was by their trail of trash, he was also thankful for their careless actions. Following the slobs was easy. It wouldn’t be long before he located them.

      He reached a hill that overlooked an alpine lake. Situated next to the lake was a large stone building that looked like an old park ranger station. About two dozen people milled around outside the building.

      Derek dropped to his stomach and crawled the top of the hill, partially concealing himself behind several large rocks. Using his binoculars, he studied the group.

      They were mostly men, ranging in age from about sixteen to fifty. Several of them carried rifles. A few had pistols holstered on their hips. One younger man held a loaded crossbow. Derek shuddered at the memory of Sandy and Edwin pulling the arrow out of Luke’s shoulder. Luke’s eyes had rolled back in his head as he nearly passed out from the pain. It was disgusting.

      During his time in the military, Derek had been shot twice, stabbed three times, had his jaw broken by a rifle butt, and he’d taken shrapnel from an IED. The shrapnel missed his spine by two inches. He’d lucked the fuck out when he’d survived that blast. He refused to add ‘shot by a crossbow’ to his list of misfortunes.

      Sunlight glinted off the savage-looking broad-tips on the end of the kid’s arrows. Derek shuddered. Having seen what the relatively tame field-tip had done to Luke’s shoulder, he decided that avoiding an arrow from that crossbow was among his primary mission objectives. Sure, the semi-automatic rifles might take strategic priority, but he’d take a few bullets over one of those vicious arrows any day.

      He turned his attention away from the crossbow and spotted a few women kneeling by the lake, washing clothes in the icy water. He wondered about their status within the cult. From what he’d seen, they probably weren’t treated all that well. They’d most likely joined the group for protection. Not a bad strategy in the post-bomb world.

      He really didn’t care about their beliefs or their social structures. He just wanted to stop them from terrorizing others. They shouldn’t be allowed to force their beliefs on other people or use people’s fear to keep them enslaved. That was where he drew the line.

      Luke was right when he’d said, “It was kill or be killed.” Derek had survived so much shit. He wasn’t going to let undisciplined, wannabe soldiers of the apocalypse taken him down.

      Although he wanted to dart back to the bunker to report that he’d located their base of operations, he decided to stick around and watch them for a while. From what he could tell, they didn’t run any regularly scheduled patrols. If he and Luke were going to mount a proper assault on these disorderly amateurs, he wanted to have as much intel as possible. With some solid reconnaissance, he was confident that he and Luke could make easy work of the ragtag disciples.

      He smiled as he watched them, already envisioning a night-time assault. “These bastards will never know what hit them.”
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      Sandy sat in the dimly lit communications room with Luke and Edwin by her side. The radio broadcasted an updated emergency message. Predictably, the news was not good. She shifted in her chair to lean closer to the radio.

      “… the entire central valley of California should be avoided at all costs. The areas surrounding Los Angeles and San Francisco have descended into what can only be described as complete chaos. The government has declared martial law throughout the state of California. So far, the military presence has proven to be inadequate in stemming the rise of gang violence. Looting continues statewide.

      The streets have been overrun with opportunists. Citizens are encouraged to locate the nearest safe zone. If one cannot be reached, barricade yourself in a secure location. We are no longer encouraging people to proceed to the fallout shelters serving the Greater Los Angeles or San Francisco Bay area. These facilities have been pushed far past capacity. Despite a significant police presence, numerous reports are characterizing them as epicenters of crime and violence …”

      “Well, things have to get worse before they get better, right?” Edwin half-smiled. His tone was optimistic despite the dire news on the radio. His ability to look on the bright side was one of the reasons she’d married him all those years ago.

      “I guess so.” Luke nodded, not sharing Edwin’s apparent optimism.

      Sandy gestured for them to be quiet so she could continue listening to the radio report.

      “The Pentagon has released a statement officially identifying Russia as the primary aggressors in the coordinated attacks that crippled San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York. Two additional rockets were disabled before they could detonate additional bombs. Their trajectories indicated that Chicago and Washington DC were the intended targets.”

      “Jesus, can you imagine what would have happened if that bomb had made it to DC? The country has already descended into chaos. Imagine what it’d be like if they’d taken out most of the federal government.” Edwin’s eyes were wide.

      Sandy shushed him. There was so much static on the radio that she had to strain to hear the reporter’s words.

      “Initial reports out of New York indicate total devastation. The total death toll from the attack is in the millions.”

      Sandy gasped, placing her hand over her mouth in shock as she stared at the radio. She’d suspected a lot of people died but getting confirmation of it tore at her soul. So much death. Such a waste.

      Luke and Edwin exchanged appalled looks.

      “Unconfirmed estimates out of Los Angeles place the count there at three million dead, with another million or so missing. San Francisco has reported an estimated six hundred fifty thousand dead, with an additional two hundred thousand injured or missing. New York City reported over eight million dead, bringing the total dead to an astonishing twelve million, with an additional three point two million people injured, missing, or dead in surrounding areas.”

      “Oh my God.” Tears streamed down Sandy’s face.

      Edwin embraced her. She buried her face in his chest as sobs racked her body. Her husband stroked her back with one hand and reached over to turn off the radio with the other.

      “That’s about enough of that for right now,” Edwin said.

      “Why would they do this?” She managed to squeeze out the words between ragged breaths, sniffling as she spoke. “How can people be this evil?”

      “I don’t know, love. Some men want to own everything. I’d wager it had something to do with oil.”

      She raised her head, fixing her husband with an angry stare. “Twelve million people are dead because of some damn oil?”

      “Oil fields tend to run red from all the blood spilled over them,” Luke said. “But we’re speculating here. We don’t know why they dropped the bombs.”

      “Not if you look at it from their perspective. If Russia was intent on crippling our oil interests in the Middle East, they might be willing to risk a full-scale military conflict. They’d try to take us out with one swift, decisive strike. But they would fail,” Edwin said.

      “That’s a risky as hell plan. What was the likelihood that all their bombs would make it through our defenses to cripple us?” Luke asked.

      “NORAD failed,” Sandy said. “Could they have been hacked or something? Why didn’t our countermeasures work?”

      “Who knows,” Edwin said. “We’ve never had to use them before. Maybe we thought they would function the way we expected, but they didn’t.”

      “The Russians had to know there would be retribution,” Luke said. “The whole situation doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You know, there is another possibility,” Edwin said.

      “I’m listening,” Luke said, turning his full attention to him.

      “What if it wasn’t Russia? What if it was someone intent on making it look like Russia was behind the attack?” Luke shot him a doubtful look, but Edwin continued. “Hear me out. Think about how difficult it was for them to find anything against Hussein and Iraq. It usually takes the government forever to release anything. But this?” He gestured to the radio. “They’re already saying officially that Russia was behind it. But why are they releasing this information so soon this time? How can they be so sure?”

      “Because they know people are scared, and they need answers,” Sandy responded to her husband’s rhetorical question with some frustration. “What are you saying, anyway?”

      “He’s saying it could be a smokescreen,” Luke said.

      “For what?” Sandy asked.

      “Maybe it was us,” Edwin said softly.

      “Are you implying that the American government nuked three of its largest cities, all economic powerhouses, including what is arguably the financial nucleus of not only the United States but in effect the entire world and the center of the global stock market? Why in hell would they do that?” Luke asked.

      Edwin raised his hands innocently. “Hey, I’m just saying it seems like they pinned it on Russia too quickly.”

      “How could you say such a horrible thing? I thought you were a patriot.” Sandy shot her husband a horrified look.

      “I’m not saying that it definitely went down that way. I’m just saying, sometimes it’s worth looking at alternative explanations. It could have been a terrorist organization. It could have been China. Or North Korea. Or Iran. But the government decided they could use it as a good excuse to strike at Russia. And no offense to the veterans among us, it wouldn’t be the first time our government committed a horrifying atrocity for less-than-noble reasons.” Edwin gave Luke an apologetic look.

      “No offense taken.” Luke turned to Sandy. “He’s not completely wrong. The government has done some terrible shit in the past, but that doesn’t mean Edwin’s right about this.” He turned back to Edwin. “To be perfectly frank, it sounds like typical conspiracy theory stuff. But it’s your right to think what you will.” Luke lowered his voice. “I’d just ask that you keep these particular theories to yourself when Kyle’s around. He’s having a hard enough time dealing with his sister’s death. I don’t want any more confusing thoughts clouding his judgment.”

      “Of course,” Edwin said. “I was just theorizing. We might never know the truth, but I’ll keep my speculations to myself from here on out.”

      Sandy let out a breath. Things were tense enough without fighting about who started the war. She wasn’t even sure if they were at war. The news provided bits and pieces of information, but when she tried to put it all together, nothing made sense.

      “I think I’ll go and find Liz,” Luke said. “She’ll want to hear the latest update, as horrible as it is.”

      After he left the room, Sandy reached for Edwin. He pulled her into a loving embrace.

      “Don’t worry too much, honey. We don’t have control over anything going on out there. We can only take care of ourselves based on what we know right now.”

      “Are you worried about the cult finding us here?” Sandy asked.

      “Not really. Between Derek and Luke, we’ll be well protected. But I did wish we’d found another way out of this place. Maybe we should look around again later,” Edwin said.

      “I wish I knew how this would end.”

      “Me, too, sweetie. Me, too.”
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      For the past few days, Kyle had been too busy helping his mom inventory the bunker’s supplies and performing other maintenance tasks to spend much time on the locked door. It seemed like every time he headed for the hallway, somebody called out for him with another chore that needed doing.

      When the bombs first dropped, Kyle foolishly thought it would mean fewer rules and responsibilities. He didn’t have to go to school anymore, and after leaving their house to go to the cabin, he’d expected fewer chores. He’d been dead wrong about that.

      There was always something that needed to get done. Chopping wood was fun at first, but having to do it day after day got old fast. Washing dishes sucked. Sierra used to be the one in charge of doing that dreaded task, but now it fell on him. Just one more reason to get rid of the cult. They were causing him more work.

      The activity inside the bunker seemed to be calm for the moment. He’d finished his chore list, so now would be the perfect time to try to get into the locked door again.

      Derek was out patrolling. His dad and the Wrights were in the communication room listening to the radio. His mom sat at a table in the central room, chewing on the end of a pencil as she looked over the inventory.

      Kyle held his breath as he crept past the room. He half-expected her to stop him, so she could assign him another dull task. When she didn’t look up, he headed into the passage leading to the locked door.

      They still hadn’t found the water purification system. If he could get into the room and find that, then he’d become a hero. Clean water was the key to their survival. They needed it for everything. Washing, drinking, cooking, cleaning stuff. If they couldn’t find the system, they’d have to make dangerous trips down to the river to get some. Then they’d have to boil it before they could use it. It was a huge pain in the ass.

      He retrieved his lockpicking kit from where he’d stashed it and consulted the guide to refresh his memory.

      After studying the text and images, he picked up his tools. He slid the tension wrench into the bottom of the lock, maintaining a light, counterclockwise pressure. He worked the pick into the top of the keyhole, feeling his way through the mechanism for the pin. He made contact and pried at it with the tip of the pick, pushing it up out of the cylinder and moving onto the next pin.

      It took him a few tries to reacquaint himself with the technique, and he struggled to get his touch right. If he lost his grip for a split second, the pins would slip back into place, and he would have to start all over again.

      The fourth pin gave him the most trouble. He’d slid the first three up and out of the cylinder successfully five times, only to falter on the fourth. As they all reset and clicked back into place, he growled in frustration. It was aggravating work, but he enjoyed it. He’d always liked a challenge.

      Eventually, he found the right technique. He successfully moved the annoying pin out of the cylinder by applying just the right amount of pressure with the tension wrench to spin the cylinder and hold the pins in place. His heart leaped. He moved the pick to the final pin. He worked his tongue over his lips in concentration. The last pin clicked into place, allowing him to rotate the knob.

      His pulse quickened. His mind raced through all the possibilities of what could be hidden behind a locked door in a secret underground military bunker. He took a deep breath and leaned his shoulder into the door, nudging it open and stepping into the dark room.

      He felt along the wall to his right. His fingers fumbled over a switch. When he flipped it, an overhead light flickered and buzzed to life.

      The first thing to catch his attention was a massive gray metal box against one wall. There were a bunch of dials and buttons on the front and sides. Wires snaked out from the back, though they didn’t appear to be connected to anything.

      It looked like a very old refrigerator, except that it didn’t have a door. He briefly wondered if it could be part of the water purification system, but it didn’t seem likely, given the rest of the room’s contents.

      Massive black panels covered the other walls. Dozens of wires jutted out of holes on the front. Some of the wires were connected to bulky monitors, sitting on tables throughout the room. Some of the monitors were connected to rectangular boxes that sat underneath the tables.

      A giant console dominated the center of the room. It showcased hundreds of switches, sliders, and dials.

      As Kyle tried to process the scene, he realized it looked a bit like the NASA command centers he’d seen in movies. He knew that wasn’t right. No one would be launching a spaceship from this room, but the thought thrilled him anyway. He ran out of the room, calling excitedly as he moved down the hallway.

      “Hey! I did it! I broke into the locked room. You guys have to come check this out. It’s so cool.” He burst into the main room, where his mom and dad were looking at him wide-eyed. His mom’s eyes were red, like she’d been crying, but she wiped them and smiled at him.

      “That’s great, honey. Show us.”

      Edwin and Sandy came bolting out of the radio room. They looked like they expected another bomb to drop.

      “What’s going on?” Luke asked.

      “I got the door down the hall open.” Kyle could barely get the words out through his excitement. “You guys have got to come see. It’s crazy. There’s, like, all these wires and monitors and stuff, and this huge refrigerator-looking thing. I thought maybe it was the water purification thingy, but I don’t know. Come on! Come see!” He was bouncing on his toes toward the passage and waving for them to follow him.

      Luke perked up at the mention of the water purifier. He was the first to stand and move to follow him.

      Kyle led them into the room. He stood back and watched their faces to see their reactions. His dad looked impressed and surprised. The others had the same expression as they came in and saw the mess of monitors and wires.

      “Cool, huh?” Kyle looked expectantly to his dad.

      “Very cool. How’d you get in here?” Luke asked.

      “I found this lockpicking set while we were going through one of the storage rooms. I just started fiddling around with it. It’s actually not that hard. It just takes a while. It was pretty frustrating a couple of times, but I stuck with it.”

