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            Our very special thanks to Fran Troxler for ferrying us up and down Cove Mountain and along the quiet Wears Valley roads,
               and for answering all our questions about the community. She knows it well! The valley has a great asset in the Troxlers.
               Thank you, Fran and David, for all you do. It’s deeply appreciated.
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            Chapter One

         
         Ben Jernigan snapped awake at the first beep of his computer alarm. What felt like a lifetime of training had him moving and
            on his feet in front of the computer before his conscious caught up with his subconscious. He scrubbed a hand across his face
            and turned on a lamp as he focused on the information displayed on the computer screen in very tiny print. Swearing under
            his breath, he enlarged the screen—and then swore out loud.
         

         
         His cell phone rang no more than ten seconds after he began reading. Very few people had his number and any call coming in
            at—he glanced at the time on his bedside clock—2:43 a.m. wasn’t a call he’d ignore.
         

         
         “Yeah,” he said, trying to elevate his tone from growl to something intelligible. The abrupt awakening had adrenaline pouring
            through his system, tightening his muscles, sharpening his vision, his thought processes racing. He hadn’t been shot at in
            over two years, but his sympathetic nervous system was still ready for action.
         

         
         “You reading this?” The voice belonged to Cory Howler, longtime buddy from the military who now worked with the government
            in a somewhat murky job description that had him in position to know a lot of shit. People who knew shit were invaluable in
            every organization, no matter how large, or how small.
         

         
         “Yes. Data?”

         
         “Bigger than Carrington.”

         
         “Shit,” Ben said softly. The Carrington Event was a series of powerful coronal mass ejections, or CMEs, in 1859 that had melted
            telegraph wires and set some telegraph offices on fire. Technology in the nineteenth century had been limited to telegraphs;
            now the developed world ran on technology, and the damage would be catastrophic. Satellites would be fried, the power grids—most
            of them, there were a few that had hardened security—would go down, gasoline supplies would vanish because the pipelines would
            be damaged, food supplies would dry up, and cities would become the sixth level of hell.
         

         
         Small CMEs that had little or no effect on technology occurred almost daily, but those mild solar storms couldn’t be compared
            to what was coming.
         

         
         “What’s the timing?”

         
         “About thirty-six hours from now. We’d have had more lead time but one of the GOES satellites is down for maintenance, or
            malfunctioned and they don’t want to say so. Bad timing,” Howler said in wry understatement, given the magnitude of the impending
            disaster. “It’s a series; we’ve seen four so far. The first one will hit the Far East in about twelve hours, but the ones
            behind it are bigger, wider, and traveling faster. The Middle East and Europe are going down.”
         

         
         Ben didn’t miss the qualifier “so far.” They expected more than four. The fourth one would hit the Atlantic, which would play
            hell with any ships at sea, but any CME after that would hit the American continents, making this a worldwide shit-storm.
            The thing with a series of CMEs was that the first one sort of cleared the way, cosmically speaking, for the ones behind it
            and they grew in intensity and speed.
         

         
         “What are your plans?” he asked, because Howler had a family to take care of.

         
         “I’m packing up the wife and kids right now and sending them south. I want them away from the city, and as far south as possible.”

         
         Ben grunted. The farther south they went, the more survivable the winter would be.

         
         “What about you?”

         
         “I’m making preps, but hanging here for another twelve hours or so. Then I’ll meet up with Gen and the kids and we’ll hunker
            down, try to survive. My guess is close to a year before the grid comes back up.”
         

         
         That was an optimistic guess, but not completely outlandish. “Will there be a warning?” He didn’t assume there would be, because
            the government was so screwed up someone could persuade the head honchos that “panic in the streets” was somehow worse than
            actually making preparations. On the other hand, governments weren’t the only entities who could see this thing coming. Word
            would get out, but sooner was better than later.
         

         
         “It’s being framed,” Howler said. “Word is we’ll hear something right after daybreak, but I’m betting it might not happen
            until this afternoon. The morons might think it could be a false alarm and wait until Japan is hammered. You know how it goes.”
         

         
         He did, unfortunately. “See you on the flip side.”

         
         “Take care, bro.”

         
         Ben ended the call and began pulling on his clothes. He was largely self-sufficient, but there were still things he could
            do to harden his position, expand his resources, safety measures he could put in place. He had solar panels to protect; his
            ham radio would be worthless for a while after the CME hit because the atmospherics would be fucked, but he needed to protect
            some of the components so they’d work when the atmosphere did settle down; he also had to protect his generator and get it
            topped off with propane, get extra gas for his truck and ATV.
         

         
         There was no way to get enough gas to last for the duration. This wasn’t going to be a short-term event. Both the corporate
            side and the government side had had their heads in the sand for decades, opting to do nothing because of the cost and gambling
            that a catastrophic solar storm wouldn’t hit Earth, at least on their watch. Some of them had just run out of luck. The sun
            called the shots, and the sun had just lobbed the energy equivalent of thousands of nuclear weapons at them—no explosions,
            but enormous damage.
         

         
         The people who were paid to think of events like this and the likely outcomes had predicted that the worldwide mortality rate
            would be at ninety percent by the end of the first year. Ben didn’t think it would be that bad, because people were more resourceful
            than government entities gave them credit for being.
         

         
         There wasn’t much he could do right now, with dawn still hours away. On the other hand, neither could he go back to sleep.
            He went to the kitchen and made himself some coffee, then checked the thermal signatures on his security setup to see if any
            bears were wandering around in his yard, or even on the wraparound porch. Bear encounters here in the east Tennessee mountains
            were a fact of life, and he gave the bears the right of way.
         

         
         There were a few small signatures, birds and what was probably a raccoon, but nothing bear-sized. He took his can of bear
            spray, a pistol loaded with shotgun pellets, and his coffee cup out on the porch looking out over the valley. Just because
            there wasn’t a bear now didn’t mean one wouldn’t come along. Settling in a rocking chair and propping his booted feet on the
            porch railing, he sipped the coffee and looked out over the twinkling lights of Wears Valley, far below.
         

         
         He’d lived here almost two years now; a military buddy from this area had steered Ben to the mountains, and though he’d initially
            thought about maybe building a small cabin tucked away in the mountains, when he’d seen this place he’d put in an immediate
            offer. It was larger than he’d planned, but the location was ideal, situated high on the side of Cove Mountain. The rudimentary
            driveway leading up to it was steep, impassable to regular cars, and even most pickup trucks couldn’t make it unless they
            were jacked high enough to clear the big rock Ben had moved into the middle of the driveway as another deterrent. He could
            have put a chain across the driveway but then he’d have had to get out and unlock it every time he came and went, and for
            the most part he’d just be making things tougher on himself. Not many people ventured up here.
         

         
         He liked being alone. He was more content this way. After years of combat and dealing with bureaucrats who didn’t know their
            asses from a hole in the ground but were nevertheless in charge of life-and-death decisions concerning him and his men, he
            was done. He got out, and now he just wanted to be left the hell alone.
         

         
         That meant he never let down his guard. He had a top-notch security system, monitors, alarms; he was serious about keeping
            people at a distance. A couple of times some nosy neighbors—or tourists, and he didn’t know the difference because he didn’t
            know any of his neighbors, if someone who lived over a mile away could be called a “neighbor”—had hiked all the way up here.
            His motion alarm had alerted him the moment they cleared the curve and set foot on the wide, flat area where his house sat,
            and he’d stepped out on the porch with his shotgun broken open and draped over his arm. Neither time had he had to say a word;
            just the sight of a big, muscular man with a dark scowl on his face and a shotgun in his hands was enough to send the trespassers
            the hell off his property.
         

         
         Sitting here on his porch in the predawn darkness, listening to the nightbirds, the rustling of the trees, not a soul anywhere
            around him—this was why he’d moved to the Tennessee mountains. He didn’t have PTSD—no nightmares, no flashbacks, no sweats
            of terror. Maybe some shrink would tell him that his extreme withdrawal was a form of PTSD, but that’s what shrinks did: come
            up with diagnoses that justified their jobs. As far as Ben was concerned, anyone sane who had spent years dealing with the
            bullshit he’d dealt with would react the same way.
         

         
         It wasn’t that he didn’t know people, or at least know their names. By necessity, he’d met some of the valley residents. People
            insisted on talking to him, even when he limited his responses to grunts. That was almost the only drawback to the area: Southerners
            were friendly. They talked to everyone. He didn’t want to be talked to. Once an elderly couple he’d just met had invited him
            to supper; getting away from old people was almost as hard as escaping an ambush, because they were persistent with their
            offers of hospitality. He’d felt as if his skin was being peeled away, and all he’d wanted to do was duck and cover.
         

         
         He hadn’t even met any women he’d been remotely attracted to. Scratch that, his subconscious immediately said. Sela Gordon,
            the owner of the little general store / gas station on the highway . . . he’d noticed her. For one thing, she was quiet; she
            didn’t bombard him with questions or try to draw him into conversation. He could go into her store and pick up a few items
            without feeling as if he were under attack. Maybe she was a little shy, because she didn’t get real talkative with any of
            her customers. Shy was a bonus; she wasn’t likely to start feeling comfortable around him and start up a conversation.
         

         
         She was slim, quiet, dark hair and soft brown eyes, just curvy enough to leave no doubt she was female. She didn’t wear a
            wedding ring—or any rings at all. When she wasn’t looking at him, which was most of the time whenever he was in the store,
            he’d indulge himself by looking at her, though he was careful not to let her ever catch him at it. That was the only time
            in the past three years his dick had shown any signs of life.
         

         
         Brooding, he watched a lone car on the highway far below, its headlight beams crawling from left to right. Okay, so maybe
            he did have a form of PTSD. A few years ago he’d have been all over Sela Gordon, trying to score; the fact that he’d noticed
            she didn’t wear a wedding ring said a lot. Still, his reluctant interest couldn’t overcome his much stronger need for solitude.
         

         
         The people down in the valley were still sleeping peacefully, for the most part. Maybe there were a few who didn’t sleep well
            and were waiting for dawn the way he was, maybe there was even someone who had a NOAA space storm alarm on their computer
            the way he did, though he doubted it. Their lives were about to change in drastic ways. His, not so much. His income stream
            would dry up when the CMEs hit and he stopped writing columns for survivalist magazines; his military pension would accrue
            until such time as the government and banks were up and running again, but the hard fact was there wouldn’t be any bills he
            needed to pay because utilities would stop working, and he’d be feeding himself with what he could hunt or grow. As an extra
            hedge, he had about a year’s worth of freeze-dried food stored in a secure locker under the house, he had canned goods, and
            he had plenty of ammunition stockpiled to protect his food and property.
         

         
         If the think tank people were right and only ten percent of the population survived the coming Very Bad Day event, then he
            intended to be one of the ten percent.
         

         
          

         Business had been brisk, for a weekday. Sela Gordon’s grocery store / gas station was located right on Highway 321, so business
            was usually good anyway. She wouldn’t get rich off the store, but she made a decent living. The gas pumps were out front,
            in the center of the smallish parking lot. Inside, there were seven rows of shelves filled with basic goods. No one would
            do their regular grocery shopping here, but if someone in the valley ran out of a few things and didn’t want to go all the
            way to town, this was where they came. Aunt Carol called it the “toilet paper and Spam” collection, and she wasn’t all that
            wrong, though there were also chips, and cookies, and a few boxes of cereal, some canned goods, and a small section of staples
            such as salt and sugar and pepper. One aisle was dedicated to over-the-counter meds, bandages, and feminine products. The
            small floor-to-ceiling cooler in the back was filled with beer, soft drinks, and juice. She’d carried milk for a while, but
            it hadn’t sold well enough to justify the necessary space. When it came to pricing, she couldn’t compete with the bigger grocery
            stores in town, and the dairy sell-by dates came and went too quickly. Now she kept a few packs of powdered milk and some
            cans of condensed sweetened milk that sold mostly in the summer when people were making homemade ice cream.
         

         
         Between the locals and the tourists, who either stayed in Wears Valley or passed by on their way to and from Pigeon Forge
            or Gatlinburg, she stayed busy enough to make this small venture profitable. She’d never own a private jet or buy her own
            vacation home, but she did okay, and okay was good enough.
         

         
         Carol said Sela liked her small business because it was safe, and again, she wasn’t wrong.

         
         Taking chances, both personally and professionally, was for people who liked an adrenaline rush. Sela wasn’t one of those
            people.
         

         
         A big gray pickup truck, riding high on its chassis, pulled up to one of the gas pumps. She recognized a lot of the locals’
            vehicles, including this one. Ben Jernigan didn’t come in all that often, though he did stop for gas now and then, and he’d
            run in for beer and cereal a time or two—but she recognized him because it was impossible to ignore him. Both the truck and
            the man were impressive, he more than the truck. He was big, at least a couple of inches over six feet, with muscles that
            strained the cotton T-shirt he wore. His arms were thick and roped, decorated with a few tattoos, his hands scarred and callused.
            Usually he was somewhat scruffy, with at least two days’ growth of beard. He almost always wore sunglasses, though he’d slide
            them up on top of his head whenever he came inside, and his pale green eyes always had a remote, cool expression that cut
            like a laser. She tried to be friendly with her customers even though she wasn’t an outgoing person, but with him she couldn’t
            manage even that much. She stayed quiet, like a rabbit hoping the wolf didn’t notice her.
         

         
         She didn’t like tattoos, but she couldn’t imagine his arms without them. She was vaguely alarmed that she’d given his arms
            that much thought.
         

         
         Whenever he came in, her heart pounded hard and fast for at least a few minutes after he’d left. Rabbit, indeed.

         
         She watched as he left the truck and headed for the gas pump, but then he stopped and looked toward the store. Sela quickly
            glanced down, though she doubted he could see her through the reflection on the glass; she still didn’t want to take the chance
            that he’d think she was watching him, even though she was. Bold had never been a word used to describe her.
         

         
         He left the gas pump and started toward the store.

         
         Right on schedule, Sela’s heart started pounding. She concentrated on the invoices on the counter in front of her, even though
            she wanted to look at him. What woman wouldn’t? She was definitely a woman, even if not a very adventurous one.
         

         
         The chime sounded, and he walked past her without a word. She wanted to ask him why he hadn’t pumped any gas but had left
            his truck at the pump, but she didn’t. Only after he’d walked by did she look up, quickly glancing at his muscled back covered
            by a brown T-shirt, and while she was at it also noticing how well his muscular ass cheeks filled out his jeans. Her cheeks
            got hot and she returned her attention to the invoices, fiercely focusing on them, or trying to, anyway.
         

         
         Her thoughts raced, refusing to concentrate on the invoices. He’d picked up one of the baskets on his way in, which was unusual.
            He never bought much, certainly not so much that he couldn’t carry it in his two big hands.
         

         
         Damn. Was her mouth watering? It was! The realization flummoxed her. If she was in the market for a man, which she definitely
            wasn’t, Jernigan would be the last man she considered as an option. Sure, he had the looks, and the muscle. She darted another
            look at him. Those arms, that ass . . . just wow. But there was something about him that screamed danger, danger, like the
            screeching robot on that old TV show, and she knew she’d panic if he actually asked her out or even lightly flirted. It was
            a smart woman who knew when someone was more than she could handle.
         

         
         Jernigan was usually quick and efficient in his shopping. He knew where everything was and walked straight to it, without
            fail. Today he seemed to browse, which was out of the ordinary for him. Hmm. He went up one aisle and down the other, then
            came to the counter with a full basket not to check out but to unload and go back.
         

         
         Toilet paper. Aspirin. Canned soup. Blueberry Pop-Tarts.

         
         He returned with another full basket, silently unloaded it, and nodded at her. For a fast, heart-stopping moment her gaze
            met his and that was all it took for the bottom to drop out of her stomach. His eyes were so striking, a predatory pale green,
            almost pretty in a face that wasn’t pretty at all but was so masculine and intriguing that pretty didn’t matter.
         

         
         As always, she was the one who looked away. Silently she began picking up cans and scanning them.

         
         She should say something, even if just “hello.” She knew she should. That was what a store clerk did, make the customers feel
            welcome, and especially so when the clerk was also the owner.
         

         
         “Is there anything else?” was the best she could manage.

         
         “Thirty bucks in gas.”

         
         He normally just paid for his gas with a credit card, most of the time leaving without coming in. She nodded and keyed the
            computer to let the pump dispense thirty dollars’ worth of gas.
         

         
         She gave him a total. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and withdrew a stack of bills while she finished bagging.
            There were a lot of bags, and if it had been anyone else she would have offered to help him to his truck, not that he would
            have any problem at all, but if he were any other man she’d still have offered. She made change, which he stuffed into his
            front pocket before he gathered all the bags and headed for the door.
         

         
         Sela breathed out a silent sigh of relief as he reached the door. What was it about him that put her so on edge? She hoped
            she wasn’t so shallow that it was just his looks. Or his body.
         

         
         Then he stopped at the door and for a split second she wondered if he was having trouble opening it; she started out from
            behind the counter, saying, “Let me get that door for you,” but he turned and looked at her and those laser eyes stopped her
            in her tracks.
         

         
         “You might want to put a few things back for an emergency, just in case.”

         
         Emergency? Startled, Sela looked out the windows, expecting to see storm clouds or something, but it was a typical September
            day, the sky blue against the green mountains, the weather still hot, no forecast of a hurricane roaring up the Gulf that
            would hammer the region with heavy rain. Snow was months away. So—?
         

         
         “The news hasn’t hit yet,” he continued. His voice was deep, a little rough, as if he didn’t talk much and needed to clear
            his throat. “But it will, maybe in a few hours, maybe tomorrow, depending on how on the ball those responsible for the alert
            are.” Small muscles in his neck and jaw clenched a little. “They’re pretty much never on the ball, so—” He shrugged.
         

         
         She still had no idea what he was talking about. “What news? What kind of alert?” she asked.

         
         “There’s a solar storm headed our way. A CME.”

         
         “A what?”

         
         “Coronal mass ejection.” The words were clipped. “A big one. If it’s as bad as predicted, the power grid will go down.”

         
         “We’ll have a power outage.” They lived in the mountains. Power outages were a fact of life, though their local utility was
            a good one.
         

         
         A hint of impatience flared across his expression. He looked as if he already regretted stopping to talk. “A power outage
            that will likely last for months, if not a year or longer.”
         

         
         She almost recoiled. And there it was, the big flaw, and one she hadn’t expected. Drink too much, financially irresponsible,
            smoke too much weed—those were things she saw every day that kept her from accepting what few invitations came her way. This
            was way out there. He was a survivalist / conspiracy theorist. No fine ass or muscled, tattooed arms or even pretty eyes could
            make up for that fault.
         

         
         “Get all the cash you can,” he continued, his reluctance so obvious it was as if he was having to push the words out. “Stock
            up on staples, canned goods, batteries.” Then he’d evidently had enough because he ended with an impatient, “Just Google it.”
         

         
         The back door opened and behind them Aunt Carol called out a friendly “Hello.” Jernigan’s gaze flashed to her and evidently
            that was his cue to leave, two people being one too many, because he pushed through the front door and headed for his truck.
         

         
         Well, that had been weird.

         
         Carol glanced through the front window as Jernigan stowed his groceries in the truck cab then began pumping his allotment
            of gas. “Man, I just missed the hottie. I shouldn’t have taken so much time with my hair.” She flicked her fingertips at her
            short bleached blond locks that were highlighted with a streak of cotton candy pink, and batted her blue eyes. And then she
            laughed. Carol had a fantastic laugh, rollicking and infectious; she put everything she had into it.
         

         
         Sela cleared her throat. “He just told me we’re about to get hit with a solar storm that might knock the power out for months.”
            It sounded just as ridiculous coming out of her mouth as it had coming out of his. And she didn’t refer to him as “the hottie”
            even though she agreed with the description, because that would only spur Aunt Carol to start prodding her to ask him out,
            as if she’d ever asked out a man in her life.
         

         
         Carol made a snorting sound as she retrieved a broom from the utility closet. She helped out at the store on occasion, usually
            early in the day before Olivia, the fifteen-year-old granddaughter she’d raised from the age of five, got out of school. As
            she began to sweep, she sighed. “Damn it. Why are all the good-looking men nuts? I should have known he was one of those when
            he bought that old place on Cove Mountain. Who wants to live in such an isolated place alone? Why? And then he trucked up
            all those solar panels, and I hear he has a ham radio.” She glanced up at Sela. “Don’t judge me. I’m not a horrible gossip,
            but people talk. And I listen.”
         

         
         Sela wasn’t sure when having a ham radio had become a sign of being a nut; she knew at least one other person in the valley
            who owned one. The thing was, Jernigan had never seemed like a nut to her—the opposite, in fact. He struck her as a man who
            had dealt with some hard realities.
         

         
         She leaned on the front counter while she tried to square her instincts with her doubts. What if—? “What if he’s right?” It
            was an alarming idea, one she hesitated to voice. Immediately she had to fight down a sense of panic, because she couldn’t
            even imagine what life would be like without electricity for months.
         

         
         Carol stopped sweeping and leaned on the broom. She wasn’t much wider than that broom, truth be told. She rolled her eyes
            and made a face. “I still have my Y2K windup radio. You were a kid when the calendar went from 1999 to 2000, so you might
            not have paid any attention to all the hysteria, but seriously, there were people who thought the same thing would happen
            when computers tried and failed to make the switch. Banks would collapse. Power plants would go offline. Chaos! Pfft.” She
            started sweeping again. “Nothing happened. I’d stocked up on enough toilet paper I didn’t have to buy any for a year. And
            I have a nifty windup radio for emergencies, not that I’ve ever needed it.”
         

         
         Maybe Carol was right, and nothing would happen.

         
         Then again . . . what if it did? She’d be silly if she acted on the warning of a man she barely knew and nothing happened,
            but if she didn’t act and his warning was right on target, then she was stupid.
         

         
         She’d rather be silly than stupid. Silly was embarrassing at worst, while stupid could be deadly. That wasn’t a chance she
            was willing to take.
         

         
         She grabbed a shopping basket and started filling it with a few essentials. She wouldn’t clean off the shelves, wouldn’t lock
            the front door and close for the day, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a few things set back, things that she’d need anyway, even
            if they weren’t used right away.
         

         
         While Sela was grabbing some tuna and canned chicken, Carol decided to sweep down the canned meat aisle. After watching her
            for a few seconds, Carol made another scoffing sound. “If you’re preparing for doomsday, don’t forget to pick up some mayo.”
         

         
         “I won’t. I’m just getting what we’ll use anyway. If nothing happens, then no big deal. I can put everything back on the shelves.”

         
         She walked up and down the aisles, her mind buzzing. She liked to be organized and controlled, but abruptly she felt neither.
            Everything around her was the same, but she felt lost. She didn’t know what to do, couldn’t get her mind around the scope
            of what he’d said could happen, so she concentrated on what he’d actually said. She had some cash, but not enough to get them
            through a long-term disaster. What good would cash do anyway? But he’d said get cash, so she’d get cash. If the solar storm
            happened and the grid went down, the way Jernigan said it might, she wouldn’t be able to access her bank. The credit and debit
            card charges she had in her cash register would be worthless.
         

         
         “Just for today,” she said in a voice just loud enough for Carol to hear, “we’ll take cash only. Tell everyone the credit
            card reader is out of order.” She hadn’t taken checks for years, so that wouldn’t be a problem.
         

         
         “What about the gas pumps?”

         
         She thought about it for a minute. Tourists would be headed for home, if Jernigan was right and an alert went out. At least,
            she assumed so. She would, if she was away on vacation; she’d burn the highway up getting home. The tourists would need gas.
            Everyone would need gas. “We’ll leave them, for now.” She didn’t want people who didn’t have enough cash to fill their tanks
            to end up stranded in her parking lot, or down the road. It was a decent compromise, at least for now. That would change if
            there really was a warning.
         

         
         Again she felt a sense of unreality as she tried to deal with the realities of the possible situation. Civilization and culture
            as she knew it, as everyone knew it, would vanish in an instant. This was too big. There was no way to prepare.
         

         
         She headed for the cookie aisle. Carol called out, “If anyone else had told you to prepare for Armageddon, would you have
            taken it seriously? Or are you stocking up for the coming apocalypse because Hottie McStud is the one who told you it was
            coming?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” she said helplessly. “I don’t know that I believe him. It’s just . . . why gamble that he’s wrong?” She took
            a deep breath. “And it isn’t just me, it’s you and Olivia, too.”
         

         
         That was what terrified her, she realized. They were family, she and Carol and Olivia, and they didn’t have many other relatives.
            There were a few scattered cousins, and Olivia’s older brother, Joshua, who was in the military, but here it was just the
            three of them. If anything happened to Carol or Olivia because she, Sela, hadn’t been prepared enough, she’d never forgive
            herself.
         

         
         They’d suffered enough loss, all of it in the past ten years. Olivia’s parents—Carol’s daughter and her husband—in a senseless
            car crash. Sela’s own parents of natural causes—a slow cancer and a quick aneurysm—three and five years later. Carol’s husband
            had died after a heart attack four years ago, less than a year after Sela’s divorce.
         

         
         She’d lost enough. She would damn well do everything she could to keep what remained of her family safe.

         
         Their lives were so entwined she couldn’t imagine being any other way. They lived in a small subdivision within easy walking
            distance of the store and each other, in houses that were similar on the outside, though wildly different inside. Sela was
            a minimalist. Carol never met a knickknack she didn’t like. Most importantly, Carol wasn’t prepared for more than a couple
            of days without power. She’d decided that she didn’t need a generator, because Sela had one, and if there was a power outage
            she and Olivia would just stay with Sela until the power came back on. Both houses did have fireplaces, though Carol hadn’t
            had a real fire in hers in years. That might be about to change.
         

         
         Suddenly it seemed to Sela that she could take everything in her own store and not have enough for them, not for months. And
            it wasn’t just Carol and Olivia. What would happen when a friend or neighbor showed up, and they needed something? Her family
            came first, but it would be damn hard to turn people away. Shit. She stared at the pitiful stash she’d accumulated.
         

         
         No way was this enough.

         
         She took a deep breath. “Of everyone here in the valley, who would you choose to believe when it comes to surviving a catastrophe?”

         
         The two women stared at each other, and Sela knew they were both picturing their friends and acquaintances, and measuring
            them against the tough, grim, hard-muscled man whose eyes said he’d seen more than they could ever imagine, or want to imagine.
         

         
         “Hot Buns Steelbody,” Carol said reluctantly, coining a new term for Jernigan.

         
         They shared another look, then Sela said, “Watch the store for a while.” She put the last of what she’d gathered in the office.
            “I’m going to town.”
         

         
         “For what?” Carol asked.

         
         “Smart things we need to do. Call your pharmacy and get refills on all your medications, and I’ll swing by and pick them up.”

         
         “They aren’t due, insurance won’t—” Carol began, then said, “Oh. Forget insurance, we’ll pay for them ourselves. Right? Will
            pharmacies do that?”
         

         
         “Don’t see why not, as long as it isn’t narcotics. Call and find out, and let me know.” Sela grabbed her purse out from under
            the counter and headed for the door, already organizing a list in her head: cash from the bank, more supplies from the grocery
            store, the prescription refills for Carol, batteries, fuel for the oil lamps—more and more items occurred to her, so many
            she felt overwhelmed. She couldn’t think of everything, she couldn’t get everything . . . but everything she did get was a
            small step toward keeping them alive and safe.
         

         
         Maybe Jernigan was totally wrong, maybe he was nuts, or possibly a decent but gullible guy who’d been given bad information.
            An image of him flashed to mind. No, scratch “gullible” from any description applying to him. He didn’t strike her as a man
            who trusted easily.
         

         
         Someone was always hyping that next Tuesday, or next year, or a date on an ancient calendar, was going to be the end of the
            world. Knock on wood, so far they’d always been wrong.
         

         
         That wasn’t Jernigan. He didn’t seem either gullible or nuts. She didn’t know him beyond the most superficial acquaintance,
            but of all the people she could think of he struck her as the one who would know the most about what was going on in the world
            beyond Wears Valley.
         

         
         He had seemed almost reluctant to warn her, but he had, and suddenly she wondered why. Was he telling everyone? Was he doing
            a Paul Revere, up and down the valley?
         

         
         “When will you be back?” Carol asked.

         
         “I don’t know for sure, but before Olivia gets off the bus. Hold down the fort.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Sela was in the grocery store before she realized that except for canned soup and more instant coffee, she had little idea
            what to get to prepare for such a long time without power. Even more disconcerting, the store wasn’t particularly crowded.
            Surely something of this magnitude couldn’t be kept secret, even though there hadn’t been the official announcement that she’d
            expected to see on her phone or on the radio or even an emergency siren sounding on the town’s loudspeakers. So whatever was
            going to happen—if it was going to happen—not many people knew about it yet.
         

         
         She started to bypass the produce section. There was no need to buy anything perishable. But still, as she passed the bananas
            she grabbed a bunch. They’d get eaten in the next couple of days, and damn it, if Jernigan was right they might not be able
            to get bananas for a while. And oranges. They’d need the vitamin C.
         

         
         It had to be a false alarm. She prayed it was a false alarm, that nothing at all was going to happen. Halfway down the aisle
            she thought, “Bull, I’m not doing this,” and turned around to replace the bananas and oranges because no way could she just
            walk off and leave a shopping cart for someone else to deal with, but then Jernigan’s grim face flashed to mind and her heart
            started pounding and she returned to shopping. What would a couple of years’ supply of canned chicken hurt, anyway?
         

         
         Something about him inspired trust. Even though she couldn’t say she actually believed a catastrophe was going to happen,
            because he said it would she had to tilt to at least 60/40 in his favor.
         

         
         What did one buy when faced with the end of the world as she knew it? Chocolate?

         
         At the end of the aisle, with nothing but bananas and oranges in her cart, she pulled her cell phone from her pocket and searched
            “survivalist necessities.” Several prepper websites came up, and she picked the top one, which provided a long list of specialty
            items she couldn’t possibly find in Kroger. The second site she chose was more practical, for her current situation.
         

         
         Bleach, matches, water, candles . . . Okay, those were doable, and not even unusual. There were several items on the prepper’s
            list that were more camping gear than anything she was going to find in a grocery store, but there were also some practical
            suggestions. She might be able to find some of the more expensive survivalist items at an outdoor goods store, but there was
            nothing close, and besides . . . this was just in case.
         

         
         Prepare for the worst, expect the best. In this case, expect nothing.

         
         She grabbed more toilet paper and canned meats—Spam, salmon, chicken, beef, multiples of each. Four big jars of peanut butter
            wouldn’t last long, so she made it six. She made a quick trip down the feminine hygiene aisle, then got some first-aid items:
            aspirin, antiseptic cream, bandages, Vaseline. She grabbed anything that looked like it might be useful, as she walked through
            the pharmacy section. While waiting for Carol’s prescription refills, she made another trip up and down the aisles, got more
            adhesive bandages, and an Ace bandage. More adhesive bandages. Another Ace bandage. No, make that three.
         

         
         By the time the prescriptions were ready, her shopping cart was full.

         
         She looked at the collection of stuff and blew out a big breath. She’d gotten only things they’d eventually use anyway, so
            she didn’t feel bad about her shopping spree. She had hedged her bets and done something. Did she have enough supplies for
            several months? No. Was she better off than she’d been when she’d started? Absolutely.
         

         
         According to the sites she’d checked out, she should have a water filtration system for safe drinking water, heirloom seeds
            for growing her own food next summer, and enough freeze-dried food to get her by until then. She didn’t.
         

         
         Jernigan probably did, though.

         
         When she checked out she paid with a credit card. Nothing she’d bought was very expensive, but she wanted to conserve her
            cash.
         

         
         If they were without power for months, would cash be any good? Perhaps. As long as people saw value in pieces of green paper,
            it would be. Cash would be a way to get items they needed and didn’t have. The bank was on her mental list of places she needed
            to go. She’d withdraw a nice bunch of cash from both her personal and the store account. If nothing happened she could re-deposit
            the money in a couple of days.
         

         
         Feeling like a crazed squirrel, she darted from place to place, completing one errand after another.

         
         As she drove home just after lunch, exhausted from the stress of hurry hurry hurry, she suffered a passing second thought.
            If Jernigan had been pulling her leg, if he was crazy, or even, hell, if he’d just been given bad information . . . she was
            going to be so pissed, maybe even pissed enough to get in his face and tell him about it, though confrontation wasn’t her
            style at all.
         

         
         But if disaster did strike, she’d really be pissed because obviously anyone in the electric energy business should have known
            this was possible and taken steps to make sure it didn’t happen. Yes, definitely pissed, and deeply grateful, because without
            the chance to prepare she would’ve been in no better shape than anyone else. As she drove back into Wears Valley she glanced
            toward Cove Mountain. “Thanks,” she said aloud. “I think.”
         

         
          

         Carol rolled her eyes a bit at Sela’s haul of groceries, but helped her get everything organized. “You think you got enough
            Spam?” She busied herself stacking the oblong cans, her lips twitching in a smile.
         

         
         “I’ll remind you that you said that, if this thing happens and you run out of food. Besides, I got stuff that we can put on
            the store shelves if nothing happens.” Sela and Carol both knew that whatever one of them had belonged to the other, too,
            because family took care of family. If Sela had Spam, then Carol had Spam.
         

         
         They got the supplies divided, added things from the shelving, and Carol loaded everything into her car to take to their respective
            houses. Customers came and went, enough that Sela stayed busy, and none of them looked worried or said anything about an imminent
            disaster. Carol returned, and went into the office to watch TV while Sela puttered around cleaning, straightening, waiting
            on customers. The old-fashioned Kitty-Cat clock on the wall, which she kept because she liked the swinging tail, clicked past
            one p.m. Surely if anything was going to happen whoever was in charge of getting out the warning would have gotten it done already.
         

         
         With every passing second her doubt grew stronger, and she began feeling more and more like a gullible fool. Word should be
            getting out—if there was any word—around the world. Astronomers would know, NOAA would know and might even have it up on their
            website, in which case Twitter and all the other social media platforms should be exploding with the news . . . if there was
            any news. If, if, if! Maybe she should go to the NOAA site herself and see if anything was there—
         

         
         The store was empty of customers and she was just reaching for her phone when it sounded a high-pitched alarm, like that for
            violent storms. She jumped and automatically turned to look out the window, just as she had when Jernigan had first mentioned
            an emergency, but the sky was still a beautiful September clear blue. There wasn’t a cloud in sight.
         

         
         Her mind raced with other possibilities. It could be an Amber Alert, or a monthly test. There were plenty of options, but
            her heart was suddenly pounding and she knew damn well it wasn’t any of the usual emergencies that caused the alarm. From
            the office, where Carol was watching TV, she heard Carol’s cell phone start bleating its own alert and the hairs on the back
            of her neck stood up.
         

         
         She grabbed the phone from beneath the counter and there it was on the screen, the alert she had both doubted and expected.
            She and Carol both got their alerts via Sevier County’s CodeRED system, so she knew Carol was reading the same thing: NOAA ALERT GEOMAGNETIC STORM K-INDEX 9 PREDICTED 3PM TOMORROW. PREPARE FOR EXTENDED POWER AND COMMUNICATION DISRUPTION.

         
         Another alert, another message flashing on the screen: THIS IS NOT A TEST. REPEAT, THIS IS NOT A TEST.

         
         Carol came out of the office, clutching her phone, her eyes wide. “Shit,” she said softly.

         
         Sela’s mouth was abruptly dry and she tried to swallow. She leaned against the counter. “Double shit.”

         
         “I take it back about the Spam.”

         
         Twenty-four hours. They had approximately twenty-four hours in which to prepare, which meant Jernigan had been right not only
            about the danger but about the timing. Good God. What could they possibly do in just twenty-four hours that would get them
            through an “extended power disruption”? They needed months to get ready for something like this.
         

         
         “Looks like you were right to listen to Jernigan,” Carol added. Her eyes looked a little wild, and her face had lost color.
            “Holy moly. But—they could be wrong, couldn’t they? I mean, it could be like the big thunderstorms or ice storms they predict
            that never happen. We could dodge a bullet, isn’t that what the weathermen always say when they’re wrong?”
         

         
         “I don’t think a geomagnetic storm is like Earth weather, where a system can slow down or break apart.” She wished that could
            happen, but she wasn’t going to bet her life—or Carol’s and Olivia’s lives—on it. Her stomach clenched as she was overwhelmed
            by a sense of urgency, an adrenaline shock as her primitive survival instincts kicked in. Thank God, despite her doubts, she’d
            gone to the bank and the grocery store before everyone else knew what was going on. “Think! What else do we need to do to
            prepare?”
         

         
         Carol just gave her a blank look. “I thought we were already prepared.”

         
         “We’re a little better off than a lot of people, thanks to Jernigan. We have food. But what about wood for the fireplaces
            for this winter, what about oil for lamps? I meant to get oil and forgot. I picked up some candles, some batteries. If this
            goes on for a year or more—”
         

         
         “A year!” Carol looked horrified. “You don’t think—that isn’t possible, is it?”

         
         “I don’t know. I don’t think anybody knows.” Except maybe Ben Jernigan, who was more likely to have a better idea than anyone
            else she knew. “He said months, possibly a year or longer.” No need to specify who “he” was.
         

         
         Carol sucked in a deep breath as the huge ramifications began washing over her. “Then we need ammunition. And whiskey.”

         
         “Ammunition?” Sela gaped at her aunt, but she wasn’t questioning Carol’s choices; she was horrified by the realization that
            they’d very likely need ammunition . . . and whiskey. Society as they knew it was built on electricity. There wouldn’t be
            any going to the grocery store to pick up something for dinner. They might have to do what their mountain ancestors had done
            and hunt their food—except she didn’t know how to hunt and felt nothing but anxiety at the possibility of having to learn.
            She did own a .22 rifle—she and Carol both did because she lived alone and Carol had Olivia to protect—but she’d shot it only
            a couple of times and was a long way from being capable of hunting.
         

         
         She felt dizzy and her ears rang a little; there was that adrenaline rush again as another realization hit her. Shit. Carol
            and Olivia were her responsibility. They’d need her if things really did get bad. Carol was in her late sixties, and while
            she was in general good health she wasn’t quite as active as she’d been just a few years ago. Olivia was fifteen. Enough said
            there.
         

         
         Sela looked around the store, taking mental inventory and looking at the supplies on the shelves, thought about what she had
            stored in back. She tried to calculate what they’d need, and how much, but she couldn’t make herself grasp what a year without
            power would mean, or decide what she should do.
         

         
         Her immediate dilemma was that she could keep the store open and try to help her neighbors, or she could focus on her own
            family. Her shelf space was limited and she carried only basics, plus snacks; she’d be cleared out in no time, leaving nothing
            but the supplies she’d already set aside for their own survival.
         

         
         Maybe she was a complete shit, but she decided with only a few seconds’ thought that her focus had to be her family. Family
            first, family always.
         

         
         She needed a plan of action. Almost any action was better than none.

         
         She stuck her phone in the back pocket of her jeans as she walked out from behind the counter. “Olivia will be here soon,”
            she said to Carol. Normally Olivia hung around the store for a while after the school bus dropped her off. She’d have a soft
            drink, maybe a candy bar or some chips. Sometimes, if they were lucky, she’d tell them about her day. Most afternoons she
            sat in the office near the back door and texted her friends before heading home. “I want the two of you to take what you can
            carry and go home. When you’re there, start loading up the ice chests with ice, so the ice maker can keep working.”
         

         
         “Ice?”

         
         “We have a day, maybe a little more, to collect ice to keep what perishables we have fresh.” Some of it would melt, but the
            more they added to the ice chests, the better it would keep.
         

         
         “You have the generator—”

         
         “We’ll need it more when winter gets here than we do now.” Her generator was a small portable one, but it was strong enough
            to run the heat when the weather turned cold. What it wouldn’t do was run a whole house; as far as that went, it wouldn’t
            run at all when they were out of fuel for it. No matter how she looked at it, she was afraid they didn’t have enough of anything.
         

         
         For a few moments, Carol didn’t move as she stared into the middle distance, doing the same thing Sela had done before, trying
            to come to terms with the awful possibilities.
         

         
         Through the store windows they watched a car speeding down the highway, a blur headed out of town. It had been quiet before
            that, just a handful of vehicles moving at normal speed. Was the speeder leaving because of the alert? Word was definitely
            out, likely on television as well as through the national weather service, maybe by radio, if anyone listened to radio anymore.
         

         
         Of course. The tourists that were the lifeblood of the Smoky Mountain towns would want to get home. In a rental cabin they’d
            have no long-term provisions, no way to hunker down for more than a few days.
         

         
         And if they’d left family at home, they’d want to be there. Family would come first for almost everyone, just as it did for
            her.
         

         
         An SUV with parents seated in the front seat and two young children in the back pulled into the lot, moving too fast. The
            lurching vehicle pulled to one of the fuel pumps and stopped with a jerk. The man who’d been driving jumped out, swiped a
            credit card, and pumped ten dollars in gas before taking off again.
         

         
         “Shut down the pumps,” Carol said, rousing herself, but Sela had already done so.

         
         She grabbed some plastic bags and went outside to the pumps, covering the nozzles, the usual signal that there was no gasoline
            available. Her supply was small to start with, and if she wasn’t careful it wouldn’t last long. Once the power was down the
            gas would have to be pumped out of the tanks by hand. It wouldn’t be easy, but it could be done.
         

         
         Her family was the focus, she reminded herself; they were most important in any crisis, but she did care about her friends
            and neighbors. She wouldn’t hang them out to dry. About half the generators in the valley were fueled by gasoline. Some were
            propane-powered, but not hers, and not her closest neighbors’. Before the power went out she’d need to go online and research
            how to access the gasoline in the tanks.
         

         
         Jernigan would know how.

         
         She dismissed that stray thought. Not only was he not approachable, but she needed to know for herself; she needed to stand
            on her own two feet. She’d learned that the hard way, after her ex-husband walked out. A lesson learned hard was a lesson
            learned well, and now she stayed safe because taking chances with other people was a good way to get her life stomped on.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later the school bus stopped in front of the store, and a line of cars stacked up behind the bus. One driver
            seemed to think about passing, pulling into the other lane by a couple of feet, but then thought better of it. The bus doors
            swung open and Olivia danced down the steps. Fifteen, tall and lanky with wavy light brown hair like her father’s, rest his
            soul, she was beautiful in a way only the very young can be. She was the light of Carol’s life, and an important part of Sela’s.
         

         
         Olivia blew inside, her eyes wide. “Did you hear? All the teachers were going b.s. crazy. Well, some of them.” Her phone signaled
            an incoming text, and she looked down. “What did they call it? A mass . . . something.” She smiled at her phone as she read
            the text and then sent a quick and nimble-fingered response.
         

         
         “Coronal mass ejection,” Sela said.

         
         “Solar storm, Mr. Hendricks said,” Olivia said as she walked to the cooler to grab a Dr Pepper. Then she turned around and
            went down the center aisle. “Hey! Where are all the chips?”
         

         
         “Put away,” Sela said, watching the road. Traffic had definitely picked up. Most cars kept to a reasonable speed, but a few
            were moving way too fast in their rush to get out of Dodge—or in this case, the mountains. Making a quick decision, she took
            her keys off the hook and went to the door, locking it and flipping the Open sign to Closed. Why would she hang around here
            and let Carol prepare on her own? That didn’t make sense. She had her own ice chests to fill, her own ice maker to put to
            work.
         

         
         “Why are you closing up early?” Olivia asked. “Are you sick?”

         
         “We have less than twenty-four hours to get ready for the CME.”

         
         Now Olivia looked confused. “Get ready how?”

         
         Carol said briskly, “We might be without power for months. We’ll need food, a way to cook it, and maybe even a way to stay
            warm if everything’s not up and running by the time the weather turns.”
         

         
         Olivia didn’t move for a few seconds, her eyes big and round as she pondered the impossible. Then she asked, “Are you serious?
            Months? Will my cell phone work?”
         

         
         “Doubt it. Maybe it’ll be bad,” Carol said, “and maybe it won’t. We won’t know until about this time tomorrow. But we’re going
            to be ready for whatever happens. The chips are already at the house, by the way, but don’t get your hopes up. We’re not opening
            a single bag until we’ve eaten all the fresh and frozen food. I have a cabbage I need to use before it goes bad, and the last
            of the tomatoes. We can’t waste anything, not now.”
         

         
         “Unless they’re wrong,” Olivia said hopefully as she joined her grandmother. “I mean, this could be a false alarm, right?
            The mass whatever . . .”
         

         
         “CME,” Sela said as she joined the other women. “Just call it a CME.”

         
         “Yeah, that,” Olivia said. “They could be wrong.”

         
         “Maybe,” Sela said as she ushered her aunt and the teenager to the rear door, grabbing the bags she and Carol had prepped
            earlier in the afternoon on her way out. “But I don’t think so.”
         

         
         Olivia, who had slung a couple of bags over her arms, was still looking at her phone. She was glued to the damn thing most
            of the time anyway, but surely she could understand that they were facing an enormous crisis and pay attention—
         

         
         “We should unplug everything before the CME hits,” Olivia said, reading from her phone. “That’s what some guy at NASA is saying.
            It’ll keep them from getting destroyed by a power surge, or something.”
         

         
         Olivia had been researching on her phone. Sela breathed a sigh of relief, and reminded herself not to let her anxiety get
            the best of her. She needed to be on her game, and Carol and Olivia were both stepping up to the challenge, too.
         

         
         They’d be okay. They had to be.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Carol’s house was a small two-story yellow clapboard with the luxury of an enclosed garage. It sat almost precisely in the
            middle of their small neighborhood, which consisted of Myra Road—barely wide enough for two cars to pass each other—and the
            three narrow, short roads that connected to it. Mature spruces and flowering shrubbery decorated the half-acre yard. In back
            was a small vegetable garden that Carol tended during the summer, but the plants had already ceased production and were brown
            and drooping.
         

         
         Sela’s house, tucked at the rear of the neighborhood and more private because of groups, either strategic or lucky, of spruce
            and fir trees that blocked most of the view of her neighbor to the left—and she had no neighbor to the right, because she
            was at the end of the road—was smaller and didn’t have a garage. She did, however, have a much larger screened-in porch, one
            she used a lot, often having her breakfast out there where she could see Cove Mountain looming over the valley. With the way
            the road curved, her house was close to the store and in fact she sometimes walked there and back, using a path that was wide
            enough for an ATV, rather than driving; walking it was not quite half a mile, while driving meant turning back toward the
            highway, and added a couple of miles. The back way, as they called it, was a favorite cut-through of kids and grown-ups alike,
            bypassing the highway and offering a good place to ride bikes and generally be a kid. There were large shade trees, a lazy
            stream or two in which to cool off, picnic beside, or try to catch frogs and darting little fish. She loved walking the trail
            in winter, especially in the snow when everything was so silent and pristine, the only sound that of her boots crunching in
            the snow, the only movement that of the occasional bird. The back way skirted properties, dipped and curved, and gave an occasional
            glimpse of a house. She was more wary during the warm months because of the bears, as were all the locals. The Smokies and
            black bears went hand in hand.
         

         
         They lived in the middle of a gorgeous, peaceful scene, which made the impending catastrophe seem like a tall tale one of
            the local old men might spin while sitting in one of the service stations, telling yarns with his buddies.
         

         
         The three of them entered the coolness of the house and, without asking, Carol got a couple of glasses from the cabinet, put
            some ice in them, and poured tea from a full pitcher she took from the refrigerator. The three of them took their seats around
            the table in the eat-in kitchen.
         

         
         Olivia fished her tablet out of her backpack and turned it on—then she turned a stricken expression on her older relatives.
            “Will this still work . . . you know, after?”
         

         
         They all looked at each other. Finally Sela lifted her shoulders. “It should. I think. Except for going online. You’ll be
            able to access anything that’s already on there, as long as you don’t have it plugged in when the CME hits. Make sure it’s
            charged before then.” She hoped she was right. The thing was, no one knew for sure, because a CME this powerful hadn’t hit
            since the dawn of the electronic age.
         

         
         Olivia paused, then turned off the tablet and returned it to her backpack and instead got a pad of paper and pen from the
            kitchen counter, where Carol kept a running grocery list. “This won’t run down my battery,” she said matter-of-factly.
         

         
         Despite the gravity of the situation, Sela and Carol both chuckled. A lot of people would be coming to the same conclusion
            very soon, if they hadn’t already done so.
         

         
         Olivia wrote a big “1” on the paper. “So, what should we do first?”

         
         “Shelter and food are the most important,” Sela said. “And we’ve got that covered, as best we can.” But there wasn’t enough
            food, not for the duration if it lasted a year or longer, and maybe not even enough to last until next summer when the gardens
            would be producing again. “I’ll get more food if I can, though. If we have enough, we’ll share with the neighbors.”
         

         
         “You should move in here with us,” Carol said firmly. “We’ll be sharing supplies anyway. That way there’ll be just one house
            to heat.”
         

         
         Carol’s proposal was pure common sense, but Sela’s stomach tightened at the thought of moving in with them. She liked being
            alone, liked the quiet. She’d never been a social butterfly, but since her divorce she seemed to need even more alone time.
            Adam’s betrayal and rejection had shredded both her courage and her self-confidence; building herself back took a lot of time
            and thinking, of just being. For a while after returning to Wears Valley to live, she’d barely been able to make herself leave the house; only the necessity
            of earning a living had spurred her on.
         

         
         She wasn’t adventurous. She didn’t like putting herself forward. She’d never had the yearning to do anything risky, and her
            refusal to do so had eventually led to Adam feeling nothing but disgust for her. She wouldn’t try strange foods, she wouldn’t
            go snow skiing even though Adam loved it, and she didn’t like for him to drive fast. She liked the idea of foreign travel, but when it came to actually planning a trip, she began thinking of everything that could go wrong and
            would eventually back out.
         

         
         She didn’t blame Adam for leaving her. She blamed herself for being such a nothing-burger. Right now she wanted to refuse
            Carol’s invitation/command, but the truth was that as much as she liked being alone, she wasn’t certain she could cope without
            electricity.
         

         
         There was the sound of a car turning in the driveway, and Carol craned to the side to look out the living room window. “It’s
            Barb.”
         

         
         Barb Finley was Carol’s best friend and had been for years, even before they had each been widowed. Barb was a few years older,
            and the two women looked as if they’d have nothing in common. Where Carol was lean, Barb was fluffy. Carol had that dashing
            pink streak in her hair, while Barb kept her white hair severely styled. Carol was style, Barb was comfort. But the two got
            along like a house on fire, and spent hours cooking together and gossiping and laughing. Sometimes Sela would take Olivia
            for a week and the two older women would take off for the Outer Banks. Olivia had gone with them once, and after their return
            had whispered to Sela that no matter what she never wanted to do that again, so Sela earned bonus points from both Carol and Olivia for stepping up and taking Olivia
            while the two friends went gallivanting off on their adventures.
         

         
         Carol went to the front door and opened it. “Come on in,” she called. “We’re making a list of what we need to do.” Then she
            returned to the kitchen to get down another glass for iced tea.
         

         
         Barb’s expression was tense as she came in the door. She was limping a little, and there was an elastic bandage around her
            left ankle. “What happened to your ankle?” Sela asked, getting up and moving to the other side of the table so Barb could
            take her chair, which was closest to her.
         

         
         “Turned it this morning when I was cutting the grass.” She sank onto the chair and wrapped her hands around the glass of tea
            that Carol set in front of her, but didn’t drink. She took a deep breath and her eyes filled with tears. “Is this”—she gave
            a distracted wave that appeared to include the universe—“thing really going to happen? I don’t know what to do. If there’s no electricity my security system won’t work; anyone can break
            in with no warning, and I won’t be able to call for help, either. Our cars will run out of gas, there won’t be enough food,
            I don’t have a fireplace for heat and can’t cut firewood anyway—”
         

         
         “You’ll move in here,” Carol promptly said, breaking into Barb’s panicked litany though she darted a concerned look at Sela
            even as she said it. She gave Carol a small nod, telling her it was okay she’d asked Barb instead. Okay? Sela was downright
            relieved.
         

         
         Barb’s face crumpled with relief. “Really? Is there room?” She looked at Sela. “I thought you’d—”

         
         “No, I’m staying in my house,” Sela said firmly. “Carol and I are combining supplies and I’ll eat here, but I’m sleeping at
            home.”
         

         
         “Won’t you be safer here?” Bless her, despite her deep gratitude at being invited to stay with Carol, she was persistent in
            trying to take care of Sela, too.
         

         
         “I’ll be as safe as I’ve ever been, living alone,” Sela said practically. She had a small portable generator, but it made
            more sense to move it to Carol’s house since three people would be here, and she herself would mostly be here except for the
            nights. She would keep warm with her wood-burning fireplace for heat, backed up by her kerosene heater. She’d be stingy with
            the heater because she didn’t have an unlimited supply of kerosene . . . and that reminded her they should get down to business.
            In a pinch, she could share a room with Olivia or Carol, but that would be a last resort. She needed her own space.
         

         
         She tapped Olivia’s sheet of paper. “Number two: we need more wood. Oh crap! I forgot about getting gas and kerosene! I’ll
            fill a few five-gallon cans at the store, so we’ll have enough on hand to run the generator until we use everything in the
            fridge and freezer, but we have to buy kerosene.”
         

         
         Olivia dutifully wrote it down, and the three older women looked at each other with worry in their eyes. Everyone else would
            be thinking the same thing, and the window for acquiring those supplies was rapidly closing.
         

         
         “Dear God,” Sela said, getting to her feet. “I need to be working on that right now.”

         
         “I’ll help,” Carol said, also rising. “First things first. Barb, go back to your house and get what you want, bring it back
            here. Olivia, go with her to help. Bring all your food, Barb, batteries, flashlights, oil lamps—”
         

         
         “And ammunition and whiskey,” Sela added, with a quick smile at her aunt.

         
         “I don’t have any ammunition,” Barb said smartly, and smiled. “Get all the produce you can grab, and we’ll work all night
            canning it. I have lots of jars and lids. I meant to put up a lot of food this summer but always found something more fun
            to do. That’ll teach me.”
         

         
         All over the valley, Sela thought, people were probably coming to the same conclusion and hauling out their pressure cookers.
            She hoped they were, anyway. She’d never done any canning herself, but that was about to change.
         

         
         “Chop-chop,” Carol said, and they all headed out on their assigned errands.

         
         Carol had two fuel cans at her house and got them; Sela had one at hers, which she fetched, and five new ones in the store.
            She stopped there, darted in to get them, then she and Carol evenly divided the cans and went their separate ways.
         

         
         She half expected someone to pull up to the door, looking to clean off her shelves. But the cars that were on the road didn’t
            even slow down. There weren’t enough supplies in her little store to tempt anyone. If there was, she wouldn’t be heading to
            town herself.
         

         
         Sela could barely pay attention to her driving. Her thoughts were doing the crazed rabbit thing again. What else would they
            need? Duct tape. She didn’t know why, but duct tape seemed important. Salt, lots of salt; sugar, flour, cornmeal, powdered
            eggs, powdered milk, any basic food stuff that wouldn’t need refrigeration. Anything canned—literally, anything.
         

         
         She imagined before this was over, people would be eating whatever they could get, even things they never would have touched
            before. She’d bought what seemed like a ton of stuff earlier in the day, but viewing it from the other side of the official
            warning, she knew they’d need more.
         

         
         Town was chaos. The grocery store parking lots were full, with people driving up and down the aisles looking for parking spaces.
            She couldn’t find a break in traffic to make the left turn, so went up to the traffic light—for some reason people were still
            obeying the lights—and circled around to enter the parking lot. It was a useless effort; there was literally nowhere to park.
            She spotted some open space on the grass in front of Taco Bell and managed to squeeze in there before someone else grabbed
            the slot. So what if she was on the side of the road? So what if she got a ticket? She’d never had a ticket before, but this
            seemed like a good time to take the risk.
         

         
         Her heart beating hard with urgency, she ran across the scorching heat of the parking lot and threw herself into the blast
            freezer of the grocery store, headlong into what seemed like just short of a riot. The aisles were packed with people grabbing
            whatever they could, wheeling carts left and right with none of the usual grocery store method. Barb had said get all the
            produce she could, but the produce area was so crowded she couldn’t squeeze in. Skirting the edges, she took whatever she
            could reach. Bypassing the bread aisle, she then went to the canned goods and repeated the process, spurning nothing, getting
            what she could. Next was the baking goods aisle for staples like flour, sugar, powdered milk, and all the salt she could grab
            while other shoppers were doing the same thing. She was bumped, shoved, pushed, and once knocked into the shelving; she barely
            kept herself from going down.
         

         
         The self-checkout lanes were closed down, and she stood in line for forty minutes before she got to the counter. It helped
            that some people were being refused checkout because they wanted to use either credit cards or checks. Handmade “Cash Only”
            signs hung above every register. They left their full shopping carts where they were standing, and the people still in line
            raided the carts to fill their own needs.
         

         
         Thank heavens she’d hit the bank earlier and had cash on her, because normally she wouldn’t have had much more than twenty
            bucks or so. If she were forced to abandon her supplies . . . she didn’t know what she would do. She was already tense with
            stress and anxiety, fighting the sense of impending doom.
         

         
         After paying, she wheeled the cart across the parking lot, jerking it over the curb onto the grass, and reached her white
            Honda CR-V. After the chill of the grocery store the sunny heat felt good on her skin. She put the groceries in the back seat,
            because the cargo area was full of empty fuel cans, and by the time she’d finished the chill had gone and she was beginning
            to sweat.
         

         
         Heavy traffic snaked down the highway, as well as around and around the parking lot, and she had no idea how she was going
            to find a way to squeeze into a lane. She saw tense, almost predatory faces turned toward her as vehicles inched past; there
            was no way she could return the cart to the grocery store and leave her vehicle unattended; it would be broken into and her
            supplies stolen within half a minute. Her heart pounded from stress. If it was this bad now, what would it be like when there
            actually was no power, no food to buy?
         

         
         The highway was impossible, so she bumped over the curb into the Taco Bell parking lot, and managed to weave her way, through
            parking lots and side streets, to a gas station that sold kerosene. The gas pumps were clogged, but she didn’t need gas, thank
            God.
         

         
         She was able to park next to the Dumpster, close to the kerosene pump. A whipcord lean white-haired man wearing overalls and
            a stained John Deere cap was at the pump, an unreadable expression on his face as he watched the parking lot turmoil. Local farmer, she thought. The old-timers like him would likely be the ones who got this area through the approaching crisis, because they
            knew how to grow food and how to get by without all the modern conveniences.
         

         
         She noted the cost per gallon of the kerosene and did some quick math: she had four five-gallon fuel cans, for a total of
            twenty gallons. She pulled out the appropriate cash as she darted into the station and got in line to pay. Just as she had
            earlier, the station manager had stopped credit card payments. People were cussing, some under their breaths and some not,
            as they handed over their cash and complained that now they wouldn’t have the money to get something to eat on their way home.
            Mostly tourists, she thought, catching a variety of accents. They were rightfully in a panic to get home; some of them might
            live so far away they wouldn’t make it.
         

         
         She kept an eye on her vehicle, making sure no one approached it. The people here weren’t thinking about groceries, though,
            they were thinking about gasoline. Turning, she looked at the rows of shelving in the store: mostly empty.
         

         
         The sense of unreality was so strong she wondered if there were camera crews hidden somewhere, secretly recording everything,
            because she felt as if she were in the middle of a disaster movie. No buildings were falling sideways, nothing was exploding,
            no one was screaming or fighting each other, but the tension and barely restrained panic were pushing at everyone. Tension
            crawled along her veins and she tried to think what she would do if someone did start fighting here in this crowded store. How would she get out? Should she get behind some shelving, or duck down to the
            floor and try to crawl out? Would she get trampled?
         

         
         But nothing happened. Despite the tension, the line to pay inched forward. When she reached the clerk, a middle-aged woman
            whose own face mirrored the stress Sela felt, she handed over the money and said, “Kerosene. I have four five-gallon cans.”
         

         
         The woman nodded, and rang up the sale. Behind Sela, someone said, “I’ll give you fifty bucks for those cans.”

         
         Sela didn’t dare look back. She darted out the door and over to her vehicle, where she dragged out the fuel cans, lined them
            up, and filled them while keeping a weather eye out for anyone approaching her from behind. She’d never fought for anything
            or with anyone in her life, but she’d fight for these cans of kerosene.
         

         
         Finally—finally!—she wrestled the heavy cans back into her SUV and slammed the hatch. With her peripheral vision she saw a man heading her
            way and she quickly used her remote to lock the vehicle, securing everything until she could get to the driver’s door. Hearing
            the beep of the horn that signaled the lock engaging, the man halted, and turned away. Breathing fast, Sela unlocked the door,
            slid in, and quickly locked the vehicle again. She started the motor and the air-conditioning blew in her face, evaporating
            the sweat.
         

         
         Slowly she reached out and turned off the air-conditioning. Mileage mattered, now more than ever.

         
         The highways were clogged; she could see police and deputy cars crawling from motel to motel, blasting on their bullhorns
            that all non-locals should check out and get to their homes while they still could. At least the off-season had begun with
            Labor Day; the Rod Run had provided another spurt of tourists, but the crush had dropped drastically after that—at least until
            October brought the tree colors and tourists returned. There wouldn’t be an October crush this year, she thought. But even
            during the off-season there were always tourists, and the weekends were crowded. She shuddered to think what the traffic would
            have been like if this had happened during one of the busy times.
         

         
         The only way she could get home was to wind her away around secondary streets and roads until she hit Goose Gap. Even the
            secondary roads were crowded, though mostly with locals who knew how to avoid the traffic on the main drag. Eventually she
            had to hit the highway, though, and she sat for several minutes before there was a gap big enough for her to shoot into.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later she pulled into Carol’s driveway and sat there shuddering in relief. Carol was already back, as well
            as Barb and Olivia. Olivia came outside and down the steps, coming to help her carry in supplies, and when she looked at that
            innocent, pretty young face, Sela thought again that, come hell or high water, she would protect her family—no matter what
            it cost her.
         

         
          

         Carol had done better at gathering produce than Sela had. “I stopped at a couple of roadside stands,” she said. “I knew town
            would be a madhouse.”
         

         
         That was an understatement. Sela didn’t tell her aunt that she’d actually been frightened. Nothing had happened, and the man
            who had been approaching her SUV might have wanted to ask her where she got the fuel cans . . . though he had turned around when she locked the doors.
         

         
         Carol and Barb were already shucking corn, and a pressure cooker filled with jars of tomatoes was doing its thing. Olivia
            got some sterilized jars out of the dishwasher, put another load of jars in, and started the machine. Sela got a glass of
            iced tea, guzzled it, then poured another glass before she sat down at the table to join the others in food prep. Everything
            they could do, even if they had to stay up all night, would help see them through the crisis.
         

         
         Olivia helped, too, though she kept looking things up on her phone and detailing what dedicated preppers did. Some of the
            tips were good, some impossible at this late date. She also made a plate of sandwiches and put it on the table, so they could
            eat while they worked.
         

         
         Yet another pressure cooker full was cooling down, and the sun had dipped behind the mountains to finally give them some relief
            from the heat, when Olivia looked out the window and said, “Gran, there’s some people out there.”
         

         
         “What people?” Carol and Sela both went to the windows to look out, and saw a knot of people out front, with some others straggling
            in from their houses up and down the road. Barb shoved out of her chair and peered over Olivia’s shoulder.
         

         
         There was nothing like an impending disaster to bring people together. Sela couldn’t remember the last time so many of her
            neighbors had gathered together. There were at least twenty people out there, standing around looking at the sky as if they
            could find answers written overhead. The point of contact seemed to be the middle of the narrow asphalt road, directly in
            front of Carol’s house. Carol had lived here her entire life, and knew everyone; Sela had lived here for years, some of them
            before her divorce and all of them afterward, but she wasn’t much on socializing and while she mostly knew the names of her neighbors, at least half of them she didn’t actually know as individuals.
         

         
         “Wonder what this is about?” Carol mused, but it was a rhetorical question because of course they were talking about the CME,
            and she was already heading out the door, crossing her porch, and going down the steps, with Olivia and Barb right behind
            her.
         

         
         Sela followed more slowly, instinctively lagging back and trying to avoid attention. The background was always more comfortable
            for her than being front and center.
         

         
         “Whattaya think about this solar storm business?” asked Mike Kilgore; he was a stocky, capable man, a self-employed plumber.

         
         “Cops seem to be taking it seriously,” Nancy Meador replied. As if to verify that, in the distance they suddenly heard a bullhorn,
            a deputy slowly driving around all the rental properties and advising tourists, for their own safety and survival, to immediately
            pack their belongings and head for home. A significant solar event was expected to happen in less than twenty-four hours,
            which could result in long-term power outage.
         

         
         Nancy looked at Sela with a touch of censure. “I stopped by your store to pick up a few things, but no one was there.”

         
         Sela’s instinct was to mutter “sorry,” even though she had nothing to be sorry about.

         
         A little boy about six years old began to cry. His dad put a hand on the kid’s shoulder and said, “We’ll be okay.” His mother,
            who was holding a toddler, also put her arm around him and tried to comfort him. Sela tried to remember their names . . .
            Greer, maybe? She felt ashamed for not knowing her neighbors better.
         

         
         People began talking, speculating. Their opinions and attitudes varied, from calm doubt that anything would happen to conviction
            that the world as they knew it would end, with everything in-between also represented. As Sela listened she realized that
            everyone had already made some effort to prepare, no matter what they believed.
         

         
         “We’re canning everything we can get our hands on,” Barb said, and a couple of the older women nodded in agreement, while
            the younger ones, who were less likely to have a pressure cooker, looked scared.
         

         
         “Bring your food over, and what jars you have, and we’ll help those of you who don’t know how to can,” Carol offered. Of course
            she offered, as did the other older women. They began discussing who would go to whose house, what produce they had, how many
            jars—though jars would be a problem, because only people who canned were likely to hold on to glass jars.
         

         
         Work. They had to work, and work hard, for as long as the electricity stayed on. And they would have to be stingy with their
            supplies, because they didn’t know how much would be enough, or exactly what they would need. They were as unprepared as the first settlers from Europe setting
            foot in the New World . . . well, maybe not. They did have the farmers and the old people, ample game for hunting, and plenty
            of fresh water. When she thought about it, right there where they were, in Wears Valley, they had everything they needed for
            survival.
         

         
         The crowd shifted, from one large gathering to several smaller ones. Sela stood back and listened, picking up bits and pieces
            of several conversations. Several men talked about security, making plans to start a community watch. One woman said she had
            her dehydrator working overtime, drying the last of the summer garden veggies. Another was making soup and canning it. Eventually
            the last of the panic faded, at least outwardly, and was replaced by preparation. Sela could only hope it was the same everywhere,
            though she knew it wouldn’t be.
         

         
         The sound of her own name caught her attention and she snapped her head around.

         
         Barb smiled at her, looking smug. “I nominate Sela.”

         
         She should have paid better attention to that particular conversation. “What?” No good ever came of being nominated for anything.

         
         “We’ll need someone to be in charge.”

         
         “In charge of what?” It didn’t matter. Thanks, but no thanks. Being in charge wasn’t in her DNA.
         

         
         “Getting things organized,” Nancy replied. “You have common sense, and your ego won’t get in the way.”

         
         No, no chance of that. But the idea of being in charge of anything other than her store and herself filled her with a sense
            of dread. “Really, I don’t think—”
         

         
         Barb interrupted. “The people who don’t want leadership are the ones who should have it. The ones who shouldn’t be in charge
            are always the first to raise their hands. There are assholes everywhere.” She darted a quick look in Olivia’s direction to
            see if the teenager had been close enough to hear. She wasn’t, and likely Olivia and her friends said much worse than that,
            but still. “Pardon my French,” she added in a lowered voice.
         

         
         The next thing she knew, Sela was surrounded. Not just by her aunt and friends, but by several other smaller groups. There
            were fifteen houses in this little neighborhood, and at quick count it appeared that every home was represented by at least
            one resident. And they were all looking at her.
         

         
         “So?” Barb prodded. “What do we do?”

         
         Neighbors ranging in age from five to seventy-five looked at her as if she should have all the answers. She threw a panicked
            look at Mike Kilgore, but he held up his hands and shook his head. “Don’t look at me. I don’t have the patience. Tell me what
            to do and I’ll do it, but I know my shortcomings.”
         

         
         The thing was, Sela knew hers, too, and being forceful enough to lead anything wasn’t in her wheelhouse.

         
         On the other hand, what they needed at this point was organization more than leadership. She ran her store, kept the inventory ordered and organized. She could do that much, get
            them at least on the same page so things that needed to be done got done but efforts weren’t duplicated.
         

         
         Olivia was watching her. If she refused, what would that teach Olivia about stepping up, about being strong even against her
            own inclinations? She wasn’t Olivia’s only role model, but still—being a role model sucked.
         

         
         She blew out a breath, thought a minute, then said, “We need a plan not just for this street, but for the entire community.”
            There were about six thousand residents in Wears Valley, give or take. Thanks to the topography, they were pretty spread out.
            It was a rural area, an unincorporated township. They had no organized form of government. “Okay, everyone think. While we
            still have phones and internet, let’s contact everyone we can and set up a community center.” There was one logical answer.
            “Tomorrow afternoon, if we get hit the way they say we will, we’ll meet at the school. Everyone who wants to attend can, but
            at the very least each neighborhood should be represented. We need a list of residents, their addresses, next . . . next of
            kin and how to contact them.” That was hard to say, but had to be put out there. “Put the word out, try to get as many people
            to attend as we can. The people who can walk the distance, should, to save gas. At the very least people should share rides.
            Once we’re there, we’ll make a plan for the days to come.”
         

         
         Days, she said, not weeks and months. She didn’t want to bring the panic back to those who had managed to dismiss it.

         
         “We can elect a community leader at that time.” So far as she knew, they didn’t even have a county deputy who lived in the
            area, but she might be wrong about that. There was a forest ranger, she thought, but she’d heard he retired.
         

         
         One thing for sure: her little neighborhood might have nominated her to get things organized, but she certainly wouldn’t be
            voted on to lead the entire community.
         

         
         One of the men who’d been talking about upping security spoke up. “Who’s going to contact that Jernigan guy up on Cove Mountain?
            He’s retired military, right? That’s what I heard. He’d be an asset.”
         

         
         If they only knew. Sela and Carol both kept their mouths shut. No one needed to know Jernigan had given them a heads-up about
            the solar storm several hours before everyone else found out.
         

         
         A few people nodded their heads in agreement and one asked if anyone had his phone number.

         
         It appeared no one did, no surprise there, and eventually Mike Kilgore offered to drive up in the morning and ask Jernigan
            personally to join in on the community plans. The men would no doubt prefer someone like Ben to be in charge, and to be honest
            so would she. But she didn’t think he’d agree. In fact, she was almost certain he wouldn’t.
         

         
         As twilight deepened, a few people still stood around talking but most began wandering back to their homes, to prepare, to
            wait, to call loved ones they might not be able to talk to for a while. Maybe some would cry, or try to convince themselves
            that despite the warnings nothing would happen. Different people coped in different ways.
         

         
         Sela was exhausted. She murmured a vague excuse about going in to check on something, though there was nothing to check, and
            went back into Carol’s house. It had been a hellish—and hellishly long—day, and she just wanted to go home. Home wasn’t possible
            just yet, unless she was willing to leave Carol and Barb to do all the work of canning their produce, which she wasn’t.
         

         
         She began pulling stuff out of the refrigerator to throw together a meal. Perishables first, she thought. That meant the luncheon ham needed to be eaten. Okay, ham and cheese sandwiches it was.
         

         
         Olivia was teary-eyed when she came inside, just ahead of Carol and Barb. “I want to talk to Josh,” she said, “but he isn’t
            answering his phone.”
         

         
         “He’s probably on duty,” Sela said practically. “Every active-duty soldier will be preparing. Send him a text, tell him to
            call whenever he can regardless of the time.” Carol had to be as worried about her grandson as Olivia was, but she was holding
            it together for her granddaughter’s sake.
         

         
         As far as that went, Sela wanted to know that her cousin was safe, too, and maybe find out some preparations the military
            was making. And after that she wanted nothing more than to go home and sleep, though she doubted sleep was coming anytime
            soon.
         

         
         First, though, there was work—a lot of work. They had to do what they could while the power was still on.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Mike Kilgore was a man who kept his word; he set out the next morning for Ben Jernigan’s house, high on Cove Mountain. He
            didn’t look forward to his task, because from what he’d heard Jernigan wasn’t the friendliest man in the valley, but Mike
            had been in the military himself and he figured that might give them some common ground . . . or not. He wouldn’t know until
            he got there.
         

         
         The morning news was not good, and already cell service was spotty, satellites were going out . . . it looked as if they’d
            better prepare for the worst. Mike didn’t like thinking about that. He’d seen what he’d thought was the worst, in Desert Storm
            a quarter of a century before, then found out what was going on now was worse than his worst—and when the power grid went
            down, what happened in the cities would rank right up there. He felt sick to his stomach thinking about it, so instead he
            focused on what was right around him, on his family and neighbors, on Wears Valley. Think small; he could handle that. But
            the valley needed help, needed leadership who knew what the hell was what, and he figured the best man for that was Ben Jernigan.
         

         
         The early-morning mist still clung to patches of ground as he navigated the turns and curves that wound around and up the
            looming hulk of Cove Mountain. September was a dry month, but all the vegetation produced moisture and an ecosystem that gave
            the mountains their descriptive name of Smoky. In a few weeks the leaves would begin turning color, but right now the heat
            still lingered. That was good, he thought; people wouldn’t have to use resources to stay warm. Everyone would have to learn
            how to be stingy with what they had, to make it last through the winter.
         

         
         He turned off the almost-two-lane road onto a narrow, paved one-lane, a private road meant only for the residents of the houses
            built along it. There was no through traffic, no side roads branching off it. If he remembered correctly, though it had been
            years since he’d been up here, the road grew narrower and narrower, the paving gave out and became gravel, and it was damn
            steep.
         

         
         Up ahead on the right he could see a man pushing a lawn mower over a narrow strip of grass beside the road. Out of caution
            he slowed, and pulled as far to the left as he could and still stay on the pavement. The man looked up, then to Mike’s mild
            astonishment held up his hand and stepped out into the middle of the road.
         

         
         Wants to talk, ask if there’s any news, Mike thought, and obligingly slowed. He didn’t recognize the man, but several of the
            houses up here were vacation homes. Huh. If this was a vacationer, he should have gone home. Maybe he’d moved here permanently.
            It was impossible, even for the old-timers, to know everyone who lived in the valley.
         

         
         As he rolled to a stop, he tried to keep his mouth from falling open. This guy looked like Teddy Roosevelt, complete with
            pith helmet and mustache. And he wore a khaki shirt and khaki shorts, with black shoes and brown socks.
         

         
         He lowered the passenger-side window and leaned over. “Mornin’,” he said in greeting.

         
         Teddy Roosevelt bent over and looked in the window, a stern, disapproving expression on his face. “This is a private road,”
            he said. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         Mike’s hackles rose a little, but he kept his face pleasant. Maybe everyone should start being more cautious. “I know. I’m
            going to visit someone.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         The hackles rose even more. For one thing, Mike was driving his work pickup with the magnetic sign proclaiming Kilgore Plumbing on both sides, along with his phone number, so it wasn’t as if he would be looking for a place to ransack. Instead of answering
            the question he countered with one of his own: “Who’re you?”
         

         
         “I’m Ted Parsons. I own this house here.” The man indicated the house behind him, a spacious-looking D-log cabin like tourists
            mostly preferred, thinking it looked mountainy.
         

         
         From his accent, Mike knew the man wasn’t local, at least not born-and-raised local. “Vacation house?”

         
         The man’s face went stiff. “I’ll give your question back to you: Who are you?”

         
         “Look at the sign on my truck,” Mike said. “Mike Kilgore, plumber.”

         
         Teddy—Ted—glanced down at the sign. “Someone call you?”

         
         Hell with this. Mike mentally rolled his eyes and lied. “Yes. Why?”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Mister, if you can tell me why it’s any of your damn business who has a leak in their bathroom, I’ll give you all the information
            you want. But since I’m guessing you can’t, I’ll be on my way.” He buzzed up the window and hit the gas, forcing faux-Teddy
            to step back or get his toes run over. God almighty. He hoped the guy didn’t live here, and would soon be hightailing it for
            home—something he should have done yesterday. But idiots abounded in all areas, and Lord knew the valley had its share of
            homegrown ones. The one thing they didn’t need was more.
         

         
          

         Ben mentally ran through everything he’d done yesterday, the supplies he’d gathered, what he already had on hand, what he’d
            done to protect his equipment, and figured he was as ready as he was going to get.
         

         
         He didn’t consider himself a prepper, a survivalist, or an alarmist. He hadn’t collected freeze-dried food, ammo, alternative
            power sources, and water storage because he expected the end of the world to be right around the corner. He was simply ready
            for whatever life decided to throw his way—and to minimize the necessity for contact with the rest of the population. He could
            easily weather the grid going down, without much change in his lifestyle other than having to preserve his gasoline, and making
            do when that ran out, but with his training that was no big deal. He could and did regularly hike miles through these mountains,
            partly to keep in shape, but also because the solitude and the ancient majesty of the mountains appealed to him.
         

         
         Today was the SHTF day—when the shit hits the fan. Preppers and theorists had warned about it for a long time, and today was
            the day. The culprit wasn’t a bad actor exploding a thermonuclear bomb in the atmosphere, it was the sun. The sun ruled everything
            on Earth, and they were about to be reminded of that in a big way.
         

         
         Europe and most of Asia were already dark. News was scarce, because communications in those continents were down: power grids,
            satellites, land lines, all fried. The US military had hardened power sources and what little information was out there came
            from them, but they had their hands full with one crisis after another at bases and embassies around the world, and spreading
            the news wasn’t their job. Their job was holding the line, protecting the country and its citizens, and every service member
            right now was focused on that. Still, there were some calls, some news leaking through on his ham radio though the atmosphere
            was getting screwier by the minute, and some texts.
         

         
         The news wasn’t good, and it wouldn’t be for a long damn time.

         
         He didn’t have a television, didn’t want one, didn’t need one. He’d seen more than enough online. Many larger cities were
            already experiencing gridlock as the smart people tried to get out, and the stupid ones were trying to stock up on a couple
            of days of food thinking that would be enough. Some people were stuck because of their situations, maybe an ill family member
            they refused to leave behind, and he felt sorry for them because they were likely going to die. A big city wasn’t built with
            long-term survival in mind. Too many people lived without having more than a couple of days’ worth of food on hand. They couldn’t
            imagine weeks or months without power, couldn’t imagine not being able to stop for takeout, or at the market to pick up something
            to cook right then.
         

         
         In some areas of the country the power was already out, or else spotty, because nuclear plants were already being shut down
            safely, powering down ahead of the CME. If the solar storm had come without warning, nuclear plants wouldn’t have had time
            to do a safe, emergency power down, so they were doing it now.
         

         
         And of course there were people who didn’t believe anything would happen. Ben didn’t know how people could ignore what was
            right in front of them, how they could even casually look at the news, find out Europe and Asia were dark, and still think
            it wouldn’t happen to them. They went on about their lives as normally as they could, laughing at those who were making preparations.
            This wasn’t Y2K. They wouldn’t be laughing tomorrow.
         

         
         He hoped Sela Gordon wasn’t in that group. He’d done what he could, given her a heads-up. He could have—probably should have—gone
            to a bigger store in town for the few supplies he’d decided to add to his stash. No one there would have thought twice about
            his purchases, the way Sela had. Everything would’ve been cheaper, too. No small store could compete with a chain, pricewise.
         

         
         He could’ve charged everything to his credit card, knowing the store wouldn’t be able to collect for a long time, if ever,
            because all data before the coming grid crash could well be lost. Like everyone else, he wanted to conserve his cash. But
            when it came down to it, he didn’t want to stiff Sela. She’d need cash, too, more than he would, because he was far more self-sufficient.
         

         
         His errant second thoughts didn’t last long. He simply hadn’t been able to pass by her store without experiencing a gut-deep
            feeling that he should tell her what was coming. She wasn’t his responsibility; no one was, but that didn’t mean he was comfortable
            leaving her hanging. His read on her was that she was one of the gentle souls, a quiet, warm light in a world that needed
            all the warmth it could get. Gentle didn’t mean weak, though, and he hoped she’d acted on his warning.
         

         
         That single warning was where his desire to participate in life beyond his cabin ended. He expected he wouldn’t see another
            living soul for months, maybe years, and that suited him just fine.
         

         
         Don’t tempt the devil.

         
         No sooner had he had the thought than the motion alarm sounded, immediately proving him wrong. Hoping his visitor was a bear,
            he turned to check the video camera, and swore aloud. A middle-aged, slightly overweight man was huffing and puffing his way
            up the incline toward the porch, head down, steps short. His gaze narrowed, Ben took his Mossberg shotgun from its usual place
            by the front door and stepped outside.
         

         
         He wasn’t trying to be stealthy, because he wanted the visitor to realize he was there and not come any closer. At the sound
            of the door closing, the trespasser stopped, lifted his head, and immediately fixed his gaze on the shotgun. He lifted his
            right hand in a staying motion. “Mornin’. I’m Mike Kilgore, from the valley.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You have a big-ass
            rock in your driveway. I had to park at the end of the drive and walk up.”
         

         
         “I know. I put it there. What can I do for you?” Ben’s tone was matter-of-fact. He didn’t intend to do anything, he just wanted
            this man gone.
         

         
         Mike Kilgore took a couple of deep breaths so he could speak more easily. “We’re trying to get organized, in case . . . you
            know. Things happen, people need to be notified. Anyway, no one had your phone number or someone would have called, so I volunteered
            to drive up and talk to you.” He wiped the sweat off his face. The early morning was still fairly cool, but walking up the
            drive would wring a sweat from almost anyone. Ben could do it without effort, but he made a point of being able to do so.
            Graying hair stuck to Kilgore’s temples, and his cheeks were unnaturally pink. “We’re also putting together a list of contacts—you
            know, next of kin, in case something happens, to let them know after things normalize.”
         

         
         Ben gave a brief thought to his father, a rancher in Montana, who didn’t give a shit about any of his kids. His mother was
            dead. His father had remarried and the other kids were Ben’s half siblings, none of whom he was close to. They might be interested
            in knowing if he’d died, but only to find out if they’d inherited his stuff, in which case they’d be disappointed.
         

         
         A good neighbor would invite the man in for a drink of water or even a cup of coffee, but Ben wasn’t a good neighbor and didn’t
            intend to be. He maintained his stance on the porch with the shotgun in his hand. If no one around had his phone number, then
            it should be obvious that he didn’t want calls. Or visits.
         

         
         But Mike Kilgore wasn’t about to leave before he accomplished his mission. And now that he was closer, and Ben was seeing
            him in person, he altered his impression of Kilgore from “overweight” to “stocky muscular.”
         

         
         “Anyway,” Kilgore continued, “the school will be our community meeting place. If the power does go down, that’s where we’ll
            gather this afternoon to get things organized. At times like this we need to band together, neighbor helping neighbor. We’d
            like to have you join us. You have some useful skills, and, hell, under some circumstances you might need us. I’m a plumber,
            by the way. Everyone eventually needs a plumber.”
         

         
         That might be a universal truth, but Ben didn’t respond.

         
         “My wife and I live on Myra Road, down the way from Sela Gordon.” Kilgore swiped at his sweaty forehead. “You know Sela, right?
            Owns the little store on the highway? I think I’ve seen your truck there. Some of the women want her to be in charge, but”—he
            shrugged—“she isn’t willing, and I’m thinking she might not be strong enough for the job, anyway. On the other hand, you’d
            be perfect.”
         

         
         “No.” Ben’s rejection was swift and flat. He had no desire to be in charge of anyone other than himself. He’d had enough of
            that in the military.
         

         
         Kilgore took a step back. “Well, if you change your mind . . .”

         
         “I won’t.”

         
         He glanced at the shotgun. “Think about—”

         
         Ben gave a deliberate, definite shake of his head.

         
         Kilgore heaved a sigh. “Well, I tried. If you change your mind, come to the meeting at the school.” He looked down Ben’s driveway
            and scowled. “I’m going to have to back down the road a ways. There’s no place to turn my truck around for at least half a
            mile.”
         

         
         “I know.” Ben didn’t offer assistance, or express sympathy. Kilgore would spread the word. He wouldn’t be back, and neither
            would anyone else he talked to about Ben’s lack of hospitality. And the shotgun. Perfect.
         

         
         He stood on the porch and watched Kilgore leave. After the other man had trudged out of sight, Ben went back inside and stood
            the shotgun in its place beside the door.
         

         
         He thought about Sela Gordon being in charge of the valley, and couldn’t quite picture it. She was so damn quiet it was hard
            to tell, but he figured she was competent and probably better suited to the job than most, if she could develop a sense of
            command.
         

         
         Ben’s way of organizing would be to tell everyone they were on their own. Those who were unprepared had only themselves to
            blame. Those who had prepared would be okay, for the most part. People would die, and soon, but here in this part of the world,
            most would probably do just fine. They could hunt and forage, fish and barter with neighbors. Those who were so inclined would
            band together and make it work.
         

         
         They didn’t need him, and he sure as hell didn’t need them.

         
          

         Ted Parsons sat on his screened-in porch and looked out over the valley. It was always quiet here, but at the moment the silence
            was deeper than usual, more complete. Even the birds seemed to be hunkered down, waiting for the solar event to pass.
         

         
         Most of the neighboring houses on his road had been vacated; they were rentals, though there were a few locals who lived here,
            like John Dabbs, the widower who lived up the hill a ways. John was a pain in the ass. Whenever Ted and his wife, Meredith,
            were here, John would come knocking on the door asking for something, anything, from coffee to a screwdriver or to borrow
            the lawn mower. John was a mooch. The fact that he hadn’t been around likely meant he was visiting his daughter in Memphis.
            There were a couple of other full-timers, people Ted knew from the neighborhood association where they discussed things like
            upkeep on the road, and maybe doing some landscaping at the entrance, putting up a security light there. Ted was against both
            the landscaping and the security light. He didn’t want to make the road look more inviting, or easier to find.
         

         
         His vacation house was located in what he considered a prime spot on the side of the mountain, not so high that it was difficult
            to get to, but high enough that he had a nice view. He and Meredith tried to drive down from Ohio at least one long weekend
            a month, and they’d talked about retiring here when the time came. He considered himself as much a local as anyone else in
            the area. He contributed with his dollars, in taxes and purchases made in the valley and beyond. He made legitimate complaints
            to the agencies who managed the rental cabins on this road, when the grass grew too high or repairs needed to be made, or
            when renters parked on the street or worse, in Ted’s own driveway. Why the hell would people think they had the right to park
            in someone else’s driveway?
         

         
         Yesterday a sheriff’s deputy had knocked on his door and asked him to leave, because “tourists should go home while they could.”
            He was still pissed about that. He wasn’t a damn tourist, he owned this property, and so what if he didn’t live here full-time?
            This was still his property and he belonged here as much as anyone else did. They should’ve been asking for his help, not
            attempting to run him out of his own house. He knew how to run things, how to take charge and give orders.
         

         
         If nothing happened, he and Meredith would go home when they’d originally planned to, on Sunday. If the CME did hit and it
            was as bad as it had been predicted to be, then they were in a good place right here. He’d never admit it aloud, but he’d
            be disappointed if the scientists were wrong and when this was all over nothing changed. There were opportunities to be had
            in a crisis, if someone—like himself—was smart enough to seize those opportunities.
         

         
         Meredith walked onto the porch, phone in hand. “My texts won’t go through. It just keeps spinning and spinning!” Her voice
            trembled and her hands shook. He immediately got up and put his arm around her. Not being able to get in touch with the kids,
            or her family, would weigh on her. He didn’t want her upset, not with her weak heart.
         

         
         “The systems are overloaded, with everyone trying to call and text,” he said soothingly. “You know everybody’s okay, you talked
            to them yesterday.” They’d been married thirty-four years, and he couldn’t imagine life without her. Almost losing her to
            a heart attack ten years ago had shaken him to his core. Ted didn’t like most people, their stupidity got on his nerves, but
            Meredith was his center. He’d do anything to protect her. She was soft where he was strong, but she didn’t need to be strong.
            He was strong enough for both of them.
         

         
         Like him, she was fifty-six years old, though her skin was still smooth and her expression habitually pleasant. With her light
            brown hair and blue eyes he’d always thought she had an angelic quality to her, and it infuriated him when people took advantage
            of her.
         

         
         She sat down and he resumed his seat; she was clasping her phone and looking at it as if she expected it to ring at any moment.
            “We should have gone home,” she said, not for the first time. “The gas tank is full, we would have made it.”
         

         
         “We’re better off here.”

         
         “But—”

         
         He shook his head. “The kids aren’t there. They said they’ll be fine, and they have their own families to take care of. There’s
            nothing you can do to help them. They’re too far away.” Both his kids had moved out of Ohio right after college. Ted Jr. was
            living in Washington State with his new wife, and Kate had moved to Texas for a decent job. “They’re tough. They’ll be okay.”
            Not everyone in the family was tough, but that wasn’t his problem. “Your sister and your mother will just have to fend for
            themselves.”
         

         
         He waited for another “but” that didn’t come. Meredith’s family was a big factor in his decision not to go home. They were
            constantly running to her with their problems, stressing her out, expecting her to give them “loans” when they overspent—which
            they never repaid—complaining about the deadbeat men her sister hooked up with when she kept choosing one loser after another,
            and their mother always defended her sister and guilted Meredith into coughing up more money. The last thing he and Meredith
            needed was to have to deal with those two leeches.
         

         
         He’d never say so to her, but he hoped they both died. Meredith would be upset, but she’d be better off in the long run.

         
         Thinking about it, he decided an electromagnetic pulse would be a better disaster than a CME. If a surprise attack had taken
            down the power grid without warning, no one would have been able to leave. Cars would’ve been damaged—some of them, anyway.
            The chaos would’ve been immediate and devastating.
         

         
         No one would have come around to demand that he leave his own damn house.

         
         A man could make a name for himself in a disaster like this one. Some would survive this crisis, even thrive, but others wouldn’t.
            He intended not only to survive but to be a leader.
         

         
         There would be a meeting this afternoon at the elementary school. No one had told him about the meeting, and that stung a
            bit. He’d seen the news in an informational crawler on a Knoxville television station, shortly before his TV satellite had
            gone out, and he planned to be present. Someone had to tell these yahoos how to organize and what needed to be done. A lot
            of the people who lived around here had never traveled much beyond east Tennessee; their ignorance would be massive.
         

         
         He scanned the valley, thinking. There would be food at the school, at the restaurants, at the convenience stores and gas
            stations. The liquor at the moonshine place would be as good as gold in the coming months. So would the apple butter and fudge
            and relishes at the country store next door to the moonshine cabin. Someone would have to take control of the available commodities.
         

         
         Ted was good at taking control. He’d owned his own business for years. In the beginning he’d been at the tire store, that
            first location, seven days a week. He’d worked his ass off. Now he owned six stores and had competent managers in each one.
            It was no longer necessary that he be involved in the business, though he did like to drop into those stores unannounced and
            stir things up a bit to keep his managers on their toes.
         

         
         His stores would suffer during this crisis, as would all commerce, but when it was over he’d rebuild. He’d get by. He was
            a survivor, and he’d take care of Meredith.
         

         
         They had enough supplies on hand to get by for a short time. Everything else he might need was located in the valley below.
            All he had to do was take control of it. All he had to do was stir things up a bit.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Olivia burst into the kitchen where Sela, Carol, and Barb were still preparing and canning as much food as they could. While
            the power was still on, the work couldn’t let up. “I heard from Josh!” she said, waving her phone at them, then burst into
            tears.
         

         
         “Oh, honey.” Carol dried her hands and went to Olivia, put her arms around her. “That’s such a relief. How is he? Is he still
            on base?”
         

         
         Olivia wiped her eyes and showed the text message to Carol.

         
         “‘I’m good,’” Carol read aloud. “‘We’re prepared, have backup systems. I won’t be able 2’—he used the number two instead of
            the word to, I taught him better than that—‘get leave for a long time, so take care of yourself. Tell Gran I said hi, & love U both.’”
         

         
         Carol wiped her own eyes. “What a load off my mind. I figured the military would be fine, but hearing him say it makes me
            feel better.” She gave Olivia another squeeze, then rejoined the food prep.
         

         
         Sela glanced at the clock, did some calculations. “Olivia, if you’ll shell the last of those peas, we’ll have time to get
            them in the pressure cooker before time runs out.”
         

         
         Olivia made a face, because she’d already discovered she hated shelling peas—and shucking corn—but she sat down without protest
            and picked up a pod. They didn’t have a lot of peas left, maybe enough to fill five or six pints. Barb had made some fresh
            bread in her bread-making machine, and Sela had baked a couple of dozen corn bread muffins. They’d get stale, but they’d last
            longer than soft bread.
         

         
         They’d done what they could. They had just a few more hours before the CME hit. Sela wished someone could tell them the exact
            time, but a solar storm didn’t obey anyone’s schedule. Nature was awe-inspiring and powerful, and nothing on Earth was more
            powerful than the sun.
         

         
         She was so proud of Olivia, who had pitched in with the food prep but gladly escaped when she could, and they’d let her because
            sometimes the kitchen got too crowded with all of them working their butts off. Olivia had taken the warning about unplugging
            everything to heart, not only seeing to the chore in their houses, but warning neighbors. The only things plugged in now were
            what they were actively using, which were all in the kitchen. Olivia had continued to text her friends, but the topic of conversation
            seemed to be all about the CME, and texts were already sporadic. At Sela’s suggestion, Olivia had also gone back and forth
            between Carol’s house and Sela’s, getting all the laundry done. Any crisis was better faced with clean clothes.
         

         
         Carol’s satellite TV was already out, but she had a backup antenna that picked up the local channels from Knoxville, and the
            small TV in the kitchen was on. Though there was some interference, the occasional static or blip or both, they were able
            to watch the wall-to-wall local news coverage while they worked. News anchors were trained to inject all the drama they could
            into any news event, but now they all looked genuinely scared. It was definitely time to worry.
         

         
         Sela kept an eye on the clock, and when she judged it was time she said, “Olivia, you should go take a shower and wash your
            hair while we still have hot water. All of us need to do that, so wash as fast as you can.”
         

         
         Olivia raced up the stairs, and was back down in ten minutes with her long hair wet and slicked back. “You go next,” Carol
            firmly told Sela. “Your hair is longer than mine and Barb’s, and you’ll need time to dry it. We’re almost finished here, anyway.”
         

         
         That wasn’t quite true; there was still cleaning to be done. But it was also true that Sela’s hair was thick and heavy, and
            wouldn’t dry before bedtime unless she used a blow-dryer on it. Something else to plan for, she thought as she climbed the
            stairs: with the power out, she’d have to wash her hair early enough in the day that it could dry. She’d seen movies and read
            books where the female character sat by a fire drying her hair, and never thought the practice anything more than romantic
            or picturesque. Suddenly she had a very different take on the situation. Every mundane thing would become more difficult,
            require more planning.
         

         
         Like Olivia, she rushed through the showering process; she wanted to linger, to savor, knowing this might be the last hot
            shower she’d have in a long time, but this wasn’t a time for lingering. When she was dressed again she took the blow-dryer
            downstairs with her, to clear the way for the next one to shower.
         

         
         By the time everyone had taken their turn in the bathroom and the kitchen was cleaned up, time was getting close, and they
            didn’t want to push their chances on destroying any of the kitchen appliances. The pressure cooker had finished with the peas,
            and the jars were sitting on the kitchen counter, cooling. The four of them ceremoniously unplugged everything except the
            little TV, which Carol had said she would sacrifice because it was old anyway and when the power came back on she’d get a
            new little flat screen for the kitchen.
         

         
         “What do we do now?” Olivia asked, her eyes big.

         
         Sela shrugged. “Wait.” She hugged Olivia—all of them seemed to be doing that, reassuring the kid as much as possible—then
            took a seat at the table where she could see the TV. One by one, the others did the same. Olivia squeezed in between Carol
            and Sela, as if she felt safer there.
         

         
         There was a scroll at the bottom of the screen that held their attention. Several communities had done what Wears Valley residents
            had and set up meeting places for this afternoon or tomorrow morning. Anyone in the area who hadn’t been contacted might see
            the information on TV, if they still had access and if they were watching. At least three Knoxville radio stations had plans
            of their own. They’d scheduled ongoing updates at prearranged hours, though they also warned that for the first few days after
            the CME radio signals would be disrupted, so listeners shouldn’t be alarmed if they had no reception.
         

         
         Shouldn’t be alarmed. Ha.

         
         “Radio,” Olivia said in disbelief. “No one listens to radio.”
         

         
         “Sure they do,” Barb countered. “And a lot more will now.”

         
         Sela’s text alert sounded and they all jumped. She looked at the screen and said with relief, “It’s Kristina.” She’d texted
            her closest friends, Amy and Kristina, the night before. Amy had responded within an hour, assuring Sela that she was as prepared
            as she was going to get. She, her husband, Trace, and their two kids—both under five years old—had been visiting his parents
            when the alarm had gone out. Trace’s folks lived on a farm a couple of hours away, and they had decided to stay there. Not
            only was the farm set up for a long period of self-sufficiency, Trace’s parents were in their sixties and could use the help.
         

         
         But she hadn’t heard from Kristina, and she’d worried. Kristina lived in Gatlinburg, close enough that Sela could have gone
            there if she hadn’t been so busy with all the food preparation. Kristina traveled a lot with her job, though, and when she
            thought about it Sela realized they hadn’t been in contact for a week or so.
         

         
         In Mississippi with Nathan & his family. Staying here. You okay?

         
         She read Kristina’s text aloud, then quickly tapped in a reply that they were good and Amy and Trace were with Trace’s parents.
            Part of her wished her friends were close by, but common sense said they were better off where they were: with family. Kristina’s
            parents had retired early and moved to Arizona, so she had no family close by. She’d been dating Nathan for about six months
            and things had been looking serious.
         

         
         This would certainly be a compatibility test, Sela thought. They’d be living together, with Nathan’s parents, whom Kristina
            had evidently just met, for no one knew how long.
         

         
         What would it be like to face this crisis with a strong, dependable partner by your side? The errant thought blindsided her,
            and hard on its heels came another: she had always been the timid one, the one who dodged risk. Who would want to face this crisis by her side?
         

         
         The realization was mortifying. She had to be tougher, smarter; she had to pull her weight, and more. She’d worried about
            Carol and Olivia stepping up, and they likely were thinking the same thing about her. Carol might have, anyway; Olivia was
            too young to be that analytical.
         

         
         The coming crisis would test them all. She didn’t want to be one of those who failed.

         
         “I’m glad she’s with Nathan and his folks,” Carol said. “Being alone right now would be awful.”

         
         The three others nodded, all of them imagining how bad it would be to have no one to rely on.

         
         “I’d feel better if I knew what to expect,” Barb said, her soft face worried. “I don’t mind hard work; that’s how I grew up.
            I just need to know. What will work, what won’t? What should we be doing, what should we forget about?”
         

         
         For some reason, the others looked at Sela, as if she had the answers. She had spent some time reading up on CMEs, but that didn’t make her an expert. How could anyone be an expert on something that hadn’t
            happened in the modern world?
         

         
         “All I can do is guess,” she said slowly. “Texts should work—might work—even after the grid goes down, unless the CME fries
            the towers. They work on radio waves, right? The radio stations all say the waves will be wonky for a few days. After that . . .
            maybe. But cell phones have to be charged, and even then coverage is bound to be spotty. We have to decide if it would be
            worth using precious power to charge a cell.”
         

         
         “Yes!” Olivia said instantly.

         
         “I don’t see having a powered-up cell phone as being more important than having light,” Carol said. “Especially since the
            odds are against anyone you’d want to talk to also having a charged cell phone, and that the networks would be operational.
            Not right away, anyway. Later on, maybe, because you know everyone will be working their butts off trying to get everything
            up and running.”
         

         
         “I charged my cell phone this morning,” Sela said. “What about y’all?”

         
         “I did,” Olivia said. Of course.

         
         Carol made a face. “I think it’s about seventy percent.”

         
         Barb sighed. “I haven’t even turned mine on today. I forgot.”

         
         “Then we’re good for a while, between the four of us, if any cell service works.” Another thought occurred; they’d been so
            busy doing all the food prep and canning that she’d forgotten about water. She had a good bit of bottled water from her store,
            but that wouldn’t be near enough. “We should get busy, right now, filling everything we can with water. When the power goes
            out, it’ll be a lot harder to come by.”
         

         
         They all got busy, filling every glass, every cup, every bowl, every pitcher and jug they could find, all while keeping an
            eye on the small television. Sela sent Olivia to Carol’s small bathroom, which was attached to her downstairs master bedroom,
            to fill the tub there with water, as well.
         

         
         The anchors were seriously explaining that anything that relied on satellites was already down, and there was no telling how
            long it would take to repair or replace them. Getting the power grid up and running would have to come first. Then they began
            listing places where emergency rations would be distributed, and where medical centers would be set up. Hospitals would be
            too difficult to manage, with dark stairs and inoperable elevators. The practice of medicine would become smaller, and more
            basic.
         

         
         As she automatically filled containers with water, Sela wondered how long those emergency rations would last. Here in the
            valley, at least, starvation wasn’t on the radar. Getting food would be more difficult, but there were deer and other game
            in the area, as well as hunters who’d be happy to provide. She’d never had squirrel stew, but there were plenty of them around
            and she wasn’t entirely opposed to trying it if their supplies and deer ran out. Okay, she was opposed, but that would pass.
            She imagined a lot of food dislikes would be ignored before this was over.
         

         
         The water coming from the faucet suddenly thinned to a trickle, then stopped altogether. “What on earth?” Carol said, looking
            at the television, which was still on.
         

         
         “The water board must have turned everything off and disconnected, so the pumps won’t be fried,” Sela said, looking at the
            clock and thinking that, truly, the water board had taken a chance leaving the water on this long. She turned the faucet off
            and looked at their supply of water, at the kitchen counters and table covered with every kind of container they’d been able
            to grab. Olivia returned to the kitchen, looking to Sela and shrugging her shoulders. Still, she’d had time to fill Carol’s
            bathtub. They’d be okay, for a while, and when they had to they’d use creek water to flush the toilets.
         

         
         Everything at her own house was already unplugged, and her perishables and generator were already here at Carol’s. They were
            as ready as they were going to get.
         

         
         They all took a seat at the table, watching the little television, saying nothing. The minutes ticked by, moving closer and
            closer to three p.m. Then the hour hand on the battery-operated clock moved past three, and Olivia stirred restlessly. “Maybe—” she began.
         

         
         The television went black.

         
         That was it. No drama, no burst of static, just . . . gone.

         
         Carol’s house was eerily quiet, all of the normal sounds missing. There was no refrigerator hum, no central air blowing, no
            television. All of them sat there, scarcely breathing, because surely something so momentous should have been more . . . well—momentous.
            The quiet ticking of the clock, something Sela had never before noticed, was the only background noise.
         

         
         And so it began, not with thunderous noise, or drama, or a cataclysmic collapse, but with . . . silence.

         
          

         “It looks like The Walking Dead,” Sela said under her breath as they joined people from all over Wears Valley in walking to the elementary school.
         

         
         On the other side of her, Olivia giggled. Carol barely suppressed a snort of laughter. “Hush!” she whispered. Then she said,
            “Though a few people are kind of lurching around.”
         

         
         They looked like either zombies or lemmings, and in the end it made no difference which, because they were all going to the
            same place like metal shavings pulled by a powerful magnet.
         

         
         The day’s heat had begun to cool and the late-afternoon shadows were lengthening. Sela had brought a flashlight, in case the
            meeting ran until after dark. She hoped it wouldn’t, but realistically she expected people to have a lot to say, whether any
            of it was constructive or not. Everyone was worried, including herself. Maybe someone would have some good ideas on how they
            could weather this.
         

         
         They worked their way inside to the cafeteria; she’d never seen it so crowded. She hadn’t been here in a few years, but the
            school hadn’t changed much. The smell was the same, the tables and chairs the same. Maybe the walls had been repainted, but
            that was it.
         

         
         Instinctively she scanned the crowd, looking for Ben Jernigan even though instinct told her he wasn’t there. If he were anywhere
            around, there would be one of two possible reactions: he’d either be standing alone because most people would be wary of approaching
            him, or he’d be in the center of a bunch of men who were looking to him to be the natural leader. There was no in-between,
            he wouldn’t be chatting with a small group of people.
         

         
         Even knowing he wasn’t there, until she had scanned the entire room, her blood was still thrumming through her veins at the mere possibility
            that she might be wrong.
         

         
         Of course he wasn’t here; no surprise there, though she really wished he was. If anyone had the skills to help them get through
            this disaster, it was Jernigan. She couldn’t even be annoyed that he wouldn’t help, because, honestly, if she had the option
            of hiding away until the crisis passed she’d probably take it.
         

         
         She didn’t have the option, so wishful thinking was a waste of time.

         
         Every seat in the lunchroom had been taken, and many people stood along the walls and in the aisles. Almost immediately the
            low roar of constant chatter began to wear on her nerves. She hated crowds and the noise that came with them, hated the way
            it made her want to crouch down like a small animal trying to escape notice. She wished she thrived on people and experiences,
            instead of wanting to run.
         

         
         A man noticed them and said, “Miss Carol, here,” and got up to let Carol have his seat, at the end of a long table. Sela and
            Olivia took up positions behind her. It wasn’t necessary that all three of them be here, but she and Carol had felt as if
            they had to be there, and Olivia was sticking close to them. Barb had stayed at Carol’s house, both to rest from the hard
            day’s work and because she said they could tell her everything she needed to know, which was true. Her ankle was already better,
            so she could’ve handled the walk. Sela suspected that Barb was hiding, in her own way, the same way Ben was hiding. Everyone
            handled crises differently.
         

         
         In the midst of the dull roar, she caught bits and pieces of conversations:

         
         “I don’t have enough blood pressure meds.”

         
         “I really didn’t think it would happen.”

         
         And so on and so on. Panic, concern, curiosity—they were all around her, and inside her, though she held her fears close because
            she didn’t want to burden Carol and Olivia with them.
         

         
         A woman at the next table toward the back was telling people that Mike Kilgore had gone to Ben Jernigan’s place and been met
            with a shotgun. Any lingering hope she’d had, that he’d miraculously come to help, faded away.
         

         
         With the electricity off and no air-conditioning, and the lunchroom crowded with people, heat was quickly building to the
            uncomfortable level and so was the level of irritation.
         

         
         From what she could hear, a couple of men were already attempting to take the lead, but so far there was nothing resembling
            organization in their methods. They were at the front of the room, arguing about food, security measures, rationing gasoline
            and propane. More men began to join them, some adding their opinions to the argument, others just moving close enough to listen.
         

         
         The noise level grew, as did the feeling of panic in the air. Carol looked around and scowled, then said to Sela, “If someone
            else doesn’t step up, those butt-holes up there will end up running everything.”
         

         
         Olivia said, “Why don’t you do it, Gran? You and Sela.”

         
         Carol looked startled, then she glanced up at Sela with a speculative look on her face. “You should do it,” she said. “You’re
            the one who got this meeting organized, after all.”
         

         
         Sela’s stomach clenched at the idea of dealing with this many people; she’d have to get up and talk in front of them, persuade
            the ones who had other ideas, and a whole bunch of other things that made her think about running. Horrified, she protested,
            “I don’t even know the majority of people here! Do you?”
         

         
         Carol looked around, frowning. “Most of them,” she admitted. “After all, I’ve lived here all of my life. Some of the new people
            who’ve moved here, I don’t.”
         

         
         “I think you should do it,” Olivia said to Carol. She made a face as she looked at the knot of arguing men. “They scare me.
            Do it, Gran, please?”
         

         
         Carol said irritably, “You do know I don’t have much chance of being elected, don’t you?” even as she pushed her chair back
            and stood.
         

         
         “Then why did you tell me to do it?” Sela demanded. “You know more of them than I do!”

         
         “Don’t try to trip me up with logic.”

         
         Sela followed her aunt as Carol slowly worked her way to the back of the room. It was a chore to get there. They had to ease
            past clusters of concerned people, muttering “excuse me” again and again as they made their way toward the men who were attempting—and
            failing—to lead. Everyone was watching the argument, some scowling, some looking alarmed as if they expected a fight to break
            out at any minute.
         

         
         The air was close and hot, and evidently a lot of people hadn’t thought ahead to taking a bath while they still could. Some
            people were trying to open windows, maybe catch a late-afternoon breeze to clear the air.
         

         
         This was the way it would be for a long time, she thought. Central air and heat had spoiled them; everyone would have to get
            used to existing in the real-world temperature again, enduring the heat, sitting close by the fire when winter came. The electricity
            hadn’t been off long enough yet for this to feel like anything more than an inconvenience. Reality would set in soon, as food
            supplies dwindled and stores didn’t reopen.
         

         
         Finally they reached the group of men, but before Carol could interrupt them in her usual inimitable manner, there was a shout
            from the other end of the room and as one they all turned to look at the red-faced, harried-looking man who was coming toward
            them, progressing pretty much the way she and Carol had done, weaving around, tapping people on their shoulders, repeating
            “excuse me” until those in the way moved to the side as much as they could. It was close quarters in the lunchroom, and getting
            closer as more people trickled in.
         

         
         “Who’s that?” she asked Carol in a low voice.

         
         “I don’t know,” Carol replied, “but he evidently thinks he has something important to say.”

         
         The man finally reached the back of the room where the serving area and kitchen were, and turned to face the crowd. He was
            dressed in the ubiquitous Southern male uniform of khaki pants and a blue button-down shirt, and he drank from a water bottle
            in his left hand before he began speaking. “Let me have your attention,” he said in a loud voice, repeating the phrase over
            and over and being roundly ignored. The noise continued unabated.
         

         
         Sela didn’t think she had many talents, but by God she definitely had one: she could whistle. She placed two fingers between
            her lips and blew, producing a shrill, loud whistle that silenced the entire room.
         

         
         The sudden silence was a relief, but now everyone was looking at her. She felt her face get hot. Quickly she pointed at the
            man who had been trying to talk over the noise.
         

         
         He gave her a grateful nod and said, “I’m Jesse Poe, with the county commission.”

         
         That prompted a rush of questions, but he shook his head and held up his hand. “I don’t have answers to most of your questions.
            We’re still working out a plan. What I’m here about today is the food here in the lunchroom. There are perishables in the
            coolers, and a lot of staples, and we don’t want this food to go to waste.”
         

         
         A woman said, “How do you plan on handling it?”

         
         Jesse Poe cleared his throat. “We propose going by the latest population numbers, figuring out the weight of the food here,
            and dividing the weight by the population to see how much food each person gets.”
         

         
         The woman stood up, a disbelieving look on her face. “The county commission doesn’t have any idea how a lunchroom works, does
            it? The staples are in big bags. How are you going to divide that, have everyone bring a measuring cup? And what about the
            people who stayed here instead of going home? There’s a rental cabin next door to me and those people are still here, said
            they didn’t know anything about a solar storm. Are we supposed to include them in the food giveaway, when their tax dollars
            didn’t buy any of it?”
         

         
         “Now, wait just a minute,” a man who looked alarmingly like Teddy Roosevelt said loudly, his scowling face turning red. “I
            don’t live here, but I own a vacation house and I pay property taxes just like everyone else. Are you saying my wife and I
            aren’t entitled to any extra food?”
         

         
         The woman shrugged. “You aren’t here all year paying local taxes the way we are. I’d say yeah you could have some, but not
            a full share.”
         

         
         “That’s bullshit!” His head jutted forward and he advanced on her.

         
         “Settle down, now!” Mike Kilgore appeared, pushing his way between people and getting in front of the Roosevelt look-alike.
            “There’s no need to start acting up, this can be worked out.”
         

         
         “They both have legitimate points,” Carol put in; Sela saw the alarmed look she cast at Olivia, and knew her aunt was trying
            to play peacemaker to head off any possible violence because she didn’t want the girl scared. The situation was frightening
            enough to kids, without adding adult anger to the mix. Mike Kilgore gave her a grateful nod.
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter.” Another woman stood up. “I work in the lunchroom, and I can tell you, Mr. Poe, dividing the food likely
            won’t work. This other lady is right about the staples being in big bags. The meat won’t keep long, and neither will the eggs.
            The produce, lettuce and tomatoes and such, will last longer but they need to be eaten within a week. I don’t know what you
            think you’re going to do with all that meat, either, just cut off hunks and hand them out to people who may not have a means
            of cooking it?”
         

         
         Sela immediately imagined big hanging sides of beef, though she knew that wasn’t what the lunchroom had. The lunchroom worker
            had a point; how did one cook that much meat, when, other than their backyard grills, most people had lost their means of
            cooking? Eventually people would work out systems for cooking, but the meat would spoil before then. She and Carol and Barb
            had canned what meat they had so it would last just fine, but what about the others?
         

         
         Thinking about the large amount of meat, she saw the solution and leaned forward, murmuring to Carol, “Those big meat smokers.
            Right off the bat I can think of three men who have them, so there are bound to be more.”
         

         
         The people around them heard her and turned around to look, nodding their heads in agreement.

         
         “How many people here have those big smokers?” Carol called out, looking around the crowded lunchroom. “Those who have generators
            can keep a fridge running for a while, but let’s face it, we’ll need those generators when the weather turns cold. What we
            need to do is cook this food and have us one big party, before it goes bad! Harley Johnson, I know you have one.”
         

         
         “I do,” said a man from the side of the room. “So does Bob Terrell.”

         
         A couple of other names were added, and going by the size of the big smokers Sela had seen, they now had the combined capability
            of smoking a couple of thousand pounds of meat, way more than was likely in the lunchroom—which meant they could also smoke
            the meat that people had in their homes that they hadn’t already cooked.
         

         
         “That’s a darn good idea,” said the lunchroom lady, nodding her head emphatically. “Everyone can join in.”

         
         “The big field beside the bank would be a good place,” Sela said to Carol, trying to keep her voice low enough that people
            wouldn’t notice her. It didn’t work; they were turning around again, looking at her, giving her the thumbs-up signal. Again
            she felt her face heating at the attention.
         

         
         God, why couldn’t she grow out of this awkwardness? She was fine in small groups, with people she already knew. Why couldn’t
            that carry over when she was in a crowd?
         

         
         Carol put a comforting hand on Sela’s shoulder, the touch saying she understood even if she didn’t quite agree, and raised
            her voice again. “The big field beside the bank. That’s big enough to hold the smokers and all the people who want to come.
            We’ll get tables and chairs from the churches, or everyone could just bring a blanket to sit on, or some lawn chairs, and
            we’ll have ourselves a big picnic.”
         

         
         There was another chorus of agreement, a flood of suggestions, but none of them mentioned the uncooked meat people had in
            their freezers, meat that would go bad unless it was cooked soon. Carol was right; they’d need the generators more in a couple
            of months. Starting tonight, with the smokers, would be an even better idea.
         

         
         Sela waited, hoping someone would think of that. Hadn’t anyone else gone on those survivalist websites and gotten some ideas
            about how to salvage their food supply?
         

         
         Evidently not.

         
         “For crying out loud,” she muttered, frustrated in her attempt to remain unnoticed. Carol turned around, eyebrows raised in
            question, and Sela leaned closer. “Anyone who has any uncooked meat and can’t cook it at home needs to bring it so it can
            be smoked, too,” she whispered. With all the background noise in the room, Carol couldn’t hear her. She shook her head and
            Sela repeated the suggestion, slightly louder.
         

         
         “You should be doing this,” Carol muttered, then called out again, “Anyone who has any meat that needs to be cooked, bring
            it!”
         

         
         The room buzzed as Harley Johnson and Bob Terrell got together and came up with a time to meet in the big field and get the
            smokers fired up. Others volunteered camp stoves and charcoal grills, so the eggs and other items could be cooked. The school
            sometimes offered breakfast for lunch, and because the school year had just started they had more on hand than usual. The
            lunchroom ladies who were in attendance began organizing how such a large amount of food would be cooked.
         

         
         Jesse Poe looked relieved that the lunchroom food would be distributed, though somewhat perturbed that the county commission’s
            plan had been so quickly discarded. He went with the flow, though. “Y’all seem to have this in hand, so I’ll get back to Sevierville,”
            he said, not that anyone paid him much attention. The county commission was giving permission for them to take the food, so
            they were accepting the opportunity and handling it as they saw fit. Sela wondered how the county commission could have expected
            anything different; country people had their own ideas about how to handle things.
         

         
         “Before you go,” Mike Kilgore said, “what are the plans for the sheriff’s department?”

         
         The commissioner paused. “There isn’t a lot they can do. They’ll patrol as long as they have gas—and the county does have
            some in reserve—but when that’s gone . . .” He shrugged. “With the phone system down no one can call 9-1-1. When the atmosphere
            settles, the people with ham radios will be able to operate, if they took steps to protect their radios, and the sheriff’s
            office is prepared for that with their own ham radio, but in reality—” He stopped again.
         

         
         “In reality, we’re on our own,” Carol finished for him.

         
         He heaved a sigh. “Yes, ma’am, I guess you are. I’m sorry.”

         
         “It’s better to know where we stand, instead of waiting for help that can’t get here,” she said briskly. “It won’t be easy,
            but we’ll do okay.”
         

         
         He nodded and wound his way out of the crowded lunchroom, having delivered his news. People watched him go, conversation mostly
            suspended as they thought about what it meant to essentially have no law enforcement.
         

         
         The Teddy Roosevelt guy looked around and said loudly, pitching his voice to carry, “We’ll need to organize the community,
            set up our own protection. I’m willing to—”
         

         
         Mike Kilgore interrupted. “For those of you who haven’t met him, this is Ted Parsons; his house is on Cove Mountain.”

         
         Sela choked back a startled giggle. Teddy Roosevelt’s name really was Ted. What were the odds?
         

         
         “Where are you from, Mr. Parsons?” Carol asked in a neutral tone that made Sela’s people-radar start beeping. Carol didn’t
            like Mr. Parsons, because normally she was boisterous and friendly; neutral for her was just shy of downright enmity.
         

         
         “Columbus, Ohio,” he said, for some reason giving her a disdainful look as if she’d asked the state of his underwear. “I own
            six tire stores, four in Columbus and two in Dayton. I’m accustomed to managing people and resources; I could handle the organization
            of this little community in my sleep.”
         

         
         “Bless your heart,” Carol said, a polite smile fixed on her face, “but the valley has about six thousand people in it, which
            is way more than you’re used to handling—unless your little tire stores average a thousand employees each?”
         

         
         Several people coughed at hearing Ted’s heart being blessed, the Southern equivalent of “you’re a moron.” Sela ducked her
            head and pressed her lips hard together. Oh Lord; she might have to break up a fight any minute now, so she needed to be ready,
            not doubled up laughing.
         

         
         Ted Parsons’s face turned red at hearing his stores referred to as “little,” signaling that Carol’s retort had hit him square
            on the ego. Maybe Mike Kilgore saw the same thing because he stepped forward and clapped his hands, saying, “All right, let’s
            hear some ideas, people, about what we want and how we want it done.”
         

         
         “Before anything can be done,” Ted Parsons pointed out, “a leader has to be elected. As I said, I volunteer for the job.”

         
         “But you aren’t from here,” someone from the back of the room called out. “You don’t know people.”

         
         Parsons looked annoyed at the reminder, then smoothed out his expression and shrugged. “People are people. Management is management.”

         
         “It ain’t that simple,” a weathered old guy in a sweat-stained John Deere cap said. “If you don’t know where people live,
            or what they can do, or even what their names are, you can’t manage squat.”
         

         
         Carol leaned closer to Sela and whispered, “I might have exaggerated about knowing everyone in the valley, but I damn sure
            know more of them than Teddy Roosevelt does.”
         

         
         “Anyone else volunteer?” another man said grumpily. “It’s damn hot in here, let’s get this voted on and get home.”

         
         There was a moment of relative silence, no one else speaking up, and Sela winced at the idea of Ted Parsons being in charge
            of the valley’s resources. He seemed to be more ego than ideas, though she might be wrong about that. After all, he was here,
            and wouldn’t he want things to go well because it meant his survival as well?
         

         
         The same woman who had been in the disagreement with Parsons stood up and said, “I nominate Carol Allen. She’s the one who
            had all the good ideas about how to handle the food.” She gave Parsons a smug look as she sat back down.
         

         
         Those standing around Sela and Carol looked around and a few muttered, “Not exactly,” because they’d overheard Sela feeding
            the ideas to her aunt. Sela almost panicked, afraid one of them would nominate her; she ducked her head, not meeting anyone’s
            eye.
         

         
         Carol said, “I can’t take credit for that, my backup here is the one with all the good ideas,” and she put her hand on Sela’s
            shoulder. “This meeting is her idea, too.”
         

         
         Thank God, Ted Parsons plowed right over that; Sela hadn’t been nominated, Carol had, and he focused on Carol. “I think we
            want someone more capable than an o—” He stopped abruptly, before the word old came all the way out of his mouth, but it was too late.
         

         
         Carol stiffened; even the pink streak in her hair seemed to stand on end. “An ‘old woman,’ you mean?” she snapped, glaring
            at him. “This old woman has been working her butt off all day canning food to get us by. What have you been doing, other than coming here and trying to claim the same amount of school food as the people who live and work here
            all year long?”
         

         
         Sela didn’t often get angry, but Parsons’s contemptuous dismissal of her aunt had her stepping forward, her hands curling
            into fists, shyness forgotten. Carol grabbed her arm, pulled her back. “I can handle this,” she murmured.
         

         
         A groundswell of hostile muttering followed the exchange. Parsons glared right back at her. “And you yourself said I had a
            point.”
         

         
         “I was being nice—something you might not understand.”

         
         “Anyone else want to volunteer?” Mike Kilgore asked loudly, once more trying to deflect the hostility into a more productive
            direction. “Or nominate someone?”
         

         
         Silence.

         
         “Okay, then, let’s take a vote. Everyone for Mr. Parsons say ‘aye.’”

         
         “Aye,” came a chorus of voices, mostly male.

         
         “Now Carol Allen—”

         
         “Aye!” This time the voices were mostly female, and definitely louder.
         

         
         “You can’t go by whoever yells the loudest,” Ted Parsons snapped. “You have to take a real vote. Plus not everyone’s here.
            My wife—”
         

         
         “Could your wife have come if she’d wanted to?” Carol asked, lifting her brows. Sela wondered if they were going to get through
            this election without fisticuffs. She’d never before seen Carol be so openly antagonistic to someone, especially on such short
            acquaintance.
         

         
         “Of course—”

         
         “Then whether or not she’s here doesn’t matter. I can’t think of any election in America that has a hundred percent participation.”

         
         “But this means the decisions for six thousand people—according to you—will be made by the few hundred who showed up here.”
         

         
         “That’s right. That’s how it works, Mr. Parsons. The word went out; the people who didn’t bother to show up opted out of the
            decision making.”
         

         
         Oh no, now they were moving into politics. Hurriedly Sela said, “Let’s just line up, Carol’s voters on the left, Mr. Parsons’s
            on the right.”
         

         
         “Good idea,” Mike said promptly, and raised his voice. “Line up, people! If you vote for Carol Allen, go to the left wall;
            for Mr. Parsons, go to the right wall.”
         

         
         “Depends on how we’re facing, doesn’t it?” an old geezer said, then wheezed with laughter at his own wit.

         
         “I guess it does,” Mike admitted. “Okay, this is the left wall”—he pointed to his left—“and this is the right wall”—he pointed
            to the right. “Anyone have any problem with that?”
         

         
         “I’m good,” said Carol, as she grabbed both Sela and Olivia by an arm and towed them toward “her” wall, dodging people as
            well as tables and chairs that had been shoved helter-skelter.
         

         
         “Way to go, Gran,” Olivia whispered, leaning forward to grin at Sela. Sela stifled a sigh. The little shit was actually enjoying
            seeing her grandmother get in someone’s face.
         

         
         It was kind of fun, she admitted, giving in to a return smile as they lined up against the wall.
         

         
         “No spreading out,” Mike Kilgore instructed. “Single file! Let’s get this done.”

         
         It took several minutes of shuffling and jockeying and arranging, but finally the lines were mostly uniform. Sela looked around;
            Ted Parsons’s line consisted mostly of men, though there were some women here and there. She looked at Carol’s line; yep,
            mostly women, with a few men. No doubt about it, Ted Parsons’s aggression had definitely gotten on the wrong side of most
            of the women present.
         

         
         And the women outnumbered the men.

         
         When everyone was lined up, the line on the left wall was a good five or six feet longer than the one on the right wall. Ted
            Parsons looked thunderous. “This is an ignorant way to have an election! We should have written ballots.”
         

         
         “Are you calling us ‘ignorant,’ Mr. Parsons?” Carol asked in a chilly tone.

         
         He scowled, but was smart enough to backpedal. “I’m saying this particular process is ignorant, and the position is too important
            to rely on—”
         

         
         “It isn’t even a paying position, and no matter how you look at it, my line is bigger than yours.” And Carol smirked at him,
            knowing he and almost everyone else in the room would catch her inference.
         

         
         Mike Kilgore blew out a big breath and once again stepped into the breach. “That’s it, we’re calling this done. Carol Allen
            is the valley coordinator.”
         

         
         “This will be a complete mess,” Parsons said in disgust. “There’ll be some hard decisions to make, and does anyone really
            think a—” Again he stopped, baffled as to how he could call Carol an old woman without alienating even more people.
         

         
         “If it comes to human sacrifice,” Carol said, grinning a shark grin at him, “I think I could come up with a nominee.”

         
         People began laughing, despite the seriousness of the situation they were in, and as Parsons looked around Sela saw that he
            finally accepted he’d lost.
         

         
         The heat was building to the stifling stage; Sela ruefully thought that her shower had been wasted, because she was now so
            sweaty. The election over, some people began moving toward the exit, no doubt as eager as she was to get out into the fresh
            air. A cacophony of chair legs being scraped against the floor as they were pushed back filled the air, adding to the overall
            noise.
         

         
         “Hold it!” Carol hollered, and most people did hold it, stopping to look back at her.

         
         “This is just the beginning!” she said, keeping her voice raised. “Sela and I have been talking about all that needs to be
            done. We need volunteers to check on people, identify the ones who are elderly or sick and can’t do for themselves. We’ll
            need wood to burn this winter, so that means trees will have to be chopped down. Everyone who wants to help, stay behind so
            we can get this ball rolling.”
         

         
         With a pang, Sela realized that she, Carol, and Olivia were on the list of people who would need help keeping a fire in the
            fireplace. She could pick up wood from the forest, she could even fell saplings—with a hacksaw, and a lot of sweat and determination—but
            she didn’t even have an axe, much less a chain saw. “We’ll be needing firewood ourselves,” she said quietly, not expecting
            anyone other than Carol and maybe Olivia to hear her, because of the noise of the growing exodus. She was wrong.
         

         
         “Don’t worry about firewood, Miss Sela,” said a man behind her. She turned and recognized one of her customers, Trey Foster.
            “You were good enough to give me gas and some groceries on credit when I was between jobs, so the least I can do is cut you
            enough wood to get you through the winter.”
         

         
         Tears stung her eyes at his kindness. “Thank you, Trey. You paid me every penny owed, all I did was wait a little while.”

         
         “Still. I can’t tell you how much difference it made to me and my family. If you hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have had gas
            to get to work when I found a job.”
         

         
         She didn’t know what else to do but extend her hand, and solemnly they shook. Her firewood was taken care of.

         
         Despite Carol’s call for volunteers, most people were still leaving. Some of them, of course, had to begin making preparations
            for the huge cookout they were having the next day, and would actually get started on that night. Ted Parsons made a disgusted
            face at the departing crowd, scowled, then said, “I’ll help do whatever you think needs doing. I don’t have a chain saw or
            anything like that, but I’m willing to do the labor.”
         

         
         Sela hid her surprise. Carol said, “Thank you, Mr. Parsons, your help is appreciated.” She looked around. “Does anyone have
            a notebook and a pen?”
         

         
         No one did, at least no one among the small group of perhaps ten people who had stayed to volunteer. “Then we’ll meet . . .
            Sela, is it okay if we meet at the store? Everyone knows where it is.”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Then . . . Never mind. We’ll all be busy in the morning. Everyone be thinking of things that will need doing, making a list,
            and tomorrow at the cookout we’ll start getting organized.”
         

         
         It was a relief leaving the overheated lunchroom, which had been getting too dark for them to accomplish much more of anything
            anyway. The cooling air washed over Sela’s bare arms, a sensation as pleasurable as a light touch. Twilight had deepened,
            edging into night. Everyone called their goodbyes, then split up to walk to their various homes. Their little group, consisting
            of the three of them, Mike Kilgore and his wife, and a couple of other neighbors, trooped down the school road to the highway
            and turned left. The others walked at a faster pace and gradually the three of them fell behind.
         

         
         “Let’s walk in the middle of the road,” Sela suggested, both because the smooth walking would be easier and because . . .
            well . . . they could. There was no traffic at all. Walking in the middle of the usually busy highway felt both daring and
            freeing, and the fact that they could was one more example of how drastically their world had changed in a single day.
         

         
         “Damn it,” Carol muttered when they were alone, making Sela think their leisurely speed was more by design than nature. “Why
            did you let me volunteer for a job like that?” she peevishly asked Sela. “Do you know what an aggravation this is going to
            be? How much time it’s going to take up?”
         

         
         “There was no stopping you, once you got the bit in your teeth about Mr. Parsons,” Sela replied in amusement. She turned on
            her flashlight to light their way, the beam both reassuring and somehow feeble, as if it were nothing more than a whisper
            in the night. Normally the valley would be lit by lights in the homes, by headlights of traffic, the occasional security light,
            the gas station outposts of glowing light. Now there was only a growing darkness, and a silence she hadn’t heard in her lifetime.
            Nightbirds called, insects buzzed, frogs croaked, and the trees rustled from a faint breeze, so the silence wasn’t absolute,
            just—different.
         

         
         “He made me mad, bulling toward Geneva Whitcomb the way he did.”

         
         “I’m proud of you, Gran,” Olivia put in from beside Sela, who was walking in the middle because she had the flashlight.

         
         “So am I. And you are a good person for the job,” Sela added. “I didn’t know the woman’s name.”
         