      “Of course you did, son.” His dad mussed up his hair, smiling down at him proudly. “You don’t give up easily, do you?”

      “Sure don’t. You taught me not to.”

      “Well, I can’t take all the credit. You definitely get some of that from your mother. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her give up on anything. Not once.”

      Kyle smiled up at his dad, grateful for his approval. Then he ran over to the massive gray box and gestured at it. “This is the thing I was talking about. It’s not part of the water purifier is it? I thought maybe it was a refrigerator, but then I was like, ‘why would it be in a room full of computers,’ you know? To keep them cold?”

      His dad laughed and shook his head.

      Edwin came walked toward the huge metal rectangle. He clapped Kyle on his shoulder. “That, my boy, is a computer. A really old one. Older than your parents, even.”

      “Whoa.” Kyle looked up at the machine, newly amazed.

      “I don’t imagine it’s of much use anymore, though.” Edwin inspected it, fiddling with knobs and dials before looking around at the back.

      “It’s not as useful as a water purifier would be.” His dad frowned for a moment before shrugging. “Maybe it’s behind one of the other locked doors. What do you say, son? Feel like putting your new skills to the test again?”

      Kyle nodded and grinned. He was actually having fun for the first time since the death of his sister. He still missed her, and he wanted the COB to pay for what they did, but things were finally starting to look up. He couldn’t wait to see what they would find behind the next locked door.
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      Luke’s heart swelled with pride as he watched his son moving around the computer room. He wasn’t sure how useful the contents of the room would actually be, but it was good to see his son happy again. Kyle had been so full of anger since Sierra died. He’d fixated on punishing the Children of the Bomb almost to the point of obsession.

      It pained him to see his young son so consumed with thoughts of violence and revenge. At that age, Luke’s only concern had been catching more frogs at the creek than Billy Cunham. Then again, those were simpler times.

      Luke tried to hide his disappointment when Kyle led him into the room filled with dusty old computers. He’d been hoping to find the water purification system. Their water supply was adequate for now, but it would become their biggest problem before long.

      Once they went through the bunker’s stores, the filters they had would only last so long. They couldn’t use iodine tablets for any significant amount of time without incurring negative health effects. If they had to boil all of their water, they would accelerate the rate at which they burned through their fuel stores.

      Luke put his arm around Liz’s shoulders and pulled her close to him. They watched their son across the room.

      Kyle nodded as Edwin showed him around the room. The older man pointed out different components. He explained antiquated methods of computer operation to Kyle, who seemed fascinated. At least his son’s mood seemed much better now.

      “It’s good to see him focused on something non-cult related for a change,” Luke whispered in his wife’s ear.

      “At least something nice happened today. I still can’t believe those numbers. Are you absolutely sure you heard the radio report correctly?”

      Luke nodded gravely. “I could hardly believe it myself, but I’m sure.”

      She shook her head before turning back to watch Kyle and Edwin. They were messing around with several wires on the back of the big console in the center of the room.

      “What should we tell him?” she asked in a low tone.

      “For now, nothing.” He squeezed his wife’s shoulder, as much to reassure himself as to comfort her. “He’s having a good day. I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “Would he even understand? I mean, the scale of it. It’s hard for me to fathom. Maybe he won’t understand the true impact of what those numbers mean,” Liz said.

      “I feel the same way. It’s tough to imagine trying to explain it to him. But didn’t he learn about the Holocaust in school last year?”

      “Yeah, they had a short unit on it. But I don’t think they go into much detail at that age. I was surprised they covered it at all in his grade, but school isn’t how it used to be. Kids are growing up much faster than when we were young.”

      Luke watched his only son sadly. He imagined future generations reading about the detonation of the bombs over Manhattan, LA, and San Francisco in their history books, just as he had read about the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in his.

      He wondered what the books would have to say about the United States’ retaliation against Russia. As far as he knew, that part of history hadn’t happened yet, but it seemed inevitable at this point. The government message wouldn’t have hinted at retaliation unless they’d already set their plan into motion.

      Edwin had made a good point about one thing. The announcement of an impending retaliation against Russia was unusual. Why announce it? Why not just carry it out? Why wait? And why hadn’t NORAD protected the US from the attack?

      Every time they listened to the radio, there was a different report. They’d started giving out conflicting information. Granted, they were dealing with an unprecedented situation, but something wasn’t right.

      He shook his head.

      “What?” Liz asked.

      “Nothing.”

      What the hell did he know? What would normal look like in the middle of a nuclear war? Did anyone even know what was really going on?

      He chuckled mirthlessly.

      Edwin had gotten into his head with his conspiracy-theory nonsense. The guy’s theories about the US being behind the attack couldn’t possibly be true. However, Luke was standing in the control room in a secret military fallout bunker, so who knew? Maybe there was some truth to Edwin’s theories. Luke just wished they could get multiple sources of news. They’d tried to get Edwin’s HAM radio from their cabin, but looters had gotten to it first. The bastards hadn’t even taken it. They’d just destroyed it. It was a damn shame.

      “You okay, babe?” Liz’s brow furrowed.

      “Fine. I’m just thinking about something Edwin said earlier, but it’s not important. Should we go learn about this ancient computer stuff?” He nodded toward Kyle and Edwin. They were lying on the ground, examining the underside of the massive console.

      She laughed, shrugging. “Why not?”

      They started over toward the console. He draped his arm around her shoulders, and she slipped her arm around his waist. He tried to enjoy the moment, but he couldn’t. The cult was still a huge threat and the still-missing water purification system troubled him. He hoped Derek would return from his reconnaissance with some valuable intelligence about the enemy. Luke was looking forward to formulating an attack plan. They’d deal with one problem at a time until they were safe enough to survive the winter.
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      Luke stood beneath the flickering fluorescent lights in the workout room. He preferred to exercise beneath the open sky, but security dictated he remain in the bunker. It was strange, going days without seeing the sun or the sky.

      Yesterday, Liz declared that each family member needed to go outside in daylight for at least twenty minutes a day. She kept saying something about vitamin D deficiency and the immune system. Since they hadn’t found any additional vitamin supplements in the bunker, he agreed with her. The last they needed was to get sick.

      Despite her insistence, he found it challenging to find the time to get outside. They had to be cautious so that they wouldn’t be discovered. They planned on going out as a group to have more protection, but no one could decide when to go. Potential danger filled every hour of daylight. They’d tabled the decision until they could figure out a plan.

      Luke stretched out on the floor and started pumping out push-ups. When he reached one hundred reps, pain hit hard. The wounds sustained during his cabin assault had not fully healed. Perhaps they never would. But Luke was determined not to accept any limitations. He insisted on matching his previous routine, and that meant three hundred standard push-ups, then one hundred fifty on his knuckles.

      Pain spread like fire through his shoulders and arms. Memories of an angry drill sergeant pressing a boot between his shoulder blades sprang to mind. Getting through to the end of his reps was pure torture, but Luke finished the set.

      Despite his willpower, he gasped for air for a good three minutes while lying on the floor. He was still on his back when his wife happened upon him. He saw her upside-down face when she bent over him,

      “Are you dying?” she asked, a hint of amusement in her tone.

      “No.” His voice came out rough, so he coughed. “No.”

      “That’s good. Derek’s back.”

      “He is?” Luke rolled up to his feet, his weariness forgotten. Ignoring his body’s protests, he shook out his limbs. He pulled on his shirt then cracked his neck.

      “You’re going to get arthritis,” she grumbled.

      “Old wives’ tale.” He grinned while she rolled her eyes. “Is he in the main room?”

      “Yep.” She turned on her heel and headed back down the hall.

      Luke found Derek sitting on a crate, snacking on an energy bar. Kyle was eagerly pressing him for details about his extended expedition.

      “Did you kill anybody? Did you?” Kyle asked.

      Luke’s mouth twitched into a glower. He stood behind his son and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Derek didn’t kill anyone. That would be a damn foolhardy thing to do, and Derek is no fool. Right?” Luke stared at Derek.

      “No, I didn’t kill anyone. They never even saw me or knew I was there,” Derek said.

      Luke put his hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “Son, it may be necessary to kill at times to protect the people you care about, but it should never be the first course of action. When you end a man’s life, you take away his past, present, and future. You’d better be sure it’s necessary before you pull the trigger.”

      “But what if someone’s a bad dude, Dad? Like the original cult leader?” Kyle’s voice held a note of challenge. “I mean, what if they deserve it?”

      “Yeah. What if they deserve to die?” Derek raised a brow. A slight smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      Luke turned Kyle around and knelt before him. “It’s not always easy to know when it’s time for someone to die. It’s not always clear. I’d love to tell you the world is black and white. I’d love to tell you it’s good guys and bad guys, but it’s not. It’s all shades of gray. To the cultists, we’re the bad guys. We might fight them. We might kill them. But we do it because it’s necessary. Do you understand? We don’t get to decide if they deserve to die. But we can defend ourselves.”

      Kyle frowned, but he nodded. “I think I get it, Dad.”

      “Why don’t you run along and find out if the Wrights need help with anything?”

      “I want to hear what Derek has to report.”

      “You will. But right now, I need your manpower where it benefits us most. Edwin and Sandy are going to help you put your unique skill set to work.”

      “They’re just going to have me mop and dust.” Kyle rolled his eyes.

      “Probably. Now scoot.”

      Once the boy departed, Luke turned to Derek. He was about to speak when Liz strolled in. She eyed Derek warily.

      “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “I’ve been watching these clowns. They’re the biggest bunch of rank amateur, weekend warrior, answer ads in the back of Soldier of Fortune magazine posers I’ve ever seen.”

      “I take it you’re not impressed with their organizational skills?” Luke asked wryly.

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Derek laughed. “They don’t set sentries. They don’t have fortifications other than one old limestone building. They clutter up the woods with their filth and trash. I could track them for days and they’d never see me. I could probably sneak right up and slit their throats.”

      “What about armament? What kind of weapons are we dealing with?” Luke asked.

      “That’s one area they do have covered pretty well. I saw M19s, semi-automatic pistols, both 9 and 10mm, some shottys, and at least two XM205s.”

      “Oh, shit. Two XM205s? How the hell did they get those?” Luke asked.

      “Beats me.” Derek shrugged. “Maybe they found some rich asshole’s arsenal.”

      “Ah, gentlemen, would you please explain why a XM225—”

      “XM205.”

      “—whatever, would you explain why it’s significant?” Liz asked.

      Luke started to speak, but Derek cut him off.

      “It’s a tripod mount for a heavy machine gun, usually a belt-fed monster that one person could never hold and fire at the same time, despite what you’ve seen in the action movies.”

      Liz’s eyes went wide. “That sounds bad.”

      “It’s not that bad. They’re damn hard to fire accurately. It takes special training. And the way these bozos have been acting during my recon, they’re more likely to kill themselves than us with a heavy assault weapon,” Derek said.

      “I think I need to go in for a closer look at their compound,” Luke said.

      “Why?” Derek threw up his hands in exasperation. “Didn’t you hear me? They’re total amateurs. We could take them out without breaking a sweat.”

      “No.” Luke shook his head. “We’re outnumbered and possibly outgunned. I can’t risk my family without better intel.”

      “What more do you want? I told you what they have. Sure, it’s a lot of guns, but we’re smarter. We don’t need more firepower if we can just pick them off one by one. But I am worried about one thing. More people are showing up at their compound every day. We must take them out now before they gather reinforcements,” Derek said.

      Luke looked at his wife. He wasn’t willing to risk losing her or Kyle. He wanted to see the COB’s operation himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Derek. He did. But the younger guy seemed gung-ho about taking out the enemy. It felt careless. And that kind of attitude got people killed.

      “I just don’t know.” Luke covered his mouth with his hand as he pondered. “I just don’t know.”

      “What? You don’t believe me? Un-fucking-believable.” Derek stormed off.

      “He seems pissed,” Liz said with a smirk.

      “I should go on recon and check things out. I wanted to go before, but you—”

      “Go. Don’t let me stop you. I was just worried. But we need to be able to trust his information before we attack the cult.”

      “Do you trust him?” Luke asked.

      “Mostly, but how much can you trust someone you don’t really know?” She sighed. “I don’t think he’s going to be a problem for us. He could have easily killed us in our sleep already. But those big guns he talked about have me worried. What if they have a bunch of ex-military in their ranks?”

      “That’s what I’m worried about. Until we get more info, we need to wait. Once I’m confident we know everything about the cult, we’ll make our move.”

      “Thank you, honey.” Liz moved into his arms.

      He held her close, pressing his lips against her hair. She meant everything to him. He’d sworn to protect her for the rest of her life. As much as he wanted to go running down the mountain to attack the COB, he knew better. His age and experience taught him never to underestimate the enemy. And he wasn’t about to start now.
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      Derek fumed as he stalked through the shelter toward the armory. So, the old man wanted to wait, did he? That was typical. There was a reason young men like Alexander the Great did magnificent things, while old men puttered into obscurity.

      Sure, Luke had a family to protect. But why couldn’t he see that going after the Children of the Bomb now was the best way to protect them?

      He yanked open the door to the armory and grabbed an AR-15. It was a little dirty, so he took out a long brush and began cleaning it.

      As he bored out the barrel with the stiff wire brush, footsteps approached. Derek turned, expecting to see Luke, but it was Liz.

      “Your husband is a very stubborn man.”

      “Yes, he is.” Liz watched as he finished cleaning the barrel. He added a brace of automatic pistols and steel alloy survival trench knives to his growing requisition pile. “He’s also not wrong very often.”

      Derek grunted as he dug through several cabinets. At last, he found what he’d been searching for: terrain maps of the area surrounding the bunker. Surely one of them detailed the site where the COB cult had set up shop.

      “I’m not afraid to fight if we have to.” Something in her tone made Derek stop what he was doing and make eye contact. “I killed the cult leader the first time around, remember? But we need to do this Luke’s way.”

      “No, we don’t.” Derek rifled through the maps, carefully scanning each for landmarks. “We can do this my way. Fast. I just want to get it over with. We have a ton of other things to consider. The COB is taking up too much of our mental space. If I have to go kill them all, I will.”