         
         Carol sighed. “I guess. Still—I’m going to rely on you to help me think of things. You see things I don’t, think things through
            where I’d plow ahead without seeing the pitfalls. Look how organized you were about getting us as ready as possible for this.”
         

         
         “We all had good ideas to contribute.”

         
         Carol patted her arm. “Sela, honey, don’t sell yourself short. You bring more to the table than ninety percent of everyone
            else out there, me included. You just don’t trust your strengths.”
         

         
         “That’s true,” Olivia chimed in.

         
         Ruefully Sela wondered how much of a wuss she’d been that even a fifteen-year-old had noticed it. That had to change. She
            would change. She didn’t want to be the breakable link in their small family chain, she wanted to be as strong and dependable as
            they needed. She was the one in her prime, physically stronger than Carol, more experienced than Olivia. She had to be their
            fulcrum, no matter how much against her nature it was.
         

         
         There didn’t seem to be much to add, so they continued in silence until they reached their neighborhood road and turned in.
            Now that true night had fallen, they could see faint, flickering lights inside each house, as either battery-powered or oil
            lamps took the place of electric ones. This must have been how the valley had looked a hundred and fifty years ago, when people
            had traveled by foot or by horse. Now that it was after sundown, the way the world had changed was striking.
         

         
         They reached Carol’s house and she saw them in, said goodnight to them and Barb, then continued alone down the narrow road
            to her own house. She walked faster, aware that the bears foraged at night, and this was the time of year when the animals
            were actively looking for anything they could find. She swept the flashlight beam back and forth, looking for the gleam of
            eyes or the black bulk of an ursine body, resisting the urge to run back to Carol’s house and spend the night there.
         

         
         This was how their lives were now; they couldn’t rely on their cars to go everywhere, nor were there security lights chasing
            away the shadows.
         

         
         This wouldn’t be the last time she walked a night road alone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         She couldn’t sleep.

         
         The house was too silent, too dark; the hours crept past like cold syrup, barely moving. Normally Sela went to bed between
            ten-thirty and eleven, but after she’d gotten home and locked up—something she double-checked, because not having lights made
            her feel more vulnerable—there was nothing to do, no television to watch, and she was exhausted from almost two days of nonstop
            work. Going to bed seemed like the thing to do.
         

         
         Sleep should have been easy. It wasn’t.

         
         She dozed, woke, tossed and turned, dozed some more, then her eyes popped open and she lay staring upward in the darkness,
            her mind racing with details of all they had done, all they could have done, and all they still needed to do. She went over
            and over the community meeting, trying to think of who should be in charge of what, but the reality was they’d have to go
            with the group of volunteers they had regardless of their individual skill sets. In any given community, there was a small
            core of people who were willing to commit their time and efforts to getting things done while others simply waited to reap
            the benefits. Whether or not that core of workers would be large enough remained to be seen. More “volunteers” might have
            to be drafted.
         

         
         Too bad Ben Jernigan wasn’t one of the volunteers.

         
         Her memory flashed to his hard, scruffy face, the fierceness of his green gaze, and the reluctance with which he’d warned
            her about the coming disaster. Interacting with people didn’t come easy to him; even she was better at it than he was, and
            most days she sucked ditch water when it came to socializing. But he’d made the effort, which meant he wasn’t totally closed
            off; perhaps she could convince him to join them.
         

         
         Or not.

         
         The problem was, they needed him, but he didn’t need them.

         
         Thinking about him wasn’t conducive to feeling sleepy. Suddenly she was too hot, though she had only the top sheet pulled
            over her; the house was too warm without air-conditioning, even with the screened windows open. She threw the sheet back and
            lay there in her tank top and pajama pants, hoping for a cooling night breeze, but the air didn’t seem to be moving.
         

         
         A red glow lit the room, then vanished.

         
         Startled, she sat up and cocked her head, listening for unusual noises. Was there a fire? Her heart thumped, because a fire
            now, with the valley’s resources so drastically limited, would be catastrophic for the people involved.
         

         
         The red glow shimmered through her bedroom again.

         
         She jumped out of bed and ran to the window, expecting to see a neighbor’s house on fire. Instead . . .

         
         . . . the fire was in the sky.

         
         “Ohhh,” she breathed, an unconscious tribute to the spectacle overhead. Entranced, she stared upward for a few minutes, then
            raced through the dark house, unlocked the front door, and stepped out onto the screened porch where she had a much broader
            view. She stood transfixed by the sight.
         

         
         If she’d needed a reminder of the magnitude of this event, if she had not yet accepted that the CME had arrived, this was
            it. The sky was on fire. Not literal fire, but still . . .
         

         
         A bloodred aurora danced across the sky, above and around Cove Mountain like a gentle ribbon of crimson light twining into
            the darkness in all directions. It was a haunting, celestial waltz of power, and she caught herself holding her breath as
            she watched. She couldn’t remember ever being more entranced and terrified and awestruck.
         

         
         She unlatched the screen door and went down the steps to stand in the yard, turning slowly around, eyes still on the sky.
            The aurora danced behind her as well. She’d never before seen an aurora, much less a rare red one. They simply didn’t happen
            this far south, until now.
         

         
         Now the bloodred color, shot through with green streaks, covered the sky like a sheet, trembling back and forth, vanishing
            briefly, then flaring back to life and morphing into a shimmery curtain.
         

         
         How many of her neighbors had had trouble sleeping, unable to turn off the worry, and now stood watching the fiery display
            that stood testimony to the immense solar storm? She couldn’t see anyone else in their yards, though the trees blocked most
            of her view anyway; surely she’d have heard them talking, though. She seemed to be alone in the night, alone with this unbelievable
            grandeur taking place above them.
         

         
          

         Ben had been walking for a few hours, driven by a bone-deep impulse. He was walking patrol; he knew it, but still he couldn’t
            stop himself. He was annoyed and bitter about it, even angry. Didn’t matter. He was driven to do what he’d been trained to
            do. This was an emergency situation and civilians were at risk; he didn’t have to join their meetings or chat with them or
            share his supplies with them, but evidently he damn sure had to keep the boogeymen away, at least for tonight.
         

         
         It was bullshit. He knew it was bullshit.

         
         He still did it.

         
         He’d managed to get a few hours of sleep, but once he’d awakened there was no going back to sleep. And why should he? Through
            his windows he could see the dancing curtains of light; why miss the celestial show? Restlessness gnawed at him, telling him
            he should be doing something, so he’d gotten dressed, slid his Mossberg shotgun into a scabbard across his back, and started
            walking the dark, narrow road down the mountain.
         

         
         Silence enveloped him. Normally the night was alive with animal sounds, but not tonight. Even the insects were quiet, as if
            the world around them had changed and they sensed it.
         

         
         As he drew closer to the valley he saw and heard—and smelled—what appeared to be a big cookout in a clearing off the main
            road. There were a few lights shining dimly, but not too many. He heard the hum of a generator in the distance. Whoever was
            manning the smokers and grills kept their voices and lights low. It was a smart move, cooking up the meat they had on hand.
         

         
         He gave the area a wide berth, preferring to continue on alone and unnoticed. Soon enough they were behind him, and the silence—and
            dark—turned deep again.
         

         
         The eerie sky glowed and danced over the dark, looming mountains. The Smokies were old mountains and had undoubtedly seen
            skies like this before, but he sure as hell hadn’t. Holy shit, that was one heck of an aurora. It was the color of blood,
            immense and unnatural. The atmosphere had to be highly charged for the sky to turn that shade of red—any shade of red, come
            to that.
         

         
         He’d seen the lights before. Auroras were supposed to be blues and purples and greens across a quiet night sky, not this ominous
            crimson. Still, it was damn impressive, this testament to the power of a smallish star about ninety-three million miles away.
            If it had been ninety-two million miles away, likely life on Earth wouldn’t exist, because even at the current distance heat
            from the smallish star could bubble asphalt. He had to give it to nature, to the universe: it kicked ass.
         

         
         If he had to spend the night walking the damn valley, at least he was getting to watch something that was damn amazing.

         
         The valley was dark. So many nights and early mornings he’d sat on his porch and looked down at a blanket of lights; he could
            see the service stations, the houses with outside security lights, the lamps of night owls who were up late or very early
            larks who had already started their day. No matter the time, there had always been an occasional vehicle threading through
            the valley roads or running down the highway, headlights stabbing forward. Not now; now there was silence and darkness, no
            vehicles, no lamps. It was as if Earth and civilization had been turned back two hundred years—and civilization had, in most
            of the industrialized world.
         

         
         The government bodies had contingency plans, and would function on a deeply reduced basis. The military would be as prepared
            as possible, and had portable nuclear reactors that would keep the bases functioning as well as likely providing the key points
            from which recovery would begin. Some small electrical company somewhere, maybe several of them, would have hardened its grid,
            taken precautions, had backups in place, and would likely come back online well before the major players. Those small bright
            spots would be overwhelmed with refugees, though, and might deliberately stay offline until recovery was well underway.
         

         
         Regular people were pretty much fucked. They’d have to get by as best they could.

         
         And he’d walk night patrol in his tiny corner of the world.

         
         His well-worn boots crunched softly on gravel as he turned down one of the smaller side lanes. With the red glow above lighting
            the dark earth almost like a red lens on a flashlight, he could make out the name on the sign: Myra Road. That was where Mike
            Kilgore had said he lived—and that Sela Gordon lived on the same road. His steps slowed, and he almost turned back. He didn’t
            want to know where she lived, what her house looked like; he didn’t want to be able to imagine her going about life in her
            neighborhood, know the roads she would walk, speculate about which room was her bedroom. Yeah—that. Feeding his already uncomfortable
            interest in her wasn’t smart. He should turn around, literally not go down this road.
         

         
         He didn’t turn around. He kept walking.

         
         It was a nice little neighborhood. None of the houses were new, but they all looked well tended, at least by what he could
            see by the light of the aurora. All of the yards had neat grass, there didn’t seem to be any piles of junk lying around. He
            could smell a few late-blooming flowers, overlying the faint but telling scent of autumn. The living would definitely be easier
            in summer, but summer was over.
         

         
         There were a few dim lights shining. At least one house on Myra Road had a couple of solar-powered garden lamps. The lights
            were far from bright; he wouldn’t have spotted them from his vantage point high on the mountain.
         

         
         Then he spotted her vehicle, a small white SUV, in the carport of a one-story house with a screened porch across most of the
            front. The house was maybe forty, fifty years old, sturdy but without flash. A line of evergreen trees blocked the view of
            the neighbors’ house. The windows in the house were dark of course, and he got the sense of stillness. Deliberately he moved
            his gaze forward, and in the eerie red glow saw that the road dead-ended about fifty yards ahead.
         

         
         “Hey.”

         
         The single word was soft, so soft that if he wanted he could legitimately pretend he hadn’t heard it. It came from the direction
            of the dark porch. Maybe she thought he’d seen her, and rural manners had compelled her to greet him. Maybe she didn’t really
            want a conversation in the dark early-morning hours. He could keep going . . . but he’d already had this talk with himself,
            and look where he was.
         

         
         He stopped in the middle of the road, turned his head toward the house. Yes, he could make her out, a pale blur barely visible
            in the dark protection of the porch.
         

         
         “Hey,” he said in return.

         
          

         Sela had stood in her yard for a while, face turned skyward, then returned to the porch with the intention of going back inside
            to try to get some sleep. The red sky held her, though, and she remained standing at the screen door just as entranced as
            she had been when she first saw the glow. Then she saw Ben. She recognized him almost immediately, though she felt a split
            second of alarm at seeing a strange man walking down her road. The smooth, silent way he moved registered with her and with
            some astonishment she realized she’d watched him enough that she knew how he walked, could recognize him even in the faint,
            eerie red glow.
         

         
         Her heart began pounding.

         
         She started to shrink back, not say anything. She had no idea why he was walking down the middle of the road in the wee hours,
            but one thing she did know about him was that he didn’t like interacting with others. The fact that he’d warned her about
            the solar storm was more astonishing than if he hadn’t. At the time she hadn’t fully appreciated what he’d done, but now she
            did; however well they survived this crisis, they would have been much worse off without his heads-up. The least she could
            do was say thank you.
         

         
         “Hey,” she said, the one word all she could manage because her heart was beating so hard and she didn’t have the breath to
            say more. She doubted he’d be able to hear her, her voice had been so weak.
         

         
         Then he stopped, looked at her, and repeated her greeting back to her. Her knees went weak, so weak she almost slumped against
            the screen door. Her reaction to him was so extreme she felt like a teenager; the realization was enough to strengthen her
            spine, her knees, and she barely trembled as she pulled open the screen door and stepped outside so he could see her, perhaps
            recognize her. That was as far as her determination carried her, and she sank down on the top step. She crunched her toes,
            the wood cool under her bare feet, and waited to see if he’d resume his walk down the road.
         

         
         She expected him to; she even wanted him to. When, after a pause so long she almost stopped breathing, he turned and walked
            across the yard toward her, she sucked in a quick breath of . . . maybe panic, maybe excitement, likely both.
         

         
         As he got closer she could make out some kind of stick across his back . . . no, a scabbard. A gunstock was protruding from
            it. Of course; no sane person would wander these mountains at night without the means of protecting himself from the wildlife.
         

         
         He slipped the scabbard off over his head and without a word sat down on the step beside her. He kept the weapon at hand,
            though, right beside his leg.
         

         
         She took a deep, silent breath, caught in the moment with crimson magic above her and him beside her. On a cellular level
            she realized she’d remember this forever, no matter where life took her or how long she existed. This, now, was ingrained
            in her being. Red ribbons danced overhead, fading, then pulsing with power again. The red glow bathed them, making it seem
            as if the heat she felt all along her left side came from the lights in the sky instead of from him. He wasn’t actually touching
            her but he was so close there seemed to be a mild magnetic field between them, lifting the fine hairs on her arm.
         

         
         Sela tilted her head and looked upward, permanently giving up the self-fiction that she was uncomfortable with him for any
            reason other than the power of her own reaction. She felt almost painfully alive at his nearness, her skin heated and ultrasensitive,
            her nipples pinched and aching. This was pure physical chemistry, lust on the most basic level. Likely it was one-sided, because
            he’d never looked at her with even faint interest. Her experience in dealing with something like this was basically zero,
            because she’d never reacted so intensely to any other man; this was outside both her experience and her comfort zone.
         

         
         After about thirty seconds he still hadn’t said anything. She wanted to bombard him with questions—Had he been in the military?
            Why had he moved here? Had he ever been married? Did he have children?—but held them all back. She might be ridiculously turned
            on by his nearness, but instinct told her that the best way to make him retreat was to push. Normally he avoided personal
            contact. Just the fact that he hadn’t ignored her, that he was actually sitting beside her, was enough for now. She settled
            for murmuring, “Thanks for the warning. It made a difference.”
         

         
         She was still looking up, but by the movement beside her she could tell he turned his head toward her for a brief glance,
            before he, too, gazed upward. “You’re welcome,” he finally muttered, as if he’d had to cast around for the appropriate response.
         

         
         Wow, at this rate in a year they might manage a real conversation. She wanted to laugh, but she was exasperated with herself,
            too, because she wasn’t much better than he was. The unfolding crisis was a safe subject, though, so maybe she should stick
            to that.
         

         
         “I keep thinking of things I should have done,” she admitted. There, that hadn’t been agonizing; she hadn’t even really thought
            about what she’d say, the words had just come out.
         

         
         “Such as?”

         
         She realized she wanted his evaluation of what they’d done, his advice on what else they could do or improve on. She wanted
            to know if she’d done the right thing, if she should now concentrate on something else. She wanted to hear his voice, deep
            and slightly rough, and so masculine it gave her the shivers, wanted to keep him talking even if he didn’t think she’d done
            the right things. Learning what not to do was important, too.
         

         
         “We concentrated on food, mostly, canning as much as we could. I bought things that will keep, like canned meats, peanut butter,
            dried beans. I think we’ll be okay there, though we’ll have to cut back, and be careful not to waste anything. I have extra
            fuel for the generator, wood for the fireplaces, candles and oil lamps, prescription refills and first-aid supplies—but I
            almost forgot about water for flushing and taking a bath, so we don’t have much on hand,” she confessed. “Right now I have
            plenty of bottled water, but it won’t last long. After it’s gone I can handle water for drinking by boiling it, but I should
            have gotten a rain barrel for the rest. Making trips to and from the creek is going to get old fast. I’ve been trying to think
            what I already have that I could put under the downspouts to catch the rain, and the best I can come up with is some big plastic
            storage containers.” She made herself stop talking, give him a chance to weigh in.
         

         
         When he spoke, it wasn’t about her preparations. “We?”

         
         He’d asked a semi-personal question. She was so startled that she blinked. “My aunt Carol and her granddaughter, Olivia. They
            live together just up the road. The yellow two-story. You’ve seen Carol in the store, the one with the pink streak in her
            hair. She was elected valley leader at tonight’s meeting.”
         

         
         He grunted an acknowledgment. Maybe he’d already known she and Carol were related, but likely not, because she called Carol
            by her name without the “Aunt” attached to the front. “You should consolidate, move in with her.”
         

         
         “An elderly friend already has, and taken the spare bedroom. If things get desperate I will, but—I like being alone.”

         
         He made another sound, this one not quite a grunt. She suspected he understood wanting to be alone.

         
         Finally a light breeze began stirring through the night. It felt wonderful on her overheated skin and she sighed in relief.
            “Anyway, dipping buckets of water out of plastic containers will be easier than hiking to the creek and back every day.” She
            didn’t specify which creek, because it didn’t matter; the valley was veined with creeks.
         

         
         “That’ll work,” he commented.

         
         He hadn’t exactly praised the idea, but she was nevertheless pleased. She was thinking, she was identifying problems and coming
            up with solutions. In the coming weeks she’d be doing a lot of that, and could only pray the solutions would work.
         

         
         The breeze picked up, and a faint chill ran over her bare arms. After the heat they’d been having it felt nice to actually
            be chilled, but soon the moving air on her bare feet was too cold and she pulled her legs up and tugged the legs of her pajama
            bottoms down to cover her toes. Her movement made her arm brush against his; the skin to skin contact, slight as it was, almost
            took her breath. He was so hot she felt almost singed where she touched him. She went motionless, still touching him because
            in that second she was incapable of moving away, and all she could do was wait to see if he moved away.
         

         
         He didn’t. Neither did he increase the pressure, or move closer himself, but he didn’t move away. It was as if he hadn’t noticed
            something that, though small, had rocked her so off-balance. Tilting his head back, he watched the red aurora that was flooding
            the sky and with admiration said quietly, “This is something.”
         

         
         The change of subject was welcome, even though it brought home to her how insignificant the moment was to him. She was overthinking . . .
            well, everything, rather than simply living in the moment. Realizing that gave her the inner composure she needed to pull
            herself out of her thoughts and back into the world. “Yes. I’m glad I couldn’t sleep. I’d hate to have missed this.”
         

         
         More silence. She was becoming comfortable with it, and let herself enjoy simply sitting beside him in the dark. Not having
            to search for something to say was remarkably freeing, not to mention relaxing. If he’d been expecting to be entertained by
            her wit and insights she’d have been miserable, but while she didn’t know much about him she did know that he liked silence
            better than noise, and solitude more than company. For him to be sitting there now, and showing no signs of itching to leave,
            was like an early Christmas gift and she accepted it for what it was, without wishing for anything more. This was enough.
         

         
          

         Holy shit, he could see her nipples—the shape of them beneath that thin tank top, anyway. She probably thought she was safe
            in the darkness, but it wasn’t all that dark because of the glowing aurora, and he had very good night vision anyway. Her
            breasts were smallish, and her nipples were tightly puckered from the cool breeze.
         

         
         After being mostly alone for so long, even by his own choice, being this close to unfettered breasts felt like the erotic
            equivalent of a naked lap dance. Better; he was as turned on as if he were on top of her, about to slide home—which was nuts,
            because their only contact was a light brush of her bare arm against his, and all he could see was the outline of her nipples.
            Not having sex with a woman didn’t mean he hadn’t jerked off now and then, so it wasn’t as if he hadn’t come in three years.
            He had, just not inside a woman. Which meant he wasn’t so turned on because he was sex-deprived, but because there was something
            about her that checked all his sexual boxes. He hadn’t known he even had sexual boxes, other than he was hetero, but only
            a fool ignored the evidence right in front of him.
         

         
         He should leave right now. He didn’t like the companionable silence between them, or sharing the magic night sky, because
            this was about connecting and he didn’t want to connect with her. He wanted her to stay a distant acquaintance, someone he
            recognized from the service station. He wanted to go back up his mountain and sit in solitude on his own porch, not beside
            her on her wooden front steps.
         

         
         But . . . nipples.

         
         It was hard for him to walk away, with hard being the operative word.
         

         
         Which made her even more dangerous to his self-imposed semi-exile from the human race, because every time he came in contact
            with her he became more interested in finding out who she was, what made her tick. She was so quiet and self-contained that
            even years into the future she could still supply surprises, and he wasn’t a “future” type of guy. He was a here-and-now,
            don’t-let-anyone-close-enough-to-give-a-fuck-about type of guy. He shouldn’t be wondering if she had a temper, how far someone
            would have to push her for the hot to surface, if he could make her scream in bed or if she tried to be as quiet as possible—
         

         
         Shit. Just when his dick was settling down, he had to default to thinking about sex.

         
         She said, “If you run short of food, we’ll share ours. We wouldn’t have what we have if it hadn’t been for you.”

         
         He surprised himself by almost snorting a quick laugh, holding it back at the last second. Here he’d been torturing himself
            thinking about sex with her, and she’d been thinking about food. There it was in a nutshell, the difference between men and
            women.
         

         
         His dick took that as a challenge to refocus her attention. He knew he could. He had the self-control to really make a woman
            happy, several times a night. Give him five minutes and she wouldn’t be thinking about eating pizzas and Pop-Tarts, she’d
            be eating—
         

         
         Fuck! Shit! He needed to get out of here. He needed to go, and go now.

         
         Then a bright curtain of crimson waved over the sky, and he saw a black shape on the other side of the road. He was on his
            feet and the shotgun in his right hand, pulling her upright with his left, before his brain finished forming the word bear. She didn’t yelp, though he knew he’d startled her. He released her to pull open the screen door, then pushed her up the
            step and onto the screened porch. He joined her, putting himself between her and the door and silently closing it.
         

         
         He pointed toward the bear, hoping she could see his gesture in the deeper darkness of the porch. She turned her head in the
            direction he’d indicated, and went totally still as she spotted the problem.
         

         
         The bear was rooting around on the ground, likely snuffling for fallen acorns. The breeze was in their faces so it hadn’t
            scented them, and a bear’s nose was far more acute than its eyesight. Likely they could have stayed still and remained sitting
            on the steps without the bear ever knowing they were there—and he had the shotgun—but he didn’t want to kill it if he didn’t
            have to, and neither did he want Sela in harm’s way. They were safer on the porch, where he could quickly get her inside if
            the wind shifted and the bear scented them.
         

         
         They stood motionless, watching the creature root around. They heard a few grunts and snuffles, then it moseyed deeper into
            the bushes and was soon lost from sight. Ben listened as it got farther and farther away, and the sounds faded.
         

         
         He realized he was holding Sela’s slim wrist, his big hand wrapped completely around it. Her skin was cool and silky smooth
            under his rough fingers, and the impact of willingly touching someone after years of holding himself apart was so strong that
            he felt as if he’d been punched in the solar plexus. He had to force himself to release her.
         

         
         “I gotta go.”

         
         He pulled the screen door open. His voice sounded raw and a little strained, but at least he’d gotten himself moving in the
            right direction.
         

         
         She didn’t ask him to wait. Instead she said, “Be careful.” Then she let herself into the house, leaving him there, and he
            heard the click of the door lock.
         

         
         He blew out a gust of relief when he was once more walking the road, heading back home. He kept the shotgun in his hand because
            obviously the bears were active tonight . . . and she hadn’t asked him to wait until the bear they’d seen was farther away.
            She hadn’t fussed, but her quiet “be careful” carried the weight of a benediction that warmed him all the way home through
            the red night.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         The new day dawned as hot as the one before. The valley inhabitants began gathering early in the open field beside the bank.
            The big smokers and grills were operating, watched over by the tired men who had been cooking all night and refused to let
            others take over because they suffered from the stereotypical male fixation with grills and the belief that no one else could
            operate one as well as they could. The delicious smell of grilled and smoked meat permeated the air, making Sela’s mouth water
            even though she’d had breakfast, such as it was: a bowl of dry cereal, some nuts, and water. She hadn’t felt like bothering
            with making either coffee or tea because that would mean boiling water, and now she was feeling the lack, but that would soon
            be remedied.
         

         
         Long tables were set up and covered with plastic picnic cloths. Some of the more enterprising women had big jugs of sweetened
            water and tea bags basking in the sunlight to make sun tea. Of course almost no one had shown up with nothing other than meat
            to cook; Sela didn’t know how the dishes had been prepared, but there were pots of beans, big platters of salad, mashed potatoes,
            and anything else the women could think of that needed to be cooked and eaten before it ruined. Sela had made a big salad,
            using all of her romaine lettuce before it went bad; better eaten than wasted.
         

         
         There were some vehicles, pickup trucks that brought the heavy items, but for the most part people had walked to conserve
            their precious gasoline. Some kids had ridden their bicycles, and a few people had saddled up and ridden their horses. There
            were a lot of horses around, some used in tourist trail rides, some privately owned. She figured they’d see a lot of horse
            and bicycle traffic in the months to come.
         

         
         Patio umbrellas and pavilion tents were set up for shade, folding chairs were placed around the tables, kids were running
            around shrieking and playing, and despite the seriousness of their circumstances the atmosphere was more like a giant picnic
            than a survival effort.
         

         
         She and Carol and Olivia had loaded most of their stuff in Josh’s old Radio Flyer wagon and pulled it to the field, where
            Carol commandeered the space under a pavilion tent. At Sela’s suggestion, they had brought a small portable grill, charcoal,
            a blue enamel camp kettle, and a few bags of coffee. She and Carol swiftly got the charcoal going and the coffee brewing.
            Soon the smell of coffee was luring a constant stream of people to the pavilion, where they found themselves cornered into
            either offering ideas or volunteering to help—Sela hoped they were doing both, but one thing for sure, if they got a cup of
            coffee then their names were going on Carol’s list.
         

         
         After helping herself to a single cup of much-welcomed coffee, she murmured to Carol, “I’m going to walk around, see who all
            is here and what they’ve done.”
         

         
         “Take a pen and notebook, and jot down their names,” Carol replied, handing both items to her.

         
         Good idea. She roamed the big field, not only noting exactly what different people had to share but also seeing who was the
            most organized and prepared, because they were the people Carol would want to talk to. She kept an eye on Olivia, who had
            connected with some of her school friends; there was a lot of laughing and dramatic gesturing going on. And she couldn’t help
            checking the perimeter to see if Ben would appear at a distance, watching but not joining.
         

         
         He didn’t, of course; he was likely grabbing some sleep, which she wished she could do. After he’d left she had gone to bed
            and managed a few hours’ sleep, but already she could feel the lack of rest. When the cookout was over and some organization
            was in place, maybe she could catch a nap.
         

         
         Not surprisingly, most of the talk she overheard was excited discussion of the red aurora.

         
         “Did you see that sky last night?”

         
         “I thought it was the end—”

         
         “Damn it, I was so tired I went right to sleep and missed it—”

         
         She thought the red aurora would be showing up for a while, with all the atmospheric turmoil, but didn’t stop to join in the
            various conversations because she had nothing to share. Sitting on the steps with Ben and watching the sky was an experience
            she hugged to herself; she hadn’t even told Carol about the awkward but strangely alluring interlude they’d shared—if sitting
            beside each other could be called an interlude—because it was both too intimate and too casual. Carol would make a big deal
            out of it, joking that Mr. Hot Body had a thing for Sela, and Sela discovered that she couldn’t regard anything about Ben
            as a joke.
         

         
         It wasn’t that they’d had any deep conversation; in fact, she’d be surprised if he’d said a grand total of thirty words to
            her. But still—they’d communicated. They had shared a piece of magic that they’d never forget. Their bare arms had brushed.
            If there was any other person in the valley with whom Ben Jernigan had willingly spent that length of time, and actually touched,
            she didn’t know who it would be. Of course, for all she knew he regularly had booty calls with any number of women, but he
            seemed far too solitary for that.
         

         
         Abruptly she realized that she had stopped walking and was simply standing motionless in the middle of the big field, while
            eddies of people swirled around her. Her face heated, even though no one walking by knew she’d gotten lost simply thinking
            about Ben, the mystery and appeal of him. She knew, and she was both appalled at herself and unreasonably excited. This was
            how her adolescent crushes had felt, and she had thought she’d grown beyond that. Evidently she was wrong.
         

         
         Someone behind her gripped her arm, and she turned to find Ted Parsons standing there. If that wasn’t immediate punishment
            for letting herself get distracted, she didn’t know what was. He released her and caught another woman’s hand, tugging her
            to him. “Meredith, this is—sorry, I didn’t catch your name last night.”
         

         
         “Sela Gordon,” she supplied, and held out her hand to Meredith. “It’s nice to meet you.”

         
         “Right. This is my wife, Meredith.”

         
         She’d already figured that out. Meredith Parsons appeared to be the exact opposite of her abrasive husband. She had a kind,
            gentle face, and her smile was genuine. She shook Sela’s hand, then looked around the busy field. “Isn’t this something? So
            many people, all helping each other and sharing.”
         

         
         “It’s important to cook the perishable things and not let them go to waste—” Sela began.

         
         Ted interrupted with, “Her mother was chosen as valley leader.” He was still visibly disgruntled that not only had he not
            been chosen, but a female senior citizen had been.
         

         
         “My aunt,” Sela corrected. “On my father’s side.”

         
         The curl of Ted’s lip said he didn’t care on which side of Sela’s family Carol came in. “Where is she? I’ve come up with some
            ideas about what we should be doing.”
         

         
         “I’m sure you have,” she murmured, and turned to point across the field. “She’s set up in that pavilion tent with the red
            stripes. And she has coffee brewing, if you’d like a cup. All ideas are welcome.”
         

         
         “Ted’s really good at getting things done,” Meredith said, looking up at him with a smile, one that he returned with such
            obvious affection that Sela blinked in surprise. When he looked at his wife, his expression changed completely. It was a reminder
            that even jerks could have a few good qualities, something she should remember. Seeing him with his wife made her feel less
            hostile to him, and that was a good thing considering how they would all have to work together in the coming months.
         

         
         The morning wore on. She was approached by a couple who had to be in their seventies but were lean and spry, and offered their
            knowledge of herbs in the event of sickness. A group of women in a quilting club offered to make quilts for those who didn’t
            have enough bedcovers for the coming winter. A few men offered to hunt for those who couldn’t. Sela wrote down names and addresses,
            with notes about capabilities and offers. A system needed to be created to connect those in need with the people offering
            services, and also a means of payment by barter, though what the people in need could offer in return would be way more complicated
            to set up. She was mulling that over when someone over by Carol’s tent rang a cowbell, calling them all to congregate.
         

         
         The sun was really beating down now, so the pastor who gave the blessing was smart enough to keep it brief before Carol invited
            everyone to start eating. Sela had made her way to Carol’s side, and winked at her aunt. “Good strategy, feeding everyone
            before you start roping them into work.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t born yesterday,” Carol replied, smirking. She paused. “Or in this century, come to that. And speaking of that, have
            you seen Olivia, who was born in this century?”
         

         
         “She’s fine. She’s hanging with her friends.” Sela looked around and caught sight of one of Olivia’s friends, a girl who was
            easily spotted because of her bright red hair. A quick survey of the group let her locate Olivia. “There she is.” There weren’t
            any boys in the knot of teenagers, at least not right now.
         

         
         Carol nodded, then gestured to Sela’s notebook. “Did you get any good stuff?”

         
         “I did. How about Ted Parsons? Were any of his ideas something we could use?” She actually hoped they were, because that would
            soothe his ego and make him less problematic to deal with . . . she hoped. Not that he was a big problem, but he was certainly
            going to be an irritant.
         

         
         Carol rocked her hand. “Maybe, maybe not. I wrote them down. You never can tell how things will work out.”

         
         Sela filled plates for Carol and herself, got glasses of tea, then they sat with their heads together under the tent and tried
            to brainstorm with the information they had gathered that morning. Carol did have some volunteers, a few of whom she deemed
            worthless. Zoe Dietrich couldn’t be trusted to check on the elderly because she would likely steal their medications. Patty
            Stone had good intentions, but she was one of those people who never followed through. And so on, and so on.
         

         
         “We can’t expect people to routinely donate their time and services,” Sela said as she absently drew circles on the notepad.
            “In a short-term emergency people will give, but this is going to last a while.”
         

         
         “You’re thinking a barter system?”

         
         “There isn’t anything else that will work. Well, there is right now, but what about later on when winter is here and food
            is getting scarce?”
         

         
         “But what could people offer? If they need someone to hunt for them then they can’t offer food, right? Food’s what they need,
            not what they have a surplus of.”
         

         
         “Mending. Babysitting. Cooking. Knowledge. The elderly will be the most in need, but they also have the most knowledge in
            how to get things done without electricity. Teaching. The kids can’t be left at loose ends, they still need to be in some
            kind of learning environment, as well as helping out with everything that needs to be done.” Sela sat back, thinking of her
            own situation. She needed firewood and Trey Foster had offered to keep her supplied, so now she needed to come up with some
            way to pay him for the wood. Cutting firewood was hard work. The chain saws would work only until they ran out of fuel, then
            any cutting would be done by hand, with axes.
         

         
         Damn, this was getting complicated. In one way everything was being stripped down to the basics, but they needed to survive
            as a community, which meant there were a lot of moving pieces.
         

         
         Carol took a sip of tea. “I say again, you should be the one doing this. You just came up with several things that never crossed
            my mind.”
         

         
         “And I didn’t know about the medication thief,” Sela returned, determined not to be maneuvered into something she didn’t want.
            “Besides, I wasn’t elected; you were.”
         

         
         “How could you be elected when you wouldn’t step forward?” Carol demanded, her tone exasperated.

         
         “Going over ground that’s already been plowed,” Sela pointed out, unswayed, which earned her a rude noise from her aunt.

         
         An uproar exploded in the direction of the big grills, and they jumped to their feet. A crowd was already gathering, but through
            a gap they saw two men rolling on the ground with fists flying.
         

         
         “Oh shit,” Carol said, and sighed. “This is never gonna work.”

         
          

         The big cookout was a good idea in that it took care of a lot of food that might otherwise have spoiled, but other than that
            not a lot was accomplished. Carol had names, they had some ideas, but there was almost no forward movement in organizing anything.
            The crisis was too new, and the situation wasn’t critical yet. The weather was still good. People still had food. For the
            most part, the valley inhabitants were adjusting to life without electricity, puttering around outside, going to bed early,
            and solitarily tackling whatever they thought they needed to do to get ready for winter.
         

         
         While part of Sela was impatient to get some organization in place, another part of her was content to do exactly as the others
            were doing. She managed to cut enough off her drainpipes that she could fit her big plastic container boxes beneath them to
            catch rainwater . . . not that there was a whole lot of rain this time of year, though if a big tropical storm swept in from
            the Gulf that could change. In the meantime, every afternoon she and other people in the neighborhood walked back and forth
            multiple times to the nearest creek, collecting water in whatever container they could carry.
         

         
         Every day, Carol tried the Y2K windup radio to see if she could pick up any broadcast, but heard only static. Nevertheless,
            they all immediately formed the ritual of gathering around while Carol searched for a signal, and after Sela suggested they
            go outside so there would be less interference, the radio became sort of a neighborhood thing. People volunteered to operate
            the crank to charge the battery. Someone brought out a folding card table, and Carol would set the radio on it while everyone
            gathered around, hoping that each day would be the one where they finally heard something from outside the valley.
         

         
         After four days of silence, words emerged from the static. People had been chatting but they immediately fell silent, crowding
            around the card table.
         

         
         “—stores are empty. Communications are—” The signal was overtaken by static, obliterating what else was said, but at least
            there had been something. They were a good distance from Knoxville and the atmosphere was still wonky, as evidenced by the
            aurora that still danced overhead at night, though Sela thought the vibrancy was fading and the red was now mixed with more
            green.
         

         
         “It’ll get better,” she murmured. “The reception, I mean.” Though obviously the radio stations were running on reserve generator
            power, and who knew how long that would last. She hoped the atmosphere would settle down before transmission stopped, so they
            could get some useful information.
         

         
         “Maybe if we move the radio to higher ground,” Mike Kilgore said, looking around. “I can get a ladder and take it to the top
            of the house.”
         

         
         “We’d all have to get on top of the house to hear it,” his wife, Leigh, pointed out, punching him in the arm.

         
         “Let’s just keep trying from where we are,” Carol said, feathering the dial, searching for another station.

         
         When another voice came through, this one more clearly, they all jumped.

         
         “—operating under emergency power, and will continue to do so as long as possible. PSAs are scheduled to be aired every day
            at nine a.m. Please tune in tomorrow at that time. This is our last broadcast today.”
         

         
         The exact time had become less important since the grid died, but some people still wore wristwatches and they all automatically
            noted the time. “It’s four-thirty,” Mike noted, and everyone who wore a watch synchronized the time, to make certain their
            watches weren’t running slow; they didn’t want to miss the nine a.m. broadcast.
         

         
         “I can look for another station,” Carol said.

         
         “No point. We can wait until tomorrow. At least that station was clear.”

         
         The next morning they all gathered in Carol’s yard; word had spread that Carol had a hand-crank radio and it wasn’t just neighborhood
            people gathered around to listen. Others in the area had battery operated radios, mostly old-timers, and some had actually
            cranked up their cars to listen to the radio. But these days most took any opportunity to be together, and this was one of
            those opportunities. Carol’s yard was full of people milling around. At 8:59 she turned it on, and they all fell silent, waiting.
         

         
         Olivia stood to the side and played with her hair, twirling a strand around one finger. It was a nervous gesture she hadn’t
            fallen back on for years. Barb was noticeably pale, but of the four of them she’d been the most upset and nervous.
         

         
         Sela moved to stand beside Olivia and hooked a companionable arm over her shoulder. An outright hug might feel too coddling
            to the girl, but a we’re-in-this-together touch to let her know she wasn’t alone was acceptable. Olivia gave her a fleeting
            smile—a strained one, but still a smile.
         

         
         They all seemed to be holding their breaths, though Sela didn’t expect to hear anything of great importance this morning.
            It was just that—they needed this contact, however routine it might turn out to be. They’d felt so isolated, cut off from
            all news, from friends and family who weren’t close by. It was a subtle, ongoing strain that they had never expected to face
            and hadn’t been able to prepare for.
         

         
         The station signed on. “This is Robert Keller, reporting.” Sela recognized the name. The tone of the announcer’s voice was
            telling; he was a man who normally greeted his audience with humor and a devil-may-care attitude, but was somber as he reported.
            “The governor has sent couriers to report that the Tennessee National Guard is working to keep the capitol in Nashville secure,
            but everyone is hampered by fuel shortages. There are unconfirmed rumors of widespread looting and several shooting deaths.
            Emergency services are unable to respond, so everyone is urged to conserve their resources.” His voice shook a little, then
            he cleared his throat and recovered. “Supermarkets here are empty, but Knoxville residents are so far weathering this crisis.
            Continue to check on your neighbors, and be careful out there. The next update will be at nine a.m. tomorrow.”
         

         
         Barb said, “I wonder if all the college kids were able to get home.”

         
         “I hope so,” Mike replied. “I don’t imagine the town could handle the care and feeding of twenty-eight thousand kids.”

         
         The brief news, while not exactly sunshine and roses or really even that informative, at least hadn’t been as catastrophic
            as it could have been. Just hearing the broadcast was comforting. Some technology still worked, at least for now.
         

         
         The next morning, the crowd in Carol’s yard was even bigger. Sela had walked over just after dawn, and she was startled when
            she looked out the window. “You gotta get a bigger yard,” she said.
         

         
         Carol looked out, too, her eyes widening at the milling crowd. “Lord have mercy. I guess we need to take this somewhere more
            wide-open.”
         

         
         The time was approaching, so she took the radio out and set it on the card table. They had cranked and cranked and cranked,
            to give the battery a good charge. Maybe today’s broadcast would be longer, have more information.
         

         
         “This is Robert Keller, reporting. There was widespread looting in several Knoxville neighborhoods last night, with reports
            of people coming into the city from other locales, following the interstate highways. The KPD has performed heroic work during
            the night, quelling the looting, and for now all is quiet. The hospitals are not accepting critical cases, as dwindling supplies
            have to be carefully managed so as to provide care for the maximum number of residents.” He gave the locations of the shelters
            that were open, as well as the times and places for food and water distribution, along with the warning that “Armed police
            officers will be ensuring order.” He signed off with a reminder of the next update.
         

         
         In the small silence that fell afterward, someone said, “I’m glad we live here.” While Wears Valley had come together, the
            larger city, if not already in a panic, was getting there fast. And it was fewer than thirty miles away.
         

         
         Sela suspected there were similar reports being made around the country, in places that were lucky enough to have access to
            radio. Many, more rural areas, wouldn’t have even that.
         

         
         So far they were doing okay. The last few days had been stressful and strange, but not difficult. There was no television,
            no phone calls, no access to the world outside this valley. There was no reason to go to her store, so she didn’t bother.
            At this point, anyway, there was plenty of food to go around.
         

         
         The handful of gardens along the street were now being tended by more than one hand, as neighbors pitched in to help, hoping
            to extend the life of the vegetables. The one greenhouse in the neighborhood was being converted from . . . well, whatever,
            to vegetables they’d need in the coming months. They were working, and working together. Things had been peaceful, and the
            weather was still good. But during the coming months . . . who knew?
         

         
         It was frightening to realize that the grid would be down that long, but Sela had no reason to think otherwise. The world
            had gone dark, and Ben had said getting the grid back up would take months, if not years. They had to face that, and prepare
            as best they could.
         

         
         Barb had tears in her eyes, and so did Olivia. They weren’t caused by sadness, Sela suspected, but were tears of absolute
            fear. Knoxville wasn’t all that far away, and what had happened there and in other cities wasn’t going to get better.
         

         
         Carol clapped her hands and said, “Show’s over, let’s get back to work. Tomorrow I’ll set this up in the big field, so more
            people can listen.”
         

         
         How different their days already were, Sela thought as she watched the crowd disperse. She, Carol, and Barb planned to spend
            part of the day working on quilts in preparation for winter. Olivia and a friend from down the street were helping an older
            couple with the last gasp of their garden. The girls were lost without their phones, and the physical activity did them good.
            Sela had even caught Olivia reading a time or two, and she had also joined in with the quilting—for a short while. She didn’t
            have the patience for the craft. Sela stifled her own impatience, because the chore needed doing.
         

         
         They settled into their activities, and as Sela stitched she thought of Ben. Did he have enough covers to keep him warm? As
            soon as the thought ran through her mind she scoffed at herself. Of course he did. Of all the people here, he would be the
            most prepared for whatever happened. He was fine. No looter would dare to bother him, and if they did, well, too bad for that
            looter. But just because he was prepared didn’t mean he had everything. He had no neighbors to share or commiserate with,
            no fresh-tomatoes-for-recently-thawed-chicken trades to make—not that she could imagine him commiserating with anyone. Still.
            Being totally alone wasn’t good. What if he got hurt? Living as isolated as he did, no one would know if he was injured and
            needed help.
         

         
         Though maybe he could perform field surgery on himself.

         
         Instead of being comforted by that idea, she suddenly felt like crying, and she ducked her head so the others wouldn’t see
            her damp eyes.
         

         
         She wished she had reached out to him before, not that he’d ever given any indication of wanting her, or anyone else, to reach
            out. Her retiring personality had undermined her. Why had she been so shy around him? Why hadn’t she ever smiled and asked
            him how he was doing, those times when he’d come into her store? Likely he would have grunted a non-reply, but maybe . . .
            maybe he’d have talked to her a little. And maybe eventually they might have—
         

         
         She was bedeviling herself with too many mights and maybes. She couldn’t change the past. The future, however, was something
            else. Seeing these missed opportunities was giving her a lot to think about. What a time to realize that maybe there was more
            to life than work, her aunt, and her young cousin. She’d been marking time, playing it safe, living in a bubble of her own
            making.
         

         
         The thing was, bubbles were made for popping.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         Ben stepped out onto his porch into another fine, warm morning, but for a change there were low clouds in the sky that hinted
            at changing weather. The world had gone dark just over a week ago, which meant no weather predictions. September was prime
            hurricane month, though, so who knew what was brewing in the tropics. At any rate, rain would be welcome, because so far they’d
            been hot and dry for too long.
         

         
         After his unplanned meeting with Sela he’d kept to the mountain, and stayed busy by chopping wood, doing some hunting and
            fishing so he wouldn’t have to dip into his canned or dried food supplies before winter set in. His solar panels provided
            what light he needed at night, conserving his lamp oil and candles. The atmosphere had settled down some and he’d gotten the
            ham radio up and going again, but so far transmissions were spotty and limited in range. Maybe in another week he’d be able
            to get some worthwhile information over the airwaves.
         

         
         He had his breakfast with him, some fish he’d cooked the night before, and settled down in a chair with that and his coffee
            to kick back to enjoy the bright morning and the simple food. The cup was almost empty and he had one strip of fish left,
            when in his peripheral vision he spotted movement off to the right about forty yards away, on the left side of the driveway.
            He turned his head a fraction of an inch, focusing on the movement. Could be deer, bear, turkey—any kind of wildlife. Turkey
            would be nice; he could smoke some, dry some for jerky.
         

         
         But it was a dog that emerged from the underbrush and stood watching him warily. Ben held himself motionless, waiting to see
            what it did. It was a black and white mountain cur, a leggy youngster, maybe six or seven months old from the looks of it.
            It edged farther out of the brush, twisting its body, tail hesitantly wagging.
         

         
         It was thin, its ribs showing. Mountain curs were great hunting dogs; Ben figured when the CME hit some shortsighted asshole
            had figured he wouldn’t be able to feed the dog and simply abandoned it, not realizing what a great asset the dog could be
            once it was trained.
         

         
         From its body language, the dog was friendly but unsure, wanted to approach but was afraid to. Likely it smelled the fish
            and hunger had compelled it to show itself.
         

         
         “Hey,” Ben said softly. Its ears perked up at his voice. He didn’t want a dog or any other attachment, but his tours of duty
            had given him a deep appreciation for the war dogs, and he would never let one suffer if he could help it. The dog needed
            food, and he had food in his hand. If he stood and walked toward the dog, though, it would likely run.
         

         
         He eased to his feet and walked slowly to the steps. Without looking directly at the dog, he broke off a piece of fish and
            laid it on the top step. Another piece of fish was placed halfway between there and the front door. He gradually opened the
            door, moved inside, and put another piece of fish on the threshold. He placed the last piece of fish three feet inside. Then
            he retreated all the way to the kitchen and sat down where he could see the dog, watching it through the open door.
         

         
         The dog could see him, too, so he sat relaxed and motionless. He had no idea if the animal had ever been inside a house; if
            it hadn’t, it might not venture as far as the threshold, much less enter for the last piece of fish. Still, hunger was a powerful
            motivator, and the young dog wouldn’t be as cautious as an older one.
         

         
         It crossed the yard toward him, still body-twisting and tail-wagging, its gaze darting back and forth between him and the
            food on the top step. It stopped a couple of times and backed up, sat down, got up again and ventured closer. When Ben didn’t
            move and nothing bad happened, the pup reached the steps and with one fast, courageous bound went to the top where it wolfed
            down the fish in one swallow.
         

         
         It immediately pounced on the second piece of fish, then the third piece lying on the threshold.

         
         The pup’s tail was wagging faster now, and the bright gaze fixed on Ben didn’t seem nearly as wary. “Hey,” he said again,
            keeping his tone soft and crooning the way the war dog handlers had spoken to their canine charges. “Come on in, buddy. There’s
            plenty of food and water, and a rug to bed down on, if you need a break.”
         

         
         The dog eyed the last piece of fish, dashed forward to get it, then stood as if uncertain what to do next. But that tail was
            still wagging, even if the wagger didn’t feel ready to come within Ben’s reach just yet. It was wearing a bedraggled red collar,
            but no tag on the collar. If there had been one, it had been torn loose during the dog’s journey of survival—or the former
            owner had removed the identifying tag. Either way, the collar was proof that the dog was accustomed to humans, and so far
            its behavior didn’t indicate it expected mistreatment. It was just unsure of itself and the situation.
         

         
         Ben looked around the kitchen. He had a lot of food, but nothing specifically for dogs. He did have jerky, though, and the
            pup needed some protein. He yawned and looked away—a trainer he’d deployed with had told him that a yawn told a dog there
            was nothing to be alarmed about—and went to the cabinet to open a pack of jerky. The pup backed up a couple of steps at his
            movement, but didn’t bolt. When he opened the pack, the smell of the jerky riveted the animal’s attention.
         

         
         Ben went back to his chair, sat down, and took a piece of jerky from the pack, placed it on the floor at his feet.

         
         The dog whined, and eased forward. Ben didn’t move. It grabbed the jerky, gobbled it down, then looked expectantly at the
            open pack. When Ben still didn’t move it looked at him, then back at the pack.
         

         
         Huh. This was a smart little shit, but mountain curs were usually very intelligent dogs.

         
         The dog butted his hand, and looked at the pack. Give me some more food, human.

         
         “Pushy, aren’t you?” Ben murmured, but got another stick of jerky and held it out, ready to jerk his hand back if the pup
            went for it too aggressively. Instead it tilted its head and gently lipped the jerky from his fingers, though all signs of
            gentleness vanished once the treat was in its mouth.
         

         
         Ben held out the back of his hand, and the pup sniffed it, then gave him a lick.

         
         Still moving slowly, he got up and poured some water in a bowl, set it on the floor. The pup came over without hesitation
            and drank thirstily, almost emptying the bowl. Then it looked back at the jerky, but Ben thought he should wait a while to
            see if what he’d already given the animal stayed down or would end up ralphed on his floor. He took the chance and gave the
            dog’s shoulder a pat, and it crowded against his leg in delight.
         

         
         “Okay,” he told the animal. “I’ll help out, you can bunk down here for a while. But fair warning: I’m not looking for company.
            Got it?”
         

         
         Whether or not the dog got it, it knew a good thing when it saw it. Over the next several days, Ben had a constant companion.
            He discovered that, hunting dog or not, the pup was house-trained and at ease inside. It didn’t try to get on the bed with
            him but did sleep on the rug beside the bed. Maybe its former owner hadn’t dumped it, maybe it had wandered away and gotten
            lost. Ben didn’t normally think the best of people—experience was a hard teacher—but for certain the dog hadn’t been mistreated.
            It was too trusting and comfortable with him for it to have been abused.
         

         
         He didn’t name it, he just called it “dog” or “buddy.” Naming it would imply a permanency he wasn’t prepared to accept, though
            maybe the pup’s companionship wasn’t as onerous as he’d expected. Sometimes, though, even that was too much, and he’d leave
            the dog in the house while he took a long, solitary hike through the woods. He’d hunt, or he’d just walk, get in some PT by
            sprinting up the steep mountainside, leaping deadfalls, dodging boulders and trees. He had some free weights in the house
            but he much preferred moving, and in all his years of training he hadn’t found anything that compared to mountain running.
         

         
         Two weeks after the CME, he finally made some distant contact on the ham radio. The dog sat beside him, head cocked as if
            trying to figure out where that other voice was coming from when it couldn’t smell another human anywhere nearby. The radio
            operator he reached was outside Memphis, about four hundred miles away.
         

         
         “The city’s trashed, looted clean and a lot of it burned,” the disembodied voice said. “A lot of people were killed. There
            are some pockets where it’s too dangerous to go, but for the most part a lot of people have moved on because there’s nothing
            else here to loot. The national guard is beginning to secure some areas, but there’s not much food to be had. From what I’ve
            heard, it’s the same in Little Rock.”
         

         
         “Same for Knoxville and Nashville. How far out can you reach?”

         
         “You’re the limit, so far, but it’s getting better every day. What’s your power source?”

         
         “I have solar.” He had a lot more, but Ben didn’t intend to let the world know the extent of his resources. That would be
            inviting trouble, in the form of looters who would take anything they could. “Be safe.” He signed off, then tried to raise
            his buddy Cory Howler, without success. Cory would have taken his radio equipment with him when he bugged out, but there were
            some hefty mountains between them and the atmosphere wasn’t letting transmissions overcome that yet . . . either that, or
            Cory wasn’t capable of responding. Ben had seen too many of his buddies die to reject that possibility. Cory could be dead,
            badly injured, or his radio equipment stolen or destroyed. Anything could have happened. Eventually he would find out; he’d
            either make contact, or he wouldn’t.
         

         
         Restlessly he got to his feet and walked outside, the dog at his heels. A light rain had fallen that morning but now the sun
            was breaking through. So far there hadn’t been a drastic change in the weather, though the September heat had broken and the
            nights were getting cooler. He looked out at the valley. Since the first night of the aurora, he hadn’t been back down. He
            didn’t want to walk patrol, and though he couldn’t get Sela’s nipples out of his mind, neither did he want to see her . . .
            Hell, face it, he was lying to himself. He did want to see her, but from a distance. His nerves had felt raw after that accidental midnight meeting, as if he’d been skinned
            alive. The contact had been too much, and he’d retreated to give himself the time and space to heal.
         

         
         Being alone was much more comfortable. He could find peace in the silence and solitude. So why was he thinking about trekking
            down the mountain?
         

         
         Because he was a man and she was a woman, and his dick was pointing at her like a German Shorthair pointing at a covey of
            quail. Fuck! Literally. Yeah, it was nice to know the thing was still alive, but actually getting involved and doing something about it
            was a step too far. Everything in him recoiled from the thought . . . everything except the part of him that kept thinking
            about her.
         

         
         Almost before he realized he’d decided to do anything, he was kitting up with his shotgun and water, and threading a length
            of rope through the ring on the dog’s collar. The youngster needed a good walk, but its hunting instinct was strong and it
            hadn’t been trained; he didn’t want it plunging through the woods after game and not knowing what to do when called. Instead
            of pulling on the makeshift leash it began bouncing around, reaffirming his belief that it had some training.
         

         
         “All right, dog, let’s go on a walk.”

         
          

         The farther down the mountain he got the more pissed off he was at himself, but as on the night of the red aurora, that didn’t
            seem to matter. It wasn’t even dark, and he was going down where people could see him. Finally he just thought, To hell with it, and concentrated on his surroundings. The mountain and the exercise always made him feel better, even if he was having to
            deal with a young dog who wanted to investigate every new scent it came across. The dog didn’t make him laugh—he hadn’t laughed
            in so long he couldn’t remember the last time he had—but its puppy eagerness somehow lightened his mood. Okay, so he was going
            down the mountain. He might have to talk to people. The world wouldn’t come to an end; he could always retreat to the mountain
            and not come back down again until he was good and ready.
         

         
         No one in Wears Valley, or anywhere else, was his responsibility. He had no one to save, no one to worry about. Anything he
            did or didn’t do now was his own choice, without any bullshit orders to follow. All of this was his choice, and he could talk
            to people or not.
         

         
         Funny how he hadn’t realized that before, that every interaction he had was under his control. He’d sat beside Sela and talked
            to her because he’d wanted to, not because he’d been trapped and hog-tied. He could talk to her again if the mood took him,
            or not talk to her if he didn’t want to. The same went with everyone else he might encounter.
         

         
         He was the one in control. He could talk or not. The realization was freeing.

         
         He avoided the houses down below his, leaving the road and striking through the woods whenever he neared one of them. He didn’t
            know who his nearest neighbors were and didn’t feel as if he was missing anything. That might change one day, but not right
            now.
         

         
         Even admitting that there might come a day when he got to know his neighbors felt as if he’d turned some mental corner . . .
            or at least seen that there was a corner to be turned. He wasn’t yet ready to go around it.
         

         
         The uncut path he took down was rough enough that he pushed all other thoughts aside and concentrated on getting himself and
            the dog safely down. Acorns had fallen and crunched under his boots, and the smell was different as the green vigor of summer
            faded away. Ben was in his element in the wild: he liked the fresh air, cool shade, the only sound the crackle of his boots
            in the dirt and fallen, dried leaves and the occasional cry of a bird. To his right, leaves rustled, but it was likely a bird
            because the sound was small and no limbs were moving.
         

         
         The day was warm enough that he soon worked up a sweat and the dog was panting. When they reached the valley floor he stopped
            to let the dog drink from a creek, then they cut across a fenced pasture where cows eyed them with some curiosity. He went
            over the fence and the dog went under, and they reached Covemont Lane.
         

         
         Unbidden he remembered the elderly couple who had invited him to dinner. He hadn’t wanted to go; dinner with chatty grandparent-types
            was his idea of a nightmare. Their intentions had been good, and they seemed to be kind, honest people. Talking to them didn’t
            seem so nightmarish to him now, and he wondered how they were getting along since the grid went down. Did they have anyone,
            family or neighbors, who kept an eye on them? When food began to run short, would they be able to protect what they had?
         

         
         Shit, did they have anything to protect? Maybe they hadn’t done any prep at all, despite the warnings that had been broadcast.
            Some people just ignored warnings, and sat in their houses with hurricanes or tornadoes bearing down on them, as if they couldn’t
            grasp that they were in danger. The warning about the CME would have been difficult for some people to process, because it
            was something they couldn’t see or hear.
         

         
         His spatial memory was excellent. When the old couple had told him where they lived, he had marked the location on his mental
            map of the area. He knew about where they lived—in fact they weren’t far from him now—and could probably locate them without
            too much trouble.
         

         
         Their welfare wasn’t his business, but they’d been kind to him. It wouldn’t hurt him to check on them, make sure they were
            okay.
         

         
         If his memory served him, he needed to take a left on the next road. And speaking of memory, what the hell was their name?
            They’d introduced themselves. Richardson? Masterson?
         

         
         Livingston, that was it. His first name was Jim; that was easy enough to remember. She had a very Southern double name that
            he just couldn’t pull up. He was safe with just calling her Mrs. Livingston.
         

         
         The dog was bouncing along, looking at everything as if he was having the time of his life. There were only six houses on
            the Livingstons’ short street. Their house was easy to spot, since Jim drove a 1998 Cavalier that looked to be on its last
            gasp. It was parked in the driveway of the second house on the right. Not only that, their name was on the mailbox. Ben contained
            a growl. The days were long gone when it was safe to put your name on the mailbox. On the other hand, with no social media
            or internet searches, they were now perfectly safe from identity theft.
         

         
         He walked up the driveway toward the faded-red Cavalier. The little house was nice and well kept, one story, traditional redbrick.
            There was a flower garden in the side yard. You couldn’t eat flowers, at least not enough of them to live through the winter.
            Insects had more nutrition, and God knows he’d eaten his share.
         

         
         He and the pooch went up the two steps and knocked on the front door. No answer, and he didn’t hear anyone stirring inside.
            Maybe they had relatives who had picked them up before the CME hit, and took the old couple home with them. That would have
            been the perfect solution.
         

         
         But the house didn’t feel empty, and he’d cleared enough houses to have a good sense about things like that. He even reached back and touched the shotgun
            before he remembered he wasn’t clearing the house, he was . . . fuck, he was visiting. How alien was that?
         

         
         He walked around the house, looking in every window as he sidestepped flowers. He reached the backyard, and his hopes that
            someone was taking care of the Livingstons died a quick death.
         

         
         Jim stood over a charcoal grill, intent on the meat cooking there. The wind was blowing away from Ben or he’d have smelled
            it. The pup sure smelled it now, and he began bouncing up and down in eagerness and the surety that these humans would give
            him some of the good-smelling meat. Double-name sat in a lounge chair just a few feet away, and she was the one who spotted
            him first.
         

         
         He wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d reacted with alarm; any woman in her right mind would be alarmed by the sudden appearance
            of an armed man, one she knew only slightly, in her backyard. Apparently double-name was not in her right mind. “My goodness!”
            she said as she stood and headed Ben’s way. “What a nice surprise! I wasn’t expecting visitors. We’ll have supper ready in
            a little while and we’d love to have you join us. We don’t see many people these days. And we’re eating awfully early to call
            this supper, but without electricity we go to bed as soon as it gets dark so it all works out. How have you been? What a sweet-looking
            dog!”
         

         
         “Ah . . . good.” He reminded himself that this conversation was his choice. Being here was his choice. “I was just passing
            by, thought I’d check on you.”
         

         
         Jim smiled and nodded, but he didn’t leave his station at the grill. “A neighbor brought us some venison,” he said. “We ran
            out of meat a week or so ago. I’m doing the cooking, and a couple of other neighbors will be by shortly. We eat together a
            lot of times. JD is bringing some of his last tomatoes, and Janet said she’d bring some baked beans.”
         

         
         They should save the beans for winter was Ben’s first thought, but it was too late for that advice. “Thanks, but I have somewhere else to be. I’m checking on a
            few other people.”
         

         
         Mrs. Livingston beamed at him as if he was the biggest, finest Eagle Scout on earth. Jim said, “I didn’t hear your car. Things
            have been so quiet around here, I thought I’d hear anyone headed our way.”
         

         
         “The pup and I hiked down.”

         
         They both stared at him for a moment, then Mrs. Livingston said, “You walked down Cove Mountain?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” He’d walked a lot farther than that before, and in rougher conditions.

         
         “Oh, call me Mary Alice! The mountain is so steep, I can’t imagine going up and down it on foot.”

         
         Mary Alice. That was it. He committed her name to memory. “Do y’all have everything you need to get by for a while?” he asked, taking
            a step away. He hoped to make his escape before the rest of the neighborhood showed up.
         

         
         Mary Alice shrugged. “Oh, I imagine we’ll be fine. We have a few canned goods put back, and plenty of peanut butter to put
            on some apple slices. We didn’t go to the meeting at the school right after the power went out, but JD did, and he keeps us
            up to date on what’s going on. Carol Allen is in charge of organizing things, but I don’t think this will go on much longer,
            do you? People always blow things like this out of proportion, they see disaster in everything.”
         

         
         Jim frowned and cleared his throat. “The power better come back on pretty soon. Mary Alice is going to run out of her prescription
            pills in a few weeks. We’ll need to get a ride into town to get refills. My old car’s already out of gas. I had close to a
            full tank, but JD and I siphoned it to use in his generator, to keep it running a while longer. I thought the service stations
            would reopen, but so far they haven’t.”
         

         
         Jesus. They were a disaster waiting to happen. “I hate to tell you, but this is going to last for months.” They both looked
            dismayed, but they needed to be dismayed; maybe that would wake up what little survival instinct they seemed to have. This
            wasn’t a damn picnic, and before long their little neighborly cookout was going to look like a damned feast. In spite of himself,
            he turned to look down at short, plump Mary Alice. Maybe it was his imagination, but she didn’t look as plump as she had when
            she’d invited him to dinner several months ago. “What meds do you take?”
         

         
         “Oh, just my blood pressure and heart pills.”

         
         He scrubbed his hand over his face. He didn’t know much about medications, other than to pop an Ambien when he needed some
            sleep before a mission, or inject morphine in a wounded brother to ease the pain. For years he had slept on the military’s
            schedule, which was nothing like a normal circadian rhythm. Blood pressure and “heart pills” weren’t in his wheelhouse, and
            there was no way he could research them.
         

         
         “You have to conserve them,” he said firmly. “Cut them in half, if they’re tablets, and take them only every other day or
            even more spread out than that. Make them last as long as you can. Same with food, same with everything.” God, some medications
            weren’t made to be halved, but desperate times, desperate measures.
         

         
         Her eyes got wide, and he saw some dawning of comprehension that they needed to assume the worst. She slowly nodded. “I understand.
            There are some people here in the valley who know about herbs and things, I can probably handle my blood pressure that way.”
         

         
         “Good idea,” he said. “I’ll check back by every now and then. You folks take care. C’mon, dog.” He and the pup started back
            the way they’d come, though the dog was reluctant to leave the smell of cooking meat. Thank God he didn’t run into any of
            the neighbors as they walked away from the Livingstons’ house. His well of social chat had just run dry.
         

         
         He and the dog reached the highway and made their way down it to Sela’s neighborhood. There were more people walking the highway
            than he’d expected, and he was taken aback when several people waved and called out hellos. He didn’t recognize them, so how
            the hell did they think they knew him? Then again, for the past few years he’d made a practice of not looking directly at
            people so they wouldn’t try to talk to him, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t been looking him over. It was something of a
            shock, scraping uncomfortably on his nerves, to realize that a lot of people in the valley would know him by sight.
         

         
         He returned the waves, but kept walking. God save him from friendly people. What the hell was wrong with them?

         
         When he reached Sela’s side road he realized he’d assumed she’d be at her own house, but in reality she could be anywhere.
            The two most likely choices, though, were her house and her aunt’s house. He passed the yellow two-story she’d said belonged
            to her aunt but didn’t stop, because he didn’t want to deal with any extra people; he’d had enough for the day, about all
            he could stand. If she wasn’t at her house, he’d go back to the mountain.
         

         
         But she was there; he saw her sitting on the screened porch. When she spotted him, she laid aside the book she was reading
            and stood. The pup barked in greeting and tried to bound forward, to be thwarted by his grip on the leash.
         

         
         Walking across her yard, though, didn’t fill him with dread. Somehow talking to her was different, as if the night they’d
            watched the aurora together had gotten him past that stage with her. Maybe seeing the outline of her breasts had something
            to do with it, he thought with a tinge of amusement. Amusement. It had been a long time since he’d been amused by anything, much less himself.
         

         
         “You have a dog!” she said as she opened the screen door, smiling down at the pup.

         
         A quick glance told him she was wearing a bra, which was both a relief and a disappointment. At least he wouldn’t have to
            fight to keep his mind on the conversation, but damn, he missed the view. “He wandered up; he’d either gotten lost or been
            abandoned.”
         

         
         She opened the door wider. “Come on in, and bring him, too. I’ll get him some water. Do you want some tea?” She gestured to
            the half-full glass sitting beside her open book. “I have some fresh sun tea.”
         

         
         He hadn’t acquired the Southern taste for sweet tea, but he said, “Thanks. I’ll keep him here on the porch, though. I’m not
            sure of his manners in a strange place.” Plus going inside her house was something he was reluctant to do, though he couldn’t
            say why.
         

         
         “I’ll be right back.”

         
         He watched as she went inside, and yeah, he noticed the way her jeans cupped her ass. Her dark hair was in a ponytail, and
            she was wearing a red T-shirt. No shoes. He’d never seen her dressed to attract attention; for the most part, she seemed to
            be content to be under the radar.
         

         
         She came back out with a glass of tea in one hand and a bowl of water in the other. He took the glass and she set the bowl
            down on the porch for the dog, who began lapping as thirstily as if he hadn’t had plenty to drink from the creek just an hour
            before. He released the leash and the dog began sniffing around, dragging the rope behind him.
         

         
         “Have a seat.” She gestured to the porch chair beside hers, separated by the small table on which she’d set her book and tea.
            She took her own seat and pulled her feet up into the chair, curling to the side toward him. “What brings you down the mountain?”
         

         
         He couldn’t say, exactly, but used the opening to ask, “Do you know the Livingstons, just off Covemont? Jim and Mary Alice.
            Old couple.”
         

         
         “I do, though not well. Jim stopped at my store for gas, every Saturday.” She smiled. “About half the time he didn’t need
            much, but he always topped off the tank anyway.”
         

         
         “They didn’t make any preparations for the power to be out this long. They’re low on food, though the neighbors are helping.
            Mary Alice takes blood pressure and heart medications, and is running short on both.” With amazement, he heard the words coming
            out of his own mouth. He sounded like someone who was involved. Shit. “Do you know anyone in the valley who knows about medicines?” Mary Alice had said she knew some herbalists, but he
            figured having backup wasn’t a bad idea.
         

         
         “I do. I’ll get in touch with them, have them talk to Mary Alice. We have a flowchart set up with people who volunteered to
            help, what they can do. I wish we had a pharmacist or a doctor, but so far we’ve been able to get by.”
         

         
         He took a slug of the tea, and was relieved it wasn’t too sweet. Some of it he’d tried was like drinking candy. He drained most of the glass and set it down, looked for the dog. It
            was nosing around a potted plant and he said, “Here, dog,” to call it away before it began eating the leaves. The pup trotted
            over to him and he rewarded it with a scratch behind the ears.
         

         
         “He’s well behaved,” she said, leaning forward to stroke the dog’s sleek head.

         
         “Evidently you didn’t notice him about to eat your plant.”

         
         She smiled, and something in him warmed, not just at her smile but knowing he’d put it there. He wasn’t exactly a jokester.

         
         “I’m glad you stopped by. I’ve been thinking about the gasoline in my storage tanks at the store.”

         
         That got his attention. His head snapped around. “You have gasoline?” Right now gasoline was worth more than gold.

         
         “I turned off the pumps the day you told me what was going to happen.”

         
         “Smart thinking. Does anyone else know?” His tone was sharp, but this was serious business.

         
         “Carol, for certain. I don’t know if she’s told anyone.”

         
         “Ask her. Know for sure what you’re dealing with. If she hasn’t told anyone else, don’t. People will kill for gasoline right now, and the situation will get worse.”
         

         
         She looked uncertain, and he wished she was more street savvy. “People here in the valley won’t—”

         
         “Some of them will. Gasoline is money, and you have drug addicts here the same as everywhere else. Food doesn’t matter to
            them as much as getting their next dose, nothing does. Are your tanks locked?”
         

         
         “Yes, of course.”

         
         “Eventually gangs and looters will start working their way here. Hell, if the population in the northern half of the country
            has any sense, they’ll be walking south right now. Wears Valley isn’t on an interstate but some people will come through this
            area. Start hiding what you have or you’ll lose it.”
         

         
         She slowly nodded, her gaze turning inward as she processed the realization that the valley wasn’t as secure as she’d assumed.

         
         “The gas is a problem. Ethanol gas is good for about three months, so you either use it or lose it. Pure gasoline is stable
            much longer, but—”
         

         
         “I have a pure gasoline tank,” she said. “Not a big one, but I keep it because people like pure gas for their lawn mowers
            and such. It’s on the left side of the station, with a separate pump.”
         

         
         He’d seen the small pump, and assumed it was for kerosene. That was a resource he hadn’t expected, and it was available because
            she’d had the foresight to turn off her pumps. A couple of other stations in the valley had been pumped dry, with the owners
            making as much money as they could while they could. Both views had merit.
         

         
         “Do you have any fuel stabilizer in your store?”

         
         “Some. Not much.”

         
         “Okay.” He thought a minute. “It’s a balancing act. I won’t tell you to hoard the gasoline, because it’ll go bad. But if you
            let people have access to it now, a good portion of them will use their generators right now, instead of waiting for colder weather. I say wait another month before you sell it, or barter with it. The weather will
            be colder and they can save firewood by using the generators. Use the stabilizer when you sell the ethanol blend, but keep
            the pure stuff for yourself.”
         

         
         “That’s selfish.” She sighed. “And pragmatic. It isn’t just me, I have Carol and Olivia to think about.” Her smile this time
            was crooked. “This survival-of-the-fittest stuff is challenging.”
         

         
         It never had been for him, but Sela was made of gentler stuff. He doubted she’d ever been shot at; that made a difference.

         
         “Anyway, I wanted to ask if you knew of a way to pump the gas out of the tanks, without electricity? I intended to check online
            before . . . well, before . . . but I got busy and never did.”
         

         
         “A suction pump system will do, like siphoning gas from a car tank. Let me know when you’re ready to let people have the gas,
            and I’ll get something rigged up.”
         

         
         “Thanks. I figured you’d know.”

         
         She’d had confidence in him, even though she knew nothing about him, his background, his experience. Just like that, he absorbed
            a hard punch to the chest, because his squad members had had confidence in him, followed his lead, looked to him to know what
            to do. For the most part he’d carried out his missions and got his guys back alive, but his unit had absorbed casualties and
            fatalities like every other unit. The deaths added up, and one day the weights of those deaths had been too heavy for him
            to carry. All of it had crashed and burned for him, the dumb-ass orders, the incompetence of people in command, the cost paid
            by his men and others like them.
         

         
         He wanted to leave. Like the night they’d sat on the steps, he’d suddenly crossed a mental line and needed to get away from
            everyone, be alone for a while—like a month or so. It was all he could do to remain seated, and only the fact that this was
            Sela kept him there. Being here was his choice. Talking to her was his choice. He made himself finish the small amount of
            tea left in his glass, because he didn’t want to offend her by being too abrupt.
         

         
         “I should get back. I just wanted to make certain someone checked on the Livingstons,” he said as he stood.

         
         She stood, too. “I’ll take care of it. Thanks for letting me know.” She took a step toward the screen door and the movement
            brought her close to him, so close her arm brushed against his abdomen. She faltered and stopped, as if the contact had rocked
            her. He looked down at her, noting that the top of her head didn’t quite touch his chin, that her hand shook a little as she
            reached out to open the door. His wrists were almost twice as thick as hers.
         

         
         She looked up at him, and her brown eyes were wide, both soft and a little alarmed, as if she sensed what he was thinking.

         
         He was thinking that he’d need to be careful with her, that he wanted to feel her pussy tightening around his dick, and that
            he wanted to make her scream while she came. He could feel his expression changing, becoming hard and intent, knew he couldn’t
            hide it from her.
         

         
         “I need to get away from you,” he said softly. “Right now.”

         
         She didn’t protest as he took the dog’s leash in his grip and went down the steps. He didn’t look back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         Sela was trembling as she sat down and watched Ben until he and the young dog were out of sight. She didn’t want to look away
            from him, to stop seeing those broad shoulders and the line of his back, the easy, fluid rhythm of his long, muscular legs.
            She wanted to call him back, to have him close enough to once again smell the hot maleness of his skin, to touch him.
         

         
         Holy shit. She couldn’t say she didn’t have any idea what had almost happened because she did, she wasn’t naive, but she’d never before
            seen that almost violently hungry expression on a man’s face.
         

         
         I need to get away from you.

         
         Or . . . what?

         
         He’d have kissed her, and she wasn’t sure they’d have stopped at kissing. She didn’t know if or why she would have put on the brakes, and how likely was it that he would have? Not very, and yet he’d managed to pull himself back into his shell and walk away before anything had gotten started.
         

         
         Uncertainty seized her. What if he’d left because he didn’t want to get involved with her, and he’d thought she was about to make a suggestion that he’d have to turn down? Her cheeks
            burned in retrospective humiliation. Maybe she’d misread his expression; not being naive didn’t mean she couldn’t be mistaken.
            She’d never before inspired savage lust in a man, so what made her think something had suddenly changed and a man like Ben
            Jernigan would want her?
         

         
         Sex, yes; men went for casual sex. But what about wanting her, the person, who had nothing special about her? Had he thought she’d be needy, demanding more than he could give, and that
            was why he’d bolted? She’d never done casual sex, because she couldn’t let herself be that vulnerable. Her instinct, always,
            was to protect herself and attract as little attention as possible.
         

         
         She gathered both tea glasses and took them inside, washed them in the cold pan of dishwater she prepared every morning. The
            mundane chore gave her a little bit of distance, let her step back from what had and hadn’t happened with Ben. There was nothing
            she could do to change it. If he was interested, he’d come back. If he wasn’t interested, she’d have to accept that and move
            on.
         

         
          

         The next morning Sela walked up the road to Carol’s house, for the morning ritual of listening to the nine a.m. radio broadcast. Sometimes she’d go early and have breakfast with them, which these days consisted of a cup of instant coffee
            and whatever they’d settled on that day, maybe an apple with peanut butter. Mostly, though, she’d skip breakfast. She wasn’t
            hungry early in the day, and she was always acutely aware that every bite they took today was a bite they wouldn’t have when
            winter came.
         

         
         As soon as Sela walked in the door, Carol looked at her, eyebrows raised, and said, “Ben Jernigan walked by yesterday afternoon.
            Did you see him?”
         

         
         “I did.” Helping herself to a cup and the instant coffee, she dipped, poured, and stirred. She still hadn’t told Carol about
            the night of the aurora, and didn’t intend to. She might have misled herself about what sitting with Ben could have indicated,
            but it was still a memory she cherished and didn’t want to share, or listen to Carol’s comments about Mr. Hot Body. “I was
            sitting on the porch.”
         

         
         “I wonder where he was going,” Carol continued, her tone sly. “He came back by in just a little while.”

         
         Sela ignored Carol’s insinuation that he’d been going to her house. Well, he had, but for a different reason. “He told me the Livingstons, the old couple over near Covemont, needed checking
            on. You know them, don’t you?”
         

         
         “Sure. Jim and Mary Alice. How does he know them? I didn’t think he associated with anyone.”

         
         “I don’t know. Anyway, Mary Alice is on a couple of medications and needs some help managing them and finding substitutions
            for when she runs out. I thought after the radio broadcast I’d go by their house and find out exactly what she’s taking, then
            talk to the Bouldins about it.” Pat and Helen Bouldin were the herbalist couple she’d met the day of the big cookout.
         

         
         Carol looked disappointed that Sela didn’t have anything more interesting to say about Ben, but took up her ever-present notebook
            and made a dated entry about the Livingstons. That way nothing was forgotten or overlooked.
         

         
         Olivia came down the stairs and made a face at the breakfast offering, which today was some instant oatmeal, two packets divided
            between three—or four—people, and dried prunes. She didn’t protest, though she took only one prune and very little oatmeal.
            Barb wasn’t eating much either, but the uneaten oatmeal wouldn’t be thrown away; they’d stir hot water into the leftovers
            for lunch. “We need some bread,” she announced. “Toast would be great.” Their ready-made bread supplies were gone, but they
            had the ingredients to bake bread, they just hadn’t done it—again, saving supplies for harder times.
         

         
         “I’ll make some pan biscuits tomorrow morning,” Barb promised. “It won’t be long until we’ll have to keep a fire going, and
            we’ll have bread more often.” She smiled, looking inward. “I remember my mama baking bread in the cast-iron skillet, in the
            fireplace. I’ve done it a time or two myself. I’m not the hand my mama was with bread, but I can get by.”
         

         
         “Thanks!” Olivia said fervently, and bent to kiss Barb’s cheek. The older woman flushed with pleasure. Since the CME Barb
            sometimes seemed lonely; though she and Carol were great friends, she had no family and the crisis had uprooted her from her
            own home. Olivia’s casual gesture meant more than she could imagine, because it made Barb feel useful and treasured.
         

         
         Sela made a mental note to see if she could trade something for some butter. Some of the people who owned cows were now milking
            and churning, and trading the raw milk and fresh butter for other goods. She would stay busy, and not think about Ben.
         

         
         Breakfast taken care of—or suffered through, in Olivia’s case—they got the radio and left the house, walking up the road to
            the highway, then to the big field. They’d done this for the past nine mornings, to listen to the morning broadcast report.
            That brief contact with what she now thought of as the “outside world” was a lifeline to them, giving them hope that while
            modern normality was still perhaps months in the future, at least it still existed in small pockets. If it existed, it could
            be built on, expanded. The news was never good, but some days it was worse than others. There was nothing they could do about
            the problems in Knoxville and elsewhere, but it did give them a connection to the rest of the world. They needed that connection,
            for as long as they could maintain it.
         

         
         For the first few days after they began receiving the radio reports, mostly what they’d heard had been about widespread looting,
            and a number of deaths due to the loss of electricity in hospitals and nursing homes. After that things had seemed to settle
            down, though they were still critical. Sewage and trash buildup had quickly become an issue.
         

         
         She could only be thankful they were a rural community; if things were that bad in Knoxville, what was it like in the large
            cities, like New York and Chicago, with winter bearing down on them? The residents there couldn’t hunt and fish, and the food
            supply had likely been used up in the first few days after the grid went down.
         

         
         Yesterday’s news hadn’t been good at all. Even in Knoxville food was running critically short, which led to more rioting and
            looting, as if riots would magically make food appear from thin air. There had been several home invasions, when desperate
            people looking for food found undefended houses and forced their way in.
         

         
         What was most frightening was the realization that most of these incidents were going unreported. The radio announcer could
            report only what someone told him; there were no phone calls, no internet alerts, no police blotters. The Knoxville police
            force had devolved to a skeleton crew, because most cops had been forced to stay at home to take care of their own families.
            There was no one to handle mobs, chase burglars, or investigate break-ins.
         

         
         Just yesterday Robert Keller, the announcer they’d listened to since the radio waves had settled down, had been in a panic
            over a melee in the station parking lot. His voice cracked as he’d delivered the news he had, and he’d warned his listeners
            that the generators wouldn’t last much longer, they were almost out of fuel. The other radio stations had already gone dark.
            They either hadn’t enough fuel for their generators, or the operators had all fled—or the fuel had been stolen. Keller had
            hung on longer than the others, but he was definitely harried and getting more harried. The stress in his voice was increasing
            day by day.
         

         
         Maybe it would be better to stop listening, Sela thought, and spare themselves the constant mental battering of bad news,
            but she doubted anyone else would agree with her. Everyone seemed compelled to gather around every morning and listen. What
            if there was information about the grid and when it might be repaired? What if something important had happened in the world,
            something they really should know about—though how that news would get to a Knoxville radio station, Sela didn’t know.
         

         
         There were plenty of other concerns. Right now the valley inhabitants were doing okay, but they were in a good time, with
            good weather and supplies not yet running low. They were adjusting, coping, improvising. Sela was still mentally holding her
            breath, because this good stretch couldn’t last. Someone would get sick, someone would get hurt, people would get in fights—they
            were human, after all, and that’s what humans did.
         

         
         One of Olivia’s friends called out to her and she said, “Here, Gran,” and handed off the radio to Carol before darting over
            to join her small group. The kids wanted to hear the broadcast, but they also wanted to socialize.
         

         
         At one minute till nine, Carol turned on the radio. They were all going by their wristwatches now, those who had them, but
            they really had no way of knowing how accurate their watches were. Carol had set hers to the radio on the second day, but
            allowed for error by turning on the radio early.
         

         
         They listened to the static, standing around and talking quietly among themselves, waiting for the broadcast to start. A minute
            ticked by, then another. An alarmed murmur ran through the crowd. They began looking around and at each other. Sela met Mike
            Kilgore’s eyes, and saw awareness in his.
         

         
         There was only static.

         
         Carol looked at the dial, adjusted the knob a little in case it had been bumped and knocked out of place, at one point or
            another.
         

         
         Static.

         
         People crowded around, hoping against hope. Carol scanned up and down the dial, trying to find another station they could
            receive, however weak the signal. Nothing.
         

         
         The alarmed murmur got louder. Barb made a sound of distress, then pressed her hand to her mouth. Sela saw a girl in Olivia’s
            group start crying, and Olivia try to comfort her though she, too, looked as if she was about to start tearing up.
         

         
         Sela tried not to be too disappointed but she felt as if they’d turned a corner, and not a good one. It was inevitable that
            the radio station would go dark, but he’d said just yesterday that they had enough for another two or three days. Had he simply
            miscalculated the amount of fuel? Had the station been attacked?
         

         
         Had he given up, and simply not gone to the station? They had no way of knowing.

         
         “Well, that’s that.” Decisively Carol turned off the radio with a quick and final flick of a switch. “I never thought I’d
            actually miss hearing so much bad news. Damn, I need another cup of that weak-ass instant coffee.”
         

         
         Mike had moved closer, and Sela said to him, “We need to take a look at our security situation.”

         
         Carol and Barb both looked at her, and the people around them fell silent to listen. “Why?” Barb asked.

         
         “People are leaving Knoxville,” Sela replied. “Most of them will stick to the interstate going south, but some of them might
            come this way, and they’ll be desperate.” Desperate or mean, the end result didn’t matter. Whoever came to the valley would
            be looking for food, for shelter, for weapons and supplies and anything that could be sold or traded. “We have enough to get
            by for a while, enough for us and our neighbors. But if we’re overrun what we have won’t last a week, assuming we’re left
            with anything at all, or aren’t killed outright.”
         

         
         “She’s right,” Mike said. “We should have already thought about this and got something set up.”

         
         “Who would come here?” Barb asked, alarmed. She wasn’t the only one; some younger people were looking around in confusion,
            as if expecting to see hordes of people pouring down the highway toward them, while the people who had been in the military
            were nodding their heads.
         

         
         “Could be anyone,” Mike said. “Look how many tourists drove through this area every day. And people in the cities already
            know they can’t stay there, so if they have any sense they won’t head for another city, they’ll look for small communities—like
            this one—that are self-sustaining. They know country folk have guns and gardens, and that’s what they’ll want.”
         

         
         Sela hadn’t noticed Ted Parsons in the crowd, but now he maneuvered into the nucleus of the conversation. “Looters and gangs
            will be in the minority. A lot of regular people will be leaving the cities, too, and they could be a lot of help. There’s
            safety in numbers. A gang will look for isolated people they can overwhelm, not a place where they’ll be outnumbered.”
         

         
         “If we had unlimited resources I wouldn’t disagree with you,” Mike said.

         
         “As it is, we wouldn’t be able to house and feed a bunch of other people,” Carol pointed out. “All the vegetable gardens have
            stopped producing, and we won’t have a fresh supply of food or the ability to grow more until next spring . . . say, eight
            months until more crops are in. We can’t take in more people without shortchanging the ones who are already here.”
         

         
         There was a rumble of agreement around her. Ted looked frustrated. “But more people are more hands to cut wood, and hunt.”

         
         “That works only if they bring their own axes and ammunition with them,” Sela said quietly. “Otherwise they’d be using tools
            we already have. No matter how much we want to help people, if we want to make it through the winter we will already have
            to severely conserve what we have.”
         

         
         That earned her a scowl from Ted, which she wouldn’t care about if he didn’t have just enough argument on his side to cause
            serious dissent. Their resources were so thin she didn’t know if they could survive a break in their united front.
         

         
         She wished Ben were here, for all the good wishing did. He’d know what to do, but though he’d taken the trouble to warn her,
            and then flabbergasted her by checking on the Livingstons, weeks could go by without anyone seeing him. He’d already refused
            Mike’s invitation to join them. He was in great shape up there on Cove Mountain, and didn’t need them. Assuming anyone wanted
            his supplies, they’d have to first climb the mountain, then fight him. Even street gangs would go for easier prey, and leave
            him and his shotgun alone.
         

         
         But he wasn’t the only person around here who’d been in the military; there were several standing here around her, mostly
            men but a couple of women, too. They had a forest ranger, a retired cop, and a whole lot of people who had spent their whole
            lives hunting in these mountains. The valley people weren’t helpless, or without knowledge.
         

         
         Carol reached for her ever-present notebook. “Okay, people, I need some names. We’re going to need people who can start riding
            or walking patrol. We need enough to keep an eye on the main highway approaches, and that new parkway over the mountain from
            Knoxville to here is going to be a pain in the butt, you just wait and see.”
         

         
         Sela agreed on that. The new parkway had sat unfinished for years, then the project got going again just in time to cause
            a problem by creating another vulnerability. Keeping an eye on it would require at least two people, each pulling twelve-hour
            shifts, and that wasn’t going to be easy.
         

         
         Trey Foster, the man who had offered to keep her supplied with firewood, spoke up. “I was in the army, I can help with patrolling.
            But if we’re patrolling we won’t be able to hunt, or chop firewood, and our families will suffer for that.”
         

         
         Mike said, “The sensible solution would be to pay the security team with food, everybody chipping in with a little. If someone
            brings down a deer, part of it goes for payment.”
         

         
         “Some people can’t afford to give away their food!” Ted said, looking alarmed, which told Sela he and his wife hadn’t gathered
            as much food as they could have.
         

         
         “Then you should join the community patrol,” Mike said, immediately coming to the same conclusion.

         
         Ted looked startled, then said, “Well, okay.” After a second, his expression morphed into one of pleasure. He was not only
            being included, but doing something important. Maybe that was the key to handling him: keep him busy, and stroke his ego.
         

         
         Carol wrote down their names, Trey’s and Ted’s, and at Mike’s nod added his to the list. “I’m waiting,” she hollered. “Y’all
            step up here and help keep the valley safe, or I’ll be talking to your mamas and wives, and you don’t want that.”
         

         
         That provoked a rumble of laughter, and men began moving forward. There weren’t that many of them, maybe two dozen, but there
            were enough to patrol the highway approaches, and eventually they would have to settle disputes, but for now—it was a start.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         Late October was normally a time for tourists, with roads clogged with traffic and crowded restaurants. The leaves were changing—red,
            yellow, and orange amid the evergreens—the festivals were going on and the weather was thankfully turning cool. Previously,
            October and early November were among the busiest times of the year, for Sela’s store and elsewhere in the valley.
         

         
         Not this year. This year there was little or no traffic on the highway, because people seldom drove, using their precious
            gasoline only when they had to. Usually there was no place to go, anyway: no doctor or dentist appointments to keep, no eating
            out or going to movies. Mostly people walked or rode bicycles, though the community patrol they’d set up—which was still evolving—mostly
            rode horses. Not everyone was an accomplished rider, though, and they either learned or walked. For the first couple of weeks
            there had been a lot of sore butts and legs.
         

         
         But, people being people and Southerners being generally gregarious anyway, the valley inhabitants had begun gathering in
            their own neighborhoods in the late afternoon, and by the end of October the gatherings were a ritual. On the nicest of days,
            those gatherings continued well into the evening. No one had planned them, they’d just happened organically. It had started
            with a few neighbors hanging out in the road at the end of a long day, and had grown from there. In a matter of a couple of
            weeks, there were small get-togethers all over the valley. They talked about food, power, and how damn dark it got at night.
            The days were getting shorter, and many had adjusted their sleep patterns to conserve batteries and candles, going to bed
            when it got dark and sleeping—or trying to—until the sun came up. That was going to be more and more difficult, as the nights
            got longer.
         

         
         They also talked about kids, movies, books, and knitting. It was a search for a touch of normal in an abnormal world.

         
         There was more to survival than food and water. People needed people, a sense of community. They’d always had that here but
            now it was growing stronger. Last week a kid from the far end of the road had brought his guitar out and strummed a country
            song or two while others gathered around and listened. He was merely competent, but competent enough that listening wasn’t
            painful. Sela didn’t exactly love country music but she was entranced anyway. It seemed as if it had been years since she’d
            heard music, rather than a month. They said music had the power to soothe the savage breast, and while her breast wasn’t particularly
            savage she definitely felt soothed, and she wasn’t alone. Everyone enjoyed the music.
         

         
         Halloween was a particularly beautiful night, clear and mild, with bright stars overhead. A fire was going in a portable fire
            pit, because despite the mildness there was something comforting about a fire. People had brought folding lawn chairs or camp
            chairs to sit in, or put blankets on the ground. Inspired by the kid, Mike Kilgore also brought his guitar. The two amateur
            musicians took turns and sometimes played together, their timing a bit off but who cared? People knew the songs and sometimes
            sang a few lines.
         

         
         This night there were close to thirty people standing or sitting in the middle of the road. Olivia and one of her friends
            who had walked over to spend the night were sitting on a blanket with their legs drawn up and their fascinated gazes fixed
            on the boy with the guitar. Sela thought the boy was perhaps a year younger than Olivia, but pickings were slim in the neighborhood
            and hormones were hormones.
         

         
         Sela, Carol, and Barb were in camp chairs set up in the middle of the crowd. Barb felt the cold more than they did, so she
            was closer to the fire. Sela stretched out her legs and relished the moment of relaxation, because those moments were few
            and far between.
         

         
         Describing the past month as stressful was a massive understatement. She’d never expected to be in this situation, and neither
            had anyone else in this gathering, but they were making the best of it. She no longer felt as if she was scrambling every
            minute, trying to stay on top of the unknown and doubting her every decision. They had done okay, she and Carol and Barb,
            in their marathon canning session and the extra supplies she’d gathered in her frantic shopping expedition.
         

         
         The new normal was melding with the old normal. Sunday services had started up just last week, with the nearest church making
            it clear that everyone was welcome. The preacher had gone to great lengths to make his sermon nondenominational. “God is God,”
            he’d said at the beginning. “Everything else is us trying to organize things to our liking. I’m going to concentrate on the
            God part, and y’all can argue in the parking lot.”
         

         
         Most people had laughed, and simply enjoyed resuming services.

         
         For now, with everything that had happened, with all that was still to come, the music made this moment beautiful. Sela sighed
            as her mind eased. The music flowed over and through her, and thoughts of tomorrow faded away.
         

         
         Carol suddenly grinned, slapped the arm of her chair, and jumped up. Weaving her way past the others, she reached the two
            musicians and leaned down to whisper to Mike. He grinned, too, whispered a reply, and with a satisfied expression Carol positioned
            herself between the two guitarists.
         

         
         Olivia hissed, “Gran, no!” and covered her face with her hands in the teenage horror of being embarrassed by her elders. She
            knew what was coming. Sela did, too, but unlike Olivia she enjoyed it whenever Carol belted out a song.
         

         
         Carol was no Janis Joplin, but she did have a pretty decent voice and not a shy bone in her body. “Cry Baby” was one of her
            favorites, and she did it justice, bending over to launch into the first notes. Mike knew the song, or at least parts of it,
            and the kid did his best to follow along with the guitar licks but keeping it soft so Carol’s voice was in the forefront.
            Some of the older people laughed and began joining in.
         

         
         Barb whispered to Sela, “Your aunt is such an old hippie.” She said it with a smile.

         
         “I know.” She looked again at Olivia, who still had her face buried in her hands. She was mortified, though her friend was
            grinning and her foot was trying to keep up with the jerky rhythm of the song.
         

         
         This was community, Sela thought as her aunt belted out an almost-Janis-like note, people supporting people, enjoying one
            another’s company at the end of a long day, coming together in whatever ways they could. This was so much better than each
            person going into their own homes to watch TV or play video games or read a book.
         

         
         Maybe stories told around the campfire would come next. She could get into that—listening, of course, not as a storyteller.
            The thought of performing in front of other people horrified her.
         

         
         Unbidden she thought of Ben, up on the mountain all alone except for the dog he wouldn’t even name. She tried not to think about him and how she’d embarrassed herself, but no matter how busy she was or what she was doing, she couldn’t
            keep her thoughts under control. She hadn’t seen him since he’d come to tell her about the Livingstons and she was pretty
            sure he was now actively avoiding her, which deepened her humiliation. Evidently that didn’t matter because she was still
            ambushed by the errant thoughts and longing she couldn’t control.
         

         
         Worrying about him was pointless. Feeling her heart clench because he was alone was equally useless. He was more than capable
            of taking care of himself, and being alone was what he wanted. But what if he got hurt, or sick? He wasn’t Superman, he wasn’t
            invulnerable. What if—
         

         
         Useless. She was wasting her time and energy. He’d made it very clear that he didn’t need anyone. He definitely didn’t need
            her.
         

         
         “Cry Baby” ended, but Carol didn’t return to her seat. She crooked a finger at Olivia and then at Sela. They both shook their
            heads, Sela even more vehemently than Olivia.
         

         
         “You know what I want next,” Carol said devilishly. “And God knows you both know all the words.”

         
         Olivia’s friend elbowed her in the side. “Go on,” the girl said. “You can sing, I’ve heard you!” Reluctantly Olivia got up
            and went to stand beside Carol. Her stomach twisting in stage fright, Sela didn’t move. Olivia mouthed Please! at her, and the others around them began encouraging her to get up. Within seconds, her refusal was drawing more attention
            than singing in public ever could. She was making a spectacle of herself by digging in her heels. Reluctantly she stood and
            headed toward Carol and Olivia. With a giggle, Barb heaved herself up and joined them.
         

         
         How many times had she sung “Mercedes Benz” in Carol’s living room? When she was a kid, the song had been on a vinyl album
            that Carol had played on a record player, before reluctantly succumbing first to a cassette tape and finally a CD. There might
            even have been an eight-track tape in there, somewhere. “Mercedes Benz” was Carol’s all-time favorite song, and she was ruthless
            in inflicting it on family and visitors alike.
         

         
         At Carol’s lead, the four of them launched into the song, singing a capella. By the second line, a number of the older people
            grouped around were enthusiastically joining in because the song was a lot easier than “Cry Baby.” All the younger folks—basically
            anyone under thirty, with Olivia being the exception—were stumped, but entertained.
         

         
         All through the crowd there was laughter, along with the voices loud and soft, talented and untalented. It seemed that everyone
            had allowed the power of the music to wipe away their worries, for a while. The short song was over too soon.
         

         
         Sela and Olivia returned to their seats, and so did a breathless Carol.

         
         Barb remained standing, and began singing a very different type of song. She’d never been a Joplin fan the way Carol was.
            She was, apparently, more into folk music. Joan Baez, maybe; Sela wasn’t sure. Barb had a surprisingly good voice, and her
            slow, easy song grabbed everyone. A hush fell over the crowd. After the raucousness of Carol’s Joplin offerings, Barb’s full,
            warm tones wove a kind of spell that was all mixed in with the bright stars overhead and the soft night air, the crisp smell
            of autumn and wood fire. It was a magical moment, one Sela knew she’d remember long after the lights came back on.
         

         
          

         As Ben neared Sela’s neighborhood, he’d been surprised to hear the music. It wasn’t loud enough to carry far, but in the still
            night it did carry. The dog’s ears perked up, he even pranced a little, but he stayed close to Ben’s side. They avoided the
            road and skirted backyards to get where they were headed.
         

         
         From one side of Sela’s house large trees blocked his view, so Ben walked through the backyard until he could see what was
            going on in the middle of Myra Road. Thanks to the dark and the distance no one saw him, but in the light of the fire he could
            see them well. Was that Sela’s aunt? Singing? God, what caterwauling. She screeched at the top of her tiny but apparently
            powerful lungs. He was about to leave, thinking he could come back another time when Sela wasn’t so busy, but when Carol motioned
            to Olivia and Sela and they joined her . . . Well, there was no way he could leave now. He leaned against the side of the
            house and prepared himself for whatever might come.
         

         
         None of them would ever make a professional singer, but there was joy in their stupid song, in the way they grinned at the
            crowd and shared smiles with each other. His eyes were drawn to and remained on Sela. She moved to the song a little. She
            wasn’t as boisterously into it as the others, but the way her hips swayed . . . Shit, he did not need this distraction. What
            he had to do could wait until tomorrow. And to be honest, he didn’t have to do anything at all. He shouldn’t even be here.
         

         
         But he didn’t walk away. Even the dog, who sat at his side, seemed oddly entranced.

         
         The song ended too soon, and Sela returned to her seat. He couldn’t see her nearly well enough from this vantage point, but
            he wasn’t willing to move from this safe spot to get a better view, though he was tempted. The older woman who had been singing
            with them remained standing to sing her own song, something slow and easy. She wasn’t too bad on her own.
         

         
         Music by firelight. He hadn’t expected this.

         
         When she was done with her easy song, someone else from the crowd took her place to sing a hymn. Several people joined in,
            until it seemed everyone was singing the familiar hymn. They should’ve sounded terrible, but they didn’t. They were out of
            tune—with gruff and less-than-pleasant voices mingled with those more talented—but . . . not terrible.
         

         
         Ben didn’t leave, as he’d intended, but stood there in the deepest shadows of the night until the crowd began to disperse
            and Sela headed his way. She spent a lot of time with her family, but she slept here, in her own house, all alone. She thought
            she was safe. They all did.
         

         
         No one was safe. He knew that, and surely some of them did, too. So why were they laughing and singing? This was a crisis,
            not a damn picnic.
         

         
         And yet . . . A part of him envied their innocence, their ability to come together and forget for a while. He wished he could
            let himself believe everything was going to be okay.
         

         
         He didn’t.

         
         Sela, flashlight in hand and pointed to the ground, had almost reached her front door when he stepped around the corner and
            surprised her. He really surprised her. She damn near jumped out of her skin.
         

         
         “Damn it!” she gasped, as she placed one hand over her heart. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cuss at you, but I’ll die ten years
            sooner now.” She took a breath. “How long have you been standing there?”
         

         
         He didn’t smile, but he wanted to. “Long enough.”

         
         He knew Sela well enough to know she had to be blushing. “Sorry. I can’t sing at all.”

         
         “You did okay.”

         
         She cocked her head and looked at him hard. “You should’ve joined us. We can always use a baritone.”

         
         “I don’t sing.”

         
         “Come on . . .”

         
         “No way in hell.”

         
         She laughed at that and headed for her front porch. “Come on in. What can I do for you?”

         
         She had no idea. Well, maybe she did. The attraction that was driving him nuts wasn’t one-sided, he knew it wasn’t. What it
            was, was more than he could handle.
         

         
         He had no intention of sitting next to her again, of tempting himself with impossible ideas. So why was he here, unless he
            liked torturing himself?
         

         
         Right. He actually had a reason. He swung his backpack off his shoulder and unzipped the main compartment. “I had some extra
            solar lights, and I thought maybe you could use them.”
         

         
         She turned to face him. “Extra?”

         
         He’d noticed that she didn’t have any, and he did have more than enough, and damn it, she didn’t have to look at him that
            way. “If you don’t want them—”
         

         
         “I didn’t say that!” she interrupted, and then she smiled and walked back toward him.

         
         He placed his backpack on the ground and drew out not one but two powerful garden solar lights. He knew Sela well enough to
            know that if she had just one she’d give it to her aunt. This way they’d each have one. She pointed the beam of her flashlight
            down as he screwed the main unit into the stick. The lights would’ve been too long for his backpack if he hadn’t taken them
            apart. “Stick them into the ground in the morning, to collect sunlight, then bring them in at night.” He pointed out where
            the small on-off switch was located on the base.
         

         
         She took the first one he handed her. It seemed they were both being extra cautious not to touch as the device changed hands.
            “This is fantastic,” she said. “Will it work on cloudy days?”
         

         
         “Some, though it won’t be as bright. You should still get some use out of it.” He assembled the other light and placed it
            to the side, leaning it against the house.
         

         
         “I’ll give one to Carol, if you don’t mind. These will really come in handy.”

         
         He’d already assumed she’d do just that, and she did not disappoint.

         
         There was a too-long moment of nervous silence, until the dog got involved. He danced at Sela’s feet. She smiled and set her
            solar light aside, leaned down to give the dog a good vigorous rub behind his ears while she called him a good boy.
         

         
         Lucky mutt.

         
         He wanted those hands on him. He could be a good boy, too. Mentally he snorted at the idea. More than wanting her to touch
            him, he wanted to put his hands on her. That was why he’d made this ridiculous trip, to offer her a couple of solar lights.
            Was he looking to impress her? To make himself useful? What a load of crock. His dick had pointed him in this direction, and
            he had followed.
         

         
         “Dog,” he called gruffly, turning away and walking away from Sela. “Let’s go.”

         
         “Uh, thank you,” she called in an uncertain and too-soft voice.

         
         He muttered a gruff “Welcome,” as the pup pulled up beside him, but he didn’t look back.

         
          

         The days slipped past and the reality of living without electricity became more routine. Sela no longer automatically flipped
            a light switch when she entered a room. October was always a dry month but there had been some rain, enough that she’d collected
            some water in her makeshift rain collectors and was able to skip a day or two of carrying buckets of water from the creek.
         

         
         She loved the solar light Ben had given her, and Carol loved hers, too. Carol loved hers because it saved her precious candles,
            and that was a great benefit. For Sela, the simple gift was more personal, more . . . well, she didn’t know what it was.
         

         
         Sela thought of Ben every night, when she brought the light in. Had that been his intention when he’d given it to her? Surviving
            was her focus all day long, but at night, when she switched on that light, her thoughts took another turn.
         

         
         Carol said a gift of solar lights qualified as true and romantic apocalyptic courting, but Sela wasn’t so sure. Carol was
            just . . . Carol.
         

         
         They were all losing weight, not necessarily because there wasn’t enough food but because they were all doing more physical
            work and automatically eating less in order to save food for later. The occasional biscuits or pan bread that Barb made—very
            occasional because flour and cornmeal were precious—were a treat rather than something they took for granted.
         

         
         The valley had seen a few frosty mornings in late October, and then November brought more. The smell and smoke from fireplaces
            wreathed the valley almost every morning, though winter approached in fits and starts and some days were warm enough for people
            to go about in short sleeves. Those increasingly rare, bright days always saw people out more, moving around, getting things
            done.
         

         
         Sela was stingy with the stack of firewood Trey Foster had delivered, because she didn’t want to be a burden on him. To stretch
            the supply she walked the woods, gathering sticks for kindling and larger pieces whenever she could find them. She carried
            a blue tarp with her, and loaded her find on it, dragging it behind her and sharing everything with Carol’s household. Sometimes
            Olivia joined her because getting out of the house gave her a chance to expend energy. She and her friends got together whenever
            they could, but everyone had chores to do now.
         

         
         “I miss school,” Olivia confessed one afternoon as they gathered wood.

         
         “I can see why.” Sela paused and stretched her back. They had a good load already, and her lower back was feeling the strain
            of bending down so much. “Wait.” She stared at Olivia, wondering why she hadn’t thought of it before, why no one had thought of it. “If church can start back, I don’t see why school can’t.” Hadn’t that been mentioned back at the very beginning
            when the grid had gone down? She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten!
         

         
         Olivia’s eyes brightened. “You mean, open the elementary school?”

         
         “No, we couldn’t heat it. It’ll have to be somewhere that can be heated. I wonder how many kids we’d be talking about? Not
            all kids would come because of the distance involved.” A hundred years ago kids had routinely walked miles to school, but
            that was a hundred years ago. People’s outlook hadn’t changed sufficiently back to those times for parents not to blink an
            eye at pushing their kids out the door to walk a few miles in the rain or snow. If the electricity stayed off for over a year,
            though, those times might return.
         

         
         “Fifty, maybe?”

         
         Sela thought that might be a good number. The elementary school had almost four times that number of students, but that included
            kindergarten kids and kids who weren’t close enough now to attend.
         

         
         “There has to be someone in the valley with teaching experience,” she said, thinking. As usual, Carol would know more about
            that than she did. “Regardless of that, you kids have your books, right? What you need is structure and someone to go through
            the material with you.”
         

         
         Feeding that many kids would be impossible, so everyone would have to bring their lunches. Just dividing the classes, getting
            volunteers to teach, and heating the area selected for school would be a big job. Logistically, the best places for having
            classes would be private houses, one for each group, so the firewood wouldn’t be used to heat entirely separate spaces. Emergency
            situations required emergency adjustments. Later on they’d worry about setting up a more traditional school setting.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Olivia said, giving her a quick hug. “I knew you’d come up with something.”

         
         They dragged the tarp-load of sticks back to Carol’s house, where they unloaded and stacked half of it a few feet from the
            back door. They covered the stack to keep it dry, then Sela pulled the remainder to her house and repeated the process.
         

         
         The chores were so simple now. She didn’t have to deal with fuel deliveries, inventory, bank statements, or taxes. She had
            to eat, keep clean, and keep the fire going on cool days. She walked a lot, hauling water and firewood, and going about the
            valley. She’d met with the Bouldins and they had gone to see the Livingstons, to teach Mary Alice which particular herbs to
            use to keep her blood pressure under control, and how to use them. Once a week she and Carol walked to the store to meet with
            Mike and the rest of the community patrol, see how things were going, if any of the volunteers needed relief or had seen something
            Mike didn’t already know about. Ted Parsons always had a lot to say, but he was taking part and she no longer thought he was
            as obnoxious as he’d first seemed. He and Carol would never be friends, but at least they were cordial.
         

         
         They were getting by. The valley residents were pulling together, cooperating. Even the oldest people were contributing by
            taking in mending, making quilts, and any other way they could think of to pay the people who brought them food. The old women
            knew how to cook without electricity, more than heating a pan of soup on the fire. Some of them would watch younger kids while
            their parents did other chores. The barter system was very informal, everyone sort of made their own bargains except for what
            was needed for the community patrol, but it was working. So far they hadn’t had any trouble, except for one guy on the Townsend
            end of the valley who had somehow gotten his hands on some meth and trashed his house and slapped his wife around, before
            shooting at the neighbor’s house. The community patrol, two former military guys, had taken it on themselves to kick the guy’s
            ass and tie him up in a barn until he settled down. Other than that there was nothing they could do, they had no jail and
            no one wanted to take on the care and feeding of a prisoner anyway.
         

         
         Sela had the uneasy feeling that if he made a practice of taking drugs—and God only knew where he’d gotten the meth—and slapping
            his wife around, he’d end up with a bullet in his head in a hunting “accident.” She didn’t want anyone in their small community
            to have to kill someone, but everyone who attended the weekly patrol meetings knew that anything was a possibility. All they
            could do was hope things stayed as relatively peaceful as they had been so far.
         

         
         The very next morning, the mini-disaster she’d been waiting for happened. She hadn’t known who, what, or when, but eventually
            something had to happen to someone. She just hadn’t expected it to be her family.
         

         
         “Sela! Sela!”
         

         
         She was standing in the road talking to Mike. They’d been checking on the elderly couple who lived at the beginning of Myra
            Road, and discussing recruiting another volunteer for patrol so Trey Foster could cut more firewood, not just for his own
            family but for others who weren’t able to cut it themselves. At Olivia’s high, wailing cry, they both turned.
         

         
         Something was wrong.

         
         Olivia sprinted down the middle of the road toward them, her ponytail whipping behind her. Sela ran toward her, and when Olivia
            was close enough, Sela saw the tears on her face.
         

         
         Carol. It had to be Carol. Nothing else would upset Olivia so much.
         

         
         “Gran fell,” Olivia panted as she skidded to a stop. Each word was an effort, each breath ragged.

         
         “Fell?” Sela’s heart skipped a beat. At Carol’s age a fall could be disastrous—especially now, when there was no 9-1-1 to
            call, no EMTs, no hospital.
         

         
         “Down the stairs.” Olivia bent over and took a couple of deep breaths. It wasn’t the short run that doubled her over, it was
            the thought of losing her Gran. The kid had lost too much in her short life. She choked on a sob. “Barb said she’s broken
            her leg.”
         

         
         Sela took off at a run, Mike beside her. As she ran she tried to control her emotions. Better a leg than a hip. Maybe it wasn’t a break. Maybe it was just a bad sprain, and Barb, who tended toward the emotional rather than the logical,
            had overreacted.
         

         
         Please let it be a sprain. Please let it be a sprain. Not that a sprain wouldn’t be bad enough, in these circumstances; some sprains could take longer to heal than a broken bone.
         

         
         She ran up the steps and through the front door, with Mike right behind her and Olivia coming in a close third. Her heart
            almost stopped at the sight of Carol lying in an awkward position at the bottom of the stairs, her eyes closed and her face
            pale. Barb knelt beside her. Sela hurried forward and as she did, Carol pressed a hand to her side and moaned. Then she said,
            “Shit!” That one curse word sent a wave of relief through Sela; not only was Carol conscious, she was angry, and that was
            a very good thing.
         

         
         Barb looked up, surprisingly calm for someone who normally didn’t handle any crisis well. “Thank heavens you’re here, Mike;
            we’ll need some help moving her.”
         

         
         “What happened?” Sela asked as she dropped down. “How bad is it?” And was it safe to move Carol? It had to be; what choice
            did they have? Leave her lying there until her leg healed?
         

         
         Carol opened her eyes and looked at Sela. Pain was clear in her gaze, her expression, and the way she pressed her lips together.
            “I lost my balance at the top of the stairs. I went up to get a box of winter clothes out of the closet to air them out, because
            we’re going to need them. It’ll probably snow soon, and I want to be prepared.” She wasn’t quite rambling, but close. “Damn
            it! I’m disgusted with myself, falling like an old—” She grimaced in pain. “Damn near seventy years old and I’ve never broken
            a bone before now. Spectacular timing, wouldn’t you say?”
         

         
         “What do we do?” Olivia asked, dread in her voice. “Oh my God, oh my God!”
         

         
         Mike knelt on the other side of Carol and said to Olivia, “She’ll be okay, honey. From what I can see, if her leg’s broken,
            it’s a simple fracture. I’ll get a medic over here to check, but I’m pretty sure.”
         

         
         Sela danced on the edge of her own hysteria, but she couldn’t give in. She was still dealing with what could have happened,
            not what actually had. She tamped down her sense of dread. Yes, it was likely Carol’s leg was broken, but it wasn’t a compound
            fracture. It was a warm enough early November day, and Carol wore capris instead of jeans or sweatpants. If bone had been
            sticking out, if the skin had been broken, then she wouldn’t have been able to stop the panic because she knew enough about
            compound fractures to know that without expert medical care they could be deadly.
         

         
         Someone had to handle this crisis. That someone was her.

         
         “Let’s get her to the couch. Mike, what do you think would be the best way to lift her? On a quilt, maybe, like a sling?”

         
         “I don’t think we’ll need that,” he said, slipping an arm behind Carol’s shoulders and lifting her to a sitting position.
            Barb hurried to spread a blanket on the couch and fetch a pillow; with Sela and Mike on each side and Olivia gripping Carol’s
            clothes from behind, they got her to a standing position.
         

         
         Once Carol was upright she put her weight on the left foot, but kept her right foot lifted. Already her lower leg was swelling
            and bruising some. That wasn’t a good sign. Together they lurched and hobbled their way to the sofa and lowered the injured
            woman there as gently as they could. Later, and with more help, they’d move Carol to her bedroom, but for now this would do
            and make it easier for any immediate care.
         

         
         Carol groaned as they positioned her on the couch. She closed her eyes again.

         
         Barb put the pillow behind Carol’s head, and another underneath her right knee. “We need to immobilize and elevate the leg.”

         
         “You’ve done this before?” Sela asked.

         
         Barb sighed as she took another pillow and put it under Carol’s right foot. “Yes, Harold broke his leg on a camping trip once.
            It was horrible, really traumatic for both of us, but everything turned out okay. I wish we had some ice. That would help
            with the swelling.”
         

         
         Might as well wish for a healing fairy; they didn’t have any ice, not a single cube. They did have cold water, though, because
            the water they dipped from the creek was icy. “Olivia, get some towels and wet them, the cold water will help. What else,
            Barb?”
         

         
         “A splint, to keep the leg immobile. She’ll have to stay off it for at least a couple of months.”

         
         Carol’s eyes popped open and she tried to come up, but she didn’t make it far. She winced and fell back, resting a hand over
            her rib cage. Were her ribs broken? That was something else to worry about. “A couple of months? Are you kidding me?” She
            closed her eyes. “My leg hurts like hell. Everything hurts, but the leg is the worst.” She lifted a hand to the side of her
            head, sucking in her breath sharply. “Damn it, I hit my head, too. Is it bleeding?” She turned her head so they could all
            see.
         

         
         “No blood,” Olivia said. “That’s good, right?” She still sounded tearful.

         
         Sela turned to her cousin. Carol was settled, for now, and Olivia needed reassurance, she needed her own kind of care. “Honey,
            your gran is going to be fine. She’s ornery as ever, and that’s definitely a good sign.”
         

         
         “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

         
         Barb placed a hand on Sela’s arm. “I have some pain pills left over from my surgery last year.” She hurried away, but when
            she reached the stairway she slowed her pace, taking the stairs up to her room with extra caution.
         

         
         Olivia dropped down and very gently rested her head on Carol’s stomach. “You’d better be okay,” she whispered.

         
         Carol stroked Olivia’s head, and that was when Sela saw the scrape on her forearm. It was a minor injury, but another one
            that needed to be tended. Carol had taken quite a fall, and if the broken leg was her only serious injury they should count
            themselves lucky.
         

         
         Mike said, “I’ll go fetch Terry.” Terry Morris was a medic with the volunteer fire department. “Be back as soon as I can,”
            he said as he went out the door.
         

         
         “I’ll definitely be okay, sweetie.” The bite was gone from Carol’s voice as she continued to stroke Olivia’s hair. “I’m just
            pissed that I fell.”
         

         
         And still not herself, if she’d use the word pissed in front of Olivia.
         

         
         Barb returned, still taking extra care on the stairway. They all needed to be extra careful, now that medical care wasn’t
            readily available. She detoured to the kitchen to get a cup of water, then handed a single pill to Carol, who raised herself
            enough to toss it back and chase it with water.
         

         
         Sela said, “Olivia, get that wet towel, and a dry one to put under her leg so we don’t get the blanket wet.” This time, Olivia
            darted off to get the requested items.
         

         
         Sela focused on what needed to be done next. What could they use for a splint? Someone in the neighborhood would have crutches,
            and she was pretty sure Mrs. Armstrong had had one of those portable toilets when her mother had lived with her. Maybe it
            was still around. Prosaic matters, but the prosaic had to be handled, too.
         

         
         All this, and more, was whirling through her head when Carol said, “You’ll have to take over.”

         
         “Take over what?” Did Carol want her to move in? It would probably be a good idea, at least for a few days, so she could help
            Barb and Olivia take care of the patient while she was in the most pain.
         

         
         “Everything,” Carol said in a weak voice. “I know, I was the one elected, and you were just supposed to help, but let’s face
            it, I’m not going to be able to make the meeting tomorrow, or the one next week.”
         

         
         Before Sela could voice her instinctive protest Carol added, “My leg really does hurt like hell. I didn’t want Olivia to see,
            but I expect I’ll be taking Barb’s pain pills for a while, so I won’t be in my right mind.” Gingerly she touched the sore
            spot on her head. “I don’t know how bad the head injury might be, but the fall knocked me out. It’s probably not smart for
            me to make any decisions for a while.”
         

         
         Instinctively Sela began, “Someone else can—” then stopped herself, bracing for the inevitable.

         
         “You want Teddy in charge of Wears Valley?” Carol snapped.

         
         No. No she didn’t.

         
         “You know damn well he’ll take any opportunity to bully his way into a position of power.”

         
         That was assuming there was any power involved in the position, but it was the idea of being “in charge.” Yes, he would. “Just
            for now,” Sela finally conceded. “I expect you’ll be back before you know it.”
         

         
         “Oh, honey, I don’t think so.” Carol grimaced and closed her eyes and hissed a low and angry “Shit!” right before Olivia returned
            with the cold wet towel.
         

         
          

         Terry Morris came, carefully felt Carol’s leg, and said it was likely both of the lower leg bones were broken, but the good
            news was they were simple fractures and the bones weren’t out of place. The leg needed to be immobilized, though. Terry used
            two short pieces of plank for the splint, and Olivia sacrificed several old T-shirts that he cut up and used to tie the splints
            in place. Carol cursed, mostly to herself, as she was moved from the couch to her bed. She usually watched her language around
            Olivia, trying to be a good role model and all, but she was in a lot of pain and muzzling herself was something she thought
            of only after she’d said something she shouldn’t—not that she’d said, or muttered, anything Olivia hadn’t heard before. The young girl just
            hadn’t heard it from her.
         

         
         Once she was settled, Sela went outside to talk with Mike and Terry, maybe tell them she was stepping into Carol’s position
            for now.
         

         
         The pain pill Barb had given her had already kicked in, thank the Lord, but though she was fuzzy she still had most of her
            faculties. After Carol heard the front door close behind Sela, she took first Olivia’s hand and then Barb’s.
         

         
         “I don’t want you two to worry too much. This is annoying, I am in a lot of pain and will be for a while, I won’t lie about that, but I’ll be fine.” Her mind began to swim a little, like
            it did when she’d had too much wine, which didn’t happen often enough these days. She was kind of a lightweight in the alcohol
            department and she had Olivia to think of, so she was extra careful when it came to booze of any kind.
         

         
         “But Gran—”

         
         She squeezed Olivia’s hand and forced a smile. “I promise you, honey, I’m going to be okay.”

         
         Carol glanced at Barb, then, and caught her friend’s eye. “Here’s the thing, y’all. Sela should’ve been in charge of the community
            organization from the beginning. I’m too old, and too cranky, and let’s face it, all the good ideas were hers. She just needs
            a little push. If I exaggerate my disability while Sela is around, don’t be concerned.”
         

         
         “Gran!” Olivia’s mouth fell open. “You want us to lie to Sela?”

         
         “Not lie, exactly. Exaggerate,” Carol said again.
         

         
         “You fell down the stairs, and your first thought is to use the accident to force Sela to do something she doesn’t want to
            do?” Barb asked.
         

         
         “Of course not. It was my second or third thought.” One thing this crisis had taught her was to make the best of a bad situation,
            and that’s what she was doing now. “Maybe the fourth.”
         

         
         “Your little bird needs to be pushed out of the nest.” Barb got it. She even smiled, her eyes crinkling.

         
         The pain pill was really kicking in now. Carol closed her eyes. The entire world spun and swam. Maybe next time she’d take
            half a pill. That should be plenty, and they’d last longer that way.
         

         
         “Sela is stronger than she knows, and yes, she needs a little push.” Carol realized she’d be walking a fine line for the next
            few weeks, pretending to be more feeble than she was without causing Sela to worry too much. If Sela didn’t step up, as Carol
            was sure she would, then when the break healed she’d get back to it.
         

         
         But if Sela proved to herself and everyone else that she was capable—well. That would be the best outcome, and almost worth
            a broken leg.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         Jim Livingston had spent another restless night, sleeping in fits and starts. Not being able to sleep annoyed him but out
            of habit he rolled over easy, hoping not to wake Mary Alice. He’d had trouble sleeping since the sun storm had knocked out
            the power, but she hadn’t missed even one night’s sleep. She’d always been that way, sleeping through thunderstorms and worrisome
            times of their lives. The only time he’d known her to lose sleep was after their son Danny had died. That had led to sleepless
            nights, and a lot of heartbreak, for both of them. He’d gone off by himself to cry so he wouldn’t upset Mary Alice, but she
            always seemed to know anyway, and would hug him extra hard when he returned.
         

         
         That was what kids did: they took a piece of your heart when they were born, and you never got it back. Even now, thirty-odd
            years after Danny died, Jim still missed him and mourned him. From time to time he grieved that Danny had never married, never
            had kids of his own, but then he’d been just in his twenties when he died. Jim and Mary Alice were alone, no daughter-in-law
            and grandchildren to love and spoil and protect, almost all of their families already gone and the ones who weren’t so distant
            that he didn’t know their names and wouldn’t recognize them if they came knocking. A lot of their old friends had already
            passed, too. Mary Alice keenly felt the lack of people who belonged to her through kin or friendship.
         

         
         He’d thought a time or two that Danny was the reason Mary Alice had been so drawn to Ben Jernigan. Danny had been in the army,
            too. Not that Danny and Jernigan looked anything alike, and though no one seemed to know anything for certain about Jernigan
            it was obvious that he was a military man through and through. It was in his walk, those long ground-eating strides, the way
            he carried himself, and the “don’t fuck with me” look in his eyes. Both he and Danny had willingly joined the military, were
            willing to sacrifice their safety and comfort for others. Danny had made the ultimate sacrifice. Jernigan had survived, but
            carried ghosts around with him.
         

         
         But Mary Alice hadn’t seen any of that, other than maybe sensing that he had a military past. She’d cottoned to him immediately,
            like the way she’d invited him to dinner, when they first met. Now, Mary Alice was friendly to a fault, but that was fast
            even for her. Look how she’d lit up when he’d stopped by. He suspected if she had her way, she’d have Jernigan moving in with
            them. Good thing Jernigan wasn’t likely to want to move in with two old people.
         

         
         Restlessly Jim changed positions again, his thoughts moving on to what Janet had told them about Carol Allen breaking her
            leg yesterday. That was bad, not just that Carol was injured, but she’d been elected community leader and she had a way of
            getting people moving. Basically, she bulldozed them. He wondered who’d take her place. Her niece, Sela, was a sweet thing
            but never put herself forward; maybe the new leader would be someone else—
         

         
         Creak.
         

         
         Jim froze, his thoughts suddenly focused, every muscle tense. If he’d been asleep, he wouldn’t have heard the unusual noise.
            If the power had been on—with the heat or air running, the refrigerator humming and occasionally making that noise that Mary
            Alice had told him for months needed to be fixed but he’d never gotten around to doing—he wouldn’t have heard it. But the
            power wasn’t on, no sound, no light, and he’d definitely heard something. His heart was suddenly pounding as he went on alert.
         

         
         Moving cautiously, he eased from the bed and reached into the bedside drawer for his pistol and a small flashlight. He crept
            around the bed to the bedroom door, turned on the flashlight and pointed the beam down, blocking most of the light with his
            fingers. If the house hadn’t been so dark he wouldn’t have needed the light at all, but even so he had an advantage over any
            possible intruder, because he’d lived here for over forty years and knew this house like the back of his hand.
         

         
         As dim as the light was, as quiet as he was being, Mary Alice still woke up and stirred. He immediately said, “Shhh,” hoping
            she heard the soft hissing sound and recognized him, hoping whoever was in the house hadn’t heard it and realized they were awake.
         

         
         He held up his hand toward her, signaling her to stay put, then put his finger to his lips.

         
         She’d never listened all that well, but then, after all these years had he really expected her to do what he said? Hah. She
            was quiet, but she slipped out of the bed and positioned herself behind him. When they heard another sound, a creak from down
            the hall, she placed her hand gently against his back.
         

         
         Their bedroom door was open; they lived alone, no reason to close it. In normal times, before the power went off, he’d have
            dialed 9-1-1, then closed and locked the door and taken Mary Alice into the bathroom and locked that door, too, to shelter
            until the cops arrived. He was eighty years old, and while he owned a pistol he hadn’t shot it more than a handful of times.
            He was glad to have it for protection, but—shooting someone? He’d never seriously thought he might have to.
         

         
         Another sound, a soft click as if a drawer had been eased shut. From the direction of the sound the intruder was in the kitchen.
            What food they had was there, of course. He didn’t want to shoot someone who was driven by hunger, but—they didn’t have much,
            and they needed what they had. If their food was stolen, they’d have to rely on friends and neighbors, none of whom had a
            whole lot themselves. Down the road, any loss could mean the difference between surviving or not.
         

         
         He’d scare them off, that’s all he’d do. When they realized the house wasn’t empty and that he was armed, they’d run.

         
         His bare feet soundless on the cold tile, he slipped down the short hall, Mary Alice close behind him. Another sound in the
            kitchen, like another drawer being opened and closed. Jim thought about calling out, trying to scare away the looter, but
            what if whoever that was already had a bag packed and took it with him? What if he came into the narrow hallway with a weapon
            of his own? They’d be sitting ducks. So Jim waited until they were in the kitchen doorway before he barked, “Stop right there!”
            as he raised the flashlight and shined the beam full into the face of the surprised intruder.
         

         
         He got the fast, blurred impression of a middle-aged man, no one he knew. He expected a look of shock, expected the guy to
            bolt for the back door. Instead the looter spun toward them, reaching down to jerk a pistol from his waistband. But Jim’s
            pistol was already in his hand, and Mary Alice was standing right behind him. Knowing he had to protect her wasn’t really
            a thought, it was something much faster and more basic than that, something that had him pulling the trigger almost before
            he saw the pistol in the intruder’s hand.
         

         
         The intruder fired, but he hadn’t brought his hand all the way up and around, and the bullet hit the wall to the left. Mary
            Alice screamed, and Jim fired again.
         

         
         The intruder fell, overturning one of the kitchen chairs, knocking over the trash can.

         
         Mary Alice kept screaming, though she slapped both hands over her mouth. Jim turned and put his arms around her. To his surprise
            he was shaking like a leaf, worse even than she was, and carefully he reached out to place the pistol on the countertop before
            he dropped it. Then he held on to his wife, and they shook together.
         

         
          

         Sela had spent the night at Carol’s house, to help take care of her. Barb didn’t need to be going up and down the stairs at
            all hours of the night to check on Carol, and if Carol decided to do something stupid—like try to get up by herself—Olivia
            wouldn’t be able to stop her. That left Sela to sleep on a pallet on the floor in Carol’s bedroom.
         

         
         Not that Carol didn’t protest; she did, vociferously and often. Sela said, “If it were me lying there with a broken leg, where
            would you be?”
         

         
         Carol scowled at her. The expression was kind of funny, because Carol was loopy on pain medication and instead of a real scowl
            she looked more as if she had just bitten into a crab apple. Sela swallowed a laugh as she turned out the light and tried
            to make herself comfortable on the pallet. Her makeshift bed wasn’t terrible; she’d put Carol’s yoga pad down, then a sleeping
            bag, then a quilt folded in half lengthwise. She had her pillow. The door was open so the heat from the fireplace could come
            through. No, it wouldn’t be a restful night, but she’d get some sleep.
         

         
         She turned on her side and got comfortable; she was even beginning to doze off when Carol started up again. “I’m perfectly
            all right by myself. I know I can’t get up and go to the bathroom. There’s no way you’ll be able to sleep on the floor—”
         

         
         “I was almost asleep when you started talking again,” Sela said, and followed that with a firm “Hush.”

         
         There was a muted grumble from the bed. Sela listened, and in a few minutes Carol’s breathing had slowed and deepened. Tired
            from the stressful day, Sela dozed off. She didn’t get any deep sleep, of course, and three times during the night she got
            up to put wood on the fire. Once she had to help Carol to the portable chair toilet they’d placed by her bed. The patient’s
            restlessness told her the pain medication was wearing off, so she gave her another pill.
         

         
         Because she didn’t sleep well, she was up well before dawn, and put the kettle on the fire to make coffee. She got dressed
            as quietly as possible, then sat at the table and made notes about getting classes organized for the kids. It occurred to
            her that, when Carol could get around better and wasn’t in so much pain, in a few weeks, one of the classes could be held
            here. Having something to do would keep her aunt out of trouble, and the kids could help her. It was a win-win.
         

         
         She had drunk half of her instant coffee when heavy footsteps pounded up the steps. Her heart leaped and she jumped for the
            door, before whoever was out there could pound on the door and wake Carol. “Who is it?” she demanded, leaning close to the
            door and cupping her hands around her mouth to contain the noise.
         

         
         “Mike.”

         
         Quickly she unlocked the door and let him in. His face was stark, and his clothes were slightly askew as if he’d put them
            on in a hurry.
         

         
         She held up a finger, went to Carol’s bedroom door and closed it so the noise wouldn’t disturb her. “What happened?” Something
            had, obviously, something bad.
         

         
         “Someone broke into the Livingstons’ house a couple of hours ago. Jim shot and killed him.”

         
         “Oh my God.” Shock didn’t hold her still. Carol obviously couldn’t go, which meant she had to. Because Mike looked as if he
            needed it, she quickly made him a cup of the instant coffee—which he gratefully took—then she went up the stairs to wake Olivia.
         