      “By yourself?” She stood beside him, looking down at the maps. “You’re going to take on an army of cultists by yourself?”

      “It’s not an army. But it will be.” Derek went back to his planning. “That is, if we wait around with our thumbs up our asses while your husband makes up his fucking mind.”

      “Fine. Be an ass.” Liz stormed away.

      Derek opened his mouth to apologize, but she was already gone.

      Sighing, he returned to his task. He would have liked to bring Luke, and maybe even Liz, along on the assault. By himself, it would require a different, more finessed touch. He could manage it, but he’d also never turn down help.

      With the terrain maps, Derek could easily find cover near the bunker. Preying on the cultists using guerrilla warfare tactics would be easy. As much as he hated to admit it, the Viet Cong sure as hell knew what they were doing. He was damn glad he’d been born late enough to avoid that conflict.

      Of course, the more cultists he picked off, the more they would start hunting him. He’d have to be really careful. He had to strike fast and strike hard, but most of all, he had to strike soon. He couldn’t understand why Luke was hesitating. It wasn’t like him. But maybe the thought of losing another family member had turned him soft.

      Derek shook his head before returning his attention to the map. He found the large lake and the former ranger station the COB had turned into their headquarters. He had to admit, the one thing the cult had gotten right was to plant their headquarters right next to a source of fresh water.

      The large glade surrounding the cabin and lake also made for an inadvertently good defense. It would be hard to get close to the main compound without being seen, even at night. Even if these amateurs didn’t know how to rotate a sentry shift properly, he’d still be at risk if he left the forest’s protection and ventured into the open.

      No matter what, the fight could get ugly. Despite his bravado, Derek had to admit that Luke wasn’t wrong about being outnumbered. Even an amateur who was panicking and shitting his pants could pick you off. They’d just have to spray and pray. If he took only one bullet through his thigh, he’d bleed out long before help could arrive.

      The utter chaos of a battlefield didn’t make him nervous, but the lack of any good approaches to the compound did. If he chose to assault the Children of the Bomb, it would take a combination of wit and stealth. The best bet would be to pick off a large number of them at once to help even up the odds.

      They had grenades, but the radial yield on the Cold War-era relics wasn’t great. Twenty feet at best. Certainly not enough to take out dozens of cultists at once. Again, he thought of waging a guerilla war but decided against it because it would take too much time. Winter was coming. They didn’t have time to waste while picking people off. They could still forage and hunt whatever was left before the darkness truly set in.

      Derek shuffled through the maps, searching for an alternative approach to the compound, but he didn’t find one. There was simply no way to go about it except to attack at night and hope to get as close as possible to the main structure without being seen.

      If the Children of the Bomb were holed up in that thick, stone-walled building, then it would be even more defensible. Laying siege to it would require more manpower and resources than Derek and the others could lay their hands on.

      But what if he could pick off their leader? If he could get inside the main building and take out the guy holding the whole thing together, then they’d have a chance of destroying the group for good. Sowing as much discord and confusion as possible would be key.

      However, they couldn’t make the same mistake they’d made last time. Everyone had to die. He just had to think it through a bit more. Maybe Luke was right after all. Going in guns blazing would only get them killed. They needed a better plan.

      He’d figure something out, even if he had to do it by himself.
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      Liz’s footsteps echoed off the concrete walls of the shelter as she searched for her husband. Luke wasn’t in his workout room or their quarters. She found him in one of the side rooms, sitting on a wooden crate, cleaning one of the pistols. She stepped into the room and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Hi, honey.” Luke started to go back to cleaning his weapons but paused to examine her more closely. “Is something wrong?”

      “There are a lot of things wrong, but I’m mostly worried about Derek.” She leaned a hip against his worktable.

      “What about him?”

      “I’m afraid he’s going to attack the Children of the Bomb before we’re ready. If he’s not careful, he’ll lead them right back to us. We’re safe here. They have no idea where to find us. Can’t we just wait out the winter here?”

      “You know our water supply won’t last. We’ll have to go out eventually.”

      “I just don’t want anyone else getting hurt.”

      “I get it.” He set the gun aside and stood to pull her into his arms. She sighed against his chest. “I’ll go on recon tonight. Derek and I already talked about this earlier. He’s not going to leave without me. I told him if he did, I wouldn’t let him back in the shelter.”

      “You did?” She looked up at him.

      “Absolutely. I want the COB gone, but I’m not going to put our family at risk. Patience is prudent in this situation.”

      “Thank you. I guess I just needed to hear that.”

      “Don’t worry, honey. After tonight, we’ll know how to proceed.”

      “Okay.” She stepped back.

      “I’ve got to finish cleaning these guns. We’re taking extra with us tonight in case we need it.” He held up his hands. “We’re not planning on using them, but it’s better to bring more than we need.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I promise.” Luke gave her a soft kiss.

      She took one last look at him before heading out into the hall. She had the beginnings of a tension headache. Aspirin would help.

      Liz headed into the main room, and the smell of boiled black tea reached Liz’s nostrils. Sandy sat on a crate with her back to the door. She turned as Liz approached.

      “Hello, dear.” Sandy’s smile faded when she saw Liz’s pained expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “My head feels like a nuke went off in it.” Liz rubbed her temples. “I need headache meds.”

      “We should try to preserve the medication for as long as possible. How about some tea instead?”

      “I don’t want tea,” Liz grumbled.

      “Hush now, sit down and have some tea.” Sandy gently but firmly settled Liz into one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs and poured her a steaming cup of the brew. “Some people get all snooty about only drinking Earl Grey, but I’ve always preferred a simple English breakfast tea.”

      “I don’t want to talk about tea right now.”

      “Drink up, and you’ll feel better in no time.”

      Liz sighed and sipped the tea. It was still a bit too hot, so she blew on it until it cooled. After several sips, she was able to relax. Her headache eased enough to make it bearable.

      “Now, what’s got you so riled up?” Sandy asked.

      “It’s Luke. And Derek.” Liz sighed and rubbed her eyes. “They’re both dead set on attacking the cultists, and I’m running out of arguments as to why they shouldn’t. They’re so focused on eliminating any potential threat that they don’t seem to be considering the inherent danger.”

      Sandy nodded. She stirred a cube of sugar into her tea. “That’s what they were trained to do. Search and destroy.”

      Liz took her cup in both hands, letting the soothing warmth travel through her body. “I’d prefer they didn’t take such a direct approach.”

      “You know, it’s not just about eliminating a potential threat, real or imagined,” Sandy said.

      “How do you mean?” Liz set down her cup on the crate they were using as a table.

      “At the end of the day, it’s about exerting a sense of control.” Sandy looked down at her teacup then gave her a wry smile. “It’s the same reason I brewed this tea. It’s a routine I used to have before the bombs. Engaging in it makes me feel like I have some degree of control over my universe. I may not be able to wish away my problems, but I can at least brew a good cup of tea.”

      “I guess I do the same thing. I’ve been trying to inventory everything and plan for every contingency. It makes me feel better. Like things aren’t a total disaster.”

      “We don’t really have control over our lives. Not completely. It’s an illusion.”

      “I don’t like where this is going.” Liz frowned. “Are you saying nothing we do matters? I might as well walk under ladders and go swimming in a thunderstorm because it doesn’t mean anything anyway?”

      Sandy chuckled and shook her head. “That’s not quite what I mean. You plan things and take precautions, but you really can’t control your destiny. That’s not for you to decide.”

      “Well, it’s not for the Children of the Bomb to decide either.” Liz chewed her lower lip. “One way or the other, that cult is ruining our lives. Even when we try to ignore them, the knowledge that they are out there hangs over everything we do. I can’t stop thinking about them. We should have destroyed them the first time. I feel like I failed.”

      “You didn’t fail. You’re not the kind of woman who shoots men in the head. But that’s what you’ve been doing ever since the bombs dropped. We take control when we can, however we can. You took command of the situation, and you killed the original leader of the cult. You did what you had to do. You made a choice. The right one if you ask me,” Sandy said.

      “But I’m just barely holding it together. I feel like one little nudge will send me over the edge. How can I protect my family when my husband is so damn determined to get shot at?” Liz put her face in her hands.

      “The men aren’t stupid. They won’t take unnecessary risks. They want safety as much as the rest of us. Try not to worry. Edwin told me Derek and Luke are going to look over the COB’s headquarters tonight. We’ll know more after they get home.” Sandy smirked. “Home. Can you believe this place is home now?”

      Liz shook her head.

      “Me either. But it is what it is. No sense getting all upset about it. At least we have stuff that passes as food, and we have enough water.”

      “For now.”

      “For now,” Sandy agreed. “Let’s take things one step at a time. It’s really all we can do anyway.”

      “You’re right.”

      Liz peered into the teacup as if it held secrets from the future. Sandy was right. Ultimately, Liz wasn’t in control. It was a foreign feeling. She was so used to having a routine that not having one was extremely agitating.

      Maybe she needed to get back into her meditation practice. She’d had to leave her yoga mat at home, but it didn’t matter. She’s spent plenty of time being uncomfortable. She might as well get used to it.
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      Kyle couldn’t wait to attack the second of the three locked doors in the shelter. Riding the high of his first success, he skipped toward the door. After unlocking it, he pushed as hard as he could. The doorknob turned, but it wouldn’t open. He studied the hinges. They were slightly rusted. Probably stuck.

      He’d seen his dad deal with a similar problem once when their shed’s door wouldn’t open. He needed to grease the hinges. As he scratched his head, he remembered seeing several cans with spray nozzles in a nearby supply room.

      “I’ll start looking over there,” he said under his breath.

      When he walked into the other room, he spotted rows of cans on an upper shelf. Unable to reach it, he pulled a chair over. He tested his weight on it before fully standing on it. It didn’t feel very stable, so he quickly snatched as many cans as he could grab.

      He jumped off the chair. It toppled over behind him. He set his haul on the floor and bent to study the labels. A can of WD-40 stood out. Kyle was pretty sure that was what his dad used to loosen up the shed.

      Back at the door, he sprayed a generous amount on each of the hinges. He waited about a minute before testing the door. He felt some give for the first time, but the door remained stuck. He grabbed the bottle and resprayed the hinges. This time he decided to wait longer for the stuff to work.

      He leaned against the wall opposite the door and glared at it. There was no doubt something amazing behind that door. Perhaps there was a cool military weapon, like a bazooka. Or maybe this was the secret door to a nuclear missile. Kyle had always wanted to see one up close. The bombing of his country only served to pique his interest further. He wanted to see the weapon that had changed his life so profoundly.

      But those weren’t the only options he considered. He thought there might be another hidden entrance to the bunker. Or perhaps the door protected something even cooler, like proof that aliens existed. Maybe it even had alien bodies inside!

      These were the thoughts running through his mind as he attempted to push the door open again. He strained until spots danced before his eyes.

      “Open up you fuc—”

      Suddenly, the stubborn door gave way. He couldn’t shift his weight back fast enough. He flew forward, sprawling into the passage on the other side.

      Kyle scrambled to his feet. His eyes went wide. A pair of massive metal tanks dominated the room. They stood about ten feet apart and had to be almost fifteen feet high. A series of pipes connected the two containers at different intervals.

      This could be it! It could be the water purification system.

      He moved toward a dusty control panel. He studied it for a second before looking around the rest of the room.

      Another passage led out of the chamber. It didn’t have a door, and it was dark. He kept a wary eye on it, hoping monsters wouldn’t come running out of it. They hadn’t seen zombies yet, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t. He knew a little bit about radiation and how bad it was. His best friend’s mom had it, and all her hair fell out. She looked like a zombie until she got better. Thankfully, she’d been doing fine the last time he’d seen her. He hoped she and his friend survived.

      He quickly shook away the thought. He didn’t like remembering his friends because there was a good chance they were all dead now.

      Kyle returned to the control panel. He blew across the keyboard, kicking up a cloud of dirt that made him sniffle and cough. Wiping his nose, he sat down in the rolling chair nearby.

      He examined the buttons. One had the word ‘intake’ scrawled across it, while the others were unmarked or the writing had degraded over time. The steel console and large raised buttons were a complete mystery. Why didn’t they have some sort of screen with a menu you could choose from? People in the Cold War sure were stupid. Even the cheapest mobile phone game had a better interface.

      Over time, he managed to decipher a few more of the keys. It could be the fallout shelter’s water purification system, but it was hard to tell. However, one button said “water,” so maybe he was right.

      Kyle’s heart beat faster. His mother would be so happy. Now they wouldn’t have to worry about running out of fresh water.

      Elated by his find, he wrestled with the idea of going back to tell his mother the wonderful news. His gaze drifted to the short, gloomy passage. Could there be monsters locked up in another room down there?

      Standing, he shook out his shoulders. He wasn’t a kid anymore. Darkness didn’t scare him. He’d already killed a man, and he’d do it again if he had to. Kyle decided to fully explore the secret passageway before he left.

      He pulled a small penlight out of his back pocket. His dad told him never to go anywhere without it, so he always kept it on him. The minuscule light didn’t do much to illuminate the darkness, but it was better than nothing.

      As he inched his way down the corridor, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He felt a breath on his neck, but when he spun around, no one was there.

      “This is creepy as hell,” he muttered.

      He slipped deeper into the hallway until he looked back and couldn’t see where he’d come from. Unnerved, he was just about to turn around and run when he spotted something glinting ahead. He tiptoed toward it.

      “Whoa.” Kyle stood before another door. This one was thicker and looked heavier than most of the others in the shelter. In fact, it looked like it might be an exit. Maybe that breath he’d felt was actually air from outside.

      An iron bar lay across the center of it. He heaved it up and set it aside. Taking a deep breath, he pushed the door open. To his surprise, it opened easily, as if someone was pulling from the other side. He stumbled a few steps into the next room and collided with another body.

      “Oh, shit!” Kyle stared up into the bearded face of a strange man. The golden crucifix on his neck suggested he might be one of the cultists, but Kyle didn’t wait around to find out. He took one look at the man’s holstered pistol and turned to run for his life. He sprinted back toward the water purification room.

      “Hey! Get back here!” The man’s feet pounded on the concrete behind him. “I ain’t gonna hurt you, kid. I just want to talk to you.”

      “My mother says don’t talk to strangers,” Kyle shouted without turning around.