         
         “There’s been an emergency and I’m going with Mike,” she quietly told the sleepy girl. “Get dressed and come downstairs so
            you can hear your gran if she needs something. You can grab a nap on my pallet if you want.”
         

         
         “Okay.” Olivia yawned and stumbled out of bed. Sela hurried back downstairs. Mike was standing with his back to the fire,
            warming that side of him while he sipped the hot coffee.
         

         
         “Were the Livingstons hurt?” she asked as she pulled on her shoes and a coat.

         
         “No, but they’re pretty shook up.”

         
         “Who was it?”

         
         “Man named Phil Millard, Milford, something like that. From Nashville. He had a driver’s license on him.”

         
         Nashville was over two hundred miles away; as alarming as the break-in was, just as alarming was that the intruder had traveled
            that far to the valley, rather than moving straight south down the interstate. Why come here? What had been the lure? They’d
            never know now, but it was worrisome.
         

         
         Olivia came down the stairs, still yawning, with a jacket over her pajamas. Sela said, “I don’t know when I’ll be back. I
            gave her a pain pill about three hours ago, so she’ll sleep for a while yet.”
         

         
         “Okay.” Olivia was slipping through Carol’s bedroom door as Sela and Mike went out the front. She was glad that Olivia was
            still too groggy to ask questions, because she herself had more questions than answers and she didn’t want to alarm the others
            when she couldn’t tell them anything beyond the bare bones that Mike had told her.
         

         
         The predawn air was cold, and their breath fogged in the air; she and Mike walked fast, lighting their way with flashlights.
            “Jim took Mary Alice next door and woke his neighbor, who went to get the community patrol,” Mike said. “I guess one of us
            could make it to Sevierville and see if anyone is at the sheriff’s department.”
         

         
         “If there was, I doubt they’d come out.” It had been weeks since they’d seen a county patrol car, and before that only rarely.

         
         “We should probably take the body in . . .” Mike’s voice trailed off as he realized how futile that would be. There was nothing
            the sheriff’s department could do that they themselves couldn’t do right here. There was literally no working law enforcement,
            no way to investigate anything. They couldn’t even notify his family, if he had any.
         

         
         “We’ll keep his ID, take a picture, write down what happened, and bury him here,” Sela said, feeling helpless. There was nothing
            else they could do, except say a prayer for the man.
         

         
         Mike nodded, and she had the abrupt, discomforting realization that he was taking her opinion as a directive, as if he’d assumed
            without question that she’d be taking over Carol’s role. He hadn’t been there yesterday when Carol had told her she’d have
            to handle things now, and she was staggered that he’d so easily come to that conclusion. Evidently the people around her had
            more faith in her than she had in herself.
         

         
         That was something worth thinking about—later. Right now there was a serious situation that had to be dealt with.

         
         There were a lot of flashlights bobbing around the Livingston house and the neighbor’s house, with some hunting lanterns providing
            additional illumination. A lot of people milled around in the yards, the street; probably almost everyone who lived anywhere
            in the neighborhood was out there, as well as several members of the community patrol.
         

         
         “Might as well get it over with,” Sela murmured to Mike, gathered her nerve, and entered the Livingston house. There were
            more people inside, some of them in the living room but most of them in the kitchen.
         

         
         “In there,” someone said, indicating the kitchen, so she and Mike joined the crowd grouped along the cabinets and around the
            small eat-in table. The dead man lay awkwardly on his side in the middle of the floor, facing away from her. A chair and trash
            can had been knocked over, and no one had picked them up. The air was ripe with the odors of death and Sela gulped, then tried
            to breathe only through her mouth.
         

         
         Trey Foster was propped against the sink; when he saw Sela he straightened and said, “We haven’t moved anything. The guy’s
            pistol is lying right there, no one has touched it. He got off a shot, the bullet went through the wall.”
         

         
         They had all watched so many police procedural shows on television that, overall accuracy aside, none of them were about to
            touch a weapon that had been used in a crime. In other circumstances, Sela would have smiled. Instead she tried not to look
            at the body, and focused on the people standing around who were all watching her, waiting for guidance.
         

         
         “There isn’t a lot we can do,” she said. “Does anyone here have their cell phone with them? No? Then someone find one, and
            take the man’s picture. Also get a picture of the bullet hole in the wall. Better yet, see if you can find a regular camera.
            I’ll talk to Jim and Mary Alice, and write down their account of what happened.” She paused, trying to think of what else
            might be done, wishing someone else would step up and take charge. No one did. “Is there any way we can take the guy’s fingerprints?
            I don’t know what good it will do, but it seems sensible.”
         

         
         A few people shrugged. A man who had been a park ranger before retiring several years back said, “Maybe an index card and
            some graphite scraped from a pencil. Or ink, if we can find some.”
         

         
         A woman said, “Mary Alice has one of those rolling things that she used to black out her address and info on papers she was
            throwing away. I’ll go ask her where she keeps it.” She slipped away through the crowd.
         

         
         “Is there anything else, other than burying him?” Sela asked, looking around.

         
         “Not that I can think of,” Mike said. “You have it covered.”

         
         Trey looked down at the body. “I hate to waste good wood building a coffin for someone who would rob old people and try to
            kill them, but it don’t seem right to just dump him in a hole so I’ll get it done. I can’t waterproof it, so we’ll need to
            bury him somewhere he doesn’t pollute the water supply.”
         

         
         Sela blinked at the pragmatic outlook. But pragmatism was what they needed to get through this crisis, both the immediate
            one and the ongoing one of having no electricity.
         

         
         “If y’all can handle the pictures and the fingerprinting, I’ll go talk to Jim and Mary Alice.” She looked at Mike and he nodded,
            indicating they’d get it done.
         

         
         She went next door to find Jim and Mary Alice huddled in the neighbor’s living room, a single quilt wrapped around both of
            them because they were both barefoot and in their nightclothes, Jim in pajamas and Mary Alice in a nightgown. The house didn’t
            have a fireplace, and Sela wondered how the people who lived here were keeping warm. She made a mental note to ask, once this
            crisis was taken care of.
         

         
         Quietly she asked if anyone had a pen and paper, and when that was in hand she sat down beside the old couple.

         
         “Am I going to jail?” Jim asked, his thin voice quivering.

         
         “Lord, no!” Sela’s response was automatic. “You did exactly what you had to do, to protect yourself and Mary Alice.” In other
            times and other places his worry would have been justified, but not here, and not now.
         

         
         Mary Alice burst into tears and fiercely hugged Jim. “Thank God, thank God,” she said over and over.

         
         Something else occurred to Sela, and she hoped this was the last “something else.” Getting up, she went over to a group of
            women standing in the kitchen, where a coffeepot was heating over a camp stove. In a low voice she said, “Once the men get
            the body moved out of the house, is anyone willing to go over and clean up the kitchen? Mary Alice shouldn’t have to deal
            with that.”
         

         
         “I will,” a woman said. “I’m Janet Seahorn, I live here. I’ll do anything I can for them, they’re such nice people.”

         
         Okay, while the opportunity had presented itself . . . “Nice to meet you, Janet. Tell me, how are you heating your house?”

         
         Janet grimaced. “We aren’t. We have friends down the street who told us we could go over there when winter really hits. They
            have a gas stove, and a fireplace, but they also have family staying with them already so it’ll be a crush. So far we’ve made
            do with wearing lots of clothes and staying covered up, when we’re inside. I don’t want to put them out before we have to.”
         

         
         “That’s a plan.” It was also only one household. There were a lot of houses in the valley that didn’t have fireplaces. Maybe . . .
            braziers? She’d seen them mentioned in books. Grills were basically braziers, but they burned charcoal and that wasn’t safe
            inside. But as long as there was a fireproof container and a rack, wood could be burned, too. That was something the whole
            community needed to work on.
         

         
         In the meantime, she had an upset elderly couple and a dead man to deal with. She returned to Jim and Mary Alice, sitting
            beside them and writing down everything they said, asking a few questions but mostly just letting them talk. She wasn’t a
            law officer, she didn’t know the questions to ask, and they needed to get this talked through to help them process it and
            deal with the emotional upheaval. “I never in my lifetime thought I’d kill anyone,” Jim said, staring into space. “Never.
            Our boy Danny was in the army—he’s passed—and when he went in I worried about him maybe having to pull a trigger on someone.
            I talked to him once about it and he just said, Pop, you do what you gotta do.”
         

         
         “That’s what you did,” Sela said, putting her hand over his and feeling the frailty of it. Once that hand had been big and
            strong but now it was thin, each bone clearly felt. “What you had to do. You protected Mary Alice.”
         

         
         Mary Alice laid her head against his shoulder. “He did.”

         
         When she thought she’d done all she could do there, Sela crossed back over to the Livingstons’ house. The sun had come up
            now, and frost glittered on the browning grass. Mike reported that Trey had handled the fingerprinting, though he didn’t know
            how good of a job they’d done, and the dead man had been taken away. A small crew of women were at work in the kitchen, cleaning
            with bleach, setting things to rights. Neither of the Livingstons would feel easy about being there for a while, they could
            stay with friends or neighbors for as long as they needed to, but this was their home.
         

         
         They didn’t have a fireplace, either.

         
         “We’ve done what we can,” she said. “The neighbors will help them through today.”

         
         The crisis had brought something else to the top of her mental list of things that needed to be done, and that was dispensing
            the gasoline. Maybe there was a potter here in the valley, and the gasoline could be used to fire a kiln to make clay braziers.
            If not, they’d make do somehow, but people needed to have heat. But first and foremost, the gas needed to be used before it
            went bad, in vehicles for stepped-up patrolling given that outsiders were now making their way to the valley. They couldn’t
            afford to assume the dead man was the only one, and that no one else would come looking to loot, maybe kill.
         

         
         Some of the community patrol members were there, because that was their shift, but others were just now starting their day
            and likely hadn’t yet heard what had happened to the Livingstons; otherwise they’d have already arrived. “There’s not a lot
            of time, I know, but spread the word that everyone who works patrol needs to be at the meeting today,” she said. “We’ll hold
            a special session after we finish with normal business. It’s important.”
         

         
         Mike nodded, then asked, “What’s on your mind?”

         
         “I don’t want word to get out too soon, so I’ll wait until we have everyone together.” He nodded again, accepting her statement,
            and once again she marveled that no one seemed to be questioning her as leader. She started to tell Mike to have everyone
            drive, so their tanks could be topped off, but she didn’t have a suction pump in place for getting the gasoline out of the
            storage tanks and making two trips would be wasteful. Once they had a way of getting the gasoline out, then they could drive
            to the station. One step at a time, she reminded herself. One step at a time. That way, maybe she wouldn’t fall on her face.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         Ben got up at first light, took the dog out, then back in where he made his coffee and fed both of them, human and dog. The
            morning sky was cloudless, and the air was chillier than it had been for the past few days. Frost glistened on the ground,
            on the bushes, and on the fallen leaves.
         

         
         He had a specific mission for the day.

         
         Yesterday afternoon he’d examined his woodpile and decided that, while he almost assuredly had enough wood to last him through
            the winter, having some surplus would be a good idea and cutting the wood now would give it a chance to dry out in case winter
            hung on longer than usual. Almost wasn’t good enough. He wasn’t assuming the power would come on within the next few months, or even in the next year. It would
            come on when it came on, and until that moment he’d keep preparing as if it never would. Cutting firewood was going to be
            a constant.
         

         
         He put some of his supply of gasoline into his chain saw, and kitted up with a jacket, gloves, safety glasses, chaps, and
            boots. He never took chances while cutting wood, but shit happened even to careful people. Living alone meant he had to be
            extra alert and careful, because if he slipped up and got hurt, getting medical help was a roll of the dice—and that was before
            the grid went down. Now there was no medical help to get.
         

         
         In particular, he wanted a hickory tree for his additional firewood, for the density and extended burn; the density was why
            hickories were more difficult to cut and split. Maple and oak were his go-to varieties, with hickory added in for when he
            wanted to grill or smoke some meat. Nothing beat slow-smoldering hickory chips for adding flavor to meat.
         

         
         Finding a hickory wasn’t hard; finding a hickory that was the right size and was in a good location to cut took some walking.
            He didn’t want the felled tree getting hung up in another tree when it went down, because that was an accident waiting to
            happen. After almost half a mile he found what he was looking for, a good-sized tree that wasn’t too big for his chain saw,
            and with a clear fall line with the correct cuts.
         

         
         Before he started cutting he took off the jacket and tossed it aside, because loose clothing and chain saws didn’t play well
            together. He made his guiding cut, then the notch, then moved around to the other side to make the felling cut.
         

         
         He was almost ready to stop cutting when the universal law of “shit happens” kicked in.

         
         For whatever reason, the tree began toppling before he was ready for it to, twisting as it went down, and the broken base
            of the trunk kicked out toward him. His reflexes saved him. He threw the chain saw in one direction and he went in the other,
            twisting so the tree caught him a glancing blow on the back of his shoulder instead of hitting the center of his chest and
            perhaps crushing his sternum. The chain saw brakes engaged as soon as he released it, of course, but he still didn’t want
            to fall on the jagged teeth. Instead he crashed on the forest floor and rolled a few yards downslope, until he fetched up
            against a good-sized rock.
         

         
         “Son of a fucking bitch!” he ground out as he climbed to his feet, shaking off the leaves and sticks and dirt that had stuck
            to his clothes and skin. He moved and rotated, checking that all his parts were in working order. They were, though the back
            of his shoulder felt as if he’d been kicked by a mule. That still wasn’t as bad as taking a round to the chest while wearing
            ballistic plates, but bad enough. He went over to the chain saw and picked it up, checked it. It had landed half-propped against
            a bush; he didn’t have to clean dirt out of the chain. When he pulled the starter cord, it roared to life.
         

         
         He turned it off, and assessed the situation. The tree might have kicked the shit out of him, but at least the son of a bitch
            had fallen clean and he could get back to work. He could feel a hot trickle down his back where the tree had broken skin when
            it hit him; nothing bad, though. He’d kept going in combat with worse injuries. Besides, he was pissed, both at the tree and
            at himself. If he’d done something wrong he wanted to know what it was, so he didn’t do it again. Mentally reviewing every
            step, though, he couldn’t see a damn thing he should have done differently.
         

         
         He began methodically removing the limbs—limbing—and worked steadily through the morning. His shoulder ached, and blood made
            his shirt stick to his back. He ignored both. When he was finished with the limbs his stomach told him it was time to put
            some food in it, and his head told him he needed to let the dog out. Maybe he’d come back later this afternoon to begin cutting
            up the trunk.
         

         
         When he got back to the house he let the dog out to do its business, which it did, then came running back to the house and
            barked to be let in. Hunting dog or not, the pup liked being inside, liked company. Ben ate some stew, then stripped off to
            take a shower. Not only was he sweaty from the morning’s work, but his back was still leaking red. Standing with his back
            turned to the bathroom mirror, he looked over his shoulder at the injury.
         

         
         It was hard to tell with all the blood smeared around, but he thought the injury looked more as if the impact had broken the
            skin open, rather than an actual cut. For sure the area was swollen and bruised, and still trickling blood. Maybe it needed
            a stitch or two but he didn’t think so, and in any event he wasn’t going to hike around the valley looking for someone willing
            to sew him up. It might heal ugly on its own, but it would heal.
         

         
         He showered, keeping it brief but enjoying the warm water. The bleeding got worse, of course. He got some gauze out of the
            bathroom cabinet and folded a thick pad, put some antibiotic salve on it, and with several tries managed to get it placed
            just right over the wound. Then he leaned his back against the door frame to put pressure on the pad until it stuck. There.
            Good. First aid taken care of. Now he wouldn’t drip blood all through the house.
         

         
         He put on a flannel shirt and some clean jeans, put his bloody clothes in the bathtub and ran cold water for them to soak.
            Then he made some coffee and sat down for a while to read, pleased with the morning’s work despite the injury.
         

         
          

         Sela took a deep breath; there were sixty or seventy people gathered in her store—some she knew, some she didn’t—and from
            what she could tell all of the community patrol was there, which was good. She’d never been good at public speaking; school
            presentations had been agony for her. But this wasn’t performance, it wasn’t showing her stuff, it was communication. People
            needed to know what was going on.
         

         
         “Some of you may already know, but Carol fell down the stairs and broke her leg yesterday, and I’m in her place until she
            can get on her feet—”
         

         
         “Wait a minute.” Predictably, it was Ted who interrupted. “You weren’t elected. You weren’t even in the running. Why are you
            taking her place instead of someone who was interested in doing the job?”
         

         
         “For crying out loud, Teddy, give it a rest,” Trey muttered, earning himself a glare from Ted and a titter from a few others,
            because the Teddy Roosevelt look hadn’t gone unnoticed.
         

         
         “Ted,” Ted snapped.
         

         
         Her heart started pounding hard and her cheeks burned. Sela wanted to just walk out and leave them to it, but she mentally
            bolstered herself and said, “Because Carol asked me to. And because I talk to her several times a day, every day.”
         

         
         “That still doesn’t make you the logical—”

         
         “It does to me.” Mike frowned at Ted. “Maybe you weren’t standing close enough to hear that night at the school, but most
            of the ideas Carol presented were ones Sela whispered to her. Sela was the one who handled things early this morning when
            the Livingstons had that break-in.”
         

         
         There was an immediate buzz of comments from people asking what had happened, exactly, how were the Livingstons, had the sheriff
            been contacted, etc., which set Ted off in another direction. “I didn’t hear about the Livingstons until just before I got
            here. Why didn’t someone make the effort to notify me last night?”
         

         
         “Maybe because no one wanted to walk halfway up Cove Mountain,” Mike said irritably. “For God’s sake, Ted, we didn’t roust
            out everyone on community patrol. We let people get their sleep. There was nothing you could have done.”
         

         
         A flurry of comments and questions, about both Carol and the Livingstons, drowned out and deflected anything else Ted might
            have said. He subsided, but he looked sulky about it.
         

         
         Sela held up her hand, and wonder of wonders, the noise subsided. “Carol will be fine, it was a simple break, but she has
            to stay off her feet for about eight weeks. The Livingstons aren’t hurt. We have no way of notifying the sheriff, so we did
            what we could. It looks like a clear case of self-defense. The intruder was armed and shot at them, and Jim was a better shot.
            The intruder was from the Nashville area. We have his driver’s license, he was photographed and fingerprinted, and Jim gave
            a signed statement. The man has been buried. That’s the best we can do.”
         

         
         There was another half hour of basically the same questions asked over and over, just framed slightly differently, and a couple
            of people who for some reason fixated on minor details that they wanted explained, such as what Jim heard that woke him up.
         

         
         She caught Mike’s eye, gave him a look that combined “help me” and exasperation, to which he responded with a small smile
            and a thumbs-up, which wasn’t at all helpful.
         

         
         As firmly as she could, she said, “Moving on, I have a couple of other things on the list. First, is there a potter in the
            valley? And a kiln, too. I know there’s a pottery over Townsend way, but I’d prefer one that’s more convenient. There are
            a lot of people here in the valley who don’t have fireplaces, and they need a heat source. A clay brazier with an oven rack
            over it would provide both heat and a way to cook.”
         

         
         That provoked some thought, scratched jaws, and conversation as they worked through the problem set before them. A woman said,
            “I’ll go talk to Mona Clausen, over close to Dogwood. I think she used to do some pottery, or maybe that was her mother. Either
            way, she might know something about a kiln.”
         

         
         “Thank you. Anyone else know anyone who can throw pots? They don’t have to look pretty, they just have to function.”

         
         “My kids did, in vacation bible school.”

         
         There was a round of laughter, but Sela pointed at the man who had spoken and said, “Good, we may need your kids.” She was
            only half joking.
         

         
         A few people brought up things that Sela jotted down in her notebook to check out and get back to them. The meetings had taken
            on a routine. They talked about what would be needed in the immediate future, what had happened in their respective neighborhoods,
            and some of what they’d need long term, though discussions of the last sort were scary and short, because no matter how they
            tried to prepare, the truth was they had no idea what might happen. Day to day was easier; they could manage that. Wondering
            what January would be like scared the stew out of all of them.
         

         
         She’d talk to Carol about everything mentioned, though she was fairly sure she knew what Carol would say. That way Carol wouldn’t
            feel left out, because despite her protestations, she had always loved making a show of things—hence the pink streak in her
            hair, which was growing out. Sela made another note: find a hairdresser who could freshen the pink streak, if possible. That
            would keep her aunt in good spirits.
         

         
         Finally people began filing out of the cold store. Without a heat source the inside always felt as if it were twenty degrees
            colder than it was outside, where the sun had heated the day to around sixty. By the end of the month it would be unbearably
            cold. Sighing, Sela made another note. Find another kerosene heater, or else tote the one they had—the one they’d been saving
            for when it would really be needed—to the store for each meeting. Or maybe they’d luck out and find someone who really could
            make braziers. It was either that or find another place to meet.
         

         
         Through the windows she saw knots of the others still standing around outside, talking. In the almost two months since the
            power went out she had met and recognized many more of the valley residents than she had before, but every week she saw new
            faces after the meetings, people who didn’t necessarily want to attend a meeting but who wanted to talk to the ones who had.
            They were usually people who lived in Wears Valley but well beyond the heart of the community, and who had to travel several
            miles to get here. Most of them just wanted to make sure that their neighborhoods weren’t forgotten, and to be included in
            any food distribution—as if that ship hadn’t sailed back at the very beginning. What people had now was what they had either
            put back, or hunted, fished, or bartered for.
         

         
         As she had requested beforehand, the members of the community patrol remained behind, and gathered closer around now that
            the majority of people had gone outside. “What’s up?” Mike asked.
         

         
         “Do we need to step up patrols, after what happened with the Livingstons?” Ted suggested, which wasn’t a bad idea.

         
         “Probably,” she replied, nodding at him. Being a pain in the ass didn’t mean all of his suggestions were bad—it just meant
            he was a pain in the ass. He looked somewhat gratified, and smug, that she hadn’t shot him down again. “But that’s up to y’all,
            because you know what you can do. This is something else entirely.” She blew out a breath. “When the announcement came that
            the solar storm was coming, I shut down my gas pumps.”
         

         
         There was silence, realization dawning across their faces. “Holy shit,” Trey said. “You’re sitting on gold.”

         
         “Not really. It’s gold with a time limit. It’s ethanol gasoline so it’ll go bad if I keep it much longer. We need to dispense
            it, get it out into the community where it can be put to use. Likely January and February would be times when it’ll be more
            needed, but who knows if it’ll be any good by then? We’d be gambling big. By now the octane level has degraded but it’s still
            usable.”
         

         
         She took a breath, organized her thoughts. “We can fill up your vehicles, run some generators, chain saws to cut more wood.
            People can get warm, take hot showers, do some emergency cooking. If we can find a kiln anywhere near and use the gasoline
            to fire it up, to make braziers, then we’ll have heat sources for people who don’t have fireplaces. Those are my suggestions.
            If anyone has more, or different uses, that’s up to them. I’m not about to try overseeing all that.”
         

         
         Predictably, Ted burst out with anger. “You’ve been sitting on tanks of gasoline all this time—”

         
         “Saving it for when we’d need it more. Yes.” Her tone didn’t quite have an edge to it, but she was getting there. It took
            a lot to get her angry . . . but she was definitely getting there. If the chore of “community leader” actually paid anything, or had prestige, his resentful attitude would make more sense—but it didn’t, and mostly it was endless lists, a
            pain in the butt, and listening to people bitch. And damn if she’d apologize to Ted for how she managed her resources.
         

         
         “The first freeze can come anytime,” Mike said. “I’m surprised it’s held off this long. I’d say you have good timing.”

         
         “I have tanks for ten thousand gallons each of 87 and 91 octane, and would get a delivery every four days during the tourist
            off-season, every three days during peak. It had been two days since my last delivery, so I have roughly five thousand gallons
            of each, ten thousand total. What I don’t have is a way of getting it out of the tanks. Does anyone know how to rig a suction
            pump?” She’d asked Ben about rigging a pump, but he wasn’t here at the moment so she might as well see if anyone else could
            handle it.
         

         
         “I’ve siphoned gas out of a car, but never anything that big,” Trey said. “Most of us have done that. Still, I guess the principle’s
            the same. I think I could have something rigged up by tomorrow.”
         

         
         Someone else said, “Some people have propane generators, so there’s no help for them, but just as many have gasoline powered.”

         
         “Get the word out,” she said. “Hoarding it won’t do any good, because it’ll go bad. What they get, they need to use. Everyone
            who can needs to come tomorrow to fill their tanks or gas cans.”
         

         
         “Another suggestion,” Trey said. “It’s up to you, because it’s your gas. But you paid for that gas, and if we take it without
            paying you, you’re going to be left holding the short end of the stick when the power comes back on.”
         

         
         “People don’t have money—”

         
         Ted. Of course. For a surprisingly potent moment she thought about shooting him the finger, something she’d never done to
            anyone’s face before. The urge was so strong she had to clench her hands. One day, though . . . well, maybe. She’d need to
            work on that. The unrelenting stress was either wearing her down or building her up, and she wasn’t sure which.
         

         
         Trey held up his hand. “I know that. Hear me out. We should pump it out in five-gallon cans so we can write down who gets
            how much, and the price gas cost when the grid went down. When everything gets back to normal, people should pay you for the
            gas. That’s only right. You can’t afford to just give away thousands of dollars of gasoline.”
         

         
         He was right, and she hadn’t thought that far. Her mind had been more on using the gas before it went bad, and helping people
            survive the winter, than it had been on profit and loss. She had kept the much smaller tank, the one with hundred percent gasoline in it, for herself and emergencies and she felt guilty doing
            even that, but she had three other people to think of and take care of.
         

         
         She looked around at her empty store—and it was completely empty. The shelves and refrigeration spaces were bare, not a cracker
            left, not a can of Spam, literally nothing other than some oil and fuel additives. She’d have to completely restock, and wouldn’t
            be able to do it all at once because goods would only gradually become available again. Who knew when the pipelines would
            start moving oil to the refineries again? Just living was going to be a struggle, at least until spring.
         

         
         “That’s all I have to say. Y’all get the word out about the gasoline. I’m not going to play favorites, not going to pick and
            choose who gets it—except for maybe someone with a gas-fired kiln, but that will benefit all of us and could save some lives
            this winter. Starting at nine o’clock tomorrow, if Trey has a suction pump going, we’ll start emptying the tanks. I suggest
            y’all drive here and have your vehicles first in line, because Ted was right about stepping up the patrols. We might have
            more people who are up to no good coming into the valley.”
         

         
         Almost everyone filed out; Mike was the only one who stayed behind. “That was a smart thing, shutting down the pumps.”

         
         “I didn’t feel smart, I felt scared.”

         
         “Right along with everyone else. You still did the smart thing.” Crossing his arms and tucking his hands into his armpits
            to keep them warm, he stared out the window at the people still standing around in the parking lot. The patrol members were
            moving through the crowd, spreading the news about the gasoline. She watched them, saw excitement dawning at the prospect
            of a small taste of luxury, because that’s what the gasoline represented: heat, cleanliness, mobility, a brief respite from
            making do, and a means of swiftly increasing their woodpiles. Fire meant life.
         

         
         “Bill Haney from over near the Cades Cove shortcut almost cut his finger off this morning, chopping wood. One of his neighbors
            is a retired veterinarian and he sewed it back as best he could; Bill should be all right, except for a stiff finger. A couple
            of cases of what might be flu are over on Little Round Top.”
         

         
         They had no medical team. So far, medical care had been catch-as-catch-can, with the herbalists doing what they could, the
            fire department medic helping, as well as a couple of nurses. No one was organized, and she didn’t know if organization was
            needed.
         

         
         “Flu? This early in the year?” That didn’t seem likely. If anything, they should be safer from flu this year. They’d had almost
            no contact with anyone from outside the valley, no one was touching contaminated cart handles in Walmart or Kroger.
         

         
         Mike shrugged. “That’s what I heard. I kind of doubt it. Colds, yeah, but I’m not going over there to check.” He frowned as
            he looked out the window, and Sela turned to see what had caused the frown.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Ted’s talking to Lawrence Dietrich. I know you said don’t pick and choose, but I hate to see good gasoline going to a piece
            of trash like him. Still, he’s got a couple of kids, so that’s that.”
         

         
         Sela watched the two men, who had stepped away from the others. Ted’s body language was saying he was large and in charge,
            or at least he thought he was. Lawrence Dietrich looked vaguely familiar, or maybe it was his name she’d heard before. He
            was a young man, and good-looking in a lean, wolfish away. Maybe he’d bought gas here before. She was tired and didn’t much
            care. She wanted a nap, but that wasn’t going to happen. There was too much to do, and she felt as if the avalanche of responsibilities
            was about to smash her flat.
         

         
          

         Ted might not like Sela Gordon hiding the fact that she had thousands of gallons of gasoline hoarded, but he did like telling
            people about it, seeing how excited they got and being able to answer their questions. It was as if they thought he was doing them a favor. He was slapped down so often in this community, for a change it was nice to be looked up to.
         

         
         For once he agreed with her that the community patrol should be first in line; he’d fill up his car, and if Meredith wanted
            to go anywhere he’d be able to take her. Too much walking wasn’t good for her. She was losing weight—not a lot, and really
            everyone was, but it worried him. If anything happened to her, he wanted to be able to get her down the mountain to the medic.
            He couldn’t stop himself from worrying about her, even though she insisted she was fine.
         

         
         “Hey, Ted.”

         
         He jumped a little, because he’d gotten distracted, and looked at the young man he’d been talking to a minute ago. The man
            inclined his head. “Let’s step over here, away from the others, so we can talk.”
         

         
         Ted started to decline, but maybe there was something interesting he needed to know. Together they walked to the edge of the
            parking lot, where they couldn’t be overheard.
         

         
         “Sorry, I don’t know your name.”

         
         “Lawrence.” The man put out his hand for a quick shake. “Lawrence Dietrich.”

         
         Dietrich had a hard look to him. He was lean to the point of thinness, and he needed both a shave and a haircut, but these
            days who didn’t—except for himself, of course. He made an effort to stay well groomed, partly for Meredith, and partly because
            when he was at his tire stores it was important to look professional. In his opinion, it was a good habit to have.
         

         
         “Do your friends call you Larry?”

         
         That earned him a hard stare. “Do yours call you Teddy?”

         
         Point taken. Dietrich had been inside the store and had heard that sharp little exchange with the Foster guy. “What can I
            do for you, Lawrence?”
         

         
         “I have a few thoughts about this community patrol.”

         
         “Then you should have spoken up at the meeting.”

         
         Dietrich made a sharp, dismissive motion. “Like that would work. That Gordon woman and her smart-mouthed aunt, they think
            they’re better than everyone else, that they know best how things around here should be run.”
         

         
         He was right about that. He’d thought that Carol Allen was so full of herself it was a wonder she could eat, while the niece
            had stayed in the background, but now he knew that one was just as bossy as the other.
         

         
         “What’s your idea?”

         
         “My idea is that the community patrol is a waste of time, the way they’ve got it set up. Me and my cousin, we volunteered
            at the beginning. Most of the stumblebums involved don’t know their ass from a hole in the ground. They just walk around and
            look important. Did they do anything to stop old man Livingston from being broke in on? No, he took care of it himself. I
            think we need our own community patrol—patrol 2.0, you might call it. I don’t have the smarts to lead an effort like that,
            but I think you do. I think you’d be good at putting together an army of sorts, taking control of this valley, making people
            do what they should.”
         

         
         Ted hesitated. He was already in the community patrol, and Lawrence Dietrich looked like the type of person he’d always avoided. On the other hand, no one
            else in the valley had sought him out, asked his opinion on anything, or made use of his expertise in management and organization.
            Sela Gordon was going about everything all wrong, waiting for people to step up and volunteer, waiting for them to donate
            their goods and time and services. People would hold back for themselves, instead of pooling their resources so everyone was
            taken care of.
         

         
         “I don’t see any harm in discussing options,” he finally said.

         
         “Good. Maybe tomorrow afternoon you can meet with me and a few of my friends. At your house?”

         
         Ted’s first instinct was to keep this far away from Meredith. “No, no sense in everyone walking that far, I’ll come down.
            Beside the bank, after lunch. Maybe around two?”
         

         
         Lawrence nodded, said, “See you there,” and with a quick wave of his hand walked away.

         
         An army . . . of sorts. Ted couldn’t stop the thrill that ran through him at the thought. And they wanted him to be in charge.
            They would take over this valley, and do things right.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         Sela was still mentally worrying at the puzzle of Lawrence Dietrich and where she’d either met him or heard his name when
            she left the store. Mike waved and headed off, and she turned to lock the door—not that there was anything to steal inside,
            but she still didn’t want the building vandalized by kids, strangers passing through, or . . . or anyone. People were people,
            they did crappy things, and the times were stressful.
         

         
         She hadn’t gone ten steps before a hefty woman with blond hair and three-inch-long dark roots charged up to her and snapped,
            “So you’ve been sitting on this gasoline for two months when people could have used it?”
         

         
         What?

         
         She didn’t know the woman; she took a step back because the blonde looked ready to swing and she didn’t want to get into a
            brawl, especially since she was pretty sure this woman could kick her butt. “I thought it would be more useful now, when the
            weather is getting cold,” she said as evenly as possible, trying to hide how alarmed she was. And, yes, getting angry, too.
         

         
         “Who gave you the right to decide what people need?”

         
         Sela felt her fingertips begin to throb, and the skin of her face felt tight. Slowly she took the pen out of her pocket, opened
            up her notebook. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”
         

         
         “Carlette Broward,” the woman answered, suspicion mixing with the aggression in her expression as she looked at the notebook.
            “Why?”
         

         
         Sela made a show of flipping back through the notebook, though she already knew for certain she’d never seen the name before.
            Nope, no mention of Carlette Broward, or indeed any Broward, anywhere in the book. She went back to the original page and
            wrote Carlette’s name down. “Just checking.”
         

         
         “Checking on what? And what does that have to do with you hogging the gas?”

         
         Other people were looking their way, edging closer. Sela would have been humiliated, if she hadn’t been fed up. Fed. Up. And
            she was. To the gills. “I was looking to see if you were on any of the lists of volunteers.”
         

         
         Her jibe hit its target and the woman flushed. “I got two little kids,” she said resentfully. “I can’t just walk away and
            leave them alone, to do good deeds.”
         

         
         “You could bring them with you. Or send word of something you could do.”

         
         “I got all I can handle, you snide bitch, and what does that have to do with the gasoline? Answer me that!”

         
         A hot surge of anger left her almost breathless. She was so seldom angry that she didn’t know what to do but her brain kind
            of disconnected and her body reacted. Sela took a step forward, erasing the distance she’d put between them, and lowered her
            chin to stare at the woman. “You mean my gasoline, the gasoline I paid for, and you haven’t? That gasoline? The gasoline I could have sold when we got the warning
            about the solar storm, but didn’t because I thought the people in this valley would need it to help survive the winter?”
         

         
         Someone in the crowd muttered, “You go, girl.”

         
         Sela didn’t think she had a choice about going on, because she’d never felt this angry, this outraged. Surrendering to the
            moment she stepped even closer, so close she could smell the sourness of the woman’s skin, the stench of dirty clothes. Every
            muscle in her body was trembling, but it wasn’t from fear, or stress, it was from the effort of holding herself in check.
            She wanted to shriek at the woman. She wanted to punch her in the face, she, who had never struck another person in her life. “Are you planning on being in line tomorrow morning to get my gas, after insulting me today?”
         

         
         To her surprise, Carlette Broward stepped back. “I deserve it as much as anyone else,” she muttered resentfully.

         
         “Really?” Sela moved forward again, all but spitting the words out. “Do you deserve it as much as the people who’ve been working
            their asses off cutting wood for others? Staying awake at night, patrolling, trying to keep everyone safe? Feeding old people who don’t
            have enough food? What have you contributed to the community? Anything? Bitching doesn’t count.”
         

         
         A couple of snorts of laughter made Carlette turn red. “I don’t have to take this shit,” she snarled, taking two steps back
            this time.
         

         
         “That’s right, you don’t. You don’t have to take my gasoline, either. Feel free to leave at any time.”

         
         “Don’t think I’ll forget this, you snotty bitch!” Carlette threw over her shoulder as she stomped away.

         
         “Thanks for the warning!” Breathing hard, Sela stared after her, then growled a bit and said, “Shit!” under her breath. Before
            Carlette got out of hearing she called out, “Carlette!”
         

         
         The woman whirled. “Fuck you!”

         
         Sela ground her teeth together again, reaching for her thin store of patience. “Bring your car tomorrow. And bring your kids.
            I won’t stop you from getting gas.” Not if she did have two little kids, that is. No kids, no gas.
         

         
         Carlette paused, still looking violently resentful and sulky. Then she said, “What about filling a gas can?”

         
         “That, too, if you have one.”

         
         With a jerky nod, the woman walked away.

         
         “Oh, jear Desus,” Sela said, and closed her eyes. She was trembling and breathing hard and for some reason felt torn between
            wanting to cry and wanting to hop up and down and scream as loud as she could. She didn’t do confrontations, didn’t know how
            to fight, but she’d been ready to get into a face-slapping, hair-pulling battle with a woman who outweighed her by a good
            forty or fifty pounds.
         

         
         Nancy Meador, one of her neighbors, came and put an arm around her. “You did good, hon,” she said, giving Sela a hug and a
            smile. “Gave me a smile today.”
         

         
         Sela was astonished. “You like seeing fights?” Violence had always made her a little sick to her stomach.

         
         “Well, the TV’s out, so we have to do something for entertainment,” Nancy said, throwing back her head on a laugh. Several
            other people around them laughed and nodded.
         

         
         “Besides, you have to stand up to bullies or they just get worse.” Nancy squeezed her shoulders. “You should go take a nap,
            you look worn out. I bet you stayed up with Carol last night, didn’t you?”
         

         
         Sela nodded. “And I need to get back to check on her. Not that Barb and Olivia aren’t there, but—”

         
         “I know. Carol can be a handful. Tell you what—I’ll come stay with her tonight, let you get some rest. How does that sound?”

         
         She opened her mouth to tell Nancy she could handle it, then paused. Neighbors helped neighbors, and truth to tell she could
            use more sleep than she’d gotten the night before, or she wouldn’t be any use to Carol or anyone else. “That sounds wonderful,”
            she said truthfully.
         

         
         “Good deal. I’ll come over tonight after I get the supper dishes washed and everything squared away. See you then.”

         
         Other people wanted to give her encouraging words or pats and she worked her way through them, wanting nothing more than to
            be alone so she could scream, or cry, or jump up and down in a hissy fit. She didn’t know which. Maybe all three. “I’m not
            good at this crap,” she muttered under her breath as she walked home. “I’m so not good at this crap.”
         

         
         She walked past Carol’s house, though she knew they’d be waiting to hear the details of everything that had happened; she
            didn’t feel like rehashing it all, and more than anything she wanted to go to bed, pull the covers over her head, and take
            a long nap. She wouldn’t do that, but she desperately needed to be alone and get her emotional bearings again.
         

         
         Dead leaves crunched under her feet as she walked. Now that there was no vehicular traffic to blow them off, leaves accumulated
            on the roads, and had almost completely covered the paved surfaces in her neighborhood. When the CME hit, civilization had
            slipped backward about two hundred years; she had coped, she had thought and planned and tried to organize, and though she’d
            accomplished some things at the end of the day she was acutely aware of how much she fell short.
         

         
         Mike Kilgore was a rock, but he wasn’t a leader. He would back her up any way she needed, when what she needed was someone
            who could help her decide which way to go. Same with Trey Foster: capable, but not a leader. Carol had taken the job, but
            she didn’t want it any more than Sela did, and now she was injured and couldn’t help.
         

         
         She let herself into her house, put some wood on the low-burning fire, then wrapped herself in a quilt and plopped down on
            the sofa, her tired mind spinning.
         

         
         The house was chilly and quiet; she’d gotten accustomed to the silence and the darkness of night, but even though the sun
            was shining outside she felt as if the dark and the quiet had isolated her as if she was deep in a cave.
         

         
         What had happened at the Livingstons wouldn’t be an isolated case. More outsiders would be coming through; some would be friendly,
            some not—and it was the “not” that scared her to death. She’d been naive to think she could handle this, even temporarily.
            Actually she hadn’t thought it at all; Carol had. And Carol likely wouldn’t know what to do, either, because this was as far
            outside her experience as it was Sela’s. She couldn’t even ask her aunt about this new development, not now. Carol needed
            to rest, to recover, not to mention that any advice she gave while she was taking pain pills might not be well thought out.
         

         
         Carol. Jim Livingston. Ted’s hostility. Being accosted by Carlette Broward. It was too much, too much all at once.

         
         In all her life, she’d never asked for help, at least not in anything big. Never. Maybe she was too quiet, maybe she was painfully
            shy, but she took care of her own problems. Adam. The business. Even Carol didn’t know that early on Sela had had to take
            out a loan, after a few bad months at the store. She’d paid the loan back, had scraped and done without until she’d managed
            to pay it off early. There hadn’t been any financial troubles since then, but no one else knew how she’d initially struggled.
         

         
         No one else realized how deeply the divorce had hurt her. No one saw how she continued to carry that pain. Given the chance,
            she wouldn’t take Adam back—no way, that ship had most definitely sailed—but that didn’t change the fact that failing at her
            marriage had hurt. It had hurt that she hadn’t been enough for Adam, that he’d seen her as weak, as less.
         

         
         She’d never gone for counseling, never poured out her heart to Carol or to her friends. She’d borne her hurts, her fears,
            in silence, rather than burden others with what she considered her failings.
         

         
         But this was something she couldn’t handle, and others would suffer if she did it wrong. This time, she had to ask for help.
            And she knew only one person who had the experience to help her with the outside threat that had come to the valley.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         She couldn’t drive by Carol’s house without stopping to let them know where she was going. Any vehicle on the road now attracted
            notice. To her relief Carol was napping, and Barb and Olivia didn’t ask many questions.
         

         
         She wasn’t about to walk up Cove Mountain. Ben might be willing and able to make that hike—he’d done it at least three times
            since the CME that she knew of, and likely more times than that—but she wasn’t. It was afternoon already, and she wanted to
            get up there and back before dark.
         

         
         Her heart thumped hard at the prospect of seeing Ben. It had been a month since he’d sat on her porch and drank tea with her,
            and looked at her as if . . . well, she still wasn’t certain how he’d looked at her. At the time she’d thought he looked aroused.
            Then she’d thought maybe he’d been alarmed that she might make a pass at him, because how could he know she’d never made a
            pass at anyone in her life? And what did it say about her that she couldn’t tell the difference between arousal and alarm?
         

         
         It had been weeks since he’d gifted her with not one but two solar lights . . . and then stalked away as if he didn’t even
            want to look at her. Was she entirely wrong about the way he’d looked at her? She didn’t think so, but then again, maybe it
            was just wishful thinking.
         

         
         She was so fiercely attracted to him she almost couldn’t make herself go to his house. Being that attracted meant she was
            vulnerable, that she was exposing herself to the pain of rejection, even if that rejection wasn’t personal. Her instinct for
            self-protection shrieked at her to turn around.
         

         
         Duty kept her going.

         
         She needed him, needed his help. Everyone in Wears Valley needed him. They needed his experience, his brain, his tactical
            thinking and expertise.
         

         
         If Ted would listen to anyone, it was Ben. There was something about Ben that said “dangerous” to anyone with a lick of sense
            about them, or at least “this man can kick my ass seven ways from Sunday.” And even if Ted, or anyone else, didn’t want to listen they’d do so anyway, precisely because of that aura of danger.
         

         
         She remembered about the big rock Mike had said was in the middle of Ben’s driveway, so she stopped short, well down the hill
            where there was a bit of a shoulder she could use to turn around. Doing so left her with a longer hike, but that was better
            than trying to drive in reverse down the narrow, winding private road.
         

         
         Big, tall trees loomed around her on both sides, blocking out the sunlight and making it seem as if sundown was near. Living
            in the Great Smoky region she was always aware of the old, mysterious mountains, but actually being up in the mountains was
            always a different experience. She felt their age, the isolation, the sense that here humans were at the mercy of nature.
         

         
         When she got out of her Honda the difference in temperature struck her, too; there was a good fifteen, maybe twenty degree
            difference between here under the big trees and down in the sunny valley. Cautiously she looked around, and listened for the
            sound of anything moving in the brush, but there was nothing alarming.
         

         
         Even though there was no one around, no sign that a human other than Ben was anywhere near, she locked her car and stuck the
            keys in her pocket, and started up the steep road, which narrowed more and more and finally transitioned from asphalt to two
            parallel paths of gravel divided by weeds, testimony that even before the CME no one had come up here very often, if at all,
            and Ben had seldom driven down.
         

         
         The way was steep, so steep that within fifty yards she was huffing and puffing, her legs aching. To ease the strain on her
            muscles she changed tactics and instead of tackling the mountain head-on she zigzagged her way up, like a boat tacking into
            the wind. Wind sighed through the big trees, the tops gently swaying, and the rich smell of the forest wrapped around her.
         

         
         She stopped and just stood there for a minute, something in her connecting to the vibrant power of the mountains. She wished
            for more time. She wished for a camera, to record what her eyes were seeing, but what she felt wasn’t something that could
            be caught in a photograph.
         

         
         Another hundred yards and she rounded a curve, came to the big rock Mike had mentioned. It was an effective security measure,
            one positioned exactly where no car could go around it on either side, and only a truck riding on a frame as high as Ben’s
            could clear it. The rock was mute testimony that she wasn’t making a mistake coming here. Ben would know what to do, how to
            give them a tactical advantage.
         

         
         Finally she puffed around another curve and abruptly there was the house, sitting on a miraculously flat piece of ground,
            with Ben’s truck parked there on the side. The mountain continued rising on the left; on the right, the valley spread out
            before her. She slowed to a stop, her eyes wide and her lips slightly parted as she stared in awe. A wide porch encircled
            the house, and she could see a rocking chair on the end of the house looking out over the valley. The view was breathtaking.
            He would sit there, she imagined, watching the world below him and not participating, alone in this aerie.
         

         
         The house was one story, dark brown planks or siding running horizontally; from the valley it would be impossible to pick
            out, especially in the summer with the trees in full leaf. It wasn’t in the cabin style at all, but had a kind of . . . nautical
            style to it, because there was a round porthole window. Country midcentury nautical, maybe, which meant there was no real
            style to it. It was a functional house, period, and that fit Ben Jernigan more than any certain design.
         

         
         A thin haze of smoke rose from the chimney, meaning he was at home. She would have hated to waste all this momentum and energy
            for him to not be here, because she wasn’t sure she’d be able to work up the nerve again. Abruptly she realized that he might
            not be home anyway, despite the presence of his truck and the woodsmoke. He could be out hunting. He could—
         

         
         The door opened, and he stepped out on the porch.

         
         He was wearing jeans, boots, and an untucked flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up over his muscled forearms, a couple
            of days’ stubble darkening his jaw. The sight of him twisted her insides in knots, started her heart BOOM-BOOM-BOOMing. The
            dog darted past him and leaped off the porch to race toward her, barking as it ran around and around her in a paroxysm of
            joy. Ben watched the dog with an impassive expression, and gave a shake of his head. “Dumb-ass dog.” But there was no irritation
            in his tone, just an acceptance of the young dog’s exuberance.
         

         
         Giving herself time to school her expression, Sela bent down to stroke the animal’s head. He twisted against her legs in joy.

         
         At least Ben wasn’t carrying the shotgun with which he’d greeted Mike, so he didn’t intend to shoot her for intruding on his
            privacy. That was a promising detail, though he didn’t exactly look welcoming. Still, he’d been on her private property twice,
            he’d drank her tea, so maybe they were past the shoot-on-sight stage. She wished she felt welcome here, but right now she’d
            settle for “tolerated.” He stood there, big and intimidating, his hard face as unreadable as stone; maybe tolerance was an
            optimistic expectation.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” he asked bluntly.

         
         Because of course something had to be wrong or she wouldn’t be here—and what wasn’t wrong? Pretty much everything was wrong. She was in over her head and overwhelmed. Where to begin?
         

         
         She took a deep breath and walked up to the steps, which was as close as she dared to get before she lost momentum. Her voice
            wouldn’t quite work, with her heart pounding so hard and her stomach tied in knots. She stood there staring up at him, wondering
            if he could see the desperation crawling under her skin.
         

         
         Then he stepped aside and said, “Come on in.”

         
         She wanted to go in, and she didn’t want to. She wanted to say what she’d come here to say, and leave before she embarrassed
            herself by breaking down. Yes, she was curious about his house, how he lived, but at the same time that old sense of caution
            and self-preservation was yelling at her to keep her distance, that distance equaled safety, and safety equaled . . . what?
            Never living?
         

         
         She went up the steps. Maybe no one other than her would ever know what an emotional effort that took, but she did. The dog scampered past her, darted inside, and before she reached the door was standing there with a shoe in his mouth,
            tail wagging.
         

         
         Despite her attack of nerves, the idea of the dog chewing one of Ben’s shoes made her smile. “You gave him your shoe?”

         
         “It wasn’t exactly giving it to him as much as it was he appropriated it. It was an old pair anyway. Move, dog.”

         
         The dog moved. Ben put his hand on her lower back and ushered her inside, a light touch that nevertheless burned through layers
            of clothing and left her scorched. She almost faltered to a stop but managed to keep her feet moving—for a few feet, at least,
            when astonishment brought her to a halt.
         

         
         The interior wasn’t anything like what she’d expected. For some reason she’d expected at least a little shabbiness. It wasn’t.
            It was utilitarian, almost Spartan, but there was nothing shabby about it. The big open room was kitchen, dining, and living
            space all together, wide plank flooring, with a flat-weave rug under the eating table and another defining the living area,
            which contained a leather couch, two leather recliners, a coffee table, end tables, and a couple of lamps. She had expected
            pine walls, and instead found drywall painted a no-nonsense beige. No knickknacks, of course; she couldn’t imagine Ben Jernigan
            owning even one decorative piece, much less several. No art on the walls. If a gun rack filled with multiple weapons could
            be considered decoration, then that was his effort at it. The room was comfortably warm—warmer than her house, anyway—thanks
            to the wood-burning stove.
         

         
         There were a couple of oil lamps sitting around, and heavy curtains that were pulled open to let in the sunshine. She suspected
            those heavy curtains did a lot at night to help hold the heat inside.
         

         
         “Want some coffee?” he asked.

         
         She didn’t normally drink coffee this late in the day, but the warmth would be welcome, as well as something to occupy her
            hands. “Yes, thank you,” she said, and took the chair at the table that he indicated.
         

         
         “How do you drink it?”

         
         “Ah . . . black.” She did now, anyway.

         
         He made two mugs of instant and brought them to the table, setting one in front of her and choosing the chair across from
            her for himself. Then he waited. He’d already asked once what was wrong, and evidently saw no need to repeat himself.
         

         
         She took a deep breath. There was so much weighing on her, and maybe she’d be more coherent if she laid things out chronologically.

         
         “One: Carol fell down the stairs yesterday and broke her leg. She’s out of action for a couple of months, and evidently I’m
            heir to be community leader, because no one else wants to do the job other than Ted Parsons, and no one wants him to do it,
            so I’m the patsy.
         

         
         “Two: about three this morning, someone broke into the Livingstons’ house. Jim and Mary Alice heard him, got up, and”—she
            swallowed—“he shot at them, and Jim shot him, twice, and killed him. Jim and Mary Alice are okay, just upset. The man was
            from the Nashville area, according to his driver’s license. We recorded what happened and his identity as best we could, and
            buried him.”
         

         
         At that news, Ben straightened, his green eyes turning almost feral, but he relaxed some once she said the Livingstons weren’t
            hurt.
         

         
         “Finally, at the meeting today, I told everyone about the gasoline in my tanks. Trey Foster is going to rig a suction pump
            and we’ll start distributing it tomorrow morning at nine. If you need to fill up, tomorrow’s the day.”
         

         
         He nodded.

         
         She left out the part about Carlette Broward because, while it had been upsetting, in the long run that wasn’t important.

         
         “I’m afraid the man from Nashville is just the beginning. If he could find his way here, others can. I don’t know what to
            do, and no one else seems willing to make any decisions. We have the community patrol, but slipping past them wouldn’t be
            hard at all.”
         

         
         He nodded again and said impassively, “You should expect trouble, from here on out.”

         
         She already did, and that was why she was here. “I don’t know how many people are on the move—”

         
         “A lot. Pretty much everyone in the cities who survived the first month. I get news over my radio system, and now that the
            atmosphere has settled down I’m hearing transmissions from coast to coast.”
         

         
         She didn’t know whether to be happy that people were getting news out, because that was a tiny bit of civilization returning,
            or alarmed by the phrase “survived the first month.”
         

         
         “How bad is it?”

         
         “In the big cities, it’s total disaster. The smart ones were the ones who got out right away.” He regarded her for a moment,
            his eyes grim. “You don’t want to know the details.”
         

         
         No, she probably didn’t. If Ben said it was bad, it was bad on a level she didn’t want to know. “If a lot of people are moving
            out of the snowbelt . . . Ted Parsons, the one who wants to be community leader, thinks we should let them in, that there’s
            safety in numbers—”
         

         
         His eyebrows went up. “Stupid.” The succinct answer echoed her own gut instinct, that letting in people they didn’t know was
            risky, and would strain their resources to the point that everyone suffered. She wanted to be humanitarian, but she also wanted
            to survive. This first winter would be the hardest. If the power was still out next winter, at least they would have had the
            summer to plant and harvest, and they’d be better prepared.
         

         
         “What should we do?”

         
         “Shoot first, ask questions later. That’s what I plan to do.”

         
         The simple, brutal advice left her breathless. Despite the violence at the Livingston house, part of her hadn’t quite accepted
            that things would come to that.
         

         
         “You do have a weapon, don’t you?” he asked, his eyebrows going up again as if he couldn’t conceive of not being armed.
         

         
         “Yes. Carol and I both have .22 rifles. She calls them our varmint guns.”

         
         He didn’t look impressed, but then she hadn’t expected him to be, not by something used for squirrel hunting. “There are a
            lot of hunters here in the valley; they’ll have more suitable rifles for self-defense.”
         

         
         She mentally worried at the situation. Obviously the dilemma was ammunition; they had to have enough ammunition to hunt, but
            if they didn’t defend the valley, hunting wouldn’t matter because they’d be dead. And if they defended the valley but then
            weren’t able to hunt and feed their families . . . If there was a solution, she didn’t know it. Ben would. She clasped her
            hands around the warmth of the mug and went for it. “If you could come down to the valley for a couple of hours, meet with
            some of the community leaders and give us some tips, maybe talk to this one guy—”
         

         
         “No.” He didn’t let her finish, and she couldn’t see even a flicker of interest in his eyes. Despite living here the past
            few years he had no sense of community, no ties to the people in the valley. The only interactions he’d had, that she knew
            of, were with the Livingstons and herself—that and giving Mike Kilgore the same answer he’d just given her: No.
         

         
         Until that moment she hadn’t realized how acutely she’d wanted him to say yes. She was holding herself together, barely, but
            scratch the surface and she was terrified that she’d do something wrong, not think of something crucial and get someone hurt
            or even killed. She needed his help . . . but what did he need? Nothing. He had everything here to make it through the crisis. All she could do was plead with him, because she had
            nothing to offer in barter.
         

         
         An idea, a realization, blasted through her like an explosion. She had nothing he needed, but what about want?
         

         
         Did she dare? She, who had never dared anything?

         
         She was too self-aware to fool herself into thinking she could do this as a personal sacrifice for the good of the valley.
            The unvarnished truth was that she wanted Ben, sexually, in a way she’d never imagined she could want a man. She had never
            taken chances; her life was built around making the safest choice, not pushing, not demanding, not attracting attention. She
            thought he might be interested, but she’d never really gambled in the man/woman sweepstakes so she had no practical experience to
            guide her.
         

         
         She knew she wasn’t a beauty queen but she was attractive enough, unless he required a woman with a voluptuous figure, which
            for sure wasn’t her. Carol said that deep down men weren’t picky, but Adam had somewhat disproved that theory because Sela
            knew he’d never been completely satisfied with her.
         

         
         But that was Adam. This was Ben. And they were so far apart in terms of masculinity they might as well have belonged to different
            species. If Ben said yes, she would get what she wanted, which was him—and the valley would get his military expertise.
         

         
         She could ask . . . or she could duck her head and quietly leave, backing away from challenge and risk the way she always had before. She had
            never reached out to take what she wanted.
         

         
         She had never tried.
         

         
         Her lips were numb. Her ears were buzzing. The challenge to be more than what she’d been, to risk not just something but her
            very self, was so overwhelming she thought her bones might buckle under the pressure. And yet she couldn’t just do nothing,
            not and live with herself. This wasn’t chickening out on a ski trip, this was a chance to have something with Ben. No matter what, she wanted that chance.
         

         
         As if from a distance she heard her own voice, low and only a little shaky: “I’ll sleep with you if you’ll help us.”

         
         His expression didn’t flicker. The words lay between them . . . or did they? Had she actually spoken? Was the offer only in
            her imagination?
         

         
         Then he said, “I don’t know who that insults the most, you or me.” He paused. “No.”

         
         That was it, just one word, and it was devastating.

         
         It wasn’t only her lips that were numb now, she’d lost feeling in her entire body. The heavens didn’t blast apart, the floor
            didn’t open to swallow her up, no matter how much she wished it would. She had to sit there, exposed and humiliated, fighting
            to breathe through the crush of pain, of rejection.
         

         
         If her heart was beating, she couldn’t feel it.

         
         Slowly she managed to push to her feet, though she didn’t know how. She would also somehow manage to go down the steps, walk
            down the steep driveway. She told herself she’d do that, no matter what. Where she would find the strength was something else
            entirely, but that, too, she would manage.
         

         
         Except she couldn’t, not like that. She couldn’t leave things unsaid, because that would bring even deeper regrets that she
            had left with him thinking she was willing to trade herself to anyone. Dredging up the last tattered remnants of her pride,
            she said, “It isn’t just the valley. I wouldn’t have made that . . . offer . . . to anyone else. Only you. Because . . . because
            I thought, I felt . . .” She stumbled to a halt, gathered herself. “I felt . . . attraction.” She was done. She couldn’t take
            any more. She said “I’m sorry” in a thin, stifled tone and turned to leave.
         

         
         She hadn’t taken a single step before his hard hand closed around her arm and pulled her to a stop. Everything in her rejected
            being halted; she needed to get away, get out of his sight, before she broke down completely. She didn’t want him to see,
            to know. Helplessly she tugged on her arm, knowing she would break free only if he let her, but trying anyway because she
            couldn’t not try.
         

         
         “Well, now.” His voice was low, almost a growl; she hadn’t heard him move but he was standing right behind her, and the timbre
            of his words was a stroke along her exposed nerve endings. “That changes things.”
         

         
         Blindly she shook her head. Anything he said now would seem like pity, and she couldn’t bear that. “No. It doesn’t.” She pulled
            on her arm again.
         

         
         “Sure it does. Let me show you.”

         
         He released her arm but closed both of his hands around her waist, turning her around to face him. She didn’t want him to
            see her face, to know how devastated she was; quickly she ducked her head, and found herself with her forehead resting on
            his chest. He smelled of soap, of man, of heated skin. She could hear the beat of his heart, muted but strong and steady,
            luring her to nestle her cheek against him so she could feel as well as hear. She resisted the lure, too shattered to do anything
            other than endure.
         

         
         Slowly, almost cautiously, he eased her body against him.

         
         She felt more of that heat. She felt his chest and abdomen, like ridged iron covered with warm flesh. She felt the grip of
            his big hands, sliding down to her hips. She felt the long, muscled thighs. And she felt the thick ridge pressed against her
            stomach, felt him move her hips and rock her back and forth against that thick ridge.
         

         
         Whiplashed first by rejection and now this, strung out on nerves, she shook her head. “I—no. I don’t understand.”

         
         His left hand stroked from her hip up her back, fisted in the hair at the back of her head and tugged, tilting her head back.
            The expression in those sharp green eyes mesmerized her, like a rabbit being frozen by the predatory gaze of the wolf creeping
            up on it.
         

         
         “Understand this.” He kissed her—and nothing about it was anything like how she’d been kissed before. He kissed her as if
            he wanted to devour her, possess her, wipe the memory of every other kiss out of her mind forever. The kiss was hard, almost
            bruising; his lips were firm, his tongue in her mouth before she had quite realized what he was doing. He ate at her mouth,
            holding her head back to give him complete access. He kissed her as if he was about to strip her clothes off, pick her up,
            and put her against the wall.
         

         
         The taste of him . . . oh, the taste of him.

         
         A small part of her wanted to push him away and yell at him. He’d said no, and the single word had gutted her. Now he was
            kissing her as if he intended to never let her go. She wasn’t good at this man/woman stuff and being jerked back and forth
            like this was so upsetting she wanted to punch him.
         

         
         Instead she put her arms around him and clenched her fists in his shirt, returned the kiss with her own hunger and fervor,
            reveling in the strength she could feel under her hands, against her body. That wasn’t enough; she released the fabric, dug
            her fingers into his back, tried to squirm closer because the only thing that would be enough was being naked with him, under him, having him inside her where she ached with emptiness.
         

         
         Her hand was wet. And sticky.

         
         The discordant sensation took a while to sink into her consciousness, to register as being not right. He finally lifted his
            head and she caught her breath, staring up at him. Absently she rubbed her thumb against her forefinger. He was bending his
            head down for more when her brows drew together in a puzzled frown and she said, “Wait.”
         

         
         He went still, sensing that something had fractured her attention. He cocked his head, listening, alert for an unusual sound.
            The dog lay panting contentedly under the table, though, not showing any sign of alarm. Ben looked back to her. “What? Did
            you hear something?”
         

         
         “No.” She withdrew her arms from around him, stared in puzzlement at the red stain on her hand. “What is that?”
         

         
         He glanced at her hand and his expression cleared. “Blood. Mine, to be specific. Nothing serious, just a little cut, but it
            must have started bleeding again.”
         

         
         Her mouth fell open. “You’re kidding.”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “It’s started bleeding again, but it’s nothing serious? Turn around, let me see.”
         

         
         He got that impassive look, the one that said he wasn’t going along with whatever other people wanted him to do. Sela got
            that, understood that he didn’t want to be fussed over, but . . . but she was shaky inside after what had just passed between
            them and she needed something else to focus on, and checking on his wound was that something.
         

         
         “You kissed me,” she said fiercely. “That gives me rights, and sorry if you don’t like it. Now turn around.”

         
         The impassive look morphed into something close to amusement. “A kiss gives you rights?”

         
         “That one did.” She’d never been kissed like that before, but on a cellular level she knew that something was happening between
            her and Ben that went beyond anything she’d imagined. She’d never been so pushy before, either, but she’d had twenty-four
            very rough hours and she seemed to be making a habit of doing things she’d never done before. Knowing she was so far out of
            her comfort zone, and was still functioning, made her both giddy and terrified. What the heck, she might as well keep going.
            “Pull your shirt off and—” She made a circle with her finger. Then she waited, barely breathing, to see what he did.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
         Those black eyebrows went up, but he began unbuttoning his shirt. With every button that was opened she saw more and more
            of his chest, his stomach, and she went breathless again. A diamond of hair centered his chest, then more lightly spread across
            his muscled pectorals and in a narrow line down the ridges of his abdomen. She wanted to put her hands on him, stroke him,
            but his eyes were still a bit feral with arousal and she knew if she did the cut on his back wouldn’t get taken care of.
         

         
         He tossed the flannel shirt across the back of a chair, and turned so she could examine his back. She caught a soft breath.
            At least he’d put a gauze pad over the wound, though it had bled through. The pad was small, about three by three inches;
            discolored skin surrounded it. The cut itself might be small, but the impact hadn’t been. She reached up and gently tugged
            at the pad, but though the edges were free the center of it was stuck.
         

         
         “What happened?” She continued lifting the edges of the gauze, leaning close in an effort to see the actual wound.

         
         “I was cutting firewood and a tree kicked out, knocked me down. It isn’t much, nothing that even needs a stitch.”

         
         “But it’s still bleeding.”

         
         “I can’t reach it to put clotting powder on it.”

         
         “Well, the gauze is soaked through, and it’s stuck to the wound. I need to soak it off with warm water. Where are your first-aid
            supplies?” Yes, she agreed with him that the wound obviously wasn’t serious, or he wouldn’t be moving as easily as he was,
            but his shoulder still needed to be properly bandaged.
         

         
         “The bathroom,” he replied, after a long pause that told her he was teetering on the edge of telling her to back off, that
            kiss notwithstanding. Sela began working up her determination, because damned if she was going to leave here without first
            taking care of him.
         

         
         “Lead the way,” she said, and held her breath.

         
         For a few seconds he didn’t move, then she could see him mentally tell himself “What the hell,” and led her through his bedroom
            to the bath. She stayed right on his heels, not taking the time to stop and look around because a delay might prod him to
            change his mind. His well of patience with people was woefully shallow. She did get a quick look around; her impression of
            his bedroom was the same as his living quarters: spare, functional. Even the area rug was more for function than decoration,
            helping keep the cold from his feet. His bed was covered with a dark green blanket, no bedspread. There was one pillow.
         