      He cleared the door and ran into the main hallway. Instead of leading the guy back to his family, he lunged toward a stairwell. He leaped onto the railing and slid down it, picking up speed as he went.

      The man had to slow his pace to take the stairs the old-fashioned way. Without a plan, Kyle fought against the panic threatening to strangle him. He came zipping off the rail at the bottom much faster than he’d expected. They made it look so easy in cartoons, but cartoons didn’t skin their knees and bruise their elbows.

      When he hit the landing, he bounced across the floor. He scrambled to his feet and took off running again. A scream of pure terror burst from his lips. His attacker drew closer with each passing second.

      Kyle glanced behind him. His pursuer drew his pistol.

      Kyle returned his gaze forward. He almost fainted with relief when he came around a corner and saw his father. Luke took in the situation, drew his 9mm automatic pistol, and sent a short burst down the passage. The cultist didn’t even have time to realize he’d been shot before he tumbled to the floor. Bullet holes tore up his face. He was obviously killed instantly.

      “Dad.” Kyle threw himself into his father’s arms. For a moment, they held each other, and then Luke held Kyle at arm’s length.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine. I found a water purification system, and I think it still works. But I found a door too. A passage. And then I—there was a metal bar. I opened it. But the guy was there!”

      “Slow down. Tell me again what happened. Where did that man come from?” Luke asked.

      “There’s another way out. I unbarred the door, and he was on the other side.”

      “Shit.” Luke went to the corpse and picked it up, grunting with the effort. He tossed it over his shoulder and turned to face Kyle. “Show me the exit.”

      In short order, the two of them stood outside in the snow, staring in dismay at the steel door set into a small cliffside.

      “A blind man could spot that, Dad.”

      “I know.” Luke set the corpse down in front of a rock. He rested the dead man’s back against it. “We need to think of a way to hide it, somehow.”

      “The door or the dude?”

      “Both.”

      “What about camo netting? I saw some in the shelter,” Kyle said.

      “Maybe, but I don’t know if we have enough. And even that won’t stand up to close inspection. Obviously, the cult is searching this area.”

      “Hey, Dad! I saw a movie once where the good guys caused an avalanche to block a cave so the bad guys couldn’t find it.”

      “We’d never be able to predict how far the avalanche would run or what effects it might have on us underground.”

      “Oh.” Kyle visibly deflated. “Well, at least I found the water purification system.”

      “And an exit. You did good, Kyle. I’m sure your mother will be able to relax now that we have a source of fresh renewable water. We still need to make sure it works, but with any luck, it will.”

      Kyle looked at the corpse a few steps away and swallowed hard.

      “Uh, what are we going to do with him? I mean, won’t the cult go looking for him if he goes missing?”

      “There’s a gulch about a few miles from here. If I throw him down that, they won’t bother climbing down to retrieve the corpse. It would be impossible to bring the guy back up without a lot of effort. And they might never find him there. But if they do, it should throw them off our scent.”

      “Great! Can I come with you?” Kyle bounced on his toes.

      “No. Go back and tell your mother what you found. Lock the door from the inside for now. Make sure you put the bar back down to brace it, too. I’ll come back in the other way.”

      “But I want to—”

      “Kyle! Don’t make me ask twice.”

      “Fine.”

      Kyle watched as his father hauled the body over his shoulder. His dad trudged off through the snow, carrying the man to a final resting place.

      He waited until his dad was gone before heading into the bunker. He sealed the door and ran down the hall to look for his mom.
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      Luke glanced across the central room to where Liz paced. Ever since Kyle had told her about the man infiltrating the bunker, she’d been on edge. There was only one way to calm her down. He had to get rid of the Children of the Bomb once and for all.

      He stood with arms folded across his chest. He couldn’t wait for this to be over. Winter would be hard enough. If they could eliminate this threat, they might have a real chance of making it to spring.

      Derek and Edwin spread out their crudely drawn map across the table. They’d used old, rolled-up blank scrolls found in the computer room. The paper kept trying to roll back up, so Edwin set a canteen on one corner. Luke added a box of .38 FMJ rounds to another. Derek thrust his trench knife into another to hold the paper flat against the table.

      “All right.” Derek pointed a ragged fingernail at a square drawn on the map in blue marker. “This is the main compound. It’s a fairly large building originally used by park rangers near the lake. There are at least fifty cult members there at any given time, maybe more.”

      “Fifty?” Liz gasped. “I only counted a few dozen.”

      “I’ve been doing recon for days. There’s at least fifty,” Derek said.

      Luke rubbed his chin and considered the map. He tapped the outline of the building and shook his head.

      “Those walls are made of granite slabs. There’s no way our heavier ordinance will make much of an impact. We’ll have to get them to come out and fight.”

      “The compound sits in a glade with a single dirt road leading to it. We don’t have enough cover to get within anything but rifle range.” Derek grunted in frustration. “I hate to admit it, but the bastards sure picked a good fortress.”

      Luke pointed at a green outline which represented a thicket of pines near the compound. “Too bad we can’t reach this cluster of trees. It’s just ten yards from there to the back porch.”

      “Yeah.” Derek nodded in agreement. “Then we could infiltrate their compound. Those walls won’t save them if we’re inside them.”

      “If. If. If.” Luke slammed his fist on the table, dislodging Derek’s knife. It clattered to the floor, and the map rolled back up. Luke cursed while Edwin stabbed the knife into the loose corner. He glanced up at Luke with a slight grin.

      “What if I told you there was a way to get to that spot without a chance of anyone seeing you,” Edwin said.

      “I’d say you were full of shit.”

      “You’re being such an asshole right now,” Liz snapped.

      “Because those sons of bitches got into the compound and almost killed our son!” Luke yelled.

      “I realize that,” Liz said coldly. “But you need to calm the fuck down and figure out a plan.”

      “What do you think we’re doing?” Luke asked.

      “I want to hear what Edwin has to say.” Liz turned her back on Luke and faced Edwin. “Go on.”

      “I know something you don’t know,” Edwin began.

      “Are you going to tell us about it or not?” Luke snapped.

      “Easy, man.” Derek arched an eyebrow at him. “Edwin is on our side, and we all know he has a penchant for dragging things out.”

      “Penchant?” Edwin’s brow furrowed. “Anyway, this lake,” he tapped the large blue blob, representing the body of water near the compound, “hasn’t always been here. It’s manmade. It was stocked with fish by the National Park Association. They plowed up a series of tight, narrow caves to put it in. But not all of those were destroyed.”

      Edwin pointed at the copse of trees.

      “The reason they planted trees in that spot was to hide one of the old cave entrances back when spelunking was huge in the 1970s. They used it for cold storage before they got their generators going. I happen to know how to enter that cave system, and it lets out right here by the trees.”

      Luke looked at Derek, who shrugged.

      “It’s worth a try,” Derek said.

      “You said the caves were tight and narrow.” Luke stood up to his full height and considered stooping around underground. He did not like the prospect one bit. “How tight and narrow?”

      “Well, let me think.” Edwin cocked his head. “It’s been about twenty years since I was in them. There were some tight spots where I had to slither through on my belly, but even back then, I was a bit chunky.” He patted his belly and laughed. “For two young, fit guys like you, it shouldn’t be a problem. There’s water, though. With all of the snowfall, some of it might be flooded.”

      Luke nodded, deep in thought. He glanced over at Edwin. “You seem pretty familiar with their setup. Any chance you know where the generator room is?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Edwin tapped the north edge of the structure. “I stopped to take a piss break in their station once. Their restroom is right next to the generator room. I could hear it humming through the wall.”

      “Then this is going to be easier than we thought.” Derek patted the map and grinned. “We sneak in through the cave, infiltrate their compound, and then cut the power. If we attack at night, no one will be able to see us, and we can pick them off one by one.”

      “Won’t the darkness be a problem for you too?” Edwin asked.

      “I picked up night-vision goggles from the cabin before those assholes shot it up.” Luke pursed his lips. He stared down at the map. “I think we can pull this off. I think we can win.”

      “Are you sure?” Edwin asked. When Derek and Luke glared at him, he spread his hands in supplication. “I’m not trying to discourage you. I’ve personally seen both of you in action, and I’m impressed. Believe me. But you’re only two men against at least fifty members of the Children of the Bomb. It’s not a fair fight.”

      “He’s right, you know. It’s not a fair fight.” Derek snickered.

      “Yes.” Luke nodded in agreement. “We have them vastly out-skilled.”

      “You have a point.” Edwin smiled. “They’re just ordinary men, albeit bloodthirsty ones.”

      “And we,” Luke gestured to himself and Derek, “have waded into bad situations before, and we’ve come out the other side. We can do it.”

      Derek considered the map, brow furrowed in concentration. “Obviously, we’re going to need to be able to put as many bullets downrange as quickly as possible, so we’re taking the AR-15s. But until we take out that generator, we need stealth more than firepower.”

      Luke nodded. “We’re going to need silenced weapons, but I don’t think we have any on hand.”

      “I can rig up a homemade silencer or two. They’ll decrease accuracy, though. We might want to rely on up close and personal wet work,” Derek said.

      “Wet work?” Edwin asked.

      “It’s when you get so close to the enemy you get their blood on you when you kill them.” Luke stared at him grimly.

      “Ah, I see. Wet work.” Edwin swallowed, visibly shaken.

      “How good are you with that knife?” Luke gestured toward Derek’s weapon, still pinning the map to the table.

      “Good enough.” Derek glanced at Luke. “How about you, old man? Ready to get your hands dirty?”

      “Old man?” Luke laughed. “I kicked your ass once already, didn’t I?”

      “Hey, I’d been shot the day before. I wasn’t at full strength.”

      “And I was? They kicked my ass pretty good, too. You think that—”

      “Okay, boys. There’s no need for a pissing contest. It’s a good thing both of you are major-league badasses, isn’t it?”

      “You’re right.” Luke nodded apologetically at Derek. “Sorry, kid.”

      “Don’t worry about it, old-timer.” Derek winked back. “Maybe after all the cultists are dead, we can scrounge up some boxing gloves and see once and for all who’s better?”

      “I’ll take you up on that. First, we destroy the Children of the Bomb. Then, I get to kick your ass.” Luke grinned.

      “We leave at dark,” Derek said.

      Luke and Derek clasped hands over the map. The Children of the Bomb wouldn’t even know what hit them.
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      Luke stood just inside the cave exit of the fallout shelter. He was busying fastening knives, guns, rope, extra flashlights to his backpack. They were all items he’d need for the assault. When Liz walked out from deeper in the bunker, he stopped cold. She wore dark camouflage fatigues, had grease paint on her face, and held one of the spare AR-15s in her hands.

      “Liz, what’s going on?” he asked in a tone far more patient than he felt.

      “I’m going with you.” She lifted her chin.

      “No.” He yanked the zipper on the pack closed.

      “I’m. Going. With. You.” Liz glared at him. “I’m not in the mood to let my husband die.”

      “We could use another gun,” Derek said, joining them.

      “You’re not helping.” Luke glared at Derek before turning to Liz. “Look, honey, Derek and I are trained for this. It’s what we do. You’re better off staying here so you can keep an eye on Kyle and the Wrights.”

      “Who do you think took out the cult the first time? Raise your hand if it was you.” Liz raised her hand, then pretended to be astounded that nobody else had joined her. “Oh, was it just me? Did I do that? And where were you?” She jabbed a finger at him.

      “That’s not fair,” Luke said. “I got to you as quickly as I could. I had a lot to deal with. You think it was easy coming down from NorCal, mostly on foot? You don’t know half the shit I had to deal with.”

      “While you were away, I had to step up and protect our family. And that’s what I’m doing now. You don’t have the right to stop me.”

      Luke and Derek exchanged glances. Derek shrugged. Luke sighed.

      “Well, I’m glad that’s settled.” Liz pushed past him and headed for the tunnel exit. She at the threshold. “Well? What are you two ladies waiting for? Let’s go hunt some nutjobs.”

      The two men scrambled to catch up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Despite her bravado, Liz was internally torn about attacking the cultists. After all, some of them might not be bad people. They were just scared, and the cult offered protection.

      Then her brow furrowed as she recalled the misery the COB cult had already caused her family. They were not innocent. Far from it. So what if they were scared? She was scared, and under all their gung-ho he-man bullshit, so were Derek and her husband. They had to be. If they weren’t, then they were just plain stupid.

      The cult was never going to leave them alone. It was time to fight. She considered staying back in the safety of the shelter but decided against it. She couldn’t live with herself if anything happened to Luke. He was her rock. When they’d spoken their vows, they’d promised to protect each other. She intended to keep that promise.

      The trio hiked in silence as the sun crept below the horizon. Darkness fell quickly. Every snapping twig or rustle in the bushes had her on edge. They were relying on as much information as they’d been able to gather over the last few days, but would it be enough? Being outnumbered was a problem. But being outsmarted would be deadly.

      After a couple of miles, Derek started checking the map Edwin had drawn for them.

      “We should be getting close to the cave system entrance,” he whispered.

      It took some searching, but they found the wide, rusty pipe thrusting up out of the ground very close to where Edwin had marked it on the map. Liz breathed a small sigh of relief. They were relying on the older man’s twenty-year-old memories, but so far, they were accurate.

      Plywood covered most of the pipe. They removed it only to find a metal grate sealing the pipe shut with a padlocked chain. Derek picked the lock. As he pulled open the grate, it screeched from lack of use. Derek froze. His eyes widened as he glanced from Liz to Luke.

      Luke held a finger up as if to silence everyone. None of them moved. Liz listened intently, but after a minute, she didn’t hear anything concerning.

      “I’ll go first,” Luke murmured against her ear.

      She nodded.

      Luke hoisted himself into the pipe. He climbed down a narrow ladder made of rebar. When he vanished into the darkness, Derek motioned for her to go next.

      She grabbed the edge of the pipe and swung a leg over. As she started down the ladder, the rough edges cut into Liz’s hands. She wished she’d worn work gloves, but it was too late to go back and get them.

      Once they reached the bottom, they waded through knee-deep water. They sloshed through the murky gloom until they found the exit ladder. This one had broken about four feet off the floor. Luke gave Liz a boost up before making the ascent himself.

      Liz reached the surface first. A metal grate capped the pipe, but it was not locked. She swung it open. Fortunately, this one made much less noise. The hinges opened silently. She crackled out then helped the guys up. They stood in the copse of trees, a few yards from the compound.

      Luke motioned everyone into a huddle. He spoke in a low tone, almost a whisper.

      “Once we get inside, we’re headed straight for the generator room. Derek and I will take care of anyone we come across, quietly. Liz, your job will be to provide cover for us if we need it. Understand?”

      Liz nodded grimly. All she had to do was picture Sierra’s lifeless body and the prospect of shooting people became a whole lot easier. The cult needed to pay for what they’d done, and Liz was ready to send them all to hell if that’s what it took to protect her family.

      Luke ran in a low crouch until he reached the back porch. He huddled in the shadows near the rear exit and motioned for the others to follow. Derek went next. Then Liz followed.

      Once they all stood on the porch, Luke peered in through the narrow rectangle of glass set in the door. He tested the doorknob. It was unlocked, and he opened the door without a sound.

      Silently, the trio made their way through a food storage area. Luke reached the entrance to a hallway, flattened himself against the wall, and motioned for the others to hide. Liz crouched behind a stack of canned food and waited. Her sweaty palms slipped on the stock of her rifle. She quickly regained her hold on it.

      A cultist came into the room, whistling a ditty and munching on a granola bar. He walked right past Luke without seeing him. Luke sprang into action, wrapping his arms around the man’s neck in a chokehold. The cultist’s mouth opened, but he only had a moment before Luke jerked and twisted his arms, snapping the man’s neck like a tinder twig. The dead man fell forward, and his tongue lolled out of his slack mouth. Luke caught him and quietly lowered him to the floor.

      They stashed the man’s body in a nearby broom closet and then crept up the hall. At one point, they heard voices approaching. Luke led Derek and Liz into a side room. Liz started to ready her rifle, but Derek shook his head. The trio waited until two men passed. As soon as the men exited through the back door, the trio was back on the prowl, looking for the generator room.

      Luke reached the door of the room Edwin had marked on the map. He turned the knob. His brow knitted with worry. Liz realized that no sounds were coming from inside the room. When Luke pulled the door open, they filed in together.

      Unfortunately, the engine they spotted inside was rusted and covered with dust. Their plan hinged upon cutting the lights to the compound, and now that wasn’t going to be possible. They were in an extremely vulnerable spot in the heart of enemy territory.

      “Now what?” Derek whispered.

      “They must have moved the generator when they renovated the place,” Luke muttered.

      Suddenly, an armed man walked past the door. He froze. As he turned toward them, Liz acted on instinct, raising her rifle and pulling the trigger. The man jerked and spasmed as bullets riddled his body. He collapsed into a bloody heap on the floor.

      “Liz!” Luke’s words hung in the air even as shouting began outside.

      “The shit just hit the fan,” Derek said as he put away his knife and readied his rifle. He pointed it at the door. “I hope we bought enough ammo.”

      “Fuck!” Luke pointed his rifle at the door.

      Booted feet thundered in the hallway. Liz calmly reloaded another magazine into her rifle. It was time to fight.
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      Derek peeked out the doorway, checking left then right. He stepped past the pile of bodies they’d cut down. Luke came next. He held Liz’s free hand so she wouldn’t trip over them as she walked into the hall.

      “We only have a few seconds before more get here,” Liz said.

      “We have to get out of here.” Luke swiveled his head as he searched for an exit from the long hallway. “With the lights still on, we could get pinned down.”

      “Agreed.” Derek kept his AR-15 pointed down the hallway. “We passed by a window about ten paces around the corner. They could be outside already. If they are, we’ll have to fight our way out.”

      “Then let’s fight.” Liz flattened herself against the wall at the next intersection in the hallway.

      Boots thudded against the ground. The sound of running moved closer and closer to them. She leaned out and sent a spray of deadly lead down the hall. Judging by the agonized screams, she’d wounded at least one cultist. Liz emptied her magazine. She ducked back behind cover just as the cultists began returning fire.

      “Clear!” Derek yanked a pineapple frag grenade off his belt and pulled the pin. He didn’t hesitate to step right into the bullet-riddled hallway and throw the explosive. One of the cultists stood with jaw agape as the pineapple bounced right between his legs. Before they could react, the grenade went off. Derek ducked back around the corner as shrapnel and screams flew down the hallway in equal measure.

      Luke sprang into action. He dashed around the corner and sent short bursts of bullets into any cultists still moving. The grenade had taken out most of the window, but a few sharp shards remained. Luke used the barrel of his rifle to clear the path. He leaped out the window, then turned to assist Liz, grabbing her around the waist and setting her on the ground. A hail of bullets caused them to run for the meager coverage offered by a rusty jeep.

      Derek leaped out of the broken window. He tucked his body into a tight roll and landed in a crouch on the other side. Derek sighted down his barrel and unleashed a series of tightly controlled bursts. Each time he leveled the weapon and squeezed the trigger, a man went down. But for each fallen man, two more eagerly replaced them.

      Derek reached the end of his magazine and ran for the jeep. Bullets zipped past, but none managed to hit him. Liz and Luke covered him, concentrating their fire and scattering the attacking cultists. The bloodthirsty cult members scrambled for cover. Several hollered, and new men raced to join them.

      Gun blazed. The trio was in a shootout against more than twice their number.

      “This is bad.” Luke glanced over his shoulder as he slapped another magazine into his rifle. “If they circle behind us, we’ll be flanked and fucked.”

      “We need to split up.” Derek swung his gaze about the battlefield. He spotted a sofa-sized boulder and pointed it out with the barrel of his rifle. “You and Liz head for that rock. I’ll cover you. That way, they can’t flank all of us.”

      Luke started to protest, but another rain of bullets ricocheted off the rusted chassis, stopping him.

      “All right. On three?” Luke asked.

      Derek nodded curtly.

      “One, two…”

      On three, Derek sprang up from the ground and braced his rifle on top of the jeep’s tailgate. He shot through the empty winds using short bursts. Derek avoided the temptation to empty the mag all at once instead of spacing out the shots.

      He took one man right in the chest. The enemy screamed and fell into the dirt. Blood seeped out of the body and into the ground.

      The other cultists hid behind their cover. They stopped shooting temporarily, possibly to avoid becoming Derek’s next target. Liz and Luke made it to the boulder just as Derek ran out of ammunition.

      “He’s reloading,” one of the cultists shouted. “Charge him!”

      Three cultists dashed out and raced toward him. Luke and Liz hadn’t yet repositioned themselves to fire on the cultists. Derek reached for his hip to grab another magazine. He came up empty. He knew he’d never dig another one out of his pack in time to reload before the cultists were on top of him.

      He dropped his rifle and reached behind his back to draw twin trench knives from their sheaths. Derek leaped up and buried one in the belly of an overzealous cultist. The man’s mouth went slack. His eyes wide as he went into shock.

      Derek stabbed the dying man in the throat with his remaining knife, then used both it and the one in the man’s abdomen to lift the guy’s body into the air. Derek gripped the knives so he wouldn’t lose them, then sent the dead cultist through the air. The man crashed into one of his brethren, knocking him to the ground.

      That left only one charging cultist. Derek turned on him, preparing to throw a knife. He realized he was too late when he was staring down the barrel of a gun.

      Before the man could shoot, Liz took him clean in the back of the head. One of the man’s eyes exploded, leaving a gory red hole. He pitched forward into the dirt and lay still.

      Derek shoved his knives in their sheaths and seized the dead guy’s rifle. Unlike Derek’s, it was in poor condition. But also, unlike Derek’s, it was still loaded.

      He moved in on the remaining cultists, firing short bursts and taking them down one by one. Liz and Luke added their own barrage to his. The cult members broke rank and fled.

      The scent of cordite hung in the air. Bodies lay on the ground, seeping blood into the mountainside. Derek checked to be sure they were all dead. He picked up as many weapons as he could carry.

      “We need to pull back,” Liz said.

      Before Derek could respond, shouts and footsteps came from everywhere. Luke and Liz dove behind the boulder. Derek took cover behind a tree.

      “What do you see?” Luke yelled to Derek.

      “Gunner. Second floor.” Derek yelled from behind the rock.

      The heavy machine gunner unleashed a deadly rain of bullets on the boulder where Luke and Liz hid. Sparks and chips of stone showered the couple, who could do nothing but cower in the face of the onslaught.

      Derek stared up at the gunner, a more physically intimidating specimen than many of the cultists. The man’s arms were as thick as tree limbs, and his lips were peeled back in a sneer as he fired his heavy weapon.

      “Hey, asshole!” Derek shouted.

      He threw his knife toward the man then bolted toward the side of the building. As expected, the blade missed and bounced off the window frame, catching the man’s attention. With a shout, the gunner turned the heavy machine gun on its tripod toward Derek. Bullets tore up the ground right behind him, but he made it to the wall.

      Derek flattened himself against the compound. The gunner wouldn’t be able to angle the weapon down enough to hit him in that position. Dirt clots flew up into the air as the gunner tried in vain to zero in on Derek. When the man’s belt-fed weapon ran dry, Derek calmly stepped away from the wall and aimed his rifle.

      As the gunner struggled to reload his weapon, Derek fired a three-round burst. The gunner took a round right between the eyes. The dead man pitched forward and fell out of the window, doing a half flip before slamming hard in the dirt.

      More cultists came charging around the corner of the building. Derek scrambled to get back behind the jeep’s rusted bulk, while Luke and Liz provided cover from the boulder. More bodies jerked and fell to their death.

      Derek glanced behind him, wondering if he could make it to the boulder where Liz and Luke hid. He took a step in that direction but nearly took a round for his haste. He pinned himself against the jeep.

      Inching up slowly, he peered over the hood. More than a dozen men fired weapons at him and at where Liz and Luke hid.

      He checked the magazine. He only had one reload left for the rifle. He also had two other pistols he’d taken from dead cult members. It wasn’t enough. The situation was dire. They were pinned down by gunfire, unable to fight back.
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      Kyle’s hands trembled as he filled his canteen from one of the water barrels. Annoyed with himself, he tried to will them to stop quivering. It didn’t work. It was impossible to be calm when he knew that his parents—the only family he had left—were fighting, and maybe dying, all so he could be safe.

      He needed a distraction, but there wasn’t anything to do inside the shelter. Granted, he could be cleaning weaponry or inventorying the medical supplies, but he couldn’t focus. Touching those items would be a constant reminder that his parents were fighting for their lives at that exact moment. He wanted to be out there helping, but they wanted him to stay behind. It wasn’t fair.

      As he wandered around the shelter, he passed the last locked door they hadn’t been able to open. What was behind it? And it would be useful in any way? Or would it be dangerous like the last door he’d opened?

      He spent a few minutes debating. The last time he’d unlocked a door, a cultist had stood on the other side. If it hadn’t been for his father, Kyle would be as dead as Sierra. He hadn’t tried to unlock any more doors since. He was too worried about what could be on the other side.

      Eventually, his curiosity, and need to keep his mind off his parents, won out. Kyle screwed the lid back onto his canteen and stashed it in his backpack. He studied the stuck door.

      Edwin and Sandy’s voices carried from down the hall. They were walking toward him, so Kyle took cover behind a spool of cable. He waited until the elderly couple meandered past. While they weren’t technically in charge of him, they were still adults, and they might frown upon his current plan.

      Once they were out of earshot, Kyle headed to the supply room, where he picked up a rusty crowbar. If he couldn’t pick the lock, he’d do his best to leverage it open.

      Back at the door, he studied the lock. There were scratches near the keyhole where Derek and his father had tried to pick it. A thin metal wire hung out of it. His father had abandoned it in frustration.

      Kyle set the crowbar down. He put his ear against the door and tried to move the tumblers. Luke complained that he couldn’t hear the tumblers falling into place, so he couldn’t tell whether he was making progress. Kyle realized his young ears were much sharper than his father’s because he could hear the clicks as plain as day.

      But it didn’t make it any easier.

      He would move a tumbler up, then go to work on the next, only to have the first click back into place. Sweat broke out on his brow. Frustration boiled in his belly, but Kyle forced himself not to throw a fit. Children threw fits. He wasn’t a child anymore.

      At last, he heard the last click. The handle jerked down. The door opened about three inches before getting stuck. Kyle grabbed the door. He leaned back, pulling with all his might, but it didn’t budge.

      After a few more frustrating attempts, he slapped himself in the head. The crowbar! He picked up the tool and thrust the bent end through the narrow opening. As he pulled, his arms burned. He was about to give up when the door swung out three feet. It was more than enough room for him to squeeze through.

      Kyle stepped into a large chamber, and his footsteps echoed off the walls. He set down the crowbar, then extracted a flashlight and turned it on. He swung the beam around. When he saw a dozen old-fashioned three-wheeled ATVs, mouth dropping open.

      “Wow! This is awesome!”

      He brushed the dust off a vinyl seat and climbed onto one. Kyle was delighted to find the keys in the ignition. Unfortunately, nothing happened when he attempted to turn the engine over.

      Kyle dismounted his would-be ride in frustration. He explored the rest of the room. It seemed to be a garage. There were pits in the floor, so it would be easier to work on the underside of vehicles. A rusted engine dangled from a pair of chains. A variety of tools lined one of the walls.

      He found a light switch and flicked it on. Once the room was fully illuminated, he realized that there was another exit, a large set of bay doors.

      “Well, duh. Of course, they wouldn’t move their vehicles out through the shelter itself,” he muttered.

      His heart beat harder when he realized the bay doors probably led outside. Unlike the previous door, these weren’t rusted shut. He was able to shove them open with only minor effort.

      However, rather than standing under the nighttime sky, he found himself staring into a cave. Efforts had been made to smooth a path for the vehicles. Kyle noted old tire tracks. If he followed them, he might be able to find another exit.

      Kyle walked down the tunnel for a while. In several spots, it had clearly been widened to accommodate the passage of vehicles. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been walking, but it felt like a long time.

      Eventually, he became aware of an odd sound, similar to thunder. It hadn’t rained in days, and it never thundered when it was snowing. It was super weird. He almost turned back, but he refused to give in to his fear. He needed to know what was at the end of the tunnel. Depending on what he found, he might have to seal it off.

      Kyle came around a bend. He spotted a patch of starry sky at the end of the tunnel. Now the thunder resolved itself into something with which he was all too familiar: gunfire.