         
         The bathroom was more of the same, larger than she’d expected, double sinks, both a tub and a separate shower with a glass
            door. It smelled of soap and felt somewhat humid. It had been so long since she’d encountered that combination that she skidded
            to a stop, her brow knitting in puzzlement. The shower door was open, and she noticed that the floor of the shower was damp.
            Not only that, the towel hanging on the rack looked recently used.
         

         
         “You . . . your shower still works?” And though the wood-burning stove was in the living area, the bedroom and bath were warmer
            than she’d have expected, certainly warmer than hers was.
         

         
         “Gravity system, and solar panels for heating the water.”

         
         Hot water. She swallowed a moan. She missed television, she missed being able to go to the grocery store and buy whatever she wanted,
            she missed central air and heat, but most of all she missed being able to take a hot shower.
         

         
         He got out an impressive first-aid kit and placed it on the vanity, then lowered the lid on the toilet and straddled it backward.
            “Just put some clotting powder on it and I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         Sela unzipped the sturdy black kit and spread it open, looked through it to see what was there. She took out antiseptic wipes,
            antibiotic salve, the envelope of blood-clotting powder, some adhesive bandages, looked for some disposable gloves but didn’t
            see any and mentally shrugged. Somewhat hesitantly she turned on the hot-water faucet, because despite what she was seeing,
            believing verged on a miracle. The water began flowing.
         

         
         “Oh my Lord,” she said softly as she picked up the soap and began washing her hands.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Running water.” Her hands were clean. She didn’t bother drying them, just took two pads of gauze, held one under the water,
            and then plopped it over the bloody one on his back. The other pad of gauze she pressed against his skin below, to catch the
            red rivulets. When the bandage was soaked, she gently peeled at it again. The stuck part released a little, but more blood
            began welling up.
         

         
         “Just pull it off, get it done,” he said, glancing over his bare shoulder at her.

         
         Maybe that was the best way, because it was going to bleed regardless. The pad was soaked, she couldn’t get it any wetter.
            Wincing a little, she caught hold of the upper edge of the pad and gave it a firm pull. It came free, and she immediately
            slapped it back over the wound and put as much pressure as she could on it.
         

         
         “Use the clotting powder.”

         
         “Just dust it on?”

         
         “It takes more than that.” He leaned forward some. “Pour it on and pat it in with your fingers.”

         
         She tore open the envelope and poured some of the white granules on the bloody wound, then used her finger to wipe most of
            it into a pile where the bleeding was worse, where she then patted it in as he’d instructed. After a few seconds the clotting
            began, and in less than half a minute the bleeding had stopped.
         

         
         In silence she began cleaning around the wound, then, when the bleeding didn’t resume, she gently blotted away the stained
            granules. The skin was broken in a jagged pattern, rather than a cut. The area around it was swollen and bruised. “Too bad
            we don’t have ice,” she murmured, then paused. “Or do you?”
         

         
         “Not at the moment.”

         
         Indicating he could have ice if he wanted it bad enough. “What don’t you have?”
         

         
         “No satellite television, air conditioner, or internet.”

         
         “I miss all three of those,” she admitted softly, blotting the wound with an antiseptic pad. “Not as much as running water,
            though.” She examined the jagged edges. “I think you do need a stitch or two.”
         

         
         “Not bad enough for me to go hunting someone to sew me up, unless you’re volunteering. There are sutures in the kit.”

         
         “I’ll try if you want me to.” Dubiously she eyed the wound. “I’ve never done anything like that before, though.” She didn’t
            know how she would stomach sticking a needle through his skin, but come to that, just three months ago she wouldn’t have thought
            she could handle any of the things that defined her life now. She had, and if Ben needed stitches she would manage that, too.
         

         
         “Just stick some butterfly bandages on it, that’s all it needs.”

         
         She didn’t quite agree with that, but used more antiseptic pads to make certain the wound was clean, then applied antibiotic
            salve. As she worked she became aware that this certainly wasn’t the first time he’d been hurt. A puckered scar formed a white
            star close to his waistline on the left. A long, narrow ridge bisected his back from the left shoulder across his spine to
            wrap around his rib cage on the right. The pad of his right shoulder, right above the current wound, bore a small, thick scar
            as if the muscle had been gouged. This would be yet another scar, given the unevenness of the break in the skin.
         

         
         She didn’t know much about the military but she did know he’d been in service and his was a warrior’s body, a living testimony
            to pain, sacrifice, and a spirit of steel. With these scars he’d either seen combat or maybe had a hell of a vehicle accident.
            She put her money on combat. Perhaps he’d always been a solitary person, but she thought his withdrawal from people had more
            to do with his experiences than his personality. Her heart swelled with pain for him. She would have stroked those scars,
            but sensed that he wouldn’t welcome it. However he had gotten them was his past to share or not.
         

         
         As gently as possible she pulled the ragged edges together and positioned several butterfly bandages over the wound, then
            covered that with a thick gauze pad that she taped into place. “I’m not a doctor, but I’ve seen plenty on television, and I doctored plenty
            of Olivia’s boo-boos. Don’t chop any wood for a week, and don’t get this wet.”
         

         
         He glanced over his shoulder and this time she definitely saw amusement. “How am I supposed to shower?”

         
         “Ah . . . okay, don’t shower for two days. If you’re not doing hard manual labor, you won’t be getting all that dirty and
            sweaty, right?” She began putting the first-aid kit to rights. “But keep an eye on it. If it shows signs of infection, don’t
            ignore that. Come down to the valley and I’ll do something. We have a couple of herbalists who can make a good poultice.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” He got to his feet and turned to face her, and wow, his chest. Sela quickly looked away before she embarrassed
            herself again. She had regained her equilibrium thanks to the way he’d kissed her, but that didn’t mean she’d lost her memory
            of how he’d so easily said “no” to her offer.
         

         
         He put his hands on her waist just as he had before, his thumbs rubbing on each side of her navel in a subtle but potent caress
            that made her nipples and vagina tighten in response, made her want to flow toward him until their bodies were touching. Part
            of her was still astonished that he was touching her, and that astonishment kept her in place though she couldn’t stop herself
            from putting her own hands on his muscled forearms. “I’ll be there tomorrow morning, and I’ll talk to the valley people,”
            he muttered, his sharp green gaze on her mouth, then moving down to her breasts. “When we have sex, it won’t be because of
            any negotiation or part of any deal. It’ll be because we want it. Are you clear on that?”
         

         
         Mutely she nodded. When they had sex. Like it was inevitable.
         

         
         It was.

         
         She accepted that. Wanted that. The only question was the one he’d pointed out: When?

         
         “I have to get back,” she said, wishing the when was now even though she knew it wasn’t. She needed to check on Carol, see
            about supper. Thank goodness Nancy had volunteered to stay with Carol tonight, because Sela was fast running out of steam.
            She wanted to curl up under a quilt on her couch, in front of a fire, and catch up on the sleep she hadn’t gotten the night
            before.
         

         
         He tilted his head toward the shower. “Want a shower before you go?”

         
         She stared up at him, her lips parting. He couldn’t have offered her a new car and tempted her more. A shower! For two months
            she’d been washing off with water carried from the creek and heated in a kettle in the fireplace, which wasn’t very efficient.
            Washing her hair was a big deal and required waiting until she had the time to sit beside the fire to dry it. She worked hard
            at basic cleanliness, and now hot running water was the ultimate in luxury to her.
         

         
         He almost smiled—not quite, but almost. “If you could see your face. I take that as a yes. Towels and washcloths are there.”
            He indicated the linen closet. “I don’t have any fancy-smelling soap or shampoo—”
         

         
         “I don’t care!” she said hurriedly, already reaching for the buttons on her shirt. She stopped, blushed, and dropped her hands
            before she found herself stripping in front of him.
         

         
         “Take as long as you want.” He went out and closed the door.

         
         Sela peeled off her clothes so fast she almost tore them. A shower! She was going to have a wonderful hot shower!

         
          

         Ben threw on his shirt, then took the dog and went outside. He didn’t quite trust himself to be in the house, knowing he had
            a naked woman in his shower—and not just any woman. Sela. Quiet, gentle Sela, who kissed him back with a fire that still had
            his balls aching. It wasn’t just the way she’d responded, but the concern she’d shown over the annoying but definitely not
            serious cut on his shoulder, and the gentleness of her touch as she tended to him. All his prior wounds had been treated either
            in the field—not gentle—or in a military hospital—still not gentle. She hadn’t been treating a wound, she’d been taking care
            of him. He couldn’t remember the last time, if ever, he’d been taken care of as himself rather than as a soldier, part of a fighting
            force.
         

         
         Talk about a surprising turn of events. From the second he’d seen her walking up the driveway, things had happened fast.

         
         Shit. Sela had balls. Not actual balls, which he intended to eventually prove for himself, but when she wanted something she
            was apparently willing to do anything to get it. She hadn’t even been asking for herself, but for the people around her, who
            would never know what she’d offered and perhaps didn’t deserve that kind of sacrifice.
         

         
         Sacrifice? He’d make damn sure it was neither a sacrifice nor a payment. He’d do what she wanted, no strings attached. Whatever
            happened afterward would happen because they both wanted it.
         

         
         He didn’t want to deal with the townsfolk, community folk, whatever the fuck they were. Wears Valley wasn’t a town. Whatever
            it was or wasn’t, he still didn’t want to deal with them, but he was committed now and obviously they needed the help. Despite
            himself he was concerned about the old couple, the Livingstons. They’d have a tough time emotionally dealing with what had
            happened, and would need help getting past it and feeling secure in their home again.
         

         
         He looked at the dog, bounding around and sniffing at everything. He hadn’t wanted the responsibility or the company of the
            dog, but he’d gotten used to both. He patted his thigh and the gangly pup bounded over to him, body wiggling with delight.
            Ben crouched down, scratching behind both ears. “I’ll miss you, boy,” he murmured, “but there’s a couple of old people who
            need you more than I do.” There was a concept; he hadn’t realized he needed the dog at all. “Reckon you could be happy being
            spoiled rotten? I don’t think you’ll get in much hunting, but you’ll have all the attention you could want.” Maybe the Livingstons
            wouldn’t want a dog to take care of, though having a mountain cur in the house keeping guard might be just what they needed
            to make them feel safe again. All he could do was ask.
         

         
         And, fuck, that meant he’d have to do some hunting for them, to help them keep the dog fed. That was what was wrong with getting
            to know people. It was like getting caught in a damned spiderweb, with more and more strands getting wrapped around him.
         

         
         One of those strands was in his shower right now. He kept stroking the dog, but his thoughts had zeroed back in on Sela. When
            he’d mentioned the shower . . . the expression on her face had been priceless—and arousing. He’d seen joy, wonder, and desire,
            her soft dark eyes filled with longing. For a shower.
         

         
         He had a hard-on. Again. Gingerly he straightened to give his dick room to stretch out, and realized that he wouldn’t be able
            to walk away again. He wanted her to look at him that way. Admit it, own it, act on it.
         

         
         He looked at the house, every hunter’s instinct in him on alert. There was a naked woman in his shower, and he wanted to be
            in there with her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
         Ben and the dog walked Sela down the steep driveway to where she’d parked her SUV. He carried his shotgun, his gaze alert
            and his head on a swivel, constantly looking around him. He was far more alert than she’d been on the walk up, she realized,
            and he was armed. She had simply walked up without taking much notice of her surroundings. The community patrol would learn
            from him but she should, too. It was everyone’s responsibility to help keep the valley safe.
         

         
         She felt wonderful. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t washed every night with soap, but there was something about standing under
            warm flowing water that was downright miraculous. She smelled like his soap and shampoo, both of which were plain Jane without
            any perfumes added, and that was pretty great, too. She had sat in front of the fire and finger-combed her hair while it partially
            dried; she could have stayed indefinitely, but knowing her responsibilities waited for her made her antsy.
         

         
         When they reached her SUV she took the remote from her pocket and unlocked the doors. She gave him a slightly guilty look.
            “I used your toilet, too,” she confessed, her tone a little shy but jubilant, too. “And flushed.”
         

         
         “I know. I heard. I’d have been surprised if you hadn’t.” He slanted a look at her and this time she definitely saw amusement.
            “Flushed, that is.”
         

         
         Before she knew it she’d lightly punched him on the arm, then realized what she’d done and clapped her hand over her mouth.
            She could feel her face heating. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled behind her hand. “I didn’t mean— I don’t . . .” she trailed off,
            because it was ludicrous to say I don’t hit people when she had just now hit him.
         

         
         “Give people love taps?” he asked. He looked down at her and hooked his arm around her waist, pulled her against him. “It
            wasn’t even much of a tap, I barely felt it. That said, my feelings are hurt and you have to make it up to me.”
         

         
         His . . . feelings were hurt? She was momentarily bewildered, then like the rising of the sun she realized he was flirting
            with her. Flirting! Ben Jernigan! Warmth flooded through her and a smile bloomed across her face. Rising on her toes, she
            wound her arms around his neck and brushed a light kiss across his mouth. “Does this make you feel better?” she asked, giving
            him another kiss. Even as she did she was astonished all over again that he was holding her, that she was kissing him. So
            much had changed today, things she hadn’t imagined would ever happen no matter where her imagination had taken her.
         

         
         “Getting there,” he replied, and took over.

         
         It had been so long since she’d felt attractive to a man, since she’d known passion. Ben made her feel as if she could light
            him up with the slightest touch, underscored by the thick ridge in his jeans. Looking back, considering how he’d sought her
            out, however reluctantly, she thought he must have been as attracted to her as she had been to him. The knowledge thrilled
            her, excited her. She’d be having sex with him soon—maybe not in the next week or so, because of Carol needing care, but soon.
            She hadn’t had sex since Adam had divorced her. Her confidence had been so thoroughly destroyed that she’d shied away from
            even dating, but soon she would be sleeping with a man who made Adam look like a Ken doll, and not even an anatomically correct
            Ken, at that.
         

         
         He turned her and lifted her onto the hood of the Honda, stepping between her legs as naturally as if they had been having
            make-out sessions for months instead of . . . an hour? Sela’s breath went ragged as he settled that hard ridge right against
            her clitoris and rubbed it back and forth. “Oh,” she said in a soft, breathless tone, her fingers digging into the back of
            his neck.
         

         
         He made a raw sound deep in his throat and eased away from her. Disappointment shot through her until she saw his face, and
            was transfixed by the glorious realization that the carnal caress, even through their clothes, had almost sent him over the
            edge. She liked knowing he was that turned on. She bent her head to let it rest on his left shoulder, her face turned into
            his throat. The hot man-smell of him filled her with both excitement and joy.
         

         
         “You should leave now,” he said, his voice low and rough.

         
         “Yes.” She had things to do, and even more to think about. On the trip up she’d felt as if she was approaching doom, but what
            had actually happened between them now made her as exhilarated as if she’d successfully been playing hooky. She was going
            to have sex with Ben Jernigan, someday soon. The situation in the valley was still fraught with tension, difficulty, and possible
            danger, but that was balanced by the amazing fact that people kept on being people, doing what they had done for eons. Sexual
            attraction, getting drunk on hormones and pheromones . . . she had to say it was an excellent counterbalance to everything
            else.
         

         
         He lifted her down from the hood and opened the driver’s-side door for her. “I’ll be at the store early. You said you’d start
            at nine, but people will be lining up by daylight.”
         

         
         “I hope I have enough gas for everyone.”

         
         “Anything is better than nothing. Ration it, so everyone gets some.”

         
         Reluctant to leave him, she told him about her idea of making braziers to heat and cook, for the households that didn’t have
            fireplaces, if they could find a potter and a kiln for firing the clay. He nodded. “Good idea. There should be a potter in
            the valley, with all the crafts going on around here. If there is, there’ll need to be fireproof brick, or slate, or an indoor
            sand pit to put under the braziers so they won’t burn the floor.”
         

         
         “Another thing to think about,” she said, sighing. “Every solution comes with its own problem, doesn’t it?”

         
         “Way of the world.” He leaned down and kissed her again, as if, now that he’d started, he intended to seize every opportunity
            to do so. She didn’t mind at all.
         

         
         As she turned the SUV around and drove down the mountain, she began mentally worrying at the complications that could develop.
            She hoped the woman who knew a woman who had thrown pots had some good news. So much had happened today that she couldn’t
            remember the possible-potter’s name, but she did know who had said she’d check. Finding that out came before everything.
         

         
         Sela thought about stopping at Carol’s when she drove by, but her hair was still damp and even though she was alone she could
            feel herself blushing. No, she didn’t want to explain why her hair was wet; not only did she not want anyone knowing she’d
            taken a shower in Ben’s house, but Ben might not want anyone knowing that he had a working shower with beautiful hot water.
            Instead she went to her own home and built up the fire, then sat in front of the flames combing her hair until it was dry.
            Oh, it felt so wonderful, to be clean from head to toe—such a little thing, but a huge boost to her sense of well-being. When
            her hair was dry she pulled it back and secured it with a clasp at the back of her head, the way she usually wore it these
            days.
         

         
         Then she walked back to Carol’s house, and let herself in. “How’s the patient?” she asked Barb.

         
         “I can hear you!” Carol yelled from the bedroom, answering that question, because she sounded cranky and impatient.

         
         “The whole county can hear you,” Sela countered, going into the bedroom because obviously Carol was awake.

         
         “Ha ha.” Carol shifted uncomfortably on the bed. She didn’t look feverish, which was great, but neither did she look well.
            Now that twenty-four hours had passed, her bruises were blooming, including one on her jaw that had been nothing more than
            a red spot last night. “My leg hurts, my ribs hurt, and my head hurts. I’m tired of this. I’m bored. I want to move to the
            living room.”
         

         
         “Sorry. You can move to the portable toilet for right now, but that’s it. How about a book to read?”

         
         Carol glared at her. “I have a book, thank you, and you’ve turned into a tyrant. Power has gone to your head.”

         
         Sela burst out laughing, and bent to kiss Carol’s forehead. “You wanted me in charge, so if I’m a tyrant it’s your fault.”

         
         She might be in pain, on drugs, and irritable, but nothing was wrong with Carol’s powers of observation. She narrowed her
            eyes at Sela. “You look different. Like you’re high on something. Have you been smoking dope?”
         

         
         “It’s been quite a day,” Sela replied. “A couple of times I wished I had some dope to smoke, and that I knew how to smoke.
            Has Barb or Olivia filled you in on what happened at the Livingstons’ house?”
         

         
         “Barb said someone broke in on them, but both Jim and Mary Alice are all right.” Again the narrowed eyes. “Is that wrong?
            Is one of them hurt?”
         

         
         Sela pulled the bedside chair around so she was facing Carol, and sat down. “As far as that goes, they’re all right. But the
            man had a gun, and Jim shot and killed him.”
         

         
         Carol sucked in a breath. “Shit. Shit shit shit.”

         
         “We did the best we could.” She detailed how they had handled the situation, with the photographs and Trey’s efforts at fingerprints,
            the statement she’d written up and had Jim sign. “If there’s anything else we could have done, other than sending someone
            to Sevierville to fetch the sheriff—assuming anyone is even in the sheriff’s office these days—I can’t think what. We also
            have another problem. A lot of people in the valley don’t have fireplaces. Some are probably getting by with kerosene heaters,
            but they’re going to run out of kerosene eventually, when the weather gets cold and stays cold.”
         

         
         “Which could be any day.”

         
         “Yes. A possible solution is clay braziers, if we can find a kiln here in the valley. Someone is checking with another woman
            who maybe used to do pottery—”
         

         
         “Mona Clausen used to do some pottery, if I remember right.”

         
         “That’s the name! I’ve been trying to remember. Someone else mentioned her and was going to check.”

         
         “She used to have a small kiln, too. She and her mother made pottery to sell in the souvenir stores.”

         
         “Then pray she still has the kiln or knows someone local who does. I also told the community patrol about the gasoline in
            my tanks. Trey Foster is going to rig up a suction pump, and we’re going to start dispensing it in five-gallon increments
            tomorrow morning at nine.” She paused. “I didn’t tell them about the small tank. Am I wrong?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t have told them either, so if you’re wrong, I’d be wrong right along with you.” Once again Carol shifted her weight,
            winced as her ribs protested.
         

         
         “I still feel guilty, but then I think about you and Olivia, and—”

         
         “And family is family.”

         
         “The patrol is telling people as they go around the valley.” She sighed. “I tried not to let Ted Parsons get to me, but he
            questioned everything I said. If it hadn’t been for Mike and Trey, I probably would have walked out.”
         

         
         “No, you’d have wanted to, but you’d have stayed.” Carol patted her hand. “I know that, even if you don’t.”

         
         “I think Ted wants to feel important. He was the boss in his tire stores, but he’s an outsider here and we don’t listen to
            him so much. He was talking to some guy Mike said was a Dietrich—I don’t think I know them—and Ted was all puffed up, telling
            people about the gas as if it was his.”
         

         
         “The only Dietrichs I know live on the Townsend end of the valley. Lawrence and Zoe. Both of them are heavy into meth. I wouldn’t
            trust them as far as I could throw them.”
         

         
         That was where she’d heard the name, Sela realized, when Carol had said back when they were first getting organized not to
            let Zoe Dietrich go into old people’s homes to help them because she’d steal their medications. Without doubt the Dietrichs
            would show up to get gasoline, and she hoped they used it to leave, to go where they were more likely to find a thriving drug
            trade. Knoxville wasn’t that far; they could make it on a couple of gallons of gas.
         

         
         The thing was, she wouldn’t be the only station owner who had cut off their pumps to save the gasoline. It was more likely
            that all over the country people would be getting into the gas reserves for exactly the same reason she was, to use it before
            the octane degraded too much to be usable. Did that mean that, for a certain stretch of time, groups of people who had been
            in one spot would start moving around? It wasn’t just that smart people would know the rural areas would be surviving better
            than the urban ones, but that they’d have more to steal.
         

         
         “I’m worried about strangers coming into the valley,” she confided. “If one made it this far, others can. With gasoline in
            their vehicles the patrol can cover more ground, for a little while at least, but other than that I don’t know what to do.”
            She was silent a moment. “I went to see Ben Jernigan.”
         

         
         Even hurt and drugged, Carol perked up at that news. Her eyes sparkled. “You did? What happened? Anything juicy?”

         
         “He didn’t shoot me, if that’s what you mean. He listened.” By sheer force of will, Sela kept herself focused on what she
            was telling Carol, so she wouldn’t blush. “He seems to have a soft spot for Jim and Mary Alice, and I thought if he knew what
            happened to them he might be more interested in helping us. He said he’d come down tomorrow morning when everyone lines up
            to get gas, to talk to the patrol members, so that’s something. Oh—I also got in an argument with Carlette Broward.” She couldn’t
            control a little smile, really more of a smirk, but one full of triumph. “I won. I think I did, anyway. She started in on
            me about hogging the gas for myself and after putting up with Ted and all his crap I was fed up.”
         

         
         “I don’t know Carlette Broward, I don’t think, but yay anyway. Did you bitch-slap her?”

         
         “Good God, no. From the looks of her she could stomp me into a greasy smear on the road.”

         
         “Oh! I think I know who you mean. Did you see a tattoo on her neck? Yeah, she could take you.”

         
         For all Carol had been so vocal about wanting Sela to be in charge of organization, she did love having her finger in all
            pies and knowing exactly what was going on, even if she hadn’t been bored. Sela sat and chatted until Carol drifted off to
            sleep, then quietly stood and tiptoed out.
         

         
         Sundown came early these days and it was already dark outside. Barb and Olivia were heating vegetable soup over the fire.
            Barb had made some skillet bread the day before and she was toasting the last of it to eat with the soup. The smell of the
            toasting bread made Sela’s mouth water, and she went through the simple meal as if she were a starving plow-hand, though she
            did occasionally pause between bites to bring Barb and Olivia up to speed on the day’s events, and to tell them that Nancy
            Meador was staying with Carol that night.
         

         
         “I can do that,” Barb protested. “We can swap nights and do just fine.”

         
         “You have day duty,” Sela pointed out. Barb was now doing all of the cooking. Olivia helped, but Barb was the one in charge.
            “I wouldn’t have a problem handling nights, normally, but today has been a challenge and it started early.”
         

         
         “I doubt tomorrow will be any less busy, so if Nancy or anyone else offers to stay, take them up on it.” Barb dipped up a
            bowl of soup for Carol, added the toasted bread to the platter. “This stage won’t last long, when her ribs are less sore she’ll
            be able to get around on her own here in the house, and won’t need any more pain pills. I’m guessing a week.”
         

         
         “I can help, too. What difference does it make if I sleep upstairs, or down here in Gran’s room?” Olivia pointed out.

         
         “Well, that’s true.” All of Sela’s reasons for staying with Carol last night suddenly seemed less valid. Olivia wasn’t experienced
            taking care of people, but she was a smart kid, loved Carol, and doing the basic things that needed to be done wasn’t a complicated
            task. Delegate, delegate, delegate. Sela reminded herself to ask for help when she needed it. She’d forced herself to ask
            for help from Ben and look how that had turned out. She felt her face, her entire body, getting hot, and not from embarrassment.
            When we have sex . . . She felt breathless, her attention instantly fractured.
         

         
         She was profoundly grateful to Nancy for staying with Carol tonight, so she could be alone and fantasize about everything
            that had happened today with Ben, and everything that could happen in the future. The near future, she hoped. While she understood
            why he was taking the very possibility of negotiation out of the situation between them, she wouldn’t have minded if they
            hadn’t waited at all.
         

         
         Still, waiting was for the best. She was innately cautious when it came to relationships, and even though being with Ben was
            something she wanted with all her heart, she needed to mentally prepare for being intimate with a man again after so long.
            Basically, she would fret. Half of her was so filled with longing and excitement she wasn’t certain she could contain herself,
            but the other half of her was uncertain. What if he didn’t like her body? She had all the basic female parts, but not a single
            one was extraordinary. Maybe he liked adventurous sex. Maybe he was into some kink. She didn’t think she could do adventurous
            or kink, which meant that if he did, in short order he’d be bored with her just like Adam had been.
         

         
         On the other hand, just kissing him had carried her higher than making love with Adam ever had, so she could be short-selling
            herself as to what she could or couldn’t do. With Ben, she didn’t know if she had any boundaries.
         

         
         “You look funny,” Olivia said, staring at her.

         
         Sela jerked herself back to the present and managed to say, “Like I’m crazy? Because that’s how I feel, as if I have twenty
            balls in the air but only know how to juggle one.”
         

         
         “One ball isn’t juggling. It’s tossing a ball back and forth.”

         
         “My point exactly. I don’t know how to juggle.” She blew out a breath. “I’m going home, and going to sleep.”

         
         She did exactly that, not even bothering with bed and instead wrapping herself in a blanket and curling up on the couch where
            she could watch the fire. Funny how she had seldom had a fire going before, and now it was one of the most comforting things
            she could imagine . . .
         

         
         She slept so soundly that she woke feeling as if she’d slept for hours, but the fire still had small flames licking upward
            so she knew she hadn’t. Sleepily she got up and replenished the fire, checked the battery-operated clock—10:24—and went back
            to the couch. Instead of going back to sleep, though, she lay there staring at the fire while she mentally ran through everything
            that had happened during the long, eventful day. She wanted to think about Ben, relive those intense, exciting kisses and
            the promise of more; instead she mentally worried over everything else.
         

         
         A sense of unease gnawed at her, but she couldn’t isolate the reason for it. There were a lot of things about the day to worry
            about, things that had already happened and couldn’t be changed. Upcoming was dispensing the gasoline, but she’d have plenty
            of help for that, and Ben had promised to come down and get them better organized as far as security.
         

         
         But . . . what if there was trouble over the gasoline? If demand outstripped supply, those left out were going to be angry.
            She couldn’t think of any way to avoid that; she couldn’t manufacture gasoline and put more in the tanks. They could dole
            it out in five-gallon increments—after the community patrol had filled their tanks—and there would either be enough for everyone
            to get some, or not. She also had to find out about the kiln that Mona Clausen might or might not have, preferably before
            they pumped the tanks dry.
         

         
         Those were things to do, not things to be uneasy about. Short term, life in the valley was going to be easier, because of
            the gasoline supply she’d protected.
         

         
         Liquid gold.

         
         The supply of gasoline was priceless, the way things were now. People would do everything they could to get it, for use or
            trade. It was better than money, because you couldn’t eat money, or stay warm with it.
         

         
         In her mind’s eye she suddenly saw Ted talking to Lawrence Dietrich—Dietrich, who, according to Carol, was involved in meth.
            Making it, selling it, or taking it, she didn’t know, but meth was death. A meth addict would steal anything to feed the habit—
         

         
         And she had gasoline.

         
         If not Lawrence Dietrich then others like him—and meth was an ongoing problem in the area—would know that come morning she’d
            be emptying the tanks. People had been deliberately spreading the news, just as she’d asked them to do. If anyone intended
            to steal the gas for themselves, they had to get it tonight, before people started lining up tomorrow. She expected people
            would start showing up well before dawn, and once they did, the opportunity for theft was gone. The best time to steal the
            gasoline was . . . now.
         

         
         She threw off the blanket and surged to her feet. No one was stealing her gasoline.

         
         Quickly she banked the fire, and threw on as many clothes as she could wear. She grabbed what she thought she’d need: a bottle
            of water, a probably stale granola bar, her .22 rifle, and a box of shells that she shoved into her coat pocket. She also
            got a couple of hand warmers from the camping supplies she’d bought that first day, along with her most powerful flashlight,
            and headed out. She was twenty yards down the road when she stopped.
         

         
         What the heck was she doing?

         
         The thought resonated. Her steps slowed, and she turned back. Why walk when she could drive? Seeing her SUV parked at the
            store should be a deterrent to anyone who was thinking about stealing the gas.
         

         
         She might be inventing drama, seeing threat where none existed. She wasn’t a gutsy heroine who would face down the bad guys
            with moxie, wit, and incredible courage. On the other hand, she would do her best to protect her family and the people in
            the valley who were expecting her to make decisions and look out for their common interests.
         

         
         If that meant spending an uncomfortable night in a cold store, so be it. With luck, that was all that would happen. She had
            always erred on the side of caution, anyway. By some twisted logic she was putting herself in potential danger by being extra
            cautious. Rock, meet hard place.
         

         
         She thought about stopping by Mike Kilgore’s house and telling him what she was doing. He could help watch . . . but Mike
            and the others in the community patrol were already putting in long hours, and given that he’d been the one to fetch her early
            this morning he’d had even less sleep than she had. If she knew there was a threat to the gas supply of course she’d wake
            him, and anyone else who could help her, but she was guessing.
         

         
         Guessing or not, she’d have to be a fool to go there and not let anyone else know.

         
         Almost everyone in the valley had gotten in the habit of going to bed early, to save batteries and lamp oil. Carol’s house
            was dark, too, when she pulled into the driveway, but she figured Nancy Meador at least would be easily roused.
         

         
         Sure enough, when Sela knocked on the door, only a minute passed before Nancy said, “Who is it?”

         
         “Sela.”

         
         Nancy quickly opened the door, looked out at Sela’s SUV. “Has something else happened?”

         
         “No, everything’s okay. I’m spending the night at the store and I just wanted someone to know.”

         
         Nancy peered at her in sleepy confusion. “Why’re you doing that?”

         
         “Because if anyone wants to steal the gasoline, they’ll have to do it tonight because tomorrow will be too late.”

         
         “But—you can’t do that by yourself! It’s too dangerous!”

         
         “I’m probably overreacting, and just parking my car there should be enough to keep anyone from trying anything.”

         
         “Or,” Nancy said shrewdly, “you’re right on the money in your thinking and anyone who wants to steal the gas might not balk
            at hurting anyone who gets in his way.”
         

         
         Hearing it put like that, Sela wavered. Then she sucked it up and said, “I have my .22. I should be okay.”

         
         Nancy regarded her silently for a minute, then patted her arm. “You be careful.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         She drove to the store and slowly circled it, searching with her headlights to see if anyone was parked in the shadows. She
            didn’t see anything, thank goodness. She started to park by the door then had a second thought and parked on top of the access
            to the tanks. If anyone wanted to get to those tanks they’d have to push her vehicle out of the way first.
         

         
         Letting herself into the empty store was always a little bit of a shock to her system, no matter how many times she’d done
            it. This store had been her livelihood, and now it was barren. When the power came back on . . . what then? The world wouldn’t
            immediately snap back to normal. Improvements would come in fits and starts as manufacturing slowly geared up, as food production
            got started again. Likely it would be a year after the power came back on before supplies began trickling in. How would banks
            work? Credit? She had her supply of cash—thanks to Ben’s warning—but what would she be able to buy?
         

         
         For the foreseeable future, likely the store wasn’t going to be her livelihood. Come spring, everyone would plant gardens.
            Instead of people buying potato chips, they’d be growing and preserving their own food. If she sold anything, it would be
            gasoline and a few staples like flour, salt and pepper, sugar, and some spices if she could get them.
         

         
         Sighing, she used the flashlight to check the store, looking in the storage area, the coolers, the bathrooms. Empty. She didn’t
            lock the door behind her. She needed to be able to get out quickly, without fiddling with the lock. In the deep silence the
            sound of the lock turning was loud, and would alert anyone who might be in the parking lot.
         

         
         Surprise was her friend.

         
         She placed the rifle on the counter, the box of shells beside it, then turned the flashlight off and settled in the chair
            behind the counter. From there she could see almost the entire parking lot, and certainly anyone who approached by road. The
            moon was almost full, and provided enough light that she thought she’d be able to spot any trouble.
         

         
         The interior of the store was icy cold, but with the multiple layers of clothes she was wearing, the extra socks and down
            coat, she was, if not comfortable, at least not miserable. She figured that would change, as the hours wore on. Maybe people
            would start lining up early, really early, which would nullify anyone’s idea of stealing the gasoline, and all of them could
            build a fire outside, away from the tanks, and stand around talking for the rest of the night.
         

         
         She wished Ben were there with her. The conditions weren’t favorable for making out, but just having him beside her would
            make her happy. They might not talk much, but sit beside each other the way they had the night of the red aurora. She smiled
            in the dark, then thought of how he tasted and felt and the smile turned into a soft sigh of longing.
         

         
         Her gaze was drawn from the empty parking lot to Cove Mountain, looming dark and silent in front of her. She couldn’t pinpoint
            where Ben’s house was because there were no lights, but she could get close. He was up there right now with his shower and
            his dog, with his solar panels and his wood-burning stove and goodness only knows what else. If he couldn’t be here with her,
            she wished she was there with him. Lord knows they’d both be more comfortable.
         

         
         What time was it? She knew she hadn’t taken more than half an hour—more like twenty minutes—to get dressed, stop by Carol’s,
            and get here. Likely it was no later than eleven; that meant she had about seven more long hours of darkness to get through.
            Sitting here in the cold and the dark was boring, but boring was good. Boring meant nothing was happening.
         

         
         When we have sex . . .

         
         Their conversation kept running through her mind, along with her acute memory of his arms, and his fine ass in those jeans
            he always wore, and his face, which was masculine and well proportioned and all-in-all drool worthy. She didn’t fantasize
            about men, not movie stars or musicians or men she knew. Her brain didn’t work that way. But here she sat, definitely fantasizing
            about Ben Jernigan and getting herself worked up. At least thinking about him kept her from feeling so cold, and definitely
            kept her awake.
         

         
         Movement and a flicker of light at the left corner front window caught her eye. Sela stood quickly, lifting her rifle, not
            pointing the weapon but wanting it in her hand. Someone was approaching the store.
         

         
         A split second later, thanks to the full moon, she recognized the form headed her way.

         
         Olivia opened the door and stepped inside, the weak beam from her flashlight pointed to the floor.

         
         “What are you thinking?” Sela snapped as she set the rifle aside. She seldom got sharp with anyone, but Olivia had just scared
            the crap out of her. What if she hadn’t recognized the girl? What if she’d panicked and shot without thinking? She wasn’t
            the type to panic, but Olivia was dear to her and her imagination threw up too many what-if situations that could have happened.
         

         
         Olivia had dressed much like Sela had, with boots and a heavy coat. Carol’s .22 was slung over the teenager’s shoulder, along
            with two small tote bags.
         

         
         “I was thinking you shouldn’t be here on your own,” Olivia said calmly, in answer to Sela’s question.

         
         “I can’t believe Nancy would let you—”

         
         “She doesn’t know. I slipped out the back door, but I did leave a note on my bed so they’ll know where I am. I heard you drive
            up and listened to what you said. I went back to bed, but then got worried about you being here by yourself, so I got up,
            got dressed, and here I am.”
         

         
         “You need to go back home.”

         
         “I will when you will.” Stubbornness laced Olivia’s tone. She went to the back of the store to grab her own chair, which she
            placed beside Sela’s. She put the rifle on the counter and the bags on the floor at her side. She turned off her flashlight,
            saving the already-weakened batteries.
         

         
         Sela battled with herself. How did she scold Olivia—who was young but had grown up a lot over the past couple of months—for
            doing exactly what she herself was doing? Finally she said, “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
         

         
         “I don’t want anything to happen to you,” Olivia returned, to which there was no argument.

         
         They sat in silence for a while. Then Olivia reached into her left coat pocket and pulled out something that rustled as she
            extended her hand toward Sela. The moonlight lit the store interior enough that Sela was able to make out what Olivia was
            holding: two Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, her favorite candy. She offered one to Sela.
         

         
         “I hid these,” Olivia explained. “For an emergency.”

         
         “A candy emergency.”

         
         “I think this qualifies.”

         
         Sela laughed and took the offered candy, unwrapped it, and drew the familiar patty closer to her nose to savor the aroma for
            a couple of seconds before she took a small bite.
         

         
         “Better than tuna, wouldn’t you say?” Olivia asked, a smile in her voice.

         
         They both took their time, nibbling at the candy, savoring every bite. “I wish I could have made some hot chocolate,” Olivia
            said wistfully. “But Nancy would have heard. I brought water, though.”
         

         
         “So did I.”

         
         It could be worse, Sela thought. At least Olivia knew how to handle the rifle, though she wasn’t any more expert than Sela
            was. Carol had taught her the basics, because if there was going to be a firearm in the house then she wanted her granddaughter
            to know how to safely handle it.
         

         
         They sipped some water, sat in more silence. So far, all was quiet. If they were lucky it would be this way all night. Maybe
            having Olivia here was a good thing; after the long day she’d had, she’d have a hard time staying awake. Chatting with Olivia
            would help with that. Carol would be furious when she found out, but probably secretly proud of the girl, too.
         

         
         After a while Sela asked, “Do you have any more candy hidden away?”

         
         Olivia sighed. “No, that was it. There might be a bag of barbecue chips squirreled away in the garage, though.”

         
         Sela laughed, and it felt good after the stressful day to realize that laughter was still possible. Olivia reminded her of
            the reasons why she was willing to step up and do what needed to be done, of why she’d put herself front and center, why she’d
            sit in her store all night to make sure no one stole the gasoline her family and friends and neighbors needed to get by. “Thanks
            for sharing with me.”
         

         
         “You’re welcome. You’ve definitely earned a peanut butter cup after all you’ve been through. I wish I had more.”

         
         “Me too.”

         
         For a while they talked, about Carol and her fall, about Barb and the way she’d stepped up since. If Olivia was older, Sela
            would be tempted to tell her all about Ben, and the shower, and the tantalizing When we have sex comment, but rifle aside, Olivia was still a kid. And Sela had never been keen on sharing details of her sex life—or lack
            thereof—even with her close friends. She was a private person. Shy, yes, but also private. She held some things, some thoughts,
            very close. They were for her and for her alone.
         

         
         Sela almost dozed off. Her eyes drifted closed; her head nodded. Olivia did doze, though she woke at regular intervals because
            sleeping soundly upright in a chair wasn’t something that was going to happen. Now and then they tried to keep one another
            alert with conversation about the weather and the future and their neighbors, but there were long periods of silence where
            neither of them had anything to say.
         

         
         Her hands and feet got cold. She got out the hand warmer packs and squeezed to activate them, put one in each pocket and gave
            the others to Olivia who silently did the same. She took off her gloves so she could better feel the heat from the packs.
            As small as the heat source was, having warm hands was blissful and made her feel warmer all over. She began getting sleepy.
         

         
         In an effort to wake herself up, she drank more water, got up and walked around. Olivia scooted her chair closer to the counter,
            crossed her arms on it, and rested her head on her arms. While she slept, Sela stood at the windows with her hands in her
            coat pockets and watched the cold, still night.
         

         
         It was the reflection of moonlight on glass, a quick, subtle flash, that first caught her attention. She cocked her head,
            staring down the road. Then she heard the sound of engines, once commonplace but now so rare that adrenaline sent an electric
            charge through her body.
         

         
         “Olivia!” she said urgently, because someone driving down the highway with their lights off couldn’t be good news.

         
         “Hmm?” Olivia mumbled.

         
         “Someone’s coming.”

         
         Hurriedly she went to the counter and picked up the rifle, went back to stand beside the door and look out the windows. Olivia
            came to stand beside her, holding Carol’s .22 with the barrel pointing down and away from Sela. “I don’t see anything,” she
            whispered.
         

         
         “Listen.”

         
         The sound of engines was louder—not just one engine, but several. Again, not good.

         
         “Oh no.” Olivia sounded dismayed. Sela felt as dismayed as Olivia sounded. She had come here because she knew there was a
            possibility someone would try to steal the gasoline, but faced with the reality of multiple people driving toward her with
            their headlights out—sneaking—her stomach tied itself in knots. First and foremost was a sharp terror that something would
            happen to Olivia.
         

         
         “Get behind the counter,” she ordered.

         
         “No.” Olivia’s tone wavered, but she stood her ground. “I’m with you.”

         
         Sela pushed the door open, secured it so it stayed open. Maybe that was the wrong move but she didn’t know defensive strategies
            and she did know she didn’t want to shoot through glass. Her SUV was here; that and the open door might convince whoever was
            coming to keep on going.
         

         
         “It could be people coming to get in line,” Olivia offered, hope in her voice.

         
         “With their headlights off?”

         
         “I guess not.”

         
         Five vehicles, three pickups and two older-model cars, came into view, moving slow. They drew even with the store and stopped.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
         Ben had slept some after supper, sprawled on the couch with the dog on the rug beside him, but after he woke up from the nap
            he was restless and couldn’t settle down. His shoulder was just sore enough to be annoying, but what made him more uncomfortable
            was thinking about Sela’s gentle hands on his bare skin. It had been a long time since he’d been focused on a woman, period,
            and never to the extent Sela grabbed his attention. He could have had her this afternoon, and his dick was telling him that
            he’d lost his fucking mind because he’d refused. He was beginning to agree with his dick.
         

         
         Except—he didn’t want her under him as payment for anything. He kept coming back to that. He wanted her there for no reason
            other than the two of them wanted it. His instant decision had been the right one; knowing that didn’t stop him from regretting
            it.
         

         
         He lit a lamp, kicked back, and read for a while, but he was wide-awake, uneasy, and didn’t see the point in going to bed.
            After a while the dog raised his head and whined, so Ben took him out to let him mark his territory again. Then the dog went
            back to sleep; Ben didn’t. He made some coffee—to hell with sleeping, it wasn’t happening anyway so he might as well have
            some—and walked out on the porch to stare down at the dark valley. The moon was bright, the air cold but not freezing. His
            breath fogged in front of him.
         

         
         There was enough light he could make out portions of the silver ribbons of roads into and out of the valley, including the
            bypass from Knoxville. He began thinking about strategy, how people would try to move in and how best to energetically discourage
            them from it. Not everyone would be automatically turned away; those who could contribute would be welcome. They didn’t need
            a constantly moving patrol as much as they needed strategic sentry posts, clearly understood signals, and organization. They
            would be more efficient with a clear progression of authority rather than different people making decisions on the fly—in
            effect, more military in structure.
         

         
         He didn’t want to be actively involved; he’d get them set up the way he’d promised Sela, then let them handle it.

         
         Sure.

         
         He growled a bit under his breath as he gave up that fiction; come morning, he’d be stepping into quicksand and he’d likely
            never pull himself out. The idea of helping the community with their self-defense was tantalizing. As disgusted and emotionally
            exhausted as he’d become with political decisions that had cost the lives of his friends, his men, at his core he was military
            and part of him felt as if he was going home. This wasn’t just in his wheelhouse, it was his wheelhouse. Even when he’d devoted himself to being as solitary as possible, he’d used military applications for self-defense.
         

         
         Not only that, he had to accept that Sela wasn’t solitary. She came with people she cared about, not just her relatives but her neighbors, her community. He couldn’t isolate
            her up here with him, despite his instincts to do just that. For as long as this reluctant fascination with her held, she
            would link him to those people. Exactly how long that would be, who knew—
         

         
         The sharp, light crack of rifle fire echoed across the valley.

         
         Years of training kicked in and he was moving before he had consciously identified the sound as that of a .22 rifle. The mountains
            could mess with sound and a lot of people around here had .22s, but his instinct told him it was coming from in front and
            to the right, which would roughly be where Sela’s store was.
         

         
         Alarmed, the dog stood up and barked when Ben erupted into the house. He grabbed his hunting rifle from the rack, a box of
            cartridges, the Mossberg in its scabbard, and his truck keys. He was out the door again seven seconds after he entered, leaped
            off the porch, and was in the truck at ten seconds, accelerating down the rough driveway in twelve seconds.
         

         
         In the three seconds between porch and truck he heard more gunfire, the distinctive sound of more .22 shots, and the deeper
            bellow of higher caliber rifles.
         

         
         “Fuck!” he ground out.

         
         This was his fault. He should have been thinking strategically, from the second he agreed to get involved, instead of letting
            himself stay secure behind his emotional walls for one more night, as if that meant anything. He’d told Sela himself that
            the gasoline was beyond valuable, and he knew she’d spread the word for people to come first thing in the morning to begin
            getting it. Logic dictated, then, that if anyone wanted to get all the gas for themselves, they had to do it tonight before
            all the valley inhabitants showed up in the morning for a share.
         

         
         He’d bet his ass that the .22 fire was coming from Sela’s rifle, which meant she’d been way ahead of him in planning, and
            was guarding the gasoline supply.
         

         
         Dear God, let her not be by herself.

         
          

         The small caravan slowly rolled forward. If she could see them, then obviously whoever was in the vehicles could see her SUV
            parked there. They might or might not be able to also tell that the store door was open. Sela held her breath as a dark-colored
            pickup truck slowly crunched its way over the gravel at the edge of the parking lot, facing toward the store. She couldn’t
            tell how many people were in the truck, but she thought she saw someone in the bed. The truck stopped, and a dark figure hopped
            out of the truck bed. All the vehicles came to a stop; the drivers exited and reached into truck beds and back seats for gas
            cans. They were all men, going by their build, but with their winter coats and ball caps, or hoods pulled up, she couldn’t
            recognize anyone.
         

         
         She might have missed someone but she counted six men—at least. There could be more.

         
         She heard muffled voices. They seemed to be looking at her SUV. Beside her, Olivia was sucking in quick, shallow breaths.
            Sela reached out and gave her a comforting touch on her arm. With luck, the group would decide that since she had blocked
            access to the tanks, they might as well leave . . . unless they thought they could move her Honda.
         

         
         Three of the men started toward the SUV.

         
         Dear God, was she doing the right thing? She didn’t know. But decision was better than indecision, and Sela made her decision. She raised the rifle, aimed high so
            she wouldn’t accidentally shoot someone, and fired over their heads.
         

         
         Everyone dove for the ground, a confusion of movement in the night, people going in different directions, rolling, searching
            for cover.
         

         
         Her wild hope was that the single shot would be enough to scare them off, that they’d leave when they realized there was an
            armed guard at the store. Right now the dark was her friend. They’d have no idea how many people were in here, only that their
            surprise raid hadn’t worked.
         

         
         Then another shot boomed out, and the window shattered beside her.

         
         Panic filled her like a huge inkblot, spreading through her entire body. Olivia squeaked; Sela turned and dropped down, expecting
            to see Olivia lying bleeding at her feet. Instead the girl crouched by the door, staring up at her, her face a white blob
            in the darkness. “Back!” she yelled, ordering Olivia to retreat to the rear of the store. More shots. More glass shattered
            and rained on and around them. Sela felt several stings on her face, her hands. Instead of obeying Olivia moved forward, not
            back, raising her rifle and taking aim. She fired, then fired again.
         

         
         Shit! Shit! They were so vulnerable here, with nothing to hide behind that would stop a bullet, and Olivia shooting back instead of taking
            cover. They had to get out, they had to get out now. “The back door!” Sela said insistently. They wouldn’t be able to get
            the Honda, but they could escape down the path. She grabbed Olivia by the collar of her coat and hauled the girl backward.
         

         
         This time, thank goodness, Olivia cooperated by scooting back, crawling with the rifle in her hand. Sela did the same; as
            she did so she saw two dark figures darting past, skirting along the sides of the store. It was already too late to run, they’d
            be caught as soon as they went out the back door—but at least that door was locked with a heavy-duty dead bolt, and they only
            had to worry about people coming through the front.
         

         
         “Too late,” she panted, and fired through the door to hold off any who thought they might rush through it.

         
         More shots. The plate-glass windows were completely gone, the glass door nothing more than an empty steel frame.

         
         Her only advantage was that in the colorless moonlight she could at least see them outside, whereas she and Olivia were swallowed
            up by the darkness of the store’s interior. Terror almost swamped her, but for Olivia, not herself. She would shoot as long
            as she was able to keep Olivia safe. How could she ever have let Olivia stay? She should have insisted on taking the girl
            home. If anything happened to her, Carol would be devastated.
         

         
         “Get behind the counter!” It wouldn’t provide much shelter at all, being made of wood instead of heavy metal, but it was better
            than nothing. She kept herself between Olivia and the front of the store as they crawled across the glass-studded floor.
         

         
         Someone would hear, someone had to hear. Even though it was the middle of the night, the sound of gunfire would wake people up, people who were on edge after
            what had happened at the Livingstons’ house the night before. Someone would come. Let it be soon! she thought frantically.
         

         
         She saw the moon glint on a rifle barrel resting on the side of a pickup truck bed, near the left edge of the parking lot.
            Quickly she aimed and pulled the trigger, then ducked as answering fire splintered the counter to her left. Olivia popped
            up like a jack-in-the-box and shot, then dropped back down. “I think I got him,” she said, her voice so high it sounded as
            if she was on the verge of shrieking.
         

         
         “Good girl!” Later she would think about what it meant that she had praised Olivia for possibly shooting someone. Later she
            would likely fall apart herself. For now she was too busy trying to stay alive to do more than have the fleeting thought.
         

         
         “Get in the cooler!”

         
         At least it was metal. It couldn’t be locked from the inside, but it was more protection, more—

         
         Then she caught sight of movement to the side, and saw a couple of dark figures pushing at her Honda. The shooter at the pickup
            truck on the left had been drawing their attention away from what the others were doing. Fiercely she swung the barrel around
            and fired again.
         

         
         The morons! Didn’t they know the entire valley would soon be awake, and heading this way? Their only chance for success had
            been to get in and out without anyone noticing, and that opportunity was gone.
         

         
         They were not getting her gasoline, not a single ounce of it.
         

         
         She fired again, shattering what was left of a window. Oh no! What if she hit her own vehicle? She paused a split second,
            then mentally shrugged and pulled the trigger one more time. If she didn’t hold these raiders off, would they overwhelm her and Olivia, kill them so there were no witnesses? Even if she ended up riddling the Honda with
            holes, she couldn’t let the men gain access to the underground tanks.
         

         
         In the darkness behind the ring of vehicles, she saw a flash of light, there and gone in a split second. Then another. More
            vehicles? Or was it a trick of the moonlight, combined with wishful thinking?
         

         
         She didn’t have time to decide. In her peripheral vision she caught movement on the left. Olivia must have seen the same thing,
            because they both fired.
         

         
         Outside, someone shouted, the sound urgent but she couldn’t make out the words over the ringing in her ears. The indistinct
            figures began running in several directions; numbly she watched them opening doors and diving into the vehicles, then the
            cars and trucks all seemed to be moving at once as they scattered like jackrabbits being chased by hounds. In less than half
            a minute, the parking lot was empty.
         

         
         “They left,” she said blankly, her voice loud.

         
         “What?” Olivia asked just as loudly.

         
         “They left!”
         

         
         Side by side, they stood looking through the shattered windows. The pale, colorless moonlight glittered on the broken glass
            as if on water. And here and there the darkness was punctured by headlights heading their way; finally, finally, people were
            coming to help—or at least to see what was happening, and that amounted to the same thing.
         

         
         Carefully she laid her rifle on the counter, then took Olivia’s rifle and placed it beside hers. She wrapped her arms around
            the girl and held her tight, felt her shaking but that was okay because Sela was shaking just as hard.
         

         
         “Are you hurt?” she asked, still talking too loudly.

         
         “No. You?”

         
         “I don’t think so. No.” She continued to hold on tight. Maybe she had a few minor cuts, but her thick winter coat had protected
            her from a lot. Cuts didn’t seem important when compared to expecting to be shot.
         

         
         “We did it,” Olivia said, her voice thin but touched with pride. “We scared them off.”

         
         “We did.” Technically the approaching vehicles had done the scaring, but Sela wasn’t in the mood to be technical.

         
         “Girls rule, boys drool,” Olivia said, and then she burst into tears.

         
         Sela comforted her as best she could while getting them both outside. She yawned, trying to ease the ringing in her ears,
            and released Olivia long enough to press hard on both her ears, which seemed to help some. The .22s hadn’t been that loud,
            but the other rifles had been a different matter. The cold air was sharp with the smell of burnt gunpowder, and a light haze
            of smoke seemed to hang in the air.
         

         
         A vehicle was coming down the road toward them, and Sela stepped forward so she could be seen in the sweep of the headlights,
            waving her arms. The truck stopped and Mike Kilgore ran forward. “I heard shooting,” he said urgently.
         

         
         “Some men tried to steal the gas.” Sela sucked in a breath, because everything that had happened during the past . . . fifteen
            minutes—maybe?—seemed so unreal she could barely put it into words. “Olivia and I were keeping watch, in the store. We have
            our .22s.”
         

         
         Gaping, he stared at the damage he could see behind her, and Olivia fiercely wiping her eyes.

         
         “They shot at you?”
         

         
         Considering the store had every window shot out, Sela thought the question was unnecessary. She didn’t answer, because more
            vehicles were coming toward them. One, bigger than the others, was driving on the wrong side of the road and passing everyone
            else, not that it mattered which lane anyone was in because they were all heading in the same direction—at least ten vehicles,
            speeding their way. She moved toward Olivia, warily herding the girl back toward the store. The last thing she wanted was
            for them to get run over now, after surviving a gunfight.
         

         
         A gunfight!
         

         
         The sense of unreality was overwhelming. She didn’t know whether to join Olivia in crying, or . . . sit down. Yes. She desperately
            needed to sit down.
         

         
         Why not? “My legs are shaky,” she told Olivia. “Let’s sit down.”

         
         “Here?” Olivia blinked owlishly at her, and swiped her hand under her nose.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         They both sank down on the cold, dirty pavement, littered with grit, pieces of trash, and dead leaves that had blown across
            the parking lot. Here and there spent brass casings shone dully in Mike’s headlights. Olivia leaned against her shoulder,
            burrowing in like a child; Sela hugged her tight, thankful beyond words that they’d come through unscathed, though she couldn’t
            say the same about her store.
         

         
         The racing cavalcade of vehicles reached them and the big truck in the lead slid to a stop with screeching tires and Ben jumped
            out before it had rocked back on its suspension. He held a big rifle in his hand, and he looked big and mean as he zeroed
            in on her, sitting there on the ground. Backlit by the harsh light of all the headlights, he strode across the parking lot
            toward her, his gaze so focused and intent that everyone else might as well have been invisible.
         

         
         Energy shot through her and instantly she scrambled to her feet, momentarily unable to see anything other than him. Beside
            her Olivia also stood, perhaps wondering at their jack-in-the-box movements, but she, too, stared at Ben, her eyes big.
         

         
         He reached them, not touching her but standing so close that even on this cold night she could feel the blast field of his
            heat—though perhaps that was her own reaction to his nearness, her body heating and responding. She couldn’t see the color
            of his eyes but she could definitely see the savage fire in their expression. “You’re bleeding,” he said flatly.
         

         
         “I am?” she asked, her tone bewildered.

         
         Very lightly he touched a fingertip to her face, then dropped his hand as if the slight contact stung him.

         
         “From the glass,” Olivia said helpfully. “When they shot out the windows.”

         
         Ben said only one word: “Who?”

         
         Sela swallowed. In that instant she knew beyond any doubt that if she could put a name to any of the men who had attacked
            them, Ben would hunt them down and deal out his own version of due process. “I don’t know. There were six of them, as far
            as I could tell, but no one I could recognize. They wore hoods pulled up, baseball caps . . . and it’s dark. Everything happened
            fast.”
         

         
         It hadn’t felt fast at the time. Every second had felt as if it were mired in molasses.

         
         Beside her, Olivia shook her head. “I didn’t recognize anyone, either.” She turned to watch all the other belated rescuers
            arrive, vehicle after vehicle pulling into the parking lot or onto the side of the road, while a few simply parked in the
            road where they were; it wasn’t as if they had to worry about any through traffic.
         

         
         “I’m thinking it was likely some of the meth heads from over Townsend way,” Mike said, joining them. “The word will have spread
            that you have gas.”
         

         
         With an effort Sela wrenched her attention away from Ben. “That’s what I thought,” she said. “That’s why I was here, in case
            anyone tried anything. Not that it had to be meth heads. I imagine there are a lot of regular people who’d like to have as
            much gas as they could get.”
         

         
         Ben made a noise, rumbling low in his throat, that sounded suspiciously like a growl. She’d never before been around anyone
            who she thought might be growling. Rather than be alarmed, she began getting warm again. It took all of her concentration
            to remain standing where she was, rather than taking a step forward and simply resting against him, her head on his chest,
            her arms around him.
         

         
         More than anything, that was what she wanted to do.

         
         “I have a first-aid kit in the truck,” he said, wheeling away to stride to his vehicle, and breaking the connective circle
            that had surrounded them and kept everyone else at a distance. Mike watched him for a minute, his eyebrows lifted, then turned
            back to Sela.
         

         
         “Damn, I wish I’d gotten here sooner,” he said, abashed. “I’m sorry. And what the he—heck is Ben Jernigan doing here?” Nimbly
            he changed hell to heck in deference to Olivia’s tender ears, completely ignoring the fact that a lot of teenagers swore like sailors and Sela was
            sure Olivia did her share of swearing when she was with her friends. Nevertheless, Mike was an old-fashioned Southern guy,
            and he held to his mode of behavior.
         

         
         “I don’t know why he’s here right now,” Sela replied, “but I went to his house yesterday and asked him to give us some pointers on what the patrol should be doing,
            and he agreed to come down this morning . . . is it morning yet?” She felt as if so many hours had passed, first in boredom
            and then in terror, that it had to be close to dawn.
         

         
         “Getting close to one o’clock,” Mike answered.

         
         Was that all? She was aghast. Dawn was still hours away.
         

         
         “Eastern standard, or daylight saving?” Olivia piped up, looking puzzled.

         
         Mike stared at her, his mouth falling open. He gave Sela a helpless look. “I don’t know. What date is it? When does the time
            change?”
         

         
         The conversation was surreal. Sela felt as if the world had slid a little bit out of whack, or maybe this was just their reaction
            to shock. “I don’t know.” And did it matter? They had nowhere to go, no planes to catch, no appointments to keep.
         

         
         “It’s zero five forty-seven Zulu,” Ben said, returning in time to hear their exchange. He set down the tackle box he was carrying,
            and flipped open the latches.
         

         
         Mike nodded. “That’s twelve forty-seven to us,” he told Olivia, who nodded. She was staring big-eyed at Ben as he tore open
            a pack and extracted an antiseptic wipe, then positioned himself so the headlights were shining on Sela’s face and began carefully
            cleaning away the blood.
         

         
         Sela glanced up at him. Fewer than twelve hours ago she’d been doing basically the same thing to him, though admittedly the
            cut on his back was much worse than anything she had sustained from the flying glass. Her face was stinging a bit, but that
            was all. If she’d been judging her condition by Ben’s expression she’d have thought she was dying, because he looked savage—controlled,
            but savage. She could have cleaned her own face much faster because Ben was taking care not to hurt her; she wouldn’t have
            been as gentle with herself.
         

         
         Trey Foster, Harley Johnson, Bob Terrell, and about ten other men were grouped around, anger in their voices as they talked
            quietly among themselves, glaring at the damage done to the store, to her. It didn’t matter that the store was currently empty
            and useless; one of their own had been attacked, and they took it personally. Likely they were feeling guilty because they
            hadn’t thought ahead and Sela and Olivia—a kid!—had literally been put in the line of fire. Mike went over to join them, leaving Ben and Sela relatively isolated, with
            Olivia watching.
         

         
         “You’re hurt because of me,” Ben said under his breath. “Damn it all, I should have thought it through. Of course the bastards
            were going to come after the gas, knowing this was their only chance.”
         

         
         “I didn’t think anyone would really try it,” she murmured, letting him tilt her face up to better examine a tiny cut on her
            cheek. “Especially since I parked on top of the access to the tanks. I thought that would be enough to signal people that
            someone was here.”
         

         
         “Gasoline is worth the risk,” he said briefly.

         
         He touched a place on her cheekbone that had her jerking away with a surprised “Ouch!”

         
         “Still some glass in there. Hold still.” He bent and extracted a pair of long tweezers from the tackle box, then matter-of-factly
            seized the sliver of glass and pulled it out. She felt a fresh trickle of hot blood down her face, which he swabbed away before
            applying pressure to her cheekbone.
         

         
         In a night of unbelievable happenings, perhaps the most unbelievable was that his touch soothed her ragged nerves to the point
            she stopped shaking, stopped feeling as if her next breath would be accompanied by a panic attack. The strangest thing was
            that while he was blaming himself because she was hurt he wasn’t acting as if she’d been out of her depth.
         

         
         She would have said without hesitation that she’d been out of her depth and she never wanted to do anything like that again, but
            she’d managed. She hadn’t panicked, and her worst fears had been for Olivia. One thing for certain, she’d learned from the
            encounter. If she ever thought she might face armed men again, she would make sure she had a bigger rifle and better cover.
            So perhaps she’d been deeper than she liked, but she’d still managed to stay afloat.
         

         
         Lord, she hoped she never had to do anything like that again.

         
         He put small adhesive bandages over a couple of the worst cuts, the ones that wanted to keep bleeding. “Anywhere else?”

         
         “Just my hand, but I can take care of that.”

         
         “Let me see.”

         
         He held her right hand in his left one, gently cleaned the small cuts there, wiped away the blood. The cuts were minor, and
            had already stopped bleeding.
         

         
         “Will she be okay?” Olivia asked in a small voice, hovering anxiously nearby.

         
         “She’s fine,” Ben said, hunkering down to put the first-aid tackle box in order and secure the latches. “Just some little
            cuts.” He glanced up at her. “How about you?”
         

         
         “I’m good. Sela was between me and the window.” Olivia edged closer to them, her worried gaze skating over Sela’s features
            as if assuring herself once again that they were both, indeed, all in one piece. “Gran’s going to have a shit hemorrhage,”
            she informed them.
         

         
         Ben’s mouth twitched. He didn’t laugh, didn’t even smile, but she saw the slight crinkling at the corners of his eyes. Sela
            opened her mouth to scold Olivia over her language, then shut it. After a fifteen-year-old girl stood side by side with her
            shooting at a group of men who were trying to kill them, she wasn’t going to fuss at the kid about her language. “I imagine
            so,” she said instead.
         

         
         Now that Ben had taken care of first aid, the others moved closer and surrounded them.

         
         “Did you get a look at any of the cars?” Trey asked her.

         
         “I couldn’t tell you colors, or anything like that. There were two cars, three pickups. I might’ve missed someone, in the
            dark, but I counted six men. When they saw all of the headlights heading this way, they scattered. None of them had their
            own headlights on.”
         

         
         “Do you think you hit anyone?” Ben’s voice had gone into that dark place again. “Or any of the vehicles?”

         
         “It’s likely we hit a truck or two,” Sela replied. “As for people . . . I don’t know.”

         
         “I think I did,” Olivia said. “I think I shot someone.” The last two words wavered, and she gulped back tears.

         
         “Sometimes you gotta,” Ben said, so calmly accepting that Olivia straightened. He turned to the group surrounding them. “How
            about some of you get your flashlights and look for blood on the ground? Sela, about where were the vehicles positioned?”
         

         
         “All around the parking lot,” she replied, indicating the area with a sweep of her hand.

         
         Several men went to their trucks to get their flashlights, and in the case of a couple of them, handheld spotlights. Others
            got in their vehicles and moved them back, out of the designated area. Ben watched for a silent half minute, then turned back.
            “I didn’t pass anyone driving without lights.”
         

         
         “They’d have taken the side roads, stayed off the highway,” Harley Johnson said. “And if they knew the side roads, that means
            they’re local.”
         

         
         “Found some blood,” Trey sang out. He was standing at the edge of the parking lot directly in front of the store, looking
            down. Ben and the others strode over; Sela and Olivia stayed where they were. She took Olivia’s hand. Just an hour ago she’d
            have been deeply upset at the possibility she had shot and wounded someone, but she and Olivia had been on the receiving end
            of their shots, and she found it difficult to care. Considering how fast all of the attackers had been moving, she doubted any of
            their wounds were fatal. Pity.
         