      The cave had let him out near the cult’s compound. The same place where his parents were even now fighting for their lives.

      Kyle stood in the mouth of the cave for a moment. Then he hurried out into the open. He skidded down a steep slope, half on his butt and half taking stumbling steps. As soon as he hit even ground, he took off at a run, heading towards the sounds of battle.

      Fear of death gripped him, but not as tightly as the fear of losing his parents. He couldn’t lose his family. The thought of life without them terrified him more than any boogeyman or closet monster ever had when he was a young child.

      Kyle made it to the edge of the lake. He watched as Derek shot a man out of the second-story window. Then he was pinned down for a moment until someone sent a payload of bullets at the cultists bearing down on him.

      Kyle was delighted to see that his parents were responsible. Derek reloaded his weapon and fired back at the cult members. Kyle stood, hiding in the bushes, waiting for the right moment to strike. He pulled his knife from its sheath and stalked forward.
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      Luke crouched behind the boulder, pulled another magazine out of his backpack, and reloaded. He was running dangerously low on ammo. If he ran out, he’d have no way to protect Liz.

      He managed to take out another dozen men. Several cultists retreated into the compound, leaving six left to defend the exterior. Although he didn’t have a good count of their total numbers, he finally felt like they were making a dent in their fortification.

      However, he worried about what he didn’t know. There could be dozens more inside. He had to go back in and find out how many were left.

      “Are they retreating?” Liz asked.

      “Don’t count on it. We don’t know how many others they have inside. We don’t know if they’re circling behind us right now.”

      He spotted movement near the compound.

      “Where the hell is Derek going?” Liz jerked her head toward their ally.

      A bullet pinged off the rock. Luke ducked but not before catching a glimpse of Derek slinking around the edge of the compound. He disappeared around the corner.

      “I have no idea,” Luke said.

      One of the cultists stepped out from behind a thick tree stump. He hurled a hand-sized object their way. As it sailed through the air, Luke recognized it as a grenade. Luke shot the man through his throat, killing him instantly, but it was too late to stop the deadly explosive.

      “Down.” Luke slapped his palm on the back of Liz’s head and shoved her face-first into the dirt behind the boulder. A split second later, a tremendous bang set their ears ringing. Shrapnel peppered them, but they’d avoided a direct hit. For now.

      “We have to kill their leader. It’s the only way to take the fight out of them.” Luke peered carefully over the boulder at the compound. No doubt it was full of adversaries, but he didn’t see any other option. “Their new preacher is probably hiding inside there.”

      “Agreed.” Liz reloaded her rifle. “I’ve got one mag left. Let’s do it. Let’s go in.”

      “No.” Luke fixed her with a flinty stare. “It’s too dangerous. I want you to run for the forest. I’ll cover you. Go back to the bunker. Make sure you’re not being followed.”

      “Like hell I will—”

      “Liz! It’s too dangerous. You can’t stay here.”

      “There’s no fucking way I’m leaving you. Stop arguing with me and move!”

      She took off running. Luke cursed and sent out a volley of fire to cover their sprint. Bullets tore up the ground behind them. They made it to the wall and raced around the side.

      They spotted Derek through one of the windows. He bashed it out with his gun and fired at the men chasing Luke and Liz. Two cultists jerked like marionettes before falling face down. Smoke still trailed from the barrels of their weapons, but the men were dead.

      Liz vaulted up through the broken window and landed inside, instinctively dropping into a crouch. Luke hopped in behind her. Derek put a finger to his lips. Luke looked left then right. The hallway was clear.

      “Stay with Derek. I’m going to look for the real generator room.”

      “Be careful,” Liz said.

      “We’ll hunker down here and pick off anyone trying to get back inside,” Derek said. “Once you flip the lights, we’ll throw on the night vision and take out the rest of these assholes.”

      “I’ll find it,” Luke said. “I’ll look for their leader too.”

      He knew the old generator room was to his left, so he turned right. He slinked along the wall, carefully checking around corners before going into any rooms. So far, nothing.

      When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he heard muted sounds, as if someone were talking somewhere upstairs. His instincts told him the cult leader would be on the top floor. Even though a basement would be far more secure, the man’s ego would demand he be able to look down on everything in his ‘kingdom’.

      Shouts and pounding footsteps on the ceiling above his head spurred him on with greater urgency. He raced up the stairs and turned into a random room just as a group of cultists entered the hall. He’d missed them by a split second.

      As they passed the room, he yanked his knife out, grabbed one, and slit his throat. The guy crumpled to the floor.

      The second guy turned around, but he was too shocked to move. Luke stabbed him through the heart. The guy looked down at his chest, then back at Luke. As he stumbled back, Luke smirked and pulled it out.

      Outside the building, the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire pierced the air. Luke worried about Liz and Derek, but he couldn’t do anything to help them right now. He had to find the preacher and kill him.

      Luke jogged toward the next hall. He reached the corner and peered up the darkened corridor. It seemed empty, but he wanted to check it out anyway.

      Halfway down the hall, he spotted a second, more hidden staircase. The sound of someone speaking was louder. Luke was getting closer. He could feel it.

      He eased a foot onto the first step, checking for creaks. By walking near the edges rather than the middle, he minimized the flex of the boards. Silently, he ascended the stairs.

      When Luke was close to the top, he dropped down, laying across the steps on his belly. He peeked up, exposing only his head and shoulders. The upstairs hallway stretched for twenty feet before ending at a T-junction. It was hard to tell, but he believed the voices’ source came from the left corridor.

      Luke rose silently, drawing his Browning M1911. Taking out multiple adversaries with a handgun was a challenge, but Luke was running out of options.

      He flattened himself against the wall and sidestepped along the passage, blinking sweat out of his eyes. He worried about Liz and Derek. Other than the quick volley of gunfire earlier, it was silent now. The pregnant hush hanging over the place was unnerving.

      When he reached the end of the hallway, he was close enough to hear the discussion in the next room.

      “They’re going to kill us all,” a man simpered.

      “Do not fear, my children, because the Lord of the Bomb is on our side. In his glorious name, we shall smite the ruin of these murderous heathens.” The speaker was definitely the same preacher Luke had heard before.

      “But there must be dozens of them,” a man said. “We’re all going to die!”

      Luke grinned at the sound of panic in the guy’s voice. He was right. One SEAL was easily worth twelve normal men, and he intended to kill every last one of them. It needed to happen if he was going to keep his family safe.

      “No matter. Do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am the Lord of the Bomb. I will strengthen you and help you. I will uphold you with my righteous right hand and wash away the dirt to dust.” There was a moment of silence; then the preacher heaved a sigh. “This is where you say ‘amen’.”

      Luke heard at least a couple of voices hastily say ‘amen’. He wasn’t sure how many people were in the room, but they outnumbered him. However, if he went in fast, he could take the leader out before they gunned him down.

      He walked to the doorway, stepped inside, and leveled his pistol at the spindly-limbed preacher. No one had a weapon handy.

      The preacher’s laugh verged on hysterical.

      “Behold,” he bellowed while pointing at Luke. “The one who does what is sinful is of the Devil because the Devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Creator appeared was to destroy the Devil’s work.”

      “Let’s see if scripture makes you bulletproof.” Luke sighted down the barrel, lining up his shot right between the preacher’s eyes.

      Suddenly, he heard a pair of clicks behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. Two men, both armed with automatic rifles, leveled their guns at him.

      The preacher dove under a thick table. Two other men in the room grabbed rifles. There was a total of five men in the room, plus two in the doorway. Luke was caught in a triangle of deadly weapons. He glanced from man to man. Which one would shoot first?
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      Derek eliminated as many targets as possible outside, while Liz killed anyone who walked into the hallway where they had hunkered down. His ammo was severely depleted. He only had a few rounds left in the rifle and two spare mags for the Browning. Of the explosives he’d brought along, only one grenade remained.

      A minute passed. Nothing moved. Derek scanned the grounds outside the window but couldn’t see any more cultists. Had they actually killed everyone outside?

      “Do you think there are more out there?” Liz whispered.

      “No idea.”

      “I want to go find Luke. The lights are still on. If he ran into trouble …”

      “I don’t want to leave us unprotected from the men outside. We should stay here. Luke can take care of himself.”

      “No. I want to go find him.”

      “Liz, if you leave, I can’t come with you. We’d be open to fire from anyone still outside.”

      “Then stay. Take out anyone else who comes your way.”

      “Don’t make me regret letting you leave,” he muttered.

      “You don’t have a choice.” Liz smirked. “Hold down the fort. If I can’t find Luke, I’ll come back in five minutes.”

      “And if you’re not back by then?”

      “If I’m not … save yourself. Go back to the bunker and protect my son. Between you, Kyle, and the Wrights, you will have enough to last the winter.”

      “I’m not leaving you and Luke behind. It’s not my way.”

      “I’ll be back in five.”

      “Be careful.”

      She nodded before crouching down and running past the window. When there wasn’t any additional gunfire, Derek stood to one side and peeked outside. Still, nothing moved. Maybe they’d killed everyone outside. But there were still men inside. He debated leaving to catch up to Liz, but he didn’t want to leave them vulnerable to attack if anyone was hiding outside.

      Liz was gone two minutes when Derek spotted movement in the trees. He sighted through his rifle but couldn’t make out what was coming toward him. Because he was low on ammo, his timing had to be perfect. His finger hovered over the trigger. Just a little closer.

      Derek jerked back when he realized who it was. What the fuck!

      Kyle raced out from behind the trees and ran toward the window.

      “Son of a bitch!” Derek raised his rifle and frantically scanned for enemies.

      Kyle jumped through the open window, landing next to Derek.

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” Derek growled.

      “I waited until all the gunshots stopped. I had to come help you.”

      “Did you even bring a weapon?”

      “My knife!” Kyle thrust it out, narrowly missing Derek’s chest.

      “Goddammit.”

      “Where’s my mom and dad?” Kyle asked.

      “Somewhere else in the compound. Your dad went first. He was looking for the generator to kill the lights. When he didn’t come back, your mom insisted on going to look for him. I tried to get her to stay with me.”

      “She won’t do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

      “Isn’t that the damn truth,” Derek grumbled.

      “There’s no one else alive outside,” Kyle said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I was out there while you were shooting at people. Everyone’s dead.”

      “You didn’t see anyone run into the forest?”

      “Nope.” Kyle shook his head. “That was badass the way you killed—”

      “Focus!” Derek grabbed the kid’s shoulders. “Are you one hundred percent sure no one else is out there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s go find your parents. Stay on my six.”

      “Right behind you. Got it!” Kyle grinned.

      Derek scowled as he turned and walked down the hall where Luke and Liz had disappeared. He reached the end, checked both ways, then continued deeper into the compound.

      Pounding footsteps sounded from the next hall. Derek braced himself and fired as soon as the man turned the corner. The guy went down with a heavy thud.

      A second assailant appeared in the doorway. Derek sent him to meet his maker with a shot direct to the heart. Pop pop. He had double taps for everyone.

      He moved quickly into the next hall, sweeping for targets. It was empty. He spotted a staircase toward the end of the hall. A man skipped down it. Derek pointed and pulled the trigger. It clicked, but nothing happened.

      “Shit!”

      Derek knew he didn’t have time to slap in another mag, so he drew his knife and charged. He slammed the knife into the guy’s meaty paunch. In the same instant, the guy drew a pistol and swung it toward him. Derek used his free hand to clamp down on the cultist’s forearm. He struggled to hold the man’s deadly pistol at bay.

      Kyle lunged forward, stabbing the man in the throat. Blood gushed. The man dropped his weapon and grabbed for his throat. Blood spurted between his fingers. He stumbled back, slamming into the stairs.

      “We have to go back.” Derek grabbed Kyle’s shirt and yanked him back down the corridor. He ran as fast as he could with the kid in tow.

      Someone burst out of an open door, grabbing Derek from the side and slamming him into the opposite wall.

      Kyle screamed and ran forward with his knife. The cultist kicked back, sending Kyle reeling.

      Derek snapped his head forward, crushing the man’s nose. The guy yelped and grabbed his nose. Derek drove his knife back into the man’s belly.

      “You okay?” Derek asked Kyle.

      “Yeah.”

      More boots thundered toward them.

      “Get in there and hide in a closet,” Derek commanded.

      “But I want to—”

      “Move, soldier!”

      The order got the kid moving, and he disappeared into the room just in time. The new set of combatants didn’t seem to see the kid. They were fixated on Derek.

      A cultist raced toward him. Derek grabbed a pistol off one of the dead men, and he cut down three guys before the ammo ran out. He grabbed the other dead guy’s gun. There wasn’t time to check the rounds.

      As more men flooded the hall, he jumped into the room. He used the doorway as cover. Firing at will, he took down a group of five before his gun clicked. He tossed it aside.

      The next set of cultists didn’t carry firearms. Since there were only two of them, Derek decided to take them head-on. He swung his knife in an arc and snarled. He charged forward, slicing at the first guy. The man jumped back but not before Derek cut through the guy’s shirt.

      The other guy surged forward, fists at the ready. He fake-lunged, and when Derek rushed into the guy’s space, the cultist nailed him. He took a hard blow to the temple and staggered a few steps before the first guy tripped him. Then they were on top of him, stomping and kicking and striking with their fists as if they were clubs.

      Derek, bleeding and dazed, managed to grab one man’s foot. He stood up quickly, flipping the man end over end. Derek punched the fallen man in the throat. The guy gasped and writhed on the floor.

      Executing a perfect back snap kick, Derek caught the other foe in the groin. The guy wailed as he grabbed at his crotch and fell to his knees.

      With the first guy still gasping, Derek grabbed the second around the neck. He knelt over him and choked him until he was dead.

      Derek turned on the first man, grabbing his ankle and dragging him closer. He punched the bastard in the face over and over until it was a bloody pulp. Derek wasn’t sure when the guy had died, but he was too fixated to stop.

      Derek turned around quickly, in search of more enemies, but all he saw were broken bodies. No one moved. They were all dead.

      He walked into the room and yanked the closet door open. Kyle looked up at him with wide eyes.

      “Stay here. I’m going to cut the power. When it goes dark, I want you to run like hell back to the bunker.”

      “What about my mom and dad?” Kyle asked.

      “I’ll find them and bring them home.”

      After closing the closet door, Derek stalked into the hall. He needed to find the damn generator and finish this thing.
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      Liz stepped over a dead man as she headed up a flight of stairs to the third floor. She’d passed several other men. Assuming her husband had killed them, she followed the trail of bodies.

      Before walking upstairs, she’d checked the room near the bottom of it. It was a storage area with enough dried and canned goods to feed her family for an entire year. She made a mental note to go back for it after they’d dealt with the cultists.

      Footsteps sounded directly over her head, and she hurried up the stairs. She didn’t see movement on the landing. As she ascended the stairs, her light frame didn’t cause much squeaking. She held her pistol held in both hands.

      When she reached to top, she was confronted by a long hallway that split into a T-junction. She heard angry voices coming from the left side.

      Liz inched down the hallway.

      “My brethren, the good Lord has graced us with one of our foes. We shall take him downstairs and hang him outside as a sign to the others. Any man who dares to challenge us will be struck down by our holy army.”

      Liz figured that had to be the preacher. Rage filled her soul. She knew the only other person who wasn’t a cult member in the room had to be Luke. Those bastards wanted to hang him. Well, they’d have to get past her first.

      When the first man walked out the door, she fired. Screams sounded from inside the room. A gunshot went off. She raced to the door. Luke was grappling with one man who clung to a rifle. They fought over the weapon.

      Liz shot three others, leaving two plus the preacher. The insane leader backed away from the others. The two men Luke wasn’t fighting rushed her. She shot one. Her gun clicked. She threw it at the other before swinging a fist at his face.

      Pain shot up her arm, stealing her breath. The man’s head jerked to one side, but he quickly recovered.

      “You’ll pay for that, bitch.”

      She dodged behind a desk. The man shoved it to one side. He grabbed her and slammed her into the wall. She nearly blacked out but managed to retain consciousness. She slid down the wall, watching helplessly as her attacker turned toward Luke.

      Across the room, Luke jerked the rifle out of the guy’s hands. He turned the gun on its owner and fired. The man screamed as a bullet ripped through his abdomen. He collapsed onto the floor. He grabbed his stomach, trying in vain to staunch the spurting blood.

      “Luke! Look out!”

      He turned and fired. The man who’d attacked Liz didn’t even have time to scream as bullets perforated his body. He dropped to the floor, body jerking about wildly even though he was quite dead.

      “You okay?” Luke asked, never taking his eyes off the preacher.

      Liz climbed to her feet and stumbled toward her husband. He wrapped one arm around her.

      “I thought I was going to lose you.” She just wanted to hold him as close as possible, but the preacher glared at them from the corner.

      “Not a chance, baby.” Luke kissed her, and it was the sweetest kiss he’d ever given her.

      “You foolish heathens.” The preacher’s lips peeled back in a toothy sneer. “You think you’ve won? Even if you kill me, more will come.”

      Luke pointed his pistol at the preacher. The man struggled to his feet but made no move to fight. He just glared at them and jabbed a finger in their direction.

      “When judgment day comes for you, and it will come, you will rot in hellfire. Mark my words!” The preacher spread his arms wide as if standing on the pulpit and embracing his flock. “More are coming. They will find you and kill your entire—”

      “I’ve had enough of this shit.” Luke pointed his pistol at the preacher, but Liz put a hand on his forearm.

      “Wait.” She addressed the preacher even though he made her skin crawl. “You said more are coming. What does that mean?”

      The preacher’s face split in a wide grin, showing off his discolored and uneven teeth.

      “The soldiers of God will not relent. We will keep coming and coming and coming until we take this mountain from you and your heathen family. You will be crucified, left in the sun to die of exhaustion, and when you finally pass from this mortal coil, your bones shall remain like jewels glimmering on the breast of our mountain.”

      “He’s lying.” Luke cursed and spat. He glared hard at the preacher and leveled his pistol again. “We took out all your men outside. We shot more inside. Before we leave this place, we’re going to clean up whatever mess you have left. No one lives this time. We won’t make that mistake again.”

      The preacher lunged for them. Luke pulled the trigger, hitting the monster right in the heart. It was too easy a death for what his people had done to Sierra. But it was finally over.

      The lights went out.

      Luke flicked on his penlight.

      “That had to be Derek,” Liz said.

      “Let’s get him and sweep this place. I’m not leaving anyone standing.” He picked up a rifle off one of the dead men and tossed it to her.

      She grabbed it and followed him into the dark hallway. On the way downstairs, they took out another man who’d made the mistake of poking his head out of one of the doors.

      “Why haven’t we seen any women or children?” Liz asked in a hushed tone.

      “Maybe they fled.”

      “Are we going to go after them?”

      “No. I don’t think they were here of their own free will. We can’t help them. We can’t waste the resources or the time. We need to get back into the bunker and seal it for the winter.”

      Guilt ate at her heart. She wanted to save any innocent people, but how could she possibly know who was worth saving? Women could be just as evil as men.

      She shook her head, putting it out of her mind. She couldn’t be concerned about them right now.

      When they reached the ground floor, they heard footsteps coming toward the stairs and hid in the alcove under the stairs.

      The footsteps stopped.

      A sharp whistle pierced the air. Luke relaxed by her side before whistling back.

      “Where are you?” Derek’s hushed whisper carried from down the hall.

      “Under the staircase,” Luke said softly.

      Derek joined them.

      “Status?” Luke asked.

      “Ground floor is clear.”

      “You hurt?”

      “Nothing I won’t survive,” Derek said. “You guys okay?”

      “A little banged up but no worse for wear,” Luke said. “Took out the preacher.”

      “Hell, yeah!” Derek clapped Luke on the back.

      “I want to finish searching this place and make sure we got them all,” Luke said.

      “I’m coming with you,” Liz said.

      “Um …” Derek sighed. “You might want to go back to the bunker. Kyle was here.”

      “What?” Liz yelled.

      “Shh,” Luke said.

      “What the hell was he doing here?” Liz asked.

      “Hell if I know. I sent him back to the shelter,” Derek said.

      Liz swore. “Okay, I’ll go make sure he made it back. Don’t leave any of these assholes alive.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Derek said.

      “Be careful, honey.” Luke kissed her.

      She stalked down the hall toward the window. She was going to kill Kyle if he wasn’t already dead.
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      Kyle hunkered down in the forest outside the preacher’s compound. After sporadic bursts of gunfire, the compound was silent. He’d slipped out over thirty minutes ago, but he didn’t want to leave. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing his parents.

      The lights in the building turned off. He blinked hard, trying to get his eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness.

      More gunshots split the air. He wanted desperately to go back in to help them, but he didn’t even have a gun. The guys they’d shot did, but in his haste to retreat, he’d forgotten to grab one.

      “So stupid,” he muttered.

      “Not as stupid as coming out here all alone, little boy.” A man’s gruff voice was Kyle’s only warning.

      Before he could turn around, the old man had his hand over Kyle’s mouth. Kyle bit him as hard as he could. The man screamed.

      “You little shi—”

      Bam!

      A bullet tore right through the guy’s mouth.

      “What the—”

      Kyle turned to find his furious mother bearing down on him.

      “Why are you still here?” she growled as she grabbed his upper arm. “Derek said you left a while ago.”

      “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m going to kill you when we get home.”

      Kyle knew his mom didn’t mean it literally, but she was totally pissed off.

      “Where’s dad?” he asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Inside with Derek. They’re cleaning up what’s left of that place.”

      “Did you kill everyone inside?” Kyle asked.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. They’re checking.” She dragged him deeper into the forest. “Be quiet until we get back to the shelter.”

      “Wait! I know a faster way.”

      “What way?” she demanded.

      “I found another tunnel. It’s right over there.” He pointed. “We can be back in ten minutes.”

      “Show me.”

      Kyle hurried ahead of her. He knew she was furious at him because she kept cursing and muttering to herself. He was going to be grounded for sure when they got back. But grounded from what? It’s not like they had a computer or a TV.

      When they reached the entrance to the tunnel, he went first. She grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled. He stopped walking.

      “Me first,” she whispered. “We don’t know if anyone saw you.”

      “Okay.”

      She went into the dark hole. When they were twenty feet from the entrance, she flicked on a penlight. She shined it up the walls.

      “Crazy,” she said. “Who would have thought all this was hiding in the mountains.”

      “I know. It’s so awesome.”

      “We’ll talk about this when we get back,” she snapped.

      As they continued through the tunnel, he listened intently for any out-of-place sounds. Other than the occasional drip of water, it was totally silent. He was sure no one had seen him leave the tunnel, but at some point, they’d have to camouflage the exit so no one else would find it.

      When they got to the vehicle maintenance room, Liz stopped so fast he slammed into the back of her.

      “Holy crap,” she said.

      “Yeah! Isn’t all this stuff cool! I tried to turn on the truck, but it didn’t start. But maybe dad can fix it later.”

      “Maybe.”

      “How long before he gets back?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s check on the Wrights. And then we’re going to talk about how you’re grounded for the rest of your life.” She turned and dropped her gun and penlight. She pulled him into her arms. “You scared the hell out of me. I almost lost you too.”

      “Nah. Those guys couldn’t kill me.”

      “Don’t you ever do anything like that again. You hear me?”

      “Yes, Mom.” He hugged her back. Normally he’d be grossed out by so much affection, but after the day they’d had, he didn’t mind if she treated him like a kid because he sure as heck felt like one.
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      Liz squinted in the sudden brightness of the overhead light. She threw an arm over her face and rolled over onto her side, grunting in annoyance.

      “Luke, turn off the damn light.”

      “Wake up, babe. We have a lot to do today.”

      “After yesterday, can’t we sleep in just a little bit?”

      “I’d love nothing more than to stay in bed with you all day, but we’ve got things to do.”

      “Can’t we just take one day off?” She rolled over and pulled their thin blanket over her head.

      “Nope. One day off could get us killed. There’s a lot to do, and the sooner we get it done, the better.”

      Liz groaned. After what they’d gone through yesterday with the cult, she was ready to sleep for a week. But Luke was right. They did have a lot to do.

      A knock sounded on the door to their quarters.

      “Come in,” Luke yelled.

      “Are you two decent?” Sandy called before opening the door. “Because after the crap you went through yesterday, I wouldn’t be offended if you were rekindling your relationship if you know what I mean.”

      “And that’s my cue to go,” Luke said with a chuckle.

      “Where are you going?” Liz asked.

      “We’re going to check out the vehicles with Kyle and Derek. We’re going to see if we can get any of the ATVs running.”

      “Kyle’s grounded forever.”

      “You can’t ground the kid in the middle of the apocalypse.” Luke grinned. “Trust me, I wanted to give him a whooping like my dad used to do, but it wouldn’t do any good. No point in dwelling on the past when we still have a lot to accomplish if we’re going to stay alive.”

      “Be safe,” she said.

      “Always.” He grinned before heading into the hall.

      Sandy stepped farther into the room. “If you’re too tired, I could come back later.”

      “No. It’s okay.” Liz rolled to her feet and got out of bed. She stretched, feeling every ache and pain created in the last twenty-four hours. “I feel like I got run over by a dump truck.”

      “Get dressed, and I’ll get you some tea.”

      By the time Liz had changed out of her pajamas, Sandy was back. She carried a steaming mug of tea in each hand. She passed one to Liz.

      “Yesterday was a rough day. How are you doing?” Sandy asked.

      “Fine.” Liz knew she should be grateful that Sandy was checking up on her, but at the same time, it was annoying. She wasn’t ready to talk to anyone about what happened at the preacher’s compound.

      “Derek told us that everyone from the preacher’s group is dead now,” Sandy said.

      “Yeah. It … it just had to happen that way … We had to make sure we were safe.” Liz fought against feelings of guilt. Taking a life was never easy, even if it was becoming a more frequent experience.

      “Those men you killed left you no choice. You know that, right?” Sandy asked.

      “I know.” Liz sipped the tea. The warmth felt good in her hands. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t keep seeing their faces every time I close my eyes. I can’t help but think about the fact that I took away someone’s son, brother, or even father. They took away my daughter, but does that make what I did right?”

      “They left you no choice,” Sandy spoke firmly before sipping her tea. “Don’t waste your sympathy on them. They weren’t innocent by any means.”

      “You’re right.” Liz sighed. “I don’t suppose you have anything else to talk about. I’m still processing all of this, and I really don’t want to get into it right now.”

      “Of course.” Sandy smiled. “While you were out, I’ve been listening to the radio. Edwin says I might be getting obsessed with it.”

      “What else are you going to do, watch something online?”

      Both women chuckled.

      “On the news, they said we launched intercontinental ballistic missiles at numerous targets in Russia.”

      “Wow.” Liz shook her head. Instead of feeling a thirst for vengeance, she wondered how many families in Russia were suffering, just like her own. “So, is it over? The war, I mean.”

      Sandy sighed and sipped on her tea in silence. Liz allowed her time to collect her thoughts.

      “The so-called ‘experts’ are saying it’s over.” She shook her head. “Apparently, we hit them a lot harder than they hit us. But I honestly don’t know what to believe. It could all be propaganda.”

      “It could be,” Liz agreed.

      “I’m not convinced the conflict is over. And even if the war is over, the world will never be the same. I don’t see how we can go back to how things were. Too many people are gone. Look outside. It’s been snowing non-stop today. I almost couldn’t get the door open.”

      “You’re not supposed to go out.”

      “I needed air. Sometimes I feel like I’m suffocating in here, and I just want to see the sky. But it’s pure white now. It’s like being in a weird alternate reality or something. I don’t know.” Sandy shook her head.

      “Hey,” Liz reached over and patted the older woman’s hand, “we’re going to make it. As long as we’re smart about things, we’ll survive. We can’t give in to fear.”

      “You’re right.” Sandy sighed.

      “For now, we need to stay right where we are.” Liz glanced around at the bare concrete walls of the shelter. “Staying here in the mountains is much better than risking a return to what’s left of civilization.”

      “You’re right. Life goes on.” Sandy smiled and squeezed Liz’s hands in her own. “You have a loving husband and a very bright boy who needs you. Not to mention, I’ve sort of grown fond of our little tea parties.”

      “And you have a husband who needs you, too.” Liz smiled.