         
         Evidently she had a small wellspring of savage in her, after all.

         
         Ben and the others returned. He stood in the center and looked around at all of them, effortlessly assuming the role of authority.
            They were tough men, men who were used to hard work, to hunting for food to feed their families, to putting themselves on
            the line, but they all looked to him without hesitation. He had been the one that from the beginning they’d all wanted involved,
            and now that he was here they’d have to be fools to not listen to him.
         

         
         “We need to look at every vehicle. Like Sela said, the odds are more than one of them took a bullet. We also know at least
            one person was wounded. Talk to people, find out who got hurt tonight, supposedly while hunting or something like that.” Ben
            looked around at all the men, his gaze hard. “Pay attention to everything. There’ll be threats from the outside, but right
            now the biggest danger is from people right here in the valley.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
         None of them went home. While everyone was there, Trey brought out his jerry-rigged suction pump to be tried out. It didn’t
            work.
         

         
         “I’ve got some parts at home,” Ben said, looking at the contraption. “I’ll be right back.”

         
         He returned in about forty-five minutes with the required bits and pieces, and the dog, which jumped out of the truck to a
            chorus of “Good-looking dog” from the hunters in the group, and “Oh! A dog!” from Olivia, who sat down on the concrete curb
            around the pumps and entertained the energetic animal with lots of petting and ear scratches.
         

         
         “Where’d you get him?” Trey asked Ben. In some dim recess of memory, Sela recalled that Trey used hunting dogs.

         
         “He wandered up several weeks ago, hungry and lost. I thought I’d give him to the Livingstons, so they won’t be scared about
            staying by themselves after what happened yesterday.”
         

         
         Yesterday? Had it just been yesterday that Jim had shot the home invader? She looked at the dog and fought against a surprising
            welling of tears. Ben had stubbornly not named the dog, but she’d seen him with it and knew he’d become reluctantly attached
            to it. For him to give it to the Livingstons said something about him, because instinct told her he was a man who had lost
            too much to easily give up now what was his. Giving away the dog would cost him, emotionally, though she thought he’d rather
            eat ground glass than let people know.
         

         
         He gave her a quick glance, as if keeping track of her location, then he and Trey began working on the suction pump. She knew
            nothing about mechanics and probably the best thing for her to do was stay out of the way. If she was less tired she’d have
            gotten the broom and started sweeping all the broken glass out of the store, but when the flood of adrenaline had drained
            away it left her feeling almost comatose. Olivia had to be feeling the same way. Sela sat down beside her and played with
            the dog for a while, then worked up the energy to offer, “Do you want me to take you home?”
         

         
         “Not yet,” Olivia replied, after giving it some thought. “I’d rather wait until you can go in with me.”

         
         Sela softly laughed. “Coward. I understand completely.”

         
         After what seemed like a couple of hours of tinkering, Ben asked her to move her Honda away from the tank access ports. The
            request made her realize she hadn’t once checked to see if the Honda was damaged, but then she’d been sitting beside Olivia
            in something of a stupor. Getting up, she trudged over to her vehicle.
         

         
         Amazingly, it seemed to be okay. She started the engine and pulled forward without closing the door, stopping when Ben barked,
            “Right there,” though she’d moved no more than ten feet.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” she asked, leaning out to look at him.

         
         “It’s your gas. You get first go.”

         
         She’d had pretty much the same thought but was so tired she’d forgotten about it. Then she looked at her gas gauge and shook
            her head. “I filled up right before the CME, and I still have a full tank.” She had started the SUV a few times to keep the
            battery charged and the fluids moving, but until she’d driven it up Cove Mountain the day before to see Ben, it hadn’t been
            moved at all in about two months. Not only that, she still had the small tank of untapped hundred percent gasoline to fall
            back on, but she’d save that news for later.
         

         
         “All right.” He waved her on, and she pulled forward out of the way. As it happened, almost everyone there had also filled
            up beforehand, but had brought five-gallon cans to get extra. Ben and Trey opened the access to the largest tank and in short
            order had gasoline flowing. Mike wrote down who got how much, for Sela’s records.
         

         
         Generators would be running tonight, she thought, glad for everyone in the valley. Those who had their own wells would have
            running water, and be taking hot showers—and likely letting their neighbors who were on a water system and thus had no water,
            because there was no power to pump it from the reservoir tanks, use their showers, in exchange for whatever they had to barter.
            She thought about making sure portable generators were taken around to warm the houses of those who didn’t have fireplaces,
            which reminded her of the possibility of making braziers. There was so much to remember, and she was so tired . . .
         

         
         “Someone’s coming,” Olivia said, rousing to look down the road. Her voice sounded half-drugged. She had been half-asleep,
            too, leaning against Sela’s shoulder.
         

         
         “A whole bunch of someones are coming,” Sela observed. The headlights Olivia had seen were closest, but others had had the
            same idea and a steady stream of headlights was snaking toward them. Others were arriving on foot, plastic gas cans in hand.
            So much for waiting until about nine. On the other hand, with everything that had been going on, no one was getting any sleep
            so they might as well start pumping gas.
         

         
         Ted Parsons and a couple of other members of the community patrol were the first few drivers to arrive. Ted got out of his
            car and stood looking around, his mouth open in astonishment. To save fuel everyone had turned off their vehicles, but there
            were plenty of spotlights and flashlights at hand and the scene was lit well enough to see that something had happened. Ted
            had his own flashlight, and he shined it at the large open spaces of the store, where the windows had been.
         

         
         “What the hell? What’s going on?”

         
         “Someone tried to steal the gas,” Mike told him. “Sela and Olivia were standing guard and kept it from happening, but the
            store took some damage.”
         

         
         Ted turned to look at Sela and Olivia, sitting huddled by the gas pumps. “When did this happen?”

         
         “Just guessing, but four, maybe five hours ago. What time is it now?”

         
         Ted didn’t reply. He shook his head, looked around, looked back at Sela and Olivia. He opened his mouth a couple of times,
            shut it, then turned to Mike. “Why are all of you here? How did you find out it happened?”
         

         
         “I heard the shots,” Mike said.

         
         “So did I,” Trey added.

         
         “What woke me was someone driving by my house,” Harley Johnson said. “That’s a sound you don’t hear very often now. I got
            up and went outside to listen, and was about to go back to bed when I heard the shots. I threw on some clothes and hightailed
            it in this direction.”
         

         
         Watching from her safe distance, Sela could see Ted’s jaw clench. She imagined he was turning red, though that was impossible
            to tell in the beams of flashlights.
         

         
         “Do you people not want me in the patrol?” he bellowed. “This is the second time no one has come to notify me when something important is going on!”
         

         
         “You live kind of out of the way,” Mike pointed out, though it was obvious he was struggling to be reasonable. “And I didn’t
            know what was going on until I got here. We don’t have phones, remember, and everyone who is here is someone who heard the gunfire and came to check. No one notified anyone, we didn’t single you out. Besides, by the time we got here, it was
            all over and whoever was trying to steal the gas had left.”
         

         
         “But you’re still here, keeping watch. Someone could have come to my house.”

         
         “That’s true, though we aren’t exactly keeping watch.” Mike sighed, and glanced toward Sela in an obvious plea for reinforcements.

         
         She sighed, too, and got to her feet. She was the acting community leader, so she had to act. She went over to them. “While
            everyone was here—”
         

         
         “Everyone wasn’t here, is my point!” Ted barked.
         

         
         “It’s a figure of speech.” She paused and reached for patience, which wasn’t as accessible as it usually was. “While we were
            here, Trey decided to see if the suction pump would work. It didn’t. Ben went back to his house to get some parts, came back,
            and they got it working.” Hoping he could be redirected, she said, “Why don’t you pull your car up to the tank and get some
            gas now, there’s no point in waiting.”
         

         
         He paused, and for a few seconds she hoped the redirection had worked. Then he looked around and said, “What about everyone
            else? I’m not the first in line.”
         

         
         “Almost everyone here already had a full tank, me included.”

         
         “Almost?”

         
         “A few have topped off their tanks, and filled some fuel cans.”

         
         She might as well have said they’d handed out hundred-dollar bills, and all he was going to get was a couple of ones. “Thanks
            for waiting for me,” he said sarcastically.
         

         
         “Ted. We’ve pumped out a small fraction of what’s in the tanks. The community patrol gets it first. You’re in the community
            patrol. Some members were ahead of you, some will get gasoline after you.” She could hear her voice getting tight, her words
            clipped, but damn this had been a tough night, a tough two nights with a stressful day sandwiched between them, and normally she didn’t even think this way but stroking his ego was
            way down on her list of things to give a shit about.
         

         
         “Only because I set my alarm,” he said, still seething at the perceived disrespect. “Otherwise I’m sure you’d be glad to see
            me sitting at the end of the line and hoping you run out of gas before my turn.”
         

         
         “Don’t judge everyone by yourself.”

         
         “Who are you to tell me how to think? I know how I’ve been treated by the people here, all of you have made it plain I’m not
            welcome.”
         

         
         “That isn’t true. Your help is welcome.”

         
         “Of course it is.” The sarcasm was back, heavier than before. “That’s why you insist on trying to do this job even though
            you’re clearly in over your head, even when it’s obvious anyone else here could do it better. A smart person would have set up a way to contact people, a smart person would have asked for advice and listened—”
         

         
         Over Ted’s shoulder, Sela saw Ben’s head turn at the raised voices, saw his eyes narrow. In almost the same instant he had
            assessed the situation and was coming toward them, his gaze focused on Ted, his chin lowered and every line of his body saying
            that he was about to kick ass.
         

         
         Her own chin lifted. She might have needed help when a bunch of people were shooting at her, but she didn’t need help handling
            Ted Parsons. Once again, she’d had enough. A faint red mist was forming in her vision, and she found herself visualizing punching
            Ted in the mouth, and relishing the idea. Instead, in a voice that seemed to come from outside herself, she said, “You know
            what, Ted? You’re welcome to the gas, but as for the rest of it—” She stopped, and shot her middle finger at him, so close
            to his eyes they crossed a little as he focused on it.
         

         
         His mouth opened, closed, opened again. He sucked in an outraged breath. Then, evidently realizing he couldn’t do anything
            he wanted to do or say because everyone else there would turn on him, he wheeled around and stomped away.
         

         
         She’d never given anyone the middle finger before, not even when she was driving.

         
         She turned around and saw Olivia gaping at her. Then the girl began grinning, and gave Sela an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

         
         Strange how two digits on one hand could have such completely different meanings. Aghast at herself, she pressed her hands
            over her face. Twice now in twenty-four hours she’d lost her temper and been rude to people.
         

         
         Then Ben reached her, and stopped less than a foot away. “Say the word, and I’ll hurt him for you.” As always, his nearness
            seemed to create a force field around them that made everyone else dim in her perception. It felt as if the two of them were
            insulated in a bubble. Perhaps he didn’t feel it, perhaps this was an effect of the strength of her attraction to him, but
            having him close by made everything feel . . . right.
         

         
         “Thank you, but that isn’t necessary.” She sighed. “I kind of feel sorry for him, because he’s such a butt and doesn’t know
            why people don’t like him. His wife is nice, though.”
         

         
         He looked down at her, that raptor gaze roaming over her face, touching briefly on the small bandages covering the cuts. “You
            look like you’re almost too tired to move. Why don’t you go home and get some sleep? We’ve got things covered here. After
            the gasoline is taken care of, I’ll go over security organization with the patrol, then come tell you about it.” He glanced
            around and located the dog, curled up by Olivia. “After I take the dog to the old couple.”
         

         
         She started to refuse, because she kind of felt as if it was her duty to stay, but then she saw how exhausted Olivia looked
            and knew she probably looked as bad, if not worse. She put her hand on his arm, loving the steeliness of him under her fingers
            even through the layers of his shirt and thick coat. “Are you certain about the dog? We can find another one for the Livingstons.”
         

         
         Ben looked at the dog again, and a brief flicker of regret might—might—have passed over his expression before being banished. “Yeah, I’m sure. All of the attention will be good for him, and he’ll
            be good for them. It isn’t as if I won’t be seeing him, because I’ll have to do some extra hunting and take food down for
            them. They sure can’t feed a growing dog without help.”
         

         
         And he was accustomed to being alone; that went without saying.

         
         Correction: he’d been accustomed to being alone, but that had changed. Even though he was taking the dog to Jim and Mary Alice, he’d still be checking
            on the Livingstons and on the dog. However unwillingly, he’d also forged a connection with her, and she’d discovered she could fight for what was important to her. Ben was important, more than she’d ever anticipated.
         

         
         Not only that, without effort the valley men had opened ranks and accepted him into their company, and the only way he could
            extricate himself now would be to move completely out of the county. Given the circumstances and how difficult travel was,
            that wasn’t going to happen. He was a natural at thinking strategically, in seeing what was an urgent source of danger and
            what wasn’t.
         

         
         She looked down the road at the long line of headlights, duty making her waffle about going home. Ben saw the indecision on
            her face. “We’ve got this,” he said, putting his hand on the side of her waist. Even as tired as she was, she was aware that
            he’d made a very public declaration by touching her that way. No one seeing the gesture would think, “Oh, they’re just friends.”
         

         
         But she wanted to be his friend, as well as his lover. Friendship was more difficult, more emotionally intimate and they hadn’t
            achieved either step yet. She looked up at him with a wan smile and nodded. “I know you do. I just feel guilty leaving. But
            I need to get Olivia home, and I think I’ll fire up the generator so we can all have a nice hot bath.” Though she’d had a
            shower at his place, now she felt grimy with gun smoke, and her hair and clothes smelled like burnt gunpowder. After the stress
            of the night, she wanted the comfort of modern conveniences. They had carefully hoarded their cans of gas for colder times
            and emergencies, but she thought this qualified as an emergency.
         

         
         She dared to give his arm a gentle squeeze, then dragged herself into the store to get their rifles before going to Olivia.
            Fatigue made her feel as if she had weights tied to her legs, and her eyes were gritty. “Let’s go home,” she said. “And fire
            up the generator so we can have hot water for showers. We’ll have to start the pump for the well, too.” Before they’d switched
            over to the county water system, all of the houses had had wells, and water pumps. Without electricity they’d been pulling
            buckets of water from the wells or hauling it from the creeks.
         

         
         Olivia’s eyes lit up. “Hot water! OMG, that’s worth being shot at!”

         
         Sela gave a reluctant laugh. She wouldn’t go that far, but Olivia’s enthusiasm meant she’d make herself keep going long enough
            to get everything done.
         

         
         Thank goodness she didn’t have far to drive, because she kept blinking to keep her eyes open. In the passenger seat, Olivia
            huddled down into her coat. “I’m so cold.”
         

         
         “I am, too.” The drive didn’t last long enough for the Honda to get warm. She pulled into the driveway and saw lamplight shining
            in the window, which meant someone was already awake. It was nearing dawn, she thought, seeing the sky lightening in the east.
         

         
         Before she and Olivia made it up the steps the door opened and Barb and Nancy both crowded out. “We’ve been so worried! Are
            you two all right? I can’t believe you did such a foolhardy thing!” Barb cried, tears in her voice, then she held her palm
            up to Olivia for a high five. “I’m so proud of you both, and don’t ever do anything like that again!” After Olivia, Barb high-fived
            Sela, too.
         

         
         “We didn’t plan on doing it to begin with,” Sela murmured as they entered the warm house.

         
         Nancy said, “What happened to your face?”

         
         “Broken glass. It’s nothing, just a few little nicks.”

         
         She and Olivia shed their coats, then both went to stand in front of the fire. Sela had just had the thought that she was
            glad Carol had evidently slept through the crisis, when her aunt called from the other room, “Sela! Olivia! You two get in
            here!”
         

         
         Barb rolled her eyes. “She’s been fit to be tied, since we found out what happened.”

         
         “How did you find out?”
         

         
         “Leigh Kilgore said Mike tore out of the house when he heard shooting, and she followed on foot because he forgot his gloves.
            She tracked the noise and lights to the store. After she gave Mike his gloves she stopped by back here and let us know what
            was going on.”
         

         
         She hadn’t even seen Leigh at the store, but then she’d been a little distracted.

         
         “Sela!” Carol bellowed again.

         
         “I hear you!” Sela bellowed back, because it had been that kind of night.

         
         A shocked silence came from the bedroom, and Olivia rolled her eyes. “You’ve done it now,” she said in a stage whisper as
            she headed toward Carol’s bedroom. Sela trudged after her, knowing Carol had to be soothed before they could do the necessary
            chores to get the water heater working, but she was almost at the end of her tether.
         

         
         “We didn’t know anything was going to happen,” she growled as she entered the bedroom.

         
         Carol’s eyes widened at Sela’s appearance, and perhaps also at her uncharacteristic surliness. “You’re hurt,” she whispered,
            her hand going to her mouth.
         

         
         “It’s just a couple of little nicks, I promise. The store doesn’t have a window left, though.”

         
         “Sela gave Mr. Parsons the finger,” Olivia announced.

         
         Sela’s face got hot, though she was grateful to Olivia for deflecting Carol’s attention away from the danger they’d been in;
            she just wished it wasn’t her own bad behavior that had been brought to the forefront. “I was stressed,” she muttered.
         

         
         Olivia curled up beside Carol on the bed, rested her head against Carol’s shoulder. “I’m not sorry I sneaked out, Gran. If
            I hadn’t, Sela might be dead. She needed me, and y’all wouldn’t have let me go if I’d asked.”
         

         
         Carol opened her mouth, then shut it. Perhaps she was trying to think what she could do beyond scolding them both, but she
            also had to admit that, faced with a difficult decision, they’d done the best they could and had succeeded in keeping the
            gas safe.
         

         
         “You’d have been there with us if you’d been able,” Sela pointed out.

         
         “That’s true,” Barb said, coming into the room with Nancy, who was putting on her coat. “Don’t even try to say you wouldn’t.”

         
         “I have to get home and feed my bunch,” Nancy said, “but I want to put in my two cents’ worth before I leave. I’m proud of
            you, Sela, and you, too, Olivia. The two of you saved the gasoline for us. I’m grateful neither of you were hurt—or at least
            not hurt very much—and anytime you need backup you just let me know.”
         

         
         Nancy left, and Barb said, “I don’t know about all of you, but I could use a cup of coffee and more breakfast than usual.
            Worrying burns up calories, you know.”
         

         
         Sela remembered everything she had to do before she could crash. “I’m going to start the generator and the well pump, if I
            can figure out how, and get the water heater going. I think we all deserve a nice hot shower.”
         

         
         “Fine for you to say, at least you can get in the shower,” Carol grumbled, looking at her splinted and elevated leg.

         
         “If you want one, we can put a chair in the shower and get you in and out,” Barb said stoutly. “As for turning on the well
            pump, I can help with that, too. We old people used to have to do stuff like that all the time. We were constantly having
            trouble with our pump. Likely we’ll have to have a couple of buckets of water to prime it and get it going.”
         

         
         Sela almost cried in gratitude that someone knew what to do. She’d been expecting to go the trial-and-error route, which would
            take time she so desperately needed for rest.
         

         
         However long Carol had intended to scold them, those plans went by the wayside when faced with Sela’s cut face, Olivia’s statement
            of why she’d sneaked out, and the prospect of a hot shower. There was also the matter of flipping Ted Parsons the bird, which
            Sela suspected would be brought up later, amid a lot of teasing.
         

         
         Barb insisted they would all feel better after they’d had something to eat, and she was right; the food and a cup of coffee
            didn’t exactly energize her, but with Barb’s help Sela was able to do what needed to be done to get water running. Then she
            turned on the water heater, and listened to the satisfying snaps and pops as the heating unit began heating water. Olivia
            stood next to a lamp and turned it on, staring in pleasure at the glow of the electric light. “Can we do this once a month?”
            she asked wistfully.
         

         
         “Maybe. No promises, though.” Once a month would be heavenly, but who knew what the future held? “I’ll be back in a couple
            of hours. I have to get some sleep or fall on my face.”
         

         
         “I know,” Olivia said, and yawned.

         
         Sela stumbled as she went into her own house a few minutes later. The house was cold; the fire had died down, though some
            hot embers remained. She carefully added a few sticks of kindling and closed her eyes while she waited for the fire to catch.
            She dozed, sitting there, and came awake to see the kindling had almost burned up. She added more, and this time stayed awake
            to add wood. When the fire was blazing, she went to the couch, wrapped up in a blanket, and was asleep almost before her head
            hit the cushion.
         

         
          

         The day just wouldn’t fucking end.

         
         There was the gasoline to give out, plans to be made with the community patrol—and Ted Parsons was there, still sullen, but
            there. Showing up counted for something, though he kept an eye on the man. Resentment could fester in unexpected ways, and
            have ugly consequences. After he laid out the plans to systematically search every valley residence for vehicles with bullet
            holes in them, as well as someone who was wounded, he watched as the patrol members loaded up and headed out. Parsons was
            approached by a lean, youngish man with a feral expression, and the two stood and talked for a few minutes. Ben studied the
            young man, committing his face, build, and movements to memory.
         

         
         “Who’s Parsons talking to?” he asked Harley Johnson, who turned to squint in Parsons’s direction.

         
         “Hmm. Not sure. I think it might be the Dietrich boy, but I wouldn’t swear to it.”

         
         “I don’t like the looks of him.” Ben didn’t mind making snap judgments, because doing so had kept him alive several times.
            The man gave the impression of meanness, with the hollow cheeks and eye sockets that he associated with drug use. Not only
            that, his body language said that he considered himself in charge of whatever he was talking to Ted about.
         

         
         “If it is Dietrich, I’d say you’re right to feel that way.” Harley frowned. “I don’t like Ted talking to him. The Dietrichs
            are heavy into drugs, from what I hear.”
         

         
         “Then that moves him to the top of the list of who might have tried to steal the gasoline.”

         
         At Ben’s flat statement, Harley gave Ted and Dietrich a wary look. “You’re not wrong.”

         
         “That also moves his place to the first one that gets checked. Now might be a good time.”

         
         Harley nodded, understanding completely, and moved away to talk quietly to Mike and Trey, both of whom carefully didn’t look
            toward Ted but split up and moved to their own vehicles.
         

         
         People were still coming and going, getting gasoline and leaving, making it easy for their activity not to attract attention.

         
         Ben watched until Ted moved on; the Dietrich man got back into his car and stayed in line to get gasoline, which, if he had been one of the bunch who had attacked the store, was damn ballsy of him—but then, people on drugs would do literally anything
            to get more drugs. Ben looked down the road; the line of vehicles was non-ending; people would get their allotted five gallons,
            go to the back of the line, and get in line again for more. At five gallons a time, pumping out thousands of gallons took
            time, but this was the fairest way to spread it out over the valley inhabitants.
         

         
         When Dietrich was almost at the head of the line, Ben moved away to let someone else handle things, so he could concentrate
            on watching. Briefly he considered simply overpowering Dietrich and taking him somewhere private to persuade him to talk,
            but hell, if he was going to live with these people he had to act as if he was halfway civilized, which he was no longer certain
            he was. If he knew this man had been among those who shot at Sela, it would be game over—but he didn’t know, he only suspected.
         

         
         Sometimes shit-heads put on an act of friendliness, as if they needed to convince others they weren’t truly shit-heads, but
            they usually went overboard in their act, talking too loudly, laughing too much. Dietrich—and it was Lawrence Dietrich, because Ben heard the name he gave whoever was now keeping track of who got the gasoline—was smarter than
            that. He kept his voice down and didn’t say much, other than “Thank you,” when he’d gotten his five gallons. Ben saw the quick,
            furtive look he cast around the store and parking lot, perhaps double-checking that nothing identifiable had been dropped
            and was lying around unnoticed, or maybe making plans to come back.
         

         
         Ben walked over to the woman who was keeping tally and casually asked how many gallons had been pumped.

         
         “I haven’t added it up,” she replied, but flipped back over several pages of entries. “It looks like a lot, though; I’m already
            seeing people who have already been through the line once.”
         

         
         “Good. We’ll keep going until the tanks are empty,” Ben said, noting that Dietrich was listening. That was their intention, and he wanted to make damn sure Dietrich knew it, knew there was nothing to come back for. As a precaution,
            after Sela had gone home, Ben had pulled his truck over the access to the small tank of pure gasoline, and also blocked sight
            of the pump he’d assumed was for kerosene before Sela had told him different. Maybe they needed to remove the pump, so no
            one got suspicious and started poking around.
         

         
         Dietrich left, probably to go to the back of the line again, and Ben took one more look down the highway. Yep, this was going
            to take all day.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
         The men who had gathered in the bank parking lot looked as crude as their friend Lawrence. They all looked to be between the
            ages of twenty and forty, though it was hard to tell when personal hygiene wasn’t high on anyone’s list. Ted did his best
            to ignore their rough appearance. They might’ve looked just this way before the CME, but then again, they might’ve been clean-cut
            upstanding young men before the shit hit the fan.
         

         
         No, not that much time had passed. This was a tough and not-very-upstanding crowd, he admitted it to himself. Still, in times
            of crisis . . .
         

         
         The events of the morning still stung, more than a little. He kept seeing Sela Gordon’s middle finger thrust into his face.
            How dare she? And people around them had laughed! Not at her, of course not, but at him. That hurt as much as anything else.
            He wasn’t accustomed to being humiliated, and he damn well didn’t like it.
         

         
         Ted shook off the annoyance and tried to focus on the future. Maybe Sela and her pals didn’t appreciate him, but this bunch
            did—or would. Sela could keep her damn patrol. He could bring these men in line, the same way he had with the employees at
            his tire stores. Some of them had started off pretty rough, too, but his guidance had brought them around. Sometimes. Some
            people were lost causes.
         

         
         Lawrence introduced Ted to the others. The men who wanted to join them in this new organization were a cousin, friends, a
            brother, a neighbor. Unsavory appearances aside, they were friendly enough, and seemed to look up to Ted. They saw him as
            a leader, they needed him.
         

         
         His pride swelled. Here he was appreciated.

         
         One of the younger men, Lawrence’s cousin Patrick, took a step forward and winced as he almost stumbled. It was only then
            that Ted noticed that the jeans high on one thigh fit tighter than at the other. A thick bandage underneath, perhaps? That,
            and the wince, and the paleness around the man’s eyes . . . he’d been hurt.
         

         
         Patrick could’ve injured himself any number of ways. For a second, maybe two, Ted considered ways in which the young man might’ve
            hurt himself—but, damn, he couldn’t fool himself for long because he wasn’t an idiot. Ted’s heart crawled into his throat.
            These were the men who had tried to rob the gas station, who had shot at Sela and the young girl, Olivia. These men had shot
            up Sela’s store.
         

         
         Ted didn’t ask Patrick if he was okay; instead he concentrated on not revealing anything he’d just figured out. He kept his
            expression interested, not suspicious. He looked them in the eyes when they spoke. As the men discussed plans for organization,
            Ted casually wandered closer to their vehicles. There were some small holes, maybe bullet holes, in the bumper of one truck
            but again he did his best to make it look as if he hadn’t noticed them.
         

         
         At quick glance he noted that all six of the men were armed. He wanted to believe that they were here because they were willing
            to see that order prevailed in their community, that they felt unappreciated, as Ted himself did, but his gut said that they
            were dangerous and not well-meaning.
         

         
         They all appeared to be flattering him, asking for his opinions, and for the first time he asked himself the obvious question:
            What did they want from him? He wouldn’t have gone along with them stealing the gas, shooting at women, and they had to know
            that.
         

         
         As he talked to them he tried to memorize every name. As he mingled he sized each man up. It was easy enough to tell which
            ones were leaders, and which were followers. A couple of them were high on some kind of drug, he could see it in their eyes.
            One man, a neighbor of Lawrence’s named Wesley, was drunk.
         

         
         Ted’s thoughts whirled. Instead of planning how he’d form his own organization to help them all survive this crisis, now he
            tried to think how he could maneuver himself out of this mess. He had no intention of joining this crew, not that he was dumb
            enough to say that aloud and think they’d let him walk away. Maybe they would—but maybe they wouldn’t.
         

         
         What was he supposed to do with the information he possessed? He needed to think.

         
         “We need a place to meet,” Lawrence said. “A kind of headquarters.” Now that keeping in touch by phone wasn’t possible, they
            had to physically meet. In different circumstances, with a different group of men, Ted would’ve suggested his own house so
            he could be in the thick of things, but thank goodness he’d figured out what was going on before he’d taken that step, and
            also that he hadn’t agreed to let them meet at his house today! He didn’t want these men within a mile of Meredith, much less
            in her home.
         

         
         It did make sense to suggest that they should meet at a place more convenient for the volunteers, something central, perhaps
            near the school. He nodded; he wanted it to look as if he was participating.
         

         
         As they were discussing the matter, Wesley the drunk spoke up in a voice so loud it might have carried across half the county.
            “I’ve got a friend whose mom owns that crafty shop up by the pizza place. I’ll talk her into letting us use it. It’s just
            sitting there, empty.”
         

         
         A few of the volunteers nodded in agreement, and once more Ted joined in. He didn’t care where they met so long as it was
            far from Meredith.
         

         
         They set a time to meet at their new headquarters—the day after tomorrow, which would give Wesley a chance to gain permission
            and a key, and perhaps to sober up—and it was done.
         

         
         As the others wandered off, again in small groups, Lawrence placed a hand on Ted’s shoulder. It took everything Ted had not
            to shake that hand off. “You might be tempted to quit the community patrol and tell Sela Gordon and her folks to stuff it,
            and I sure wouldn’t blame you, but don’t do that just yet.”
         

         
         Here it was, Ted thought, the reason he was here.

         
         “You see, they don’t trust me, they don’t trust any of us. But you, Ted, they trust you just fine.”

         
         “I don’t know about that,” Ted replied, letting his resentment toward Sela show. Likely Lawrence had heard about the confrontation
            at the store, and he’d be suspicious if Ted pretended all was well. “That bitch—well, never mind.”
         

         
         “Just keep it cool, man. We’ll need you to let us know what’s what. Food’s going to get more and more scarce. Ammo too. Meds
            are already running really low, and I figure you can find out who’s got what and where it’s all stored.”
         

         
         It seemed right to show at least a touch of indignation. “You want me to spy.”

         
         Lawrence smiled. “We want you to gather and share important information. You can call it spying, if you want to, but I see
            it as another step in ensuring our survival. Survival of the fittest, and all that. We also need more men to join us. You
            appeal to a different element of our fine community, you can convince others to be a part of our efforts.”
         

         
         Ted nodded, but didn’t smile. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Half that bunch acts as if they’d rather I dropped out,
            anyway. Let me think about it. I don’t think they’re telling me everything, so I don’t know how much use I’d be.” Yes, that
            sounded about right, to keep Lawrence from getting suspicious.
         

         
         “Don’t think too long, Ted. We need you.”

         
         Ted turned away and headed for home. The walk up the hill to his house was becoming less and less arduous, as he built up
            the muscles in his legs. He no longer gave the effort much thought at all. Besides, he had other things to think about this
            afternoon. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what Lawrence wanted, and why. People would be hurt. The men he
            had just left wouldn’t mind that at all. They might even enjoy it.
         

         
         He needed to take this information to . . . someone. Mike Kilgore, maybe, even though they hadn’t gotten off to the best start.
            It would be a little humiliating, but Mike would know what to do. But not now, not today. He suspected Lawrence or one of
            his cronies was watching right now, waiting to see how he would respond to their request. The best thing he could do was go
            home and not do anything unusual.
         

         
         They didn’t want a leader, they wanted a patsy. They wanted a traitor. If he turned back now, if he showed any indication
            that he intended to share what he knew of their plans, he’d be in serious and immediate danger.
         

         
         He hated Sela Gordon—truly hated her, especially now. But he didn’t want her dead, he wouldn’t have been a party to robbing
            and shooting at her, and if Lawrence had his way there would be more of the same coming.
         

         
          

         Ben let the dog out of the truck at the Livingstons’ house, and the animal began running around sniffing at everything as
            he reacquainted himself with the area. Jim and Mary Alice came out of the house next door. They both looked more worn and
            defeated than he’d expected. The dog dashed over to Mary Alice and she crouched down to give it some loving and croon to it
            in the way women naturally did with babies and animals.
         

         
         “Came by to see how you’re doing,” Ben said unnecessarily, because obviously he was here, but it was an opening for them to
            talk about what was bothering them.
         

         
         “Can’t complain,” Jim said, though his gaze slid to his own house, a sorrowful expression crossing his face. Behind them,
            the neighbors came out of the house, too; the woman coming to stand beside Mary Alice and lightly rub her shoulder. “We’re
            alive.”
         

         
         “I can’t bring myself to go back in there.” Mary Alice kept her head down, looking at the dog as she continued to stroke him.
            “I keep seeing . . .”
         

         
         “Honey, it’s cleaned up,” the neighbor woman said. “If you’d just take a look—”

         
         “No, I can’t. I’m sorry. Not yet. I don’t want to impose on you, we’ll go somewhere else—”

         
         “Mary Alice Livingston, you know that isn’t it at all! I just want you to feel okay.”

         
         Ben decided to head that off, because he didn’t want to get embroiled in conversations about feelings. “How about I take the
            dog in, look around? You know about Sela Gordon distributing her stores of gas from the underground tanks, right? I brought
            extra storage cans full, and a portable generator. If you two men will help me get the generator hooked up and fueled, we’ll
            turn on the heat and get your house warm.”
         

         
         Immediately they both looked distracted by the different subjects he’d thrown at them. He knew from his own experiences that
            having something else to think about was a relief. Logically taking the dog in to look around wouldn’t change a damn thing,
            but the Livingstons were too emotional right now to think logically.
         

         
         Mary Alice brightened. “Yes, let the dog look around. What’s his name?”

         
         “I haven’t named him. I thought I’d let you do it.” That was a giant distraction.

         
         Her eyes widened and she looked at the dog with something approaching joy. “I get to name him? Oh my! That’s a big responsibility,
            isn’t it, boy? That’s a good boy, yes you are.” She punctuated her words with scratches behind the dog’s ears, who was properly
            ecstatic.
         

         
         Ben whistled the dog over. “Is the house unlocked?” he asked.

         
         Both of the Livingstons looked taken aback, because obviously that hadn’t occurred to them. “It is,” their neighbor affirmed,
            and went inside with Ben and the dog.
         

         
         Ben didn’t do anything specific, just let the dog run around inside and sniff at everything, let it get accustomed, and also
            to get his own scent in the house so the dog wouldn’t feel abandoned. He looked in the kitchen where the shooting had happened,
            and while they were waiting for the dog to explore, he and the neighbor talked about what had happened at Sela’s store, about
            the gas—the neighbor had filled his car and also a couple of storage cans—about how hard Mary Alice had been taking everything.
            She didn’t feel her home was safe any longer; she’d lost her place of refuge.
         

         
         Ben had thought of a lot of things when he’d gone back to his place hours ago to get the dog and the parts to get the suction
            pump going. He hadn’t known Mary Alice and Jim hadn’t been able to go back into their house, but he knew how people reacted
            to trauma, and he knew to change the environment. That’s what he himself had done, an insight that struck him only now, for
            the first time. He’d come to these mountains, isolated himself after living for years as part of a team, and set about making
            himself as self-sufficient, and self-contained, as possible. Mountain living was different. The effort required to become self-sufficient had been the means he’d used to distract himself, to get him to the point where he could . . . where he could
            begin healing.
         

         
         He hadn’t thought of himself as wounded. He’d thought of himself as fed up. It wasn’t until he became able to tolerate more
            contact with people that he could begin to see where he’d been and how far he’d come.
         

         
         Sela. She’d been the lure that had brought him out of the cave, the same way he was using the dog to bring the Livingstons out
            of their cave. The comparison amused him, though he didn’t know if he’d tell her that. Her gentleness was what he’d noticed
            first about her, and he’d wanted to protect that, keep it untarnished; telling her something that might embarrass her wasn’t
            the way to do that, though he suspected she might think it was funny. Maybe one day in the future he’d tell her.
         

         
         “Whaddaya think?” the neighbor asked, jerking him out of his thoughts.

         
         He had no idea what the guy had said, so he shrugged. “I think we need to get the generator out of the truck and fired up,
            get these folks some heat. They can’t live in a house this cold.”
         

         
         “They’re welcome to stay with us, but they want their own space and at the same time Mary Alice has been afraid to come back.
            How you gonna work this?”
         

         
         “The dog,” Ben replied, and went back outside with the dog following on his heels.

         
         “Have you thought of a name yet?” he asked Mary Alice as they pulled the generator out of the back of the truck.

         
         Of course the dog had dashed back over to her for more ear scratching and belly rubs, and it was rubbing against her legs
            in a frenzy of affection. She actually blushed. “I think Sajack,” she said. “I like— I used to like watching Wheel of Fortune.”
         

         
         “Sajack’s a good name,” Ben said. “Listen. Do you think you could take care of him? I’m out away from the house a lot, and
            the boy needs more company than I can give him. With him in the house, no one else would be able to sneak in, and mountain
            curs are quiet and protective dogs.”
         

         
         Her face lit up. Watching his wife, Jim seemed to catch on. “I’d like having a dog around,” he said slowly. “I’ve missed having
            one. But how will we feed him? We’re having trouble feeding ourselves.”
         

         
         “I’ll hunt for you.” Ben made the offer with a sense of resignation, because he’d already known he’d have to do it. “I brought
            some food, his blanket and bowls, and the rope I use for his leash. His collar is pretty ratty, sorry.”
         

         
         “I can make a collar for him from one of my old belts,” Jim said, beginning to smile himself as he looked at the dog. He squatted
            down and patted his thigh. “C’mon, Sajack, come let Pops pet on you.”
         

         
         Obligingly the dog bounded toward the obvious invitation, and Mary Alice came with him.

         
         While the old couple was bonding with the dog, Ben and the neighbor took the generator to the house and got the electric heat
            pump running. That done, Ben retrieved the food and the dog’s things—which included his old shoe—and took them in. Seeing
            the shoe, the dog raced after him into the house, wanting his toy. Jim followed, and, somewhat reluctantly, so did Mary Alice.
            Ben saw the alarmed look she cast toward the kitchen, then the dog pounced on the shoe and began shaking it from side to side
            and a smile wreathed her face as she watched him.
         

         
         Making another trip to the truck, Ben brought in a kerosene heater and an extra can of kerosene. “After the generator gets
            the house warm, use the heater to keep it that way, at least until Sela can get some braziers made.” He had no doubt she’d
            manage it, somehow, if there was a kiln anywhere in walking distance. He looked around. “I think that’s it. I have another
            stop to make, so I’ll be going.”
         

         
         Jim approached with his hand held out. “Son, I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for us.” He nodded toward Mary
            Alice. “This makes all the difference.”
         

         
         Ben shook the gnarled, bony hand, still vaguely surprised to be touching someone voluntarily.
         

         
         The sun was getting low, the long day almost gone. He was hungry and tired, and that was the least of it. Part of him, if
            he lived to be a hundred, would never recover from how he’d felt when he’d been racing down the mountain in the dark, terrified
            that he’d find Sela dead in that store over some fucking gas and knowing he’d never forgive himself for not thinking ahead and knowing there was a slim window of opportunity for stealing
            it.
         

         
         Talk about a moment of clarification. He’d known then that if she was just okay, dear God please let her be okay, he’d be
            rethinking what he’d planned for the rest of his life. In those plans, he’d been alone. For the first time in what felt like
            forever, he hoped he wasn’t alone, hoped he could handle the transition.
         

         
         He was also inordinately proud of how she’d handled herself—with nothing more than a tin can plinker to hold off the thieves—but
            she’d probably never see herself as anything special. She would prefer working behind the scenes rather than putting herself
            out there, but when the occasion called for drastic measures she did what she had to do. He saw her as special, though, and that was what counted.
         

         
         He never wanted to spend another ten terrible minutes wondering if she was dead. Everything had crystallized inside him during
            that short time, letting him see clearly what was important and what he could put aside.
         

         
         All he wanted now was to see her.

         
         Well, that wasn’t all he wanted, but just seeing her would make him feel better.
         

         
         He began driving to her house, but when he passed her aunt’s yellow house he saw her white Honda there and whipped his truck
            into the driveway. He knew he’d be walking into a house full of women and he might feel trapped, but he’d have to tough it
            out. Before he got out of the truck he picked up a can of the food he’d had the foresight to bring with him, and put it in
            his coat pocket.
         

         
         As he got out of the truck he looked around, paying attention to the sky, which had been sunny earlier but in the last hour
            a low, lead-colored cloud cover had moved in, and the temperature had taken a decided dip. Snow, he thought. Maybe not much, given it was still early in the season, but the weather had to turn sometime and he was betting
            on tonight.
         

         
         He went up on the porch and knocked. In a few short seconds Sela’s face appeared in one of the panes in the door, and she
            opened it. “How did it go today?” Guilt crossed her face. “I meant to get back over there but I slept too long, and when I
            did go, everyone was gone. Who boarded up the windows? Thank you.”
         

         
         She stepped back to let him enter, and closed the door behind him. He’d been right: he did feel better just seeing her, being with her. He liked how she’d immediately jumped to the conclusion that he’d been the one
            who boarded up the windows. “Some guy named Bob Terrell had some plywood to donate. He and Trey Foster helped. I didn’t expect
            you to come back over there anyway, you were wiped out.” The warmth of the house, and the smell of food cooking, enveloped
            him like a hug. How could he have forgotten? There was something about women, the way they took a space and without thinking
            made it into something softer and more comfortable.
         

         
         Olivia sat on the couch, her eyes big with curiosity as she watched them, and a short, white-haired woman was stirring something
            in a pot set over the fire in the fireplace. Sela said, “You know Olivia. Barb, this is Ben Jernigan. Ben, our friend Barb
            Finley. She’s living here for the duration.”
         

         
         “Who’s there?” someone called from another room.

         
         Sela paused, gave a subtle cast of her eyes heavenward, and called, “Ben Jernigan.” Then she closed her eyes and seemed to
            be waiting for something.
         

         
         “What? Stud Muffin Hardbody is here?”
         

         
         “She’s on pain pills,” she murmured to him, her cheeks heating. “We got her in the shower today, and had to give her an extra
            dose afterward to knock down the pain. Since she broke her leg she’s had two moods: inappropriate and cantankerous. You can
            guess which one she’s in now.”
         

         
         Olivia was giggling on the couch, and she called, “Gran, behave!”

         
         “I am behaving! What I want to do is throw something because I’m stuck in this damn bedroom by myself. Olivia, you didn’t
            hear that.”
         

         
         “Yes I did.”

         
         “And . . . the mood just flipped to cantankerous.” Sela gave him a small smile. “You may want to run.”

         
         He’d faced worse things than a pill-fueled granny . . . maybe.

         
         “You have to stay for supper,” said Barb, turning to smile at him. “It isn’t anything fancy, just beef stew and corn bread,
            but there’s plenty of it.”
         

         
         His first reaction was to refuse; habit was habit. His second reaction was to remember the woman standing right there beside
            him, and he said, “Thanks, I’d like that.” Then he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the can he’d put there. “I
            brought this. Figured you could use some bacon.”
         

         
         Sela went still, staring at the can in his hand. Barb wheeled away from the fire, the forgotten spoon in her hand dripping
            liquid on the floor. Olivia bolted off the couch. “Bacon,” she said in a reverent tone as she came to stand beside him, then
            in astonishment added, “Bacon in a can?”
         

         
         “Yeah. It’s all I use.” He held out the can of Yoder’s to Sela and she took it as carefully as if it was made of the finest
            crystal.
         

         
         “Well, my goodness. I’ve never seen bacon in a can before.” Barb came over and peered at it. “How do you cook it?”

         
         “It’s already cooked, but you can crisp it up the normal way.”

         
         “What’s going on out there?” Carol hollered.

         
         “He brought bacon!” Barb yelled back.

         
         “Bacon! Damn it! I’m stuck in here and y’all are out there with bacon—”

         
         Ben sighed. Obviously the only way to settle down the granny was with bold action. He wanted to spend time with Sela and he
            couldn’t with her aunt constantly yelling from the next room. “Is she decent?” he asked Sela.
         

         
         “She has clothes on, if that’s what you’re asking. I wouldn’t go any further than that.” A tiny smile twitched at the corners
            of her mouth.
         

         
         In battle Ben had learned that action, even if it was the wrong action, was better than inaction. Silently he strode in the
            direction of the uproar, which broke off as soon as he walked through the bedroom door. The woman in the bed gaped at him,
            her eyes and mouth wide. Yeah, he recognized her, knew the improbable—now fading—pink streak in her hair. She was covered
            with a sheet and a blanket, her splinted leg propped on a couple of pillows. Silently he went to the side of the bed, bent,
            and scooped her up, covers and all. Carrying her out, he asked, “Where do I put her?”
         

         
         “Right here,” Sela said swiftly, pulling out a chair at the table and turning it to the side, then pulling out another one
            on which her aunt’s broken leg could be propped. “If she’s going to be in here, she might as well eat at the table with us.”
            Ben deposited the woman in the chair and carefully supported the broken leg until Sela had the other chair and some cushions
            arranged. “Is that comfortable?” she asked her aunt, leaning forward to straighten and tuck the covers around her. Ben watched
            her long dark hair slide over her shoulder, and thought about it sliding over his pillow. Instantly he pulled himself away
            from that topic, otherwise he’d be standing there with an obvious erection.
         

         
         “I guess,” the woman said, still staring at Ben. She held out her hand. “I’m Carol Allen.”

         
         “Glad to meet you.” He took her hand. “I’m Stud Muffin Hardbody.”

         
         She didn’t blink. Instead she said, “Oh honey, if you only knew the other names I’ve called you.”

         
         “You don’t want to know,” Sela said to him.

         
         He took her word for it. He looked around, feeling a little awkward, but she indicated another chair at the table and he settled
            into it. In short order an iron skillet of corn bread was set on a pot holder on the table, and cut into squares. Following
            that was a big pot of beef stew. While Barb was getting that on the table, Sela and Olivia were doing a sort of dance around
            the table that resulted in bowls and spoons and napkins being put in place in front of five of the six chairs. Glasses of
            water were distributed.
         

         
         It was a simple meal; Carol said a very brief grace over the food, then the bread and stew were passed around so people could
            get as much as they wanted. Sela had seated herself beside him, and he noticed that she took the smallest portion of any of
            them, and made a guess that she was doing without to make sure the others had enough to eat.
         

         
         That couldn’t continue. He’d make sure she had enough to eat.
         

         
         He didn’t remember the last time he’d had conversation with a meal—likely when he was still in the military. But then, this
            was the first meal he’d eaten with anyone else since he’d mustered out. When Sela asked, “Did everything go okay with the
            gas today?” it took a moment for him to realize she was talking to him.
         

         
         “Okay enough.” Some people had gotten testy about being limited to five gallons until everyone who had been in line had gotten
            a share, until he’d told the complainers he didn’t mind if they went on home so there’d be more for the others. He’d given
            the same reply to the ones who had complained about a record being made of how much they got, and that they’d have to reimburse
            the store once the power came back on and they got back to work. He was big enough that not many people came back at him,
            plus he’d spent the day with the Mossberg strapped to his back. There was just something about a shotgun.
         

         
         An added bonus was that the shotgun scabbard had rubbed against the cut on his shoulder, making him more visibly irritable.
            Sometimes things worked out for the best.
         

         
         Sela was looking at him as if she expected more in the way of information. “Let’s go get naked” didn’t seem like something she’d want to talk about in front of her relatives and friend, so he settled for a safer subject.
            “Jim and Mary Alice loved the dog. Mary Alice hadn’t been able to go back into the house, but with the dog there she felt
            better. She named him Sajack.”
         

         
         “After Pat Sajack,” Barb said, smiling. “She does love her Wheel of Fortune.”
         

         
         Ben had never seen the show, but he’d take their word for it.

         
         Olivia gave him a perturbed look. “I can’t believe you gave the dog away.”

         
         “Yeah.” Again, expectant looks that asked for more. “They can give him more attention than I can, and they need a dog there
            to look after them. I’ll do some extra hunting to keep them all fed.” He glanced at Sela. “Any progress on those braziers?
            I loaned them one of my kerosene heaters, but that’s a temporary fix because they’ll run out of kerosene.”
         

         
         “There is.” This time it was Carol who answered. She shifted her leg uncomfortably, but focused on the subject. “Mona Clausen
            walked over to talk about it, while you were asleep. She does still have the kiln. It’s not a big one, and it’s electric so
            she’d need a generator and fuel to fire it up. She said the design of a brazier was simple, it’s basically a grill pan, but
            she could do one medium-size at a time, or two smaller ones at once. How many do you think we’ll need?”
         

         
         “I have no idea,” Sela said. “Plus people will need charcoal for them.”

         
         “Charcoal can be made, just burn the wood down to that point,” Ben pointed out. “I’ll set up the generator so she can get
            started. Even one brazier will mean a lot to people who don’t have any heat or any way of cooking.”
         

         
         God. He’d talked to more people today than he had in the past three years, total. He could feel the discomfort gnawing at
            him, the need to withdraw to the top of the mountain where there was nothing but trees and earth, wind and sky. That was no
            longer an option, unless Sela was there with him. The compassion that was a part of her, the care she showed for others, had
            become something he wouldn’t willingly do without.
         

         
         “I’m thinking hundreds of braziers,” she admitted, rubbing her eyes as if overwhelmed.

         
         “A lot of people have grills,” Olivia piped up. “I know there has to be good ventilation and all that, but they could be used
            and if people are too stupid to open a window a little bit, that only improves the gene pool, right?”
         

         
         “While I might agree with you in theory, in practice we don’t want to kill anyone,” Sela pointed out, though she smiled a
            little. “The same precaution goes for the braziers, because like you said, they’re basically grills.”
         

         
         She brought out a notebook and began ticking off things she’d thought about. Evidently they were in the process of getting
            some sort of schooling organized for the kids. Everyone—literally everyone—would need to plant vegetable gardens in the spring—and
            she had a list of who would need help plowing up a plot and sowing the seed. She had a list that made his head hurt, people
            who had medical conditions that the herbalists or medic needed to see, places where herbs could be gathered and squads of
            gatherers organized. A bigger drying shed would be needed. They needed a place to cure meat. They needed springhouses to keep
            butter and milk cold.
         

         
         This was going to kill him. There was no way she’d give up trying to make her world livable, trying to get her friends and
            neighbors through the crisis. He was in up to his neck.
         

         
         “We still have to deal with security problems.” He was very aware of the word we. “The people who tried to kill you have to be found and dealt with, because they’re an ongoing problem until then. The community
            patrol is looking at vehicles as they patrol, asking if anyone has been hurt. Until they’re found, everyone in the valley
            is in danger.”
         

         
         “But they failed. The gasoline is out of the tanks now.”

         
         “So they start attacking and stealing from individuals. That’s the next step.”

         
         He saw her flinch at the realization that by fighting off the thieves at the store, she had inadvertently made individuals
            the next targets. He wanted to tell her that it didn’t matter, that after the asshole punks had used the gasoline they’d have
            moved on to smaller targets anyway, but the conversation had already skipped to another topic.
         

         
         Eating had slowed and then stopped. Sela and Barb got to their feet and began cleaning off the table, while Carol looked pleased
            to be sitting where she could talk to them while they worked. Ben figured he was more in the way than anything else, so he
            went to put another log on the fireplace and stand with his back to the fire, enjoying the warmth.
         

         
         After a little while, Olivia hesitantly approached, and stood beside him in an unconscious mirror of his posture. She was
            silent for a minute, then asked, “Were you in the army?”
         

         
         “Marines.”

         
         “Oh.” Another silence. “My brother’s in the army. He’s at Fort Stewart.”

         
         “Close to Savannah.”

         
         She nodded.

         
         “He’ll be okay, then. The military bases will have power, and they’re secure.”

         
         She shifted uneasily. “Do you think he’s ever shot at anybody?”

         
         Shooting someone was bothering her. Ben wondered how in the hell he was supposed to reassure a teenage girl about doing something
            violent. The last time he’d interacted with a teenage girl for anything longer than ordering fast food, he’d been a teenager
            himself. Now they were like an alien species to him.
         

         
         “Unless he’s been deployed to a combat zone, no.”

         
         “He hasn’t.” She paused again. “Have you?”

         
         “Been deployed? Yes.”

         
         “To a combat zone?”

         
         “More than once.”

         
         “So you’ve shot at people.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And hit them?”

         
         “I was good at my job.” Let her infer from that what she would. She was a kid, so he wasn’t going to spell things out in detail
            for her. He glanced over at Sela, wondering when it would occur to her to rescue him. Even normal people had problems dealing
            with teenagers, and he hadn’t been normal for a while now.
         

         
         “I think I shot someone,” she confided.

         
         “I hope so. A bullet wound would make it easier to identify the gang.”

         
         “You don’t think I killed him?”

         
         “With a .22? Not likely. Possible, but not likely.”

         
         Then she went off on a tangent he hadn’t anticipated. “So you think I should get a bigger gun?”

         
         He sent another look at Sela, and a mental message: Rescue me! Now!

         
         He sucked at mental messages, because she kept chatting with the other two as they washed and dried the dishes. “What I think
            is that I wish I’d been there instead of you two. Whether or not you’re armed and how you’re armed is a personal decision
            for you and your grandmother.” And in a perfect world, there wouldn’t be war, and a teenage girl wouldn’t be asking him about
            weapons. The world wasn’t perfect and never would be, but knowing that didn’t make him less uncomfortable.
         

         
         “I wish you’d been there, too,” she said, and thank God that seemed to end the conversation because she had nothing else to
            offer, and neither did he.
         

         
         Sela looked over at him and smiled, a soft smile that went all the way through him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
         Ben carried Carol back to her bed, over her protests, then he and Sela said goodnight to the others. She put on her coat and
            gloves and they walked out to their vehicles. “I’ll follow you home,” he said.
         

         
         She gave a start of surprise, but then since yesterday afternoon he’d been doing things that surprised her. She started to
            say she’d be okay, then realized that though she didn’t know who had tried to steal the gasoline, they certainly knew who
            she was, and might have vengeance on their minds. She might not be okay, going home alone. Think strategically, she reminded herself.
         

         
         The short distance to her house took only a minute. Ben pulled into the driveway behind her; as they walked up to the porch,
            a speck of white drifted in front of her face, then another. She stopped and looked up at the delicate flakes floating down
            from the darkness. “It’s snowing,” she said with mild surprise. With everything that had happened during the past couple of
            days, she hadn’t thought of the possibility of snow.
         

         
         Snow in November wasn’t unusual, just a signal that though it was technically still autumn, winter didn’t necessarily agree.
            There would still be good days, mild and sunny, even in January and February, but by and large people should be getting ready.
            In normal times that meant wrapping the outside faucets to protect against freezing. This year, things were both more simple
            and more complicated.
         

         
         Still . . . the first snow of the season was always a little magical, no matter how light. This wasn’t a storm, it was a silent
            downward spiral of flakes, peaceful in the still night. She stood there for a moment, her face upturned, a smile curving her
            lips. She wasn’t a nature fanatic but she did enjoy the seasons, and this moment in particular. Without thinking she reached
            for his hand; it wasn’t until the pause before he carefully folded his fingers around hers that she realized anew how wary
            he still was with people.
         

         
         But he was holding her hand, the heat of his palm burning through her gloves. Though he might not feel the same as she did about the
            first snow, he was willing to stand there with her while she enjoyed it.
         

         
         “Isn’t this great?” she asked, and felt the glance he arrowed down at her.

         
         “You like the snow?”

         
         “I like the first snow,” she said, smiling. “It’s new and special, and listen to how quiet everything is. But if it’s still here tomorrow morning,
            it’ll be a pain in the rear end.”
         

         
         She couldn’t be sure, in the darkness, but the flashlight cast enough light that she thought he might be smiling a little.
            However small a smile she could get from him, she’d take it.
         

         
         “That’s true. If we hadn’t given out the gasoline today, everyone would be walking and there wouldn’t be a problem. But if
            people get out on the road tomorrow—”
         

         
         “Ouch.” She winced, thinking that her timing sucked. In normal times the roads would be plowed and treated with salt brine,
            but “normal” had changed, and no snowplows would be running.
         

         
         “It is what it is. Everyone here has driven on snow before.”

         
         He hadn’t pulled his hand away, but she thought she’d held on to him long enough and let her hand drop; it was better to break
            the contact herself than to push him out of his comfort zone.
         

         
         He opened the screen door and they went up on the porch, his hand on the small of her back, then he held the flashlight while
            she unlocked the door. Seizing her courage, she asked, “Would you like to come in?” All he could do was tell her no, and though
            she would be disappointed she wouldn’t die from it. After the way he’d kissed her she knew he was attracted to her, and at the same time she also knew he’d likely had his fill of people today.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She was a little startled and a lot happy. They would talk and likely make out some, the thought of which sizzled through
            her veins. That was what she was thinking, but when she started to go inside, he stopped her with a touch on her arm. “If
            this is too soon, say so.” His voice was rough, strained, as if he thought she might send him away.
         

         
         Sela’s heart gave a giant leap, then everything in her paused, as if her body waited on her decision. That? Now? She knew what he was saying, and wondered why she hadn’t already realized it. Why else would he have come to Carol’s house—bearing
            a gift of bacon—and actually sat down to eat with them? Taking care of security was one thing, but socializing was a giant
            step for him to take.
         

         
         Her heart was booming in her chest. What was “too soon”? She’d been attracted to him for years. They hadn’t dated, hadn’t
            done any of the traditional romantic things, but in the world they found themselves in now perhaps a can of bacon meant more
            than any box of chocolates or an expensive dinner. A hot shower outweighed a movie, and tending wounds was priceless. Not
            only that, in this new world life was more precarious than it had been before, and tomorrow was only a possibility, not the
            given most people had considered it.
         

         
         “No,” she said quietly, and leaned her head against his arm. “It isn’t too soon.” If she didn’t seize life, it could slip
            away from her. Today she could have died without ever knowing what it was like to be with him, and she wouldn’t take that
            chance again. He had offered, and she accepted.
         

         
         They went inside and she made sure the door was locked behind them. He paused a moment to look around and check his surroundings
            like a wary animal, then shed his coat, hung it on the coatrack beside the door, and went to the fireplace where he crouched
            down to build up the fire because once again it had burned down. The open space of great room, kitchen, and breakfast nook
            was chilly. It wasn’t a huge space, but being so open made it more difficult to heat. She lit two oil lamps, illuminating the cozy surroundings with mellow
            light and adding a bit more heat.
         

         
         This was her home, as familiar to her as her own face, but what did he see when he looked around? His house was bigger, and
            more bare. Nothing here was luxurious but her furniture was comfortable, she had nice rugs on the floor, pretty lamps that
            were useless for now, photos and books and a few pretty knickknacks. It was a woman’s home, and to him it might feel fussy
            and stifling.
         

         
         He straightened from the fireplace; he made everything feel small, dwarfing it with his height and the breadth of his shoulders.
            She went breathless just looking at him, absorbing the impact of his size and strength, but after a few seconds she managed
            to follow his lead and take off her coat, hang it beside his. That mundane action somehow felt piercingly intimate, seeing
            their coats hanging there side by side.
         

         
         Breathe.

         
         Doing so was more difficult than she’d expected. She was so overwhelmed by the look of him and the prospect of what they were
            going to do that she was in a daze. She hadn’t been intimate with anyone since her divorce, too traumatized and insecure to
            even try to meet someone else. Now, suddenly, there was Ben, who was like no other man she’d ever known.
         

         
         She would be naked in front of him . . . but he would be naked in front of her, too, and the thought of that was far more
            riveting than the vulnerabilities she felt.
         

         
         He was still standing there looking into the fire. Sela regrouped, reining in her nerves and wondering if he was nervous,
            too—not because of the prospect of sex, but because of the prospect of emotional connection. The set of his shoulders looked
            tense. Instinctively she reacted, searching for something that would relieve that tension, or at least give him time to deal
            with it. “Would you like something to drink?” Lord, that was the wrong thing to ask; her available offerings were slim. “Mostly
            I eat at Carol’s, but I keep a little coffee here, and some mix for hot chocolate.”
         

         
         He turned, his head cocked a little, interest in his eyes. “How much coffee?”

         
         “Not much,” she confessed. “Enough for a few cups.”

         
         “Then we’ll have hot chocolate now, and save the coffee for tomorrow morning.”

         
         She processed that, reading between the lines and . . . he intended to spend the night here. Every muscle in her began quivering
            in anticipation.
         

         
         “Unless you want me to leave. Afterward.”

         
         Had he read her mind, or just her face? It couldn’t be her face, because she felt as if she was blazing with joy, in which
            case he wouldn’t have asked that question. “No,” she managed to say. “I don’t want you to leave.”
         

         
         She went to the kitchen and poured some of her water supply into a small cast-iron pot, then took the pot to the fireplace
            to begin heating it. He took the pot from her, bent to nestle it in the coals and put the lid on it so ash couldn’t fly into
            the water. “Do you have a generator? I could turn it on, get the house warm.”
         

         
         “I do, but I took it to Carol’s before the CME hit. I thought she and Olivia would need it more. I sleep here, but that’s
            about it.” And retreat here, when she needed some alone time. Besides, this was her home, and she was emotionally more comfortable
            here even without electricity than she was at Carol’s. “It was great today, running the generator and the water heater. Barb
            helped me get the well pump going. All of us had nice hot showers.” She smiled at him. “I’ve had a shower two days in a row.
            I feel pampered.”
         

         
         “You mean aside from being shot at?” he asked, moving his hand to her waist and urging her closer to him. She went willingly,
            and nestled against his side. This was so new, such an unexpected fulfillment of her silent yearning, that she was caught
            in a vague sense of astonishment. Why would someone like Ben be attracted to someone like her? On the other hand, she was just as astonished that she was so attracted to him. She felt as if he was her polar opposite—but
            skin chemistry overruled a lot of things, and she wanted him to touch her, wanted to touch him in return.
         

         
         “That doesn’t feel real.” She gave voice to her thoughts. Talking was easier like this, not facing each other but watching
            the flames lick at the wood. “The unusual never does, does it? It’s the normal little things that anchor us.”
         

         
         “It was real.” His tone was grim, and his hand tightened on her waist. “After a while you get used to it, to looking at everyone
            to see if they have a weapon, then not being in combat is what feels weird as hell.” He fell silent, as if he’d revealed more
            than he meant to, or perhaps his own words had taken him back.
         

         
         What he’d said had skimmed the surface of what he’d seen and done, of what he’d lived through. She couldn’t imagine combat—and
            then realized that yes, after today, she certainly did have an idea of it.
         

         
         They stood there in silence for several minutes, each of them lost in the overlap of their shared moment and their private
            thoughts, watching the fire, nestling together.
         

         
         “Where’s your bedroom?” he asked.

         
         She jerked in his grip, electrified by the words. “Back there,” she said, indicating the short hallway to the left, past the
            kitchen. “At the end of the hallway, on the right.”
         

         
         “I’ll be right back.”

         
         Taking the flashlight, he disappeared down the hall. Sela stood there by the fireplace, flabbergasted. Why would he not want
            her to go with him? Curiosity got the better of her and she started to follow, only to have him exit her bedroom by the time
            she reached the hall. He was carrying her mattress, covers and all. She could barely flip the thing, and while he wrestled
            with the size of the mattress, maneuvering it out the bedroom door and through the hall, the weight didn’t seem to bother
            him.
         

         
         Automatically she took the flashlight from him so he had both hands free. “What—?”

         
         “It’s warmer in here than it is back there.”

         
         That was the truth. As the weather had turned colder, she’d begun warming a towel in front of the fireplace, then hurrying
            to bed and wrapping it around her feet before it cooled. She imagined as winter came on the towel alone wouldn’t be enough,
            and she’d turn to the old-time method of heating a rock in the fireplace and wrapping the towel around the rock, then putting
            it under the covers at the foot of the bed. The alternative was sleeping on the couch, closer to the fireplace.
         

         
         “Push the coffee table back,” he said as he carried the mattress past her.

         
         Or to stay warm she could move the bed into the great room, she thought, and almost laughed at his practical solution to the
            problem. She dragged the coffee table to the side, shoved the couch back a couple of feet. He positioned the mattress on the
            floor in front of the fireplace, and she retrieved the pillows from where he’d left them in the bedroom. When she returned
            he’d repositioned the couch so it was flush with the mattress. To lean back against, she thought, recognizing immediately
            what he was doing.
         

         
         They both removed their boots and sat down on the mattress with their backs against the couch, using the pillows for support.
            Either it was surprisingly comfortable, or just being with him made everything feel better. He put his arm around her shoulders
            and she leaned against him, her head on his shoulder, her hand on his chest where she could feel the strong, steady beat of
            his heart.
         

         
         She was filled with wonder that she felt so easy with him. When she’d been dating Adam, she’d been uncertain and self-conscious
            for months, wondering if she was doing or saying things that would turn him off. With Ben, the excitement and sheer pleasure
            of touching him, and being touched by him, seemed to override her insecurities. Once he’d kissed her, things had changed.
            It wasn’t just that his arousal had been so evident, but that the power of his hunger had been, too. He wanted her, the woman,
            but he also wanted her, the person, and that made all the difference in the world.
         

         
         He rubbed his chin against her hair. “I’ve never been married.”

         
         Interesting. His masculinity was such a magnet to women, she was surprised he was a bachelor. She hadn’t thought he’d always
            been such a loner, but perhaps he had been. She tilted her head against his shoulder to look up at him, to marvel at the way
            the firelight played across the hard planes of his face. “Why not? Carol doesn’t call you Hot Buns for no reason.”
         

         
         He made a sound that was half snort, half laugh, and it warmed her all the way through. “I thought I was Stud Muffin.”

         
         “She has a whole list of names. I think she has some cougar in her.”

         
         “Yeah, I should probably check for claw marks.” A flicker of amusement crossed his face, then was gone. “I was in the military—I
            was a Marine, and I deployed overseas on several tours. When I was stateside things just never worked out. A lot of women
            like dating the uniform, but the reality of having a relationship with someone who’s on the other side of the world half the
            time—it’s more than they wanted to deal with. I didn’t mind. There wasn’t anyone I particularly cared about.”
         

         
         “What about after you left the military?”

         
         He didn’t move, but she felt the inner withdrawal and knew she’d bumped against his emotional wall. “No one?” she prompted,
            not willing to let him stall with his thoughts.
         

         
         “No.” A few beats later he glanced at her. “At all.” He cleared his throat. “I should probably apologize in advance, because—I’d
            intended to take some pressure off before we got in bed together, but things happened and I don’t want to wait any longer.”
         

         
         She’d been so focused on keeping him talking that it took a few seconds for his meaning to sink in. Her reaction pinged in
            several directions at once: astonishment, laughter, profound gratitude that he’d even thought of such a thing. Warmth flooded
            her and she turned into him, lifting her arm to wrap it around his neck and hug him closer. “I—well. It’s been a while for
            me, too. Since my divorce, almost five years ago.”
         

         
         She felt him tilt his head to look down at her. “Why’d you dump him?”

         
         “I didn’t,” she admitted, kind of amazed that he’d immediately come to the opposite conclusion. “He dumped me.”

         
         He drew back, frowned at her. “What is he, brain-damaged?”

         
         Part of her wanted to put the most flattering spin on it, say that she and Adam had wanted different things—which they had—but
            the past couple of days had been kind of a trial by fire, and if Ben wanted to leave because she wasn’t what he wanted then
            better she learned that now. “I haven’t seen or heard from him since the divorce was final so he might be by now, but no,
            when we divorced he had full brain function. I was never enough for him.” There. It was said, and she didn’t feel mortified. If anything, she . . . yes, she felt a little angry—not a lot,
            because Adam didn’t really matter any longer. “He wanted to do exciting things, interesting things, and I was always too chicken.”
         

         
         “These exciting things—what were they?”

         
         “Not all that exciting. Snow skiing. Travel to Africa, South America. Parasailing, scuba diving. I know they don’t sound that
            dangerous, but it all made me so uneasy I just couldn’t do it.” She sighed.
         

         
         “You didn’t trust him.”

         
         “I—what?” Confused, she tilted her head back to look up at him, her brows knitted.

         
         “I’ve done a lot of stuff, shit that can get you killed. It’s either desperation that gets you through because your life is
            in danger, or it’s trust in your team to have your back. You didn’t trust him to look after you the way you’d look after him.
            What was this shit’s name, anyway?”
         

         
         “Adam.” She’d never thought of Adam as a shit. On the other hand, she’d also never looked at their relationship from the viewpoint
            of whether or not he’d have her back if she was in danger. If she’d gone scuba diving and something happened to her air tanks,
            would Adam have shared his air with her if he’d noticed she was having problems? The last was a big “if,” because he’d never
            been sensitive to her wants or needs, if she felt ill, if she was tired. She hoped he’d have shared his air, but that was
            a hope, not a certainty.
         

         
         “Adam Gordon?”

         
         “No, I took back my maiden name.” She could hear the water boiling in the pot, and got up to remove it from the fireplace,
            using the poker to drag it out. The next few minutes were taken up with making the hot chocolate, then settling back with
            the warm cups in their hands. As always, it was deeply satisfying to be drinking hot chocolate while the snow was falling,
            as if some primal need was being met. Sitting so close beside him, in front of the fire, satisfied another deep need. Sexual
            anticipation sizzled on the back burner, waiting to be brought to a full boil, but for now this slow approach suited her.
            As much as she wanted him, she also wanted to talk to him, learn the details of what made him unique.
         

         
         “I’ve always felt like such a coward.” She sipped her hot chocolate and stared at the fire. “Some people charge at life, but
            I guess I’m a background sort of person.”
         

         
         He snorted. “Yeah, the background sort of person who offered to sleep with me to get what she wanted, and who held off a group
            of men shooting at her.”
         

         
         She was glad the firelight wouldn’t show her face getting red, but she kind of gave it away by hiding her face against his
            shoulder. The getting shot at—as she’d said, that was unreal, and already at a distance. Offering to sleep with him was much
            more immediate and personal.
         

         
         He set his hot chocolate down and stroked his hand up and down her back. “About that. Make sure this is what you want, that
            you know I don’t look at it as a deal. We can still wait, but—damn it all to fucking hell and back, you got yourself shot at.” His tone turned savage. “You don’t ever do that again, you hear? I aged twenty years getting down that damn mountain.”
         

         
         Something had to be wrong with her, because she didn’t think anyone had ever said anything sweeter to her. She cuddled closer.
            “I promise I’ll try to never get shot at again.”
         

         
         He put his other hand on her throat, used his thumb to tilt her chin up, and pressed a warm kiss on her mouth. The kiss quickly
            turned hot and deep, his tongue moving against hers, his hand sliding from her throat back to clench in her hair. Her fingers
            slipped on the cup of hot chocolate and hastily she steadied the cup. With a low, rough chuckle he lifted his mouth. “Don’t
            spill it.”
         

         
         “Then don’t kiss me.” She loved hearing him laugh; it wasn’t a real laugh, it was more a ragged sound in his throat, but it
            was accompanied by crinkling eyes and an upward curve of his mouth, so it counted. Every moment with him counted.
         

         
         The hot chocolate was delicious, but it was in the way. Rather than waste it she quickly drained the cup and set it aside.
            “There. Problem solved.”
         

         
         He reached for his own cup and killed the chocolate as if it were a shot of whiskey.

         
         Now.

         
         “I want to see you naked.”

         
         The rawness of his tone thrilled her, made her shake. The desire was mutual. She wanted to see him naked, so much that she
            couldn’t decide if she should undress herself, or him.
         

         
         Actually, who cared? All that mattered was that they got out of their clothes. She maneuvered astride his thighs and looped
            both arms around his neck, kissing him with all the fire she felt, and that was the only encouragement he needed.
         

         
         Dizzy under his fierce kisses, she felt his hands moving everywhere, over her breasts, unfastening her jeans, delving into
            her underwear and between her legs. She gasped as a big finger pushed into her, whimpered when he added a second one. She
            rose to her knees, driven by the penetration, lashed by the surge and shock of pleasure. Oh God, oh God, it had been so long
            and never like this before anyway. She’d never before felt so exquisitely, painfully aroused as if she might come before he
            was even inside her. She didn’t want that, she wanted the whole experience, she wanted his weight on her and his thrusts and . . .
            everything. She wanted everything.
         

         
         She sat back and pulled at the buttons on his shirt; he tugged hers over her head. They rolled over on the mattress; she pushed
            her jeans down, then found herself flat on her back before she could get them off. He leaned over her, his bare shoulders
            gleaming in the firelight. “I have nine condoms,” he said, his tone rough. “Total. After they’re gone, you have a decision
            to make.”
         

         
         Send him away, he meant, or risk pregnancy. Her heart leaped at the idea of having his baby. No, she didn’t have a decision
            to make; she knew what she wanted but perhaps now wasn’t the time to tell him. Just because she wanted something didn’t mean
            she should have it. There were two of them who had to make that decision. For now, she had this, and for now this was enough.
            She stroked her hands over his chest and shoulders, up to cup his jaw and rub her thumb over his lips, then stretched up to
            kiss him.
         

         
         He didn’t wait to have a discussion about the matter; he’d stated a fact, and that was that. He stripped off the rest of his
            clothes and hers, took a condom from his coat pocket and rolled it on, then pushed her legs apart and moved over her.
         

         
         Sela caught her breath, glorying in his heavy weight, the hardness of his body pressing down on her. His breathing was ragged,
            but he held himself still on top of her. “I’m going too fast,” he muttered. “You aren’t ready—”
         

         
         Her breath sighed out of her. “Yes, I am,” she whispered. “Hurry.” She gripped his hips with her thighs, lifted herself up
            to him. She clung to him as he reached between them and opened the folds between her legs, pushed his thick penis at her,
            and slowly sank inside.
         

         
         She caught her breath as a multitude of sensations overwhelmed her. There was his taste in her mouth, the rough texture of
            his hairy chest on her breasts, his hips on the inside of her thighs, the sharp sting of being stretched, the pressure inside
            as he moved deep. She was drowned in him, taken even as she took. She gasped again, her own hips instinctively lifting to
            take more of him in, and her gasp became a thin, breathless cry. She wanted to feel his balls; she reached down, managed to
            palm them, then stroked her finger around the base of his penis. He grunted and gave a short, hard shove, another, and another.
            Her hand was in the way and she released him, dug her fingers into his ribs as she held on and ground herself against him.
         

         
         The act was breathtakingly carnal. He was carnal, and for the first time in her life she felt carnal, sexual, basic, and free. He drew back and looked down at her,
            their gazes meeting. Looking into his eyes while their bodies were joined was the most sensual, overwhelming moment of her
            life. Sharp waves of sensation tightened her inner muscles, strengthened, centered. A cry, female and primal, broke free.
            She began coming, legs and arms locked around him, her back arched, head tilted back and more of those wild cries filling
            the dark, quiet room.
         

         
         He held himself high and deep, rocking against her; a raw, harsh sound burst from his throat and he bowed in her arms, every
            muscle in his body tensing, helpless to stop thrusting. She didn’t want him to stop, she wanted him to feel what she was feeling.
            He ground into her, shuddered, bucked, went deeper.
         

         
         Slowly the tension in his body oozed away and he eased his weight down on her, his movements jerky and lacking his usual powerful
            grace. He was breathing hard, but so was she, and sweat sheened their naked bodies. Her heart slammed against her rib cage.
            If the house collapsed around them right then, she didn’t know if she’d have the energy to get up and put on her clothes.
            All she wanted to do was lie right where she was, under him, holding him.
         

         
         After a while he laboriously rolled off her and got up to dispose of the condom. Without his body heat she felt chilly, despite
            the proximity of the fireplace, and pulled the blankets over herself. When he returned she simply lifted the blanket and he
            slid under them next to her, pulled her close so her head was on his shoulder. “Your feet are cold,” he muttered sleepily.
            “Put them on me.”
         

         
         Sela didn’t know how any part of her could be cold after what they’d done but her feet were definitely chilly. She curled
            into him, her arm around his neck, and tucked her feet against his legs. Utterly satisfied, utterly content, she slept.
         

         
         Sometime later he got up and added more wood to the fire. When he lay back down, he rolled onto his back and pulled her on
            top of him.
         

         
         Two condoms down.

         
         By morning there were four left.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One

         
         “I need a bigger gun.”

         
         The comment came out of nowhere. Ben’s eyes popped open. The gray light of dawn pushed at the windows but he’d been awake
            for a while, content to hold her, in no hurry to get up. He wasn’t someone who lay around in bed, he got up and began doing
            something . . . until now. This was different. Lying in bed with Sela was the best use of his time he could think of.
         

         
         In the firelight he could see her staring at the ceiling, her mouth pooched out as she considered whatever she was considering,
            which in light of her comment didn’t seem to be world peace. An unfamiliar sensation rose in his chest, his throat, and suddenly
            he was laughing, truly laughing. He couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. “That’s what Olivia said, too.” And
            he was just as startled now as he’d been then.
         

         
         “I’d already thought about it, then forgot, but—we were lucky, because we were way outgunned. I don’t want that to happen
            again. Even after you find whoever was trying to steal the gas, there’ll still be times in the future when we’ll have trouble.
            Not constantly, but other people will try to come in, try to take what we have. So I need a bigger gun.” She wiggled her pursed
            lips from side to side. “I bet I can trade something for one.”
         

         
         “Don’t forget ammo. A more powerful weapon is useless unless you have the ammunition for it.” Her head was lying on his arm
            and he crooked his elbow, bringing her closer so he could kiss her hair. “But don’t worry about it, I have you covered.” He
            had a hidden arsenal at his house, weapons he wouldn’t be bringing out short of outright war. He hadn’t exactly come by them
            legally, which was why they were hidden. Sela didn’t need a grenade launcher, though; she needed a deer rifle—and practice.
            Lots of practice. If he’d been the one doing the shooting at the store, there wouldn’t have been any “maybe” about wounding
            someone, there would have been bodies all over the parking lot.
         

         
         He rubbed his hand over her bare stomach, silently marveling that he had the freedom to touch her in that manner, and more
            intimately if he wanted. Three days ago he’d still been firm—mostly—in his policy of isolation, but then Sela had come up
            the mountain to his place and all of that had turned on a dime. Now they were lying naked together, watching the room get
            lighter as the sun rose and neither of them willing to get up and get busy because they didn’t want this time to end, even
            temporarily.
         

         
         Then she stretched and yawned—an action that for some reason made his hand slide up to her breasts—and said, “Bacon.”

         
         “Uh . . . all right.”

         
         “Barb’s probably started cooking by now; they have breakfast fairly early. She’s going to cook pancakes today, she said so
            last night while we were cleaning up. Pancakes and bacon.” She sighed, the sound blissful with anticipation. Then she gave
            him a look as serious as any he’d ever seen. “I need bacon.”
         

         
         Mentally he slapped himself upside the head. “I brought a can of bacon for you, too; I forgot about it and left it in the
            truck.”
         

         
         She sat up in the blankets, her expression excited. “You did? We can have bacon here?”

         
         He kissed goodbye to his fantasy of lying there in the warm blankets for an unspecified length of time, though the blankets
            were now pooled around her waist and her pretty breasts were exposed, her nipples tight from the cold. His fantasy also included
            getting back on top of her, something else that wasn’t going to happen right away. He got up and began putting on his clothes.
            “I’ll get it.” And if he hadn’t forgotten the night before, he would still be lying there beside her, which proved the point
            that forgotten details could come back to bite you in the ass.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she got up and began dressing, too, signaling an end to the naked lazy-day cuddling. He hadn’t known he liked
            naked lazy-day cuddling until now. Sela was making him rethink a lot of things, making him consider details he’d never considered
            before.
         

         
         One of those details had him pausing at the door, assessing all of the variables of their relationship. What he was assuming
            and what she was thinking might not be the same thing. The valley people weren’t prudes and wouldn’t shun her for letting
            him spend the night, but they would talk, and that might embarrass her. Cautiously, not certain at all how she’d reply, he asked, “Do you want me to start my
            truck and let the windows defrost, so it won’t look as if I’ve been here all night?”
         

         
         She’d been in the process of making coffee and she stopped cold, her mouth falling open as she stared at him. His gaze was
            steady, though he unconsciously braced for her answer. If she wanted to keep their relationship on the down low, that wouldn’t
            mean anything more than that she was cautious. That was what he tried to think, but his gut was tight as he waited.
         

         
         “That depends,” she finally said, her tone careful, and his gut tightened even more. “Is this just a booty call for you?”

         
         That answer was easy. “No. Not even close.”

         
         A slow, radiant smile curved her mouth. “It isn’t for me, either. Don’t bother with the windows.” She turned back to the task
            of measuring coffee into the percolator.
         

         
         His muscles relaxed, and the weight of dread lifted off his shoulders. Ben found he was smiling as he went out to the truck.
            The thin layer of snow crunched under his boots and an icy wind cut through his clothes, but he could see breaks in the clouds
            that promised the snow was over. He looked around, by habit checking for movement, but the early morning was still except
            for a few birds. The smell of woodsmoke was familiar and cozy, resonating with some cellular memory. Humans had huddled around
            a wood fire for thousands of years more than they had an air vent.
         

         
         He unlocked his truck and retrieved the can of bacon. They might have nothing but bacon and coffee for breakfast, but he was
            good with that.
         

         
         But breakfast was more than he’d expected. She unearthed some pancake mix that required only water, and though she didn’t
            have butter, she did have a half-empty bottle of butter-flavored pancake syrup in her cabinets. Soon the bacon was being crisped
            up in a heavy-ass cast-iron frying pan, then while he wrestled the mattress back into the bedroom to clear the space, she
            knelt in front of the fireplace and carefully made the pancakes, one at a time.
         

         
         They ate sitting on the floor in front of the fire, though there was a perfectly good table with four chairs, as well as the
            couch. But the rug was fine, and it kept the percolator within reach. For some reason sitting on the floor felt more intimate,
            and that made him happier than it should. He was a little amused and bemused at himself, turning into such a sap.
         

         
         Afterward she heated some water to clean the dishes, then more water for them to wash off. She removed the bandage on his
            shoulder, cleaned the wound, rebandaged it. “It looks okay,” she said. “No red streaks or anything.”
         

         
         He’d known it was okay, because the wound was sore, but not throbbing. What was better than okay was the way Sela fussed over
            him. He was naturally a loner and generally he’d taken care of himself, yet having her take care of him was a surprisingly
            touching novelty. He frowned, thinking about it. As he pulled on his shirt he studied her—no makeup, hair simply brushed and
            pulled back, wearing jeans and thick socks and a sweatshirt. He’d never wanted a woman more, never felt more satisfied by
            the having of her. The first time had been fast and hard, the times after that less urgent so he could take his time and enjoy
            the process, pay attention to what she liked, savor the slow push and pull. After five times he didn’t think he could come
            again if his life depended on it—and he still wanted to be on top of her, inside her.
         

         
         Everything had changed. Because of her, he wasn’t alone, didn’t want to be alone. And he wasn’t even panicking over it. Damn.

         
         She noticed him watching her; he could see her face turning pink. “What?” she asked, unconsciously tugging at the hem of her
            sweatshirt as if he hadn’t spent all night naked with her and had already seen every single inch.
         

         
         He wasn’t a poet. He’d never in his life said anything remotely graceful. The closest he could come now was a somber, “You’re
            sweet.”
         

         
         “I—what?” Now she pushed at her hair, turned even pinker.

         
         “Sweet. You’re a sweet person. You took your generator to your aunt’s house. You don’t eat much so they’ll have more. You
            put bandages on me.” Yeah, that was poetic. Uncomfortably he shifted his weight. “I don’t know sweet, don’t know what to do
            other than eat—” He paused, and a slow, purely male smile curved his mouth. “Okay, maybe I do know what to do.”
         

         
         Now the pink in her face turned to red and she clapped her hands to her cheeks, which made him think maybe her dickhead of
            an ex-husband had never done that for her, to her, with her. If he hadn’t, tough shit for him, because Ben didn’t intend to
            make that mistake.
         

         
         He went to her and put his hands on her waist, pulled her close. Immediately she nestled against him as if there was no place
            on earth where she wanted to be more than right there, her head resting on his shoulder, her arms around his neck. Perfect.
            Maybe they couldn’t spend all day together here, maybe there were things that needed doing, but right now there was nothing
            that couldn’t be put off for a couple of hours.
         

         
         Right now, they needed only this.

         
          

         “Look, Ted. It snowed during the night.” Meredith was in the kitchen putting together breakfast—it wasn’t eggs and waffles,
            but so far they were still doing okay on food. Ted kept an eye on their food supplies. He wasn’t a hunter, so he couldn’t
            provide for Meredith that way. He’d thought about trying his hand at fishing, but he didn’t know a lot about that, either.
            One of the reasons he’d joined the community patrol was because the members got a portion of food to pay them for their time.
            She’d stopped her food preparations, opened the curtains, and was looking out the kitchen window.
         

         
         He looked out the living room window, then stepped out on the porch to get a better look. It was cold, but nothing like winter
            could be in Ohio. There looked to be two or three inches on the ground here, less down in the valley. He and Meredith had
            come here fairly often during the winters and overall found them mild—but that was when they’d had electricity, a warm cabin,
            and could go to Sevierville, Pigeon Forge, or Gatlinburg to any of the thousand and one restaurants that served the tourist
            trade, when they could stop at any of the grocery stores, when they could fill their gas tank and go home if they wanted.
            This winter would be a different experience.
         

         
         He’d brooded until he was tired of brooding, but he couldn’t put yesterday out of his mind. He was torn in opposite directions—no,
            not torn, because he knew what he had to do. That wasn’t up in the air. What bothered him as much as Lawrence and his gang
            of thugs was how the valley people obviously thought of him. He could deal with not being liked; that wasn’t important to
            him. But being disrespected, shut out, taunted—
         

         
         Sela Gordon—he still burned over what she’d done, in front of everyone. She’d embarrassed him, but even worse, the rude gesture
            had belittled him.
         

         
         “It’s ready,” Meredith called, making him realize he’d spent more than a few minutes on the porch. And though Tennessee’s
            winters were nothing like Ohio’s, he was cold, because he’d come out without a coat.
         

         
         She made a soft, exasperated, wifely sound when she saw him shivering, and handed him a cup of steaming hot tea, which both
            of them liked okay. They had some coffee left, but she alternated what she prepared, so they wouldn’t get bored. Some days
            she heated apple cider; that wasn’t his favorite, but he never said that to her. Today she’d made some flatbread and toasted
            it, and there was peanut butter and jelly to spread on it.
         

         
         He patted her hand as he sat down at the table. “Looks good,” he said, as he always did. Meredith was a darn good cook, but
            even if she hadn’t been he’d still have complimented what she worked to prepare for him. She smiled at him, and the first
            thing he thought was how pretty she looked, then he suddenly noticed that she had on some makeup, and she’d put her hair up.
            She looked as if she was going to work.
         

         
         After her heart attack years ago she’d necessarily cut back on the hours she worked as a physical therapy assistant, then
            over Ted’s objections gradually increased them again. A couple of years ago, though, she’d begun lightening the load again.
            They were getting older, closer to retirement age, and they liked to travel, liked their vacation time spent here. He’d been
            looking forward to spending some leisurely time with her, then that damn CME happened and here they were. He said, “You look
            pretty,” and wiggled his finger at his head and eyes to indicate both the hairdo and makeup. “What’s the occasion?”
         

         
         “It’s been a few days now since Carol Allen broke her leg, so it’s time she started some gentle therapy. You know where she
            lives, don’t you?”
         

         
         He did, because of the community patrols, but that didn’t mean he wanted Meredith associating with those ill-tempered, ungrateful
            bitches. “She has plenty of people to take care of her,” he said, not answering Meredith’s question and trying to deflect her.
         

         
         “Are any of them a trained PTA?”

         
         Frustration began rising in him, because he could see in Meredith’s clear gaze that she’d made up her mind and likely nothing
            he could say would change it. He hadn’t told her about Sela Gordon giving him the finger in front of the whole community,
            because he didn’t want Meredith to know how embarrassed he’d been, how the community at large seemed to think so little of
            him.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” he finally muttered.

         
         “Well, we know that I am,” Meredith said, patting his hand and leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Would you like another cup of tea? The water’s still
            hot.”
         

         
         The change of subject told him that he might as well save his breath. Meredith wanted to contribute, not just to their neighbors
            but to their own welfare. She knew that her expertise could be traded for food and goods, that she’d return from Carol Allen’s
            house with something for them to eat, whether it was a few fresh eggs or some milk, maybe a can of soup. Who knew? But barter
            was the way things in the valley were working now.
         

         
         Like it or not, he was taking Meredith with him and dropping her off at the Allen house when he went down to see Mike Kilgore.

         
          

         From a seated position in the bed she was so damn tired of living in, Carol glared at her leg, the damn traitorous lump under
            the covers. She needed to stop cussing so much, Olivia was getting way too much enjoyment from it, but . . . damn!

         
         She was bored out of her skull. The pain had faded quite a bit in the last three days, thank goodness, but she was still stuck
            in the bed. Part of it was her own fault—okay, most of it was her own fault—because she was the one who’d come up with that
            idea of acting worse than she was so Sela would stay in charge of the community. Sela not only had settled in, she seemed
            to have forgotten how hard she’d fought not to be in charge. Maybe having Hottie McHotHot involved made a difference to her; if not, then something was seriously wrong
            with the girl’s hormones, which she didn’t think was the case.
         

         
         The good news was Carol didn’t feel bad, all things considered, as long as she didn’t move. Her ribs were still sore, and
            if it hadn’t been for them she’d likely have already been up trying out those crutches, at least when Sela was nowhere around.
            But they were, and she hadn’t. Unless Hottie carried her to the living room, she was pretty much stuck. Though . . . honestly,
            having him carry her back and forth wasn’t a hardship. She was old, not dead.
         

         
         Sela hadn’t come for breakfast this morning; she usually did, but not always. Carol smiled at the thought. She wasn’t blind;
            she’d seen the way the big guy had been looking at her niece—and he’d brought bacon. These days, that was practically a marriage
            proposal, and she couldn’t be happier for Sela, who had never said anything but anyone with half a brain could tell that the
            divorce from Adam had devastated her to the point she simply hadn’t tried again. Having someone like Ben Jernigan so focused on her could only be a good thing. Ben left Adam in the dust.
         

         
         Carol sighed. She was happy to leave the community leadership to Sela, but her own home needed tending. There were preparations
            to be made for the coming winter. Food would be a consideration until things returned to normal, if they ever did. She’d been
            thinking about setting up a cold frame in the backyard. Maybe she could grow lettuce and broccoli there, long before spring
            arrived. She wanted to help with gathering herbs and learn what each plant was and what it was good for—besides a salad of
            wild plants. There was wood to . . . well, she wasn’t going to chop wood, but she could stack the logs where she wanted them,
            nearby but not too near because she didn’t want the bugs in the wood getting into the house. The simple fact was, she couldn’t
            afford to lie here and let the people she was supposed to be taking care of take care of her instead. It was just wrong.
         

         
         She had painted herself into a corner, and had no one but herself to blame.

         
         She’d played up the pain and confusion when Sela was around, and would for a while longer. Why abandon a dumb-ass strategy
            now? At least it was somewhat working; as she’d expected, Sela was handling her new responsibilities well, so well that even
            the Cove Mountain Hottie was now involved.
         

         
         She should probably start calling Buns of Steel by his name, because she thought he might soon become, not just a customer,
            not just a neighbor who was helping out during a crisis, but family. Imagine that! She might be counting her chickens before
            they hatched, but she didn’t think so.
         

         
         Carol had no idea what Ben Jernigan was thinking, but she’d bet her ass he was focused in and moving fast to secure what he
            wanted. He was no fool; he knew the treasure he’d be getting in Sela.
         

         
         The evidence of his interest was obvious. Not only was he now involved with the community patrol, there were the solar lights,
            then he’d shown up here last night and eaten supper with them. And he’d brought bacon! That must be love.
         

         
         They were both definitely interested, but would either of them actually do anything about it? What could she do to help things
            along?
         

         
         Nothing. This was no time to play matchmaker, not that she knew how or likely even needed to. Nature would take its course.
            It always did.
         

         
         She heard the front door open and close, and immediately dropped her head back and half closed her eyes. Best to look as feeble
            as possible, in case that was Sela, who stopped by several times a day, as if she didn’t have anything better to do. But a
            moment later Carol heard Barb’s voice, followed by one she didn’t recognize.
         

         
         Bored, after days in bed, Carol was tempted to make the effort to stand and take a quick peek around the corner. She could
            get out of the bed, and had done so several times to make short trips to the portable toilet just a few feet away. There were
            crutches in reach, in case she needed them—which she did, since she wasn’t supposed to put any weight on her bad leg. She
            didn’t make a move. One thing she wasn’t, and wouldn’t be for quite a while, was quick.
         

         
         Barb stuck her head in the bedroom door and called out softly, “Carol? Are you up for a visitor?”

         
         Not knowing who the visitor was, Carol managed a low groan. She’d stopped taking Barb’s pain pills yesterday, because even
            though there was pain that came and went, those pills needed to be saved for a potential emergency down the road. That didn’t
            mean she couldn’t still pretend to be out of it. “Visitor? For me? How sweet . . .” She broke off, seeing a strange woman
            standing behind Barb. Well, crap. Who was this? The face was kind of familiar, but—
         

         
         Barb stepped to the side of the bed; the strange woman followed close behind. She was in her mid-fifties, Carol guessed. Attractive,
            in an average way, taller than Barb but not by much. Her light brown hair, shot with just a bit of gray, was pulled back into
            a neat bun. The bun and ponytail had become the go-to hairstyles of the apocalypse.
         

         
         “Carol, this is Meredith Parsons.”

         
         Parsons? As in Teddy? Heaven save us. That’s where she’d seen the woman before, at the community barbecue—not that Teddy had bothered to actually introduce his
            wife to the woman who had swooped in and taken the job he considered himself perfect for. Ha.
         

         
         “She used to be a physical therapist, and—”

         
         “PTA,” Meredith corrected, smiling at them both. “The A is for assistant. I never got the extra training to be a PT, but maybe I’m better than nothing.”
         

         
         Carol’s eyes widened. Had Ted sent his wife to incapacitate her? Well, incapacitate her more than she already was.

         
         “I’m fine,” Carol said. “Barb and Olivia have been taking good care of me.”

         
         “I’m sure they have,” Meredith said in a gentle voice, “but it won’t hurt to let me have a look.”

         
         Wouldn’t it? Did that sweet voice and those kind blue eyes disguise ill intentions?

         
         Meredith pulled the coverlet down to expose Carol’s leg. For comfort and ease, Carol wore loose, knee-length pajama bottoms.
            She’d chosen these pajamas for the softness of the material, not for the bright yellow ducks. The ducks were a little embarrassing,
            but were the least of her problems at the moment.
         

         
         Both legs, the good one and the bad, were exposed. The splint, such as it was, consisted of two narrow and smooth planks of
            wood tied to the leg with long strips of what had once been Olivia’s too-small T-shirts. The setup was crude, maybe, but it
            had done the trick.
         

         
         “Barb told me it was a clean break, and I have to say, it looks pretty good. No redness, not much swelling. It looks as though
            you’re doing well, though before I leave we’ll want to elevate the leg just a bit more.” Meredith looked at Barb. “Do you
            have any free weights? No more than five pounds. We’ll want to start upper body strength exercises right away.”
         

         
         “The problem is my leg, not my flabby arms,” Carol said sullenly. She wasn’t in the mood to be polite.

         
         Meredith wasn’t insulted; she didn’t seem to care at all that her patient was being obstinate. “We want to keep your arms
            and shoulders as fit as possible, even work on your core, when we can. It’s too easy to lose muscle tone when you’re forced
            to stay in bed for days at a time. When you move to the crutches, you’ll need your strength.”
         

         
         Damn it, the woman had a point. “My hand weights are in the garage,” Carol said, shooting Barb a look that she hoped said
            help me. “Behind the dusty treadmill.” That treadmill had been dusty long before the CME had hit. So had the weights.
         

         
         Barb nodded, grinned as if she was enjoying herself—which she probably was—and left the room, leaving Carol alone with the
            enemy.
         

         
         Carol steeled herself for whatever pain might come, now that there were no witnesses. Instead Meredith remained pleasant and
            easygoing, as she moved to the foot of the bed and showed Carol how to do what she called ankle pumps. Up and down, up and
            down, with her feet.
         

         
         Barb returned with the hand weights, five pounders, then said goodbye and slipped out of the room, closing the bedroom door
            behind her.
         

         
         Now the real torture would begin . . .

         
         But there was no torture. Meredith was all business, walking Carol through more ankle exercises, as well as simple moves with
            the weights. She worked with Carol on getting out of bed without putting any weight on the broken leg, and walking properly
            with the borrowed crutches, though until Carol’s sore ribs were better, using the crutches was limited. She was pleased to
            see the portable toilet, though goodness knows Carol was not pleased at all that she needed the damn thing.
         

         
         By the time Carol returned to bed, she was exhausted. Whoever thought rehab was easy work had never been through it. After
            placing more pillows under the bad leg, Meredith pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat.
         

         
         “You’re very lucky the break is no worse than it is.”

         
         “Don’t I know it,” Carol mumbled. She was a little breathless, and that in itself was alarming. Here she’d been playing up
            the injury so Sela would take over, and it appeared she didn’t need to fake anything at all.
         

         
         “It’s scary, isn’t it? How what would’ve been a minor incident a couple of months ago can now be life-threatening. Scary,
            too, how people change, when things go bad.” There remained a kind of sweetness, a patience, in Meredith’s eyes, which was
            surprising given who she was married to.
         

         
         “I can’t argue with that,” Carol said. She leaned back and relaxed. It was early in the day, but damn it, she could use a
            nap!
         

         
         Meredith relaxed in her chair. “Ted didn’t want me to come here today.”

         
         No shit.

         
         “If I’d heard about your fall sooner, I would’ve come right away.” She smiled. “If Ted knew that, he never would’ve mentioned
            your accident to me.”
         

         
         Against her best instincts, Carol liked Ted Parsons’s wife. She never would’ve thought that possible. “He and I didn’t get
            off to the best start,” she admitted. “I imagine he’s happy to see me suffer.”
         

         
         “Oh, it’s not that,” Meredith said sharply, firing up in her husband’s defense. “Ted can be difficult, I know, and he always
            thinks his way is the best way because he’s had to fight for what he has. But he would never purposely harm a soul. He doesn’t
            like seeing you, or anyone else, in pain.”
         

         
         Carol wasn’t so sure about that.

         
         “I wish he and your niece could get along. He was so upset yesterday after that business over the gas. I don’t think he slept
            a wink last night.”
         

         
         Carol didn’t say anything. This woman knew Ted and his faults as well as anyone, she imagined.

         
         Meredith sighed. “He can be difficult, I admit it. It’s— He needs to feel important. It’s the way he grew up, in foster care.
            He never felt as if he mattered to anyone. He had to fight for everything he got, and to this day he can be downright unpleasant
            to people who he thinks are belittling him. He’s very protective of me. Always has been, but especially since my heart attack
            ten years ago.”
         

         
         Carol sat up a little. “You had a heart attack?”

         
         Meredith waved off Carol’s concern. “Yes, but it’s no big deal.”

         
         “A heart attack most definitely is a big deal.”

         
         “My doctors say I’m fit as a fiddle. I recovered nicely, but Ted has never believed it. I think he’s always watching me, waiting
            for the next one to hit without warning. As I said, he’s very protective, much more so than is necessary. If he had his way
            I’d stay inside until things are back to normal. He tried to talk me out of coming here today, though of course he knew he
            was going to lose that argument.” She laughed a little. “The secret is in spoiling him a little, then he gives in. When I
            let him know I wasn’t changing my mind, he drove me down. He was coming down anyway, to see someone. Mike somebody, I think?”
         

         
         “Mike Kilgore?”

         
         “Yes, that’s it. Usually Ted walks into the valley, but he drove today because he won’t let me make the trip on foot.” She
            laughed. “I could make it down the mountain, but I’m not so sure about making it back up, so he was right about that part.”
         

         
         Huh. Teddy had a good quality that Carol hadn’t expected. He loved his wife.

         
         “Are you still taking pain medication?” Meredith asked, changing the subject abruptly. “Barb told me you were taking some
            of her leftover pills.”
         

         
         “I quit taking them yesterday.”

         
         Meredith nodded. “Good. Next time I come down I’ll bring a bottle of wine, and we’ll break it open after your session.” Her
            eyes sparkled, and she gave a mischievous grin.
         

         
         Wine. Oh, that would be better than the pain pills! She wasn’t much of a drinker, so they didn’t have a single bottle in the
            house, but right about now . . .
         

         
         She leaned back against the pillows and grinned. “Meredith, I believe you and I are going to be great friends.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two

         
         After Ted dropped Meredith at Carol Allen’s house—he knew he was going to regret giving in, but Meredith’s good heart was one of the reasons he loved her—he drove slowly down Myra
            Road. He wasn’t in a hurry to get where he was going, and the patches of snow gave him a reason to creep along. He dreaded
            what he had to do. He didn’t have a choice, but still, basically admitting to Kilgore that he’d been a fool wasn’t going to
            be easy.
         

         
         Finding the Kilgore house was easy: Mike’s truck with Kilgore Plumbing on the side, the one he’d been driving the day Ted had stopped him on the road, was parked in the driveway.
         

         
         Ted pulled to the curb, turned off the engine, and sat for a moment, looking around and postponing the inevitable. The Kilgore
            house was small but neat, a simply designed blue-gray ranch-style with a decent-sized front porch. There were two rocking
            chairs on that porch, arranged on either side of a small table with a clay pot and a dead plant sitting on it. In better times,
            that plant would be well tended. There might be cups of coffee or iced tea, maybe a beer or two, sitting on that table. These
            were not better times.
         

         
         The dusting of snow on the ground kind of made him homesick for Ohio, though he was glad he was here and not there. There
            wasn’t enough snow for snowmen, but likely more than a few snowballs would be thrown. The little bit of snow that had fallen
            was pretty, though. He always looked forward to coming here in the winter, and often hoped to be snowed in.
         

         
         It snowed plenty in Ohio, but it was never as pretty as it was here, in the mountains and in the valley.

         
         He knew what he had to do, but that didn’t make it any less embarrassing. Maybe in the past couple of months he’d pushed too
            hard, at times—in the name of survival, in an effort to make sure he and Meredith made it through this crisis. His frustration
            had gotten the best of him more than once, but his intentions had always been good.
         

         
         The road to hell . . . Yeah. Exactly.

         
         Ted took a deep breath and opened the car door. This wasn’t going to get any easier while he sat, so he might as well get
            it over with. Damn it, not everything he’d done had been wrong! Still, the mistake he’d made—trusting someone like Lawrence—was
            a doozy.
         

         
         Mike opened his front door and came out on the porch when Ted was halfway across the yard. The expression on the plumber’s
            face was one of thinly veiled annoyance, likely because of the altercation with Sela Gordon yesterday. Ted imagined she’d
            have to commit murder or something like that before any of the valley people would take his side over hers. Mike likely expected
            him to raise hell and cause trouble—and trouble was exactly what Ted was bringing, just not the way Mike expected.
         

         
         “Kilgore,” Ted said in way of greeting, as he walked up the porch steps.

         
         “Parsons,” Mike responded.

         
         Ted stopped a couple of feet from the door, planting his feet and steeling his resolve. He didn’t much like the taste of crow.
            “I have some important information, and I wasn’t sure who to take it to.”
         

         
         Mike’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “And I won?”

         
         It was tempting to give up here and now, to turn around and walk away. He and Meredith could hole up in their house for a
            while, if they had to. He didn’t have to participate in the community patrol or in Lawrence’s less-than-legal attempts at
            forming an alternate organization. Alternate, hell, make that criminal organization. There were lots of folks in the area, and elsewhere, who kept to themselves and focused on one thing: getting
            by. He could do the same.
         

         
         But it was too late for that. If Lawrence and his gang of meth heads had their way, no one in Wears Valley would be safe.

         
         Ted sighed and met Mike’s gaze. “We have a problem.”

         
          

         It was midmorning, and Ben was still there. Sela was beginning to feel guilty for not getting something done, but just sitting in front of the fire with him and talking was so deeply satisfying she couldn’t make herself call a
            halt to it. Not that he was a chatterbox—anything he said was said with a purpose, and he was as efficient in his use of words
            as if he had a set allotment for each day and didn’t want to use them all up. She didn’t care. She was a quiet person herself,
            so she was comfortable with not talking. He could be completely silent if he wanted, and she’d still be happy simply being
            with him.
         

         
         Reality said they would soon have to leave the house, though; Barb and Olivia could probably use a break from Carol duty,
            and Ben would have things to do with the community patrol—and he had his own place to see to, his own chores. She didn’t ask,
            but she imagined he might go by the Livingstons’ to take them more food and check on the dog.
         

         
         To hang on to the last minute, though, she made more hot chocolate for them and they settled at her table with their mugs.
            As she sipped she had the sudden odd feeling that she might never sit here again, that she was a stranger in her own home.
            Her life had changed, shifted; she didn’t know what was coming, only that things were different now. She had changed. More than anything she hoped that Ben would be a part of that difference—
         

         
         Her thoughts were interrupted by footsteps on the back deck. The curtains had all been pulled closed to help keep out the
            cold, so she couldn’t see who the visitor was. Ben was on his feet and her .22 rifle, which she had stood in a corner, was
            in his hand before she could push back her chair.
         

         
         There was a knock on the French door and a woman’s voice called, “Sela!”

         
         Sela pushed the edge of the curtain aside and peeked out. “It’s Mike’s wife,” she said to Ben, and opened the door. “Leigh!
            Is anything wrong?” She and Leigh were friendly but not close, ruling out a neighborly visit.
         

         
         Leigh took a half step inside, spotted Ben with the rifle in his hand. She halted, surprise widening her eyes. “Ah . . . yes,
            but no one’s sick or hurt. Ted Parsons showed up a few minutes ago and Mike wants you to come hear what he has to say. It’s
            important, he said. I can’t tell you more, because I was busy in the back and didn’t hear what they were talking about.”
         

         
         Sela bit back a groan. She didn’t want to deal with Ted, particularly now. She wanted to be alone with Ben, to explore this
            thing between them; she was happy and content, in a world that was increasingly dangerous and happiness could be precarious
            and rare. Just thinking about Ted could ruin her mood. The worst of it was, she felt guilty for giving him the finger.
         

         
         Likely he’d gone to Mike to complain about her behavior. Maybe he was trying to file an official complaint, though the idea
            of anything “official” these days was ludicrous. What sort of violation would he be thinking of? “Conduct unbecoming,” she
            supposed, and at this point, she could only hope that she’d be found guilty and forcibly removed from her volunteer position.
            There was always so much to be done, and now she had Ben and while she didn’t know for sure where this was going he would
            definitely require some time and commitment, which she was more than happy to give. She was not only willing but anxious to
            step aside.
         

         
         If, that is, there was someone competent to step into her shoes. That wasn’t Ted Parsons, and Carol was far from ready to
            jump back in.
         

         
         She supposed she’d have to face the music, and stand her ground, and any other cliché she could think of.

         
         “Let’s go,” Ben said, reaching for their coats. She noticed that he kept the rifle in his hand. “We’ll take my truck.”

         
         “Through the back is quicker,” Sela said, and they went out the deck door with Leigh. The route took them through the backyards
            of their neighbors, none of whom seemed to be watching because no one hailed them as they walked past. When they reached the
            Kilgore house they went up the steps of a deck Mike had built himself just last year, to the Kilgore back door, similar to
            the way Sela’s back deck was situated. Ben held her rifle in one hand and her arm with the other, making sure she didn’t slip
            on the thin layer of snow, which was melting and turning slick. She loved the feel of that big rough hand, the strength with
            which he safeguarded her. Glancing quickly at his expression, which was set and cold, she realized that he, too, expected
            trouble from Ted, and from the way he looked he was ready to handle it so she wouldn’t have to.
         

         
         If Ted had any sense, he’d take one look at Ben and keep his mouth shut.

         
         Leigh opened the door and led them inside. The situation Sela had been imagining wasn’t anything like what they found. Instead
            of an angry Ted, an exasperated and annoyed Mike, what she saw when they walked into the kitchen was the two men sitting at
            the table over cups of what looked to be weak coffee. Like Leigh, they were surprised to see Ben with her, but that didn’t
            last long. They had other things on their minds.
         

         
         “Ted has some important information,” Mike said, indicating they take the empty chairs. The table sat six, so there was room
            for Leigh, too. She took the seat next to Ted, while Sela and Ben sat on the other side of the table facing them.
         

         
         “What is it?” she asked Ted, her concern evident. Whatever had happened, this wasn’t about yesterday. As much as he disliked
            them, it had to be serious for him to come to them like this.
         

         
         Ted didn’t look at her. He shook his head a little, then looked at Mike. “You tell them.”

         
         “All right. Seems as if Lawrence Dietrich went to Ted with a cockamamie story about setting up an alternate community patrol
            because they didn’t like the way things are being done. I guess that’s to be expected, nothing is ever going to make everybody
            happy. But they met yesterday, and Ted noticed some things.”
         

         
         Mike ran through it all, the guy who seemed to be wounded and was limping, what might have been a bullet hole in a bumper,
            the fact that none of them seemed to be upstanding citizens, and—most important—what Dietrich seemed to want most of all was
            for Ted to spy on the community patrol and keep him informed of what was going on.
         

         
         Ben’s expression went even colder at Ted’s assessment that one of the men had been wounded. “Do you have names?” he asked
            Ted in a soft tone that raised the hairs on the back of Sela’s neck.
         

         
         Ted still didn’t look at them, but he efficiently recited six names. She had never seen him less bellicose. If anything, he
            seemed embarrassed, though she couldn’t think why. Because he’d been interested in an alternate community patrol? She’d have
            been surprised if he hadn’t been.
         

         
         Six names. That couldn’t be a coincidence, that six men had tried to steal the gas and shot at her and Olivia, and now six
            wanted Ted to spy for them.
         

         
         “Harley and Trey checked out Lawrence’s neighborhood yesterday afternoon and didn’t find any damaged vehicles,” Ben said,
            “and Darren and Cam checked out a nearby neighborhood where Patrick lives. They were both at the top of the list of likely
            suspects, but I expect even tweakers are smart enough to hide any vehicles with bullet holes in them. If you hadn’t been alert,
            we still wouldn’t know. What was your assessment, Ted?”
         

         
         He’d read Ted the same way she had, Sela realized, but he’d led men before and knew the approach to take to help Ted through
            any awkwardness he felt. They needed to work together now.
         

         
         Until yesterday, Ben hadn’t known any of the community patrol volunteers, but he’d quickly judged those he deemed most competent,
            as well as those who could be labeled as little more than warm bodies. This was his military experience, allowing him to size
            people up and make the most of what they could offer. Sure enough, Ted straightened, and for the first time looked at them.
         

         
         “Wesley didn’t seem too smart,” he said. “And he was at least halfway drunk, even that early in the day. What I saw was a
            small bullet hole, low on the bumper. He might not have noticed, or thought it wouldn’t matter since it was just his friends
            at the meeting. If I hadn’t been looking for evidence by that point I likely wouldn’t have noticed, either.”
         

         
         Sela silently thanked God that Ben was here, because she wouldn’t have known how to handle Ted. Just then, beneath the table,
            his hand settled on her thigh. The touch, the gesture, told her without words that for the first time in a very long time,
            she wasn’t alone. They were a couple, something bigger and greater than any one person could ever be. The sex was great, but
            this was more than sex. It was connection on a soul deep level, a link she had never expected to understand, much less experience.
         

         
         She didn’t have to handle the worst of this crisis on her own. She wasn’t alone anymore, and neither was Ben.

         
         There was a lot of bad blood between her and Ted, but this was too important to be affected by her personal dislike. He’d
            obviously come to the same conclusion. He didn’t have to be here, didn’t have to share what he knew, and that meant he was
            a bigger, better person than she’d expected.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I know you didn’t have to come to us.”

         
         Ted still didn’t look directly at her, but he nodded in acknowledgment. “They’ve planned a meeting for tomorrow afternoon,
            at a vacant building that used to be a craft store of some kind. Near the pizza place. Do I go? Do I stay away?” He shook
            his head. “I don’t know what to do.”
         

         
         “That’s all right,” Ben said, his gaze going savage. “I do.”

         
          

         They sat around the table with sheets of paper and a couple of pencils. Between Sela, Leigh, and Mike, they could locate the
            homes of each of the six men, which were spread out but tended to be on the Townsend side of the valley. They drew rudimentary
            maps, listed the family members they knew of—Mike and Leigh were more useful for that than Sela was, because her natural shyness
            had kept her from getting to know as many people as they did. Ted was a help; he’d learned a lot on the community patrols.
            Ben had a natural aptitude for learning his environment and studying it strategically; before the solar storm he’d driven
            and hiked a large portion of the valley. He didn’t know people, but he knew the territory.
         

         
         “We can’t hit their houses,” he said, sitting back and tapping a pencil on a page. “We don’t know how many kids are in each
            house, or where they’d be.” These men had no care for life and would fight back, regardless of their families being present.
            Ben didn’t want anyone shooting into houses where kids were; he didn’t have qualms about the adults, but these kids already
            had hard lives because of who and what their parents were. Meth addicts—and Mike was certain all of these men were tied to
            the meth trade—lived for nothing but their next hit, and nothing meant anything to them beyond that next hit. If other people
            died because of their addiction, they didn’t care.
         

         
         Mike and Ted both nodded in agreement.

         
         “If they all show up for the meeting at the craft store, that’ll be our best chance, and will minimize any collateral damage.”

         
         “They should be there,” Ted said. “According to Lawrence’s plan, anyway.”

         
         Ben gave a brief nod. “A central meet is more efficient than someone going from house to house, telling everyone what’s going
            on.”
         

         
         Mike and Ted were relatively clueless on the craft store, other than knowing kind of where it was, but Leigh had often bought
            things there and was able to sketch the floor layout, doors, windows, parking lot, and any buildings or tree stands nearby.
         

         
         Ben’s plan was simple, and even then he expected things to go sideways; they almost always did when guns and people were involved.
            Mike and Leigh were tasked with visiting chosen patrol members and reading them in on the plan. Ted was to stay far away from
            any of the other patrol members, so they wouldn’t be suspicious of him. Myra Road was out of the way, a small neighborhood
            with hills and curves, and limited sight lines; the chances were small that he’d have been spotted unless someone had followed
            him, and he’d have noticed another vehicle on the road behind him because there was no traffic. Despite people having some
            gasoline now they were still in conservation mode, and driving around wasn’t nearly as important as having fuel for generators.
         

         
         With the plan in place, Ben and Sela walked back to her house. The day had warmed to the point that only thin patches of snow
            were left, and by afternoon there would be none. “I need to go to my house, get some things,” he said. “Want to come along?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she replied, no hesitation. Wherever he was, she wanted to be. “I need to check on Carol, though.”

         
         “We can stop on the way.” He glanced down at her. “Think I should put on body armor?”

         
         “A chastity belt might keep her from grabbing your goodies.” She smiled, because she loved Carol’s boisterous personality.
            There was no telling what name she’d come up with for Ben today, but he hadn’t blinked at Stud Muffin so she thought he could
            handle any other name thrown his way.
         

         
         “I’ll keep you between us. You can be my guard.” He patted her butt as they went up the steps to her deck, and the familiar
            gesture didn’t just warm her heart, it melted her insides.
         

         
         Surprisingly, Carol was on good behavior. She beamed at them. Barb told them about Meredith Parsons being a PTA, and helping
            Carol with some exercises. Carol also winked at Ben and gave him two thumbs-up, and left them to wonder exactly what she was
            approving of: the physical therapy, his buns, or the fact that he was with Sela.
         

         
         Ben’s big pickup handled the narrow mountain road without any problem, and the high suspension allowed him to drive right
            over the big rock in the middle of the driveway that stopped most people. She was astonished that it had been just two days
            since she’d walked up this steep drive, both terrified and determined.
         

         
         The house was cold when they went in, but of course he hadn’t been here in about thirty-six hours so the fire had gone out.
            He stopped just inside the door and looked around; intuitively she knew he was thinking about the dog, missing its presence.
            He’d done a good thing for the Livingstons, giving the dog to them, but at a cost to himself. He didn’t say anything about
            it, though, just efficiently got a fire going in the woodstove. His house wasn’t as cold as hers would have been after that
            length of time without a fire, making her think he’d added to the insulation.
         

         
         There was a small fireplace in his bedroom, and she wouldn’t be surprised if the other bedrooms also had fireplaces. If she
            remembered correctly, Carol had once mentioned that this house had been a small bed-and-breakfast, which meant bedroom fireplaces
            were likely. He lit the fire in his bedroom, and also lit a kerosene heater to help warm the house faster.
         

         
         He didn’t wait until the house was warm, though, to start stripping off his clothes. “I need a shower.” He looked at her and
            one of those slow smiles curved his mouth. “Want to help?”
         

         
         She did, and half an hour later he had just three condoms left.

         
         Of course the bandage on his shoulder got wet so she rebandaged that, this time with more of the butterfly bandages though
            the wound was closing nicely. She brushed her hair dry, bent over in front of the fireplace, and had just finished when the
            ham radio set in the bedroom crackled to life and a man’s voice recited a series of letters and numbers.
         

         
         Ben was at the radio almost before she had isolated the direction of the sound, sitting down and grabbing a microphone, reciting
            his own series of letters and numbers. Then he said, “Good to hear from you, bro.”
         

         
         “You too. How are things there in the wilderness?”

         
         “Stable. People are coping. We’ve had some trouble, but it’s being handled. How about you?”

         
         “We’re safe. We settled near a military base. Gen had to stop and go to ground, wait for me to catch up to her, but I managed
            to get to her before the grid went down. Travel was a clusterfuck. Some bad actors were already doing shit.”
         

         
         Sela moved closer, fascinated by news from the outside. Since the last radio station in Knoxville had stopped transmitting,
            she had felt isolated here in the valley. Ben reached out an arm and pulled her down onto his knee, and she leaned against
            him.
         

         
         “Any good news, or is it all bad?”

         
         “The military is good. They had hardened security, and SMRs. The government is functioning on a very limited basis, and only
            because the Pentagon was smarter than the bureaucracy assholes. Nothing is online, but the military bases are starting points
            and work is being done.”
         

         
         “How about Europe? The Far East?”

         
         “Europe is a shit can. Their politicians were worse than ours. Japan, Korea, China—they’re getting it together, but it’s a
            long, slow haul. Russia is back in medieval times, and may stay there for a hundred years. There are a few very small electrical
            companies here in the States that had good foresight and they’re functioning, but the people who live in those areas are having
            to fight for their lives because of all the fuckers moving in and trying to take what they have.”
         

         
         “Are any cities livable?”

         
         “None of the big ones above the Mason-Dixon, that’s for sure. Forget all the big cities in California, except San Diego fared
            better than most. Atlanta, no. Nashville, Memphis, St. Louis, no. I’m not sure anyone in New Orleans noticed the power went
            off, so I can’t say about it. Omaha is better than you’d expect. Denver is trash, Colorado Springs isn’t. Makes sense, doesn’t
            it?”
         

         
         Not to Sela, but she didn’t ask.

         
         “What about the weather?”

         
         “Nasty, even this early in the year. It looks bad, especially in the Midwest. I expect a lot of that cold air will come our
            way, so be ready.”
         

         
         “Casualties?”

         
         “Early estimates . . . most of Europe. Maybe two hundred million are still alive, a fourth of the population. Asia has lost
            at least a billion, some analysts think more. Africa and South America are doing okay, because of their warm weather, but
            the big cities were hard hit. Australia, New Zealand are in their warm season now, from what I hear they’re growing all the
            food they can. Here . . . North America has lost between a fourth and a third of the population. That’s just since September,
            a little over two months. It remains to be seen how many people survive the winter, and not just because of the weather.”
         

         
         Sela leaned her head against Ben’s shoulder, stricken by what this man was saying. Here in the valley they’d worked hard,
            they’d done without, but in comparison to what she was hearing they were among the very luckiest.
         

         
         “You and Gen and the ankle-biters are welcome here, you know.”

         
         “We’ll come visit when things are better. I’m guessing a year, but it’s just a guess based on what I see happening on the
            military side. Even then, it’ll take years for manufacturing to recover, for jobs to come back, fuel pipelines to be functional.
            Save the seeds from your garden, bro, you’re going to be growing your own food for quite a while.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three

         
         After she and Ben went back down into the valley, the universe seemed to take pleasure in running her ragged, which Sela supposed
            was punishment for the lazy morning. She didn’t care; she’d gladly work her butt off in exchange for those hours with him.
         

         
         He’d brought down an impressive collection of weapons with him, and after dropping her off at Carol’s, he left to make contact
            with others in the patrol unit.
         

         
         As soon as she walked into the house, she was bombarded. Carol wanted her to come into the bedroom to keep her company, which
            Sela interpreted as meaning she wanted the skinny on what had or had not happened with Ben. Olivia was bored, and Sela’s arrival
            freed her to make the longish walk to a friend’s house. Barb was trying to cook, clean, and take care of Carol, which even
            with Olivia’s help was a lot on her plate. And laundry needed to be done.
         

         
         Oh hell. Of all the things that being without electricity had made daily life more physically difficult, laundry was at the
            top of the list.
         

         
         “It’s a trade-off,” she said to Barb. “We can run the generator long enough to wash the clothes, then hang them to dry. Using
            the generator means that down the road we’ll have less fuel for hot showers. What do we choose?”
         

         
         “Washing ourselves is easier than washing clothes,” Barb said with impeccable logic.

         
         “Done.”

         
         They started the generator and Sela began doing the laundry. Funny—the washing machine felt like such a luxury now that she
            actually enjoyed using it. When she stepped back into the living area, Barb said, “Breakfast was really good this morning.
            That bacon was excellent, the best I’ve ever had.” She winked at Sela. “Too bad you missed it.”
         

         
         Sela felt her face heating up, but she smiled and said, “I didn’t miss it. We had bacon, too.” We. How extraordinary, and how wonderful, that she and Ben were now we.
         

         
         “What?” Carol bellowed from her bedroom.
         

         
         Sela rolled her eyes at Barb. “How on earth did she hear that from her bedroom?”

         
         “Superpower,” Barb replied, grinning. She turned back to the supper she was cooking. After her initial shock at the crisis,
            and fear of the unknown, Barb had settled in; cooking was her superpower, and Sela had the thought that without her they wouldn’t be eating nearly as well as they were.
         

         
         “Sela Gordon! You come give me the skinny about him right now, or I swear I’ll crawl out of this bed and come in there!”

         
         She would, too; a determined Carol Allen was a force to be reckoned with. But Sela was chuckling as she went into Carol’s
            bedroom, because it wasn’t as if she intended to keep her relationship with Ben a secret. She’d barely settled in and started
            answering Carol’s barrage of questions when someone knocked on the door, then Barb and Nancy appeared in the doorway.
         

         
         “We need to run something by you,” Nancy said to Sela.

         
         And that was the real start of the busy day. Nancy, bless her, had taken it on herself to get with Mona Clausen and design
            the braziers, based on an entry they’d looked up in an ancient set of World Book Encyclopedias. That was one less thing Sela had to do, but they wanted her approval. By the time that was finished and Nancy was gone,
            the washer was finished with its cycle and she took the clothes outside to hang them on the clothesline to dry.
         

         
         While she was doing that, a kindergarten teacher who Carol had contacted walked up and wanted to begin organizing the curriculum
            for the school-in-planning. She helped Sela finish hanging the clothes, then they went inside for a four-way confab with Carol
            and Barb.
         

         
         Next one of the community pastors came knocking. Brother Ames was in his seventies, looked kind of like a skinny Santa Claus
            now that he was growing out a white beard, and he had a lot on his mind.
         

         
         “People are going to want to get married, but there aren’t any marriage licenses now. Babies will need to be recorded, but
            we don’t have birth certificates—and, mark my words, starting in about seven months we’re going to have a population boom
            here in the valley. When the lights go out and the television goes off, people find other ways to entertain themselves. How
            do you want to handle these issues?”
         

         
         Sela gaped at him. Somehow she didn’t think “community leader” was intended to be in charge of things like this. Marriages,
            divorces, and births were legal issues, state issues . . . and there were no functioning local governments now. Holy crap.
         

         
         It wasn’t just Brother Ames who would be asking; there were other churches in the valley, other pastors. Someone needed to
            make a decision. Sela wanted to take him into Carol’s bedroom and turn him over to her aunt, but Carol was taking a nap.
         

         
         There was something really serious that would be going down tomorrow, she felt as if she should be concentrating on that,
            but she couldn’t breathe a word about it to anyone—and even in the middle of big drama, the small dramas of life went on.
            People would be born, and people would die. There would be marriages and divorces—well, maybe not divorces, though people
            could break up and stop living together—regardless of whether or not there was a functioning government, and everything needed
            to be recorded.
         

         
         “Get a notebook,” she said. “Or one of those big scrapbooks. It doesn’t matter what you use, but records have to be kept.
            We’ll do what people did when all of this was the business of the churches, before politicians stuck their noses in. You perform
            marriage ceremonies, and you record them. Same with births: they need to be written down, baptize the babies if the parents
            want.”
         

         
         Brother Ames looked massively relieved. “I was hoping you’d say that. We’ve been talking about this—the other pastors and
            I—and that was the only way to handle the situation that we could think of, but we wanted some guidelines we could all follow,
            so we’re on the same page.”
         

         
         She wondered why, in that case, they hadn’t drawn up their own guidelines, but people had gotten accustomed to government
            making those decisions for them. She sincerely doubted the state would have her arrested for “authorizing” a system, so she
            might as well be the one to give the go-ahead. “When everything is up and running again, and that may be years, I doubt the
            state will take the position that all the marriages made during that time are illicit. That would be a really stupid, unpopular
            position to take. So treat everything as seriously as you would before. I can guarantee you that, as far as the people here
            in the valley are concerned, any marriage ceremony you perform is just as legal without electricity as it was with it.”
         

         
         “Bless you,” said Brother Ames.

         
         Then another neighbor showed up asking about the physical therapist who had been working with Carol, because her dad was down
            in his back again. Barb came to her rescue and told her about Meredith Parsons.
         

         
         And so it went, for the rest of the day. Perhaps people just wanted to touch base after the traumatic events at the store,
            maybe they hoped for some gossip, but every visit ate up time and, for someone like Sela who found socializing exhausting,
            was very wearing. Carol woke up and wanted answers to her questions. Olivia returned, more cheerful after the time spent with
            her friend.
         

         
         Darkness came, Barb put supper on the table, and Ben still hadn’t returned. Sela took a meal tray in to Carol, who scowled
            at her. “Where’s Ben? I want to eat at the table.”
         

         
         “He had a lot to do,” Sela said, trying not to act worried, but she knew what was going on and she couldn’t help fretting.
            What if Lawrence Dietrich got wind, somehow, that Ted had come to Mike? The sound of gunfire carried a long way and she thought
            she’d have heard any shots, but that didn’t stop her from continually checking out the window, looking for headlights coming
            down the lane. She wanted him here. She wanted to be with him.
         

         
         And then he was there. She saw the reflection of headlights on the window, the sound of the big truck pulling into the driveway.
            She was on the porch before he could reach it. He came up the steps and headed off any questions with a murmured, “I’ll fill
            you in later,” then pulled her close with a steely arm around her waist for a hard, hungry kiss.
         

         
         Barb was already setting a place at the table for him when they went inside. From her bedroom Carol called, “Ben? I need help!”

         
         Ben looked at Sela and cocked an eyebrow. “She called me by my name. What’s up with that?”

         
         “She wants something from you.”

         
         “I heard that!”

         
         “You hear everything,” Sela countered. Ben went into the bedroom and came out with Carol in his arms, and her carefully balancing
            her dinner tray. He set her down at the table and took his place, eating quickly and efficiently while they chatted around
            him. Things proceeded pretty much the same as they had the night before, as if a routine had been immediately established.
            While Sela and Barb cleaned up after supper, he brought in enough firewood to get them through the night, and even collected
            the still-damp clothes from the clothesline. He and Olivia hung the clothes where she directed, on an old folding clothes
            rack that Barb had dug out of storage at her house. They tried not to use it because it took up so much room in the living
            room, but sometimes it was necessary.
         

         
         As he scooped Carol up to take her back into the bedroom, Sela thought of something and said, “Let me get some coffee to take
            home with me.”
         

         
         “I brought some from my house,” Ben said over his shoulder as he maneuvered Carol through the doorway.

         
         “That’s good,” they heard Carol say. “I like a man who’s prepared.” There was a pause, then she continued, “What else are
            you prepared for?”
         

         
         “Everything, ma’am. I was a Marine. I’m prepared for everything.”

         
         Sela buried her face in her hands, torn between groaning and laughing. She didn’t dare look at Olivia, though there was no
            escaping Barb’s playful elbow jab.
         

         
         “That, Sweet Buns, is the best answer you could have given.”

         
         When he exited the bedroom he wasn’t smiling, but his eyes were crinkled with amusement.

         
         Sela was so tired her feet were dragging, but she forgot about that as they said their goodbyes and went out to the truck.
            “How did your day go?” he asked as he opened the passenger door and lifted her bodily onto the seat.
         

         
         “Busy.”

         
         He went around and got in the driver’s seat, and she outlined her day just as if they’d been a couple forever. She quickly
            told him about Brother Ames, and the only solution she’d been able to think of for the marriage problem, the long parade of
            people who’d needed/wanted to talk to her, but she wasn’t interested in her day. As they pulled into her driveway she asked
            about the Dietrich situation.
         

         
         He outlined the plan as he got two big duffle bags from the back of the truck. He, Trey, Mike, and Cam would be hidden in
            position an hour before the scheduled meeting at the old crafts store. With luck, they’d capture all six without bloodshed.
            Without luck, there would be bloodshed. Before she could latch on to the possibility of bloodshed he told her about stopping
            by the Livingston place to see the dog, and take them some more food.
         

         
         “He—Sajack—seemed happy. He ran to me and acted like he wanted to leave when I did, but Mary Alice patted her lap and called
            him and he went right back to her. You can tell she already dotes on him.”
         

         
         And he missed the dog. He didn’t have to say it. She gave him a quick hug before they went inside.

         
         The night proceeded much like the one before it had, with him building up the fire and moving the mattress into the living
            area. He unpacked the duffle bags, laying out an impressive array of weapons, which he inspected