      “Bah! That old fuddy-duddy would be fine without me.”

      “I doubt it. Our men need us more than they let on.”

      “And I need our tea-assisted bitch sessions.” Sandy chuckled. “I’m just glad we’re all safe now.”

      “Me too.”

      “I think I’d go crazy without another woman to talk to. There’s so much testosterone floating around this place.”

      “Well, you’re the one who married a Navy SEAL.”

      Their laughter echoed off the stark, spartan walls of their new home.
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      Kyle shifted his weight from foot to foot while watching his father and Derek poke around the vehicles.

      “Well? Do any of them work?” he asked.

      “Still trying to figure it out,” his dad said. He leaned over an engine and groaned. He rubbed his back. “I need to take more pain meds.”

      “You’re telling me.” Derek snorted. “My ass is killing me.”

      “Your ass?”

      “Got shoved and fell right on my tailbone. Shit hurts like hell.”

      Kyle rolled his eyes. His dad and Derek were acting like old men, barely able to move amid their various aches and pains.

      “Well? Do you think you can get them to work?” Kyle asked.

      “Fuel’s shot. There’s no telling how long this stuff has been stored in here,” Luke said.

      “Predates the ‘80s, for sure,” Derek said.

      “Okay. Fine. Whatever. What about the water filtration pump?” He couldn’t keep the excitement from his tone.

      Both men gave him wary looks.

      Kyle knew that the elephant in the room was the fact that he’d killed a man—again. The guy had it coming. No one would debate that. But Kyle knew it bothered them that a child—no, not a child, a young adult—had taken life not once but twice. They couldn’t understand why it didn’t bother him. But it was simple. He’d just done what needed to be done.

      Kyle suspected that his father was secretly proud of him, even if he wouldn’t admit it. But his mother was another story. She kept staring at Kyle with tears swimming in her eyes. He suspected she was remembering the fun times they’d had together when he was a much younger boy. He’d been so innocent back then. He hadn’t been through the chaos of a nuclear attack. But things had changed dramatically, and so had he. Eventually, they’d understand him again. But for now, they looked at him with a mixture of fear and sadness.

      “Ready to check out the water purification room?” Kyle asked.

      “Lead the way.” His dad mussed Kyle’s hair as they headed into the hallway.

      When they reached the door, Kyle struggled to pull it open. His dad stepped in and pulled on the heavy door so they could get into the room.

      “I showed Edwin earlier today. See those two big tanks? He said one is for the contaminated water and the other is for the stuff that’s been filtered. We can drink out of the second one.” Kyle ran over to an old console. “All these buttons do something, but they don’t have labels on them. Edwin said we could label them after lunch.”

      “This all looks like it’s in pretty good shape. Once we get it up and running, I think our water problems might be a thing of the past.” Luke slapped the side of one of the containers.

      Derek nodded in agreement. “Great find, Kyle.”

      “Thanks!”

      Kyle impatiently waited while the adults talked about boring things. Adults were weird. They never got excited about the really cool stuff because they were always worried about something else. It was totally lame.

      “Let’s do some more recon and see what else this place is hiding,” Luke said. “We still haven’t gone through all the rooms.”

      “Roll out,” Derek said.

      Kyle followed them out of the room and down the hall. As the men talked about plans for the future, Kyle listened intently. If he paid attention, he could be just like them someday. Maybe he would never be able to formally join the Navy SEALs like his dad, but he could still learn from the best men that the military had ever produced.

      Yes, someday, he would be a good soldier just like his dad.
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      After taking a few days to recover from the battle, Derek sat on an old ATV in the vehicle shop. It was hard to get any time alone in the bunker, but right now, everyone else was working on other tasks. He finally had a chance to sit and think things through.

      He kept trying to piece together a plan for securing the bunker, but nothing seemed foolproof. He had a long list of stuff that needed to get done, but he was exhausted. He’d downplayed his injuries a bit. He was pretty sure he’d cracked a rib, but he didn’t want the others to see his weakness. It would heal eventually.

      The biggest problem they faced was how to cover up the entrance to the tunnel leading to the bunker near the preacher’s old compound.

      “How in the hell are we going to block the garage entrance and still make it look natural?”

      Kyle’s idea of covering it with camo netting wasn’t bad, but they didn’t have any that matched the mountainside where the opening was located. They’d found forest camo, but they needed snow camo. They hadn’t found any, which wasn’t surprising, considering this mountain rarely got any snow before the bombs dropped.

      Luke walked into the room.

      “What’s up?” Derek asked.

      “You come up with anything yet?” Luke put his booted foot up on an ATV’s tire.

      “I keep thinking we should blow the tunnel, but that would attract too much attention.”

      “We could seal the room off from the rest of the bunker.”

      “Yeah, but if anyone from outside found it, they’d realize there was more to this place.”

      “True.” Luke scratched his chin.

      “If we blow it, we risk two things: someone will hear it for sure and we could cause an avalanche that seals up our other entrances. We’d be trapped.”

      “I’ve considered that,” Luke said. “It’s not the best plan, but I don’t know what else we can do. The hole’s too big to board up. We could try piling up a bunch of rocks in front of it, but that would take a lot of time and energy.”

      “We could booby trap it.”

      “We’d have to check the traps every day. And what if someone didn’t get caught and they went back to their group and reported the traps?” Luke asked.

      “There’s no good solution, is there?”

      “None that I can see.”

      “Blow it up!” Kyle ran into the room. “That’s the only way we’ll keep the bad guys out.”

      “We killed the bad guys,” Luke said.

      “We kill the cult members. There are other bad guys out there,” Derek said wryly.

      “There won’t be in a few months. Once winter really sets in, it’s going to be over for anyone who doesn’t have shelter and a lot of supplies.”

      “We should do one more run to the preacher’s old compound to get the rest of the stuff Liz saw. And we can check to make sure no one else is there,” Derek said.

      “Can I come?” Kyle asked.

      “No. You need to stay here.”

      “Daaad!”

      “Kyle!”

      Derek stifled a laugh. He was damn glad he didn’t have any kids to have to deal with.

      “You up to doing a supply run and some recon?” Luke asked Derek.

      “Yeah. Let me grab my guns. I’ll meet you back here in ten minutes.”

      Derek jogged through the shelter toward his quarters. He grabbed his pistols and rifle along with plenty of ammo, his knife, and his pack. He loaded up and met Luke back at the vehicle room. Kyle wasn’t there.

      “Where’d the kid go?” Derek asked.

      “Made him go wait with the women and Edwin.”

      “Good. I’m fairly confident we got rid of everyone in the cult, but you never know. I’m glad we’re going to check it out.”

      “How are the ribs holding up?”

      “You knew?” Derek cocked a brow.

      “You think anything gets past me?”

      “Nah.”

      Luke chuckled. He pulled on his pack and checked the mag for his rifle. “Let’s move out.”

      Derek followed him through the tunnel. When they reached the entrance, they paused to check for hostiles. A thick layer of snow blanketed the ground. There weren’t any footprints, but they were going to leave one hell of a trail if they weren’t careful.

      “We need to cover our tracks.” He grabbed a branch and used it to brush the snow until they were far enough from the compound. He tossed the branch aside.

      “The building’s just up ahead,” Luke whispered.

      “I see it.”

      “Think we got everyone?”

      “Not sure, but we’re about to find out.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Together they quickly closed the distance between the edge of the forest and the building. No shots were fired. Nothing moved. The snow was undisturbed around the building. Bodies still lay where they’d been shot dead.

      The scent of death lingered in the air.

      Luke pointed toward the broken window. Derek nodded and climbed through it, scanning for hostiles as he went.

      They checked the building. As far as he could tell, no one had come back. The supply room Liz had spotted was still full. Derek opened his pack and began filling it with cans of meat. Luke opened his and did the same.

      When they finished, Derek counted the remaining cans. They’d have to come back for them later, but they seemed safe for now since no one had come back.

      “Let’s move out,” Luke said.

      “I’ll take your six.”

      Derek followed Luke out. They covered their tracks on the way back, but he doubted it mattered much. Snow constantly fell from the sky. The divots they’d left would be filled in within an hour or two.
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      Hours later, Luke stood in the hallway outside the vehicle room. After a heated debate with the others, they’d settled on blowing up the tunnel to seal that entrance. They had two other options for getting in and out of the bunker, and after checking the snowpack around those entrances, they’d deemed it safe enough to risk an avalanche.

      Luke lit the end of the fuse. As soon as the sparking line passed through the doorway, he closed and locked it. He lifted his walkie and hit the button.

      “Fire in the hole!”

      He ran like hell to get away from the blast. Although they’d carefully measured out the TNT, none of them were explosive experts, so they’d been guessing on how much they needed to get the job done.

      A loud boom shook the walls. The ground trembled slightly, but the blast wasn’t nearly as violent as he’d expected. He hoped it was good enough to seal the exit.

      Luke waited until the dust settled before going back to the vehicle room. He opened the door. A rush of hot air whooshed past him but quickly dissipated.

      Elated to see that the blast hadn’t damaged any of the vehicles, he hurried through the room to check the tunnel. Huge boulders cut off the passage. Smaller rocks slid down to settle in various cracks. Tons of rock blocked entry from that direction. Later, he’d check out the other side to see how far back the cave-in went. Overall, it was a success.

      He grinned as Kyle, Liz, Derek, Sandy, and Edwin filed into the room.

      “Well?” Liz asked.

      “Looks good to me. Let’s check the other entrances and make sure we didn’t entomb ourselves,” Luke said.

      The group walked through the shelter to the main entrance they’d been using. Luke pushed open the door. It only moved a couple of inches. Snow partially blocked the opening.

      “Not too bad. I can still see sky, so we can dig out,” Derek said.

      “Let’s check the other exit,” Kyle said.

      “Lead the way, son.”

      Kyle smiled as he ran ahead of the group. When they reached the other room, they opened the door. It was clear. They still needed to find a way to camouflage it, but they didn’t want to blow this exit. They needed two ways in out. Since they hadn’t seen anyone when they’d gone out on recon, Luke wasn’t in a hurry to deal with that exit. They’d get to it soon enough. They were about to have all the time in the world.

      Luke was about to pull the door closed when he heard a bark.

      “Justice?” Luke’s eyebrows raised.

      “Woof!” Justice came barreling through the doorway, nearly knocking Luke down in the process.

      “Justice!” Kyle threw himself at his dog. He wrapped his arms around the filthy mutt and laughed while Justice peppered him with doggie licks.

      “I can’t believe he’s back,” Liz said. “It’s a miracle.”

      “The first of many, I hope.” Luke wrapped his arm around his wife’s waist and pulled her against his side.

      “This is the best day ever!” Kyle beamed.

      “We should celebrate! How about some lunch?” Sandy asked.

      “Sounds good, honey.” Edwin rested his hand on her lower back as they headed into the hall.

      “Let’s break open some of those cans of meat,” Derek suggested. “We might not be able to have a big party, but we can at least change things up a bit.”

      “Good idea. I was getting sick of C-rations,” Luke said.

      “Me too, but nasty food is better than no food.” Derek laughed.

      “True story.” Luke slapped the other man on the back.

      They gathered in the central room. While Sandy and Liz worked on heating the food, Kyle chatted on about how much he missed pizza. Luke missed it, too, along with everything else he’d taken for granted in his old life. He’d never do that again. From now on, he’d focus on the most important thing—his family.

      As he looked around the room at the small group of survivors, he couldn’t help but notice Sierra’s absence. She’d been a good kid, a bratty teen, and an irresponsible adult. But it didn’t matter. He’d always miss her and wonder what her life would have become if only she’d survived.

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How long do you think it’ll be before everything goes back to normal?”

      Luke shrugged and shook his head. He didn’t have an answer to that. There were far too many factors to consider. Could the government get things back on track quickly? Maybe. But given its history, it wasn’t likely. Luke wouldn’t wait around for help. He’d make sure his group continued to help themselves.

      “Here is some delicious mystery meat,” Liz handed him a tin cup. “My guess is it’s some kind of beef stew. I’m hoping the white things are potatoes.”

      “Thanks, babe.”

      She sat by his side and poked at her food.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked softly.

      “Are we going to be okay?”

      He sighed. He wouldn’t lie to her and tell her everything would be fine, but as long as he was around, he’d make sure he could get whatever he could for his family.

      “If we stay smart and make sure we’re rationing supplies, we’ll make it to spring.”

      “Even if spring is two years away?”

      “God, I hope it isn’t, but you know what we’ve got here. We can make it two years. Maybe more if we go back for the rest of the supplies at the preacher’s place.”

      “Why didn’t you and Derek bring all of it back?”

      “Too much to carry, and the more trips we take, the more likely we are to run into other people. We can’t risk giving up this location. It’s all we got. The snow’s getting deeper, and food will run out. People will get desperate. We’re lucky we got the water purification system running and we’ve got food and medical supplies. Other people out there aren’t so lucky. They’re going to die.”

      “Do you ever feel guilty about leaving other people out there to fend for themselves?” she asked.

      “No. We prepared. We also got really fucking lucky with this place.” He gestured around the room. “But we might have been able to make it on what we had back at the cabin.”

      “What’s going to happen when spring comes?” She spooned some of the mystery meat into her mouth.

      “We’ll start a garden. Maybe take a scouting trip into town to see who’s left. To see what’s left. I don’t know. We’ll have time to come up with a plan.”

      “You saved us.” Liz’s eyes brimmed with tears. “You came back for us, and you saved us.”

      “Aw, honey.” He set his lunch aside and pulled her into his arms. “You save me every day. Without you, there’d be no reason to live.”

      “Hey, what about me?” Kyle asked.

      “You too.” Luke laughed. “All of you. I know things are going to get harder before they get easier, but we’re together now. As long as we work as a team, I know we’ll survive this.”

      “Hoorah,” Derek said.

      “You can count on us,” Sandy said.

      “I’m ready to work on whatever needs to be done,” Edwin said.

      Luke smiled. With a group of like-minded people, anything was possible. The road ahead might be tough as hell, but he had a good feeling about his companions.

      No. They were a family now.

      He’d protect them all as if they were his blood kin. Spring would come eventually, and when it did, they’d keep moving forward because that’s what they did. It’s who they were. They were survivors.
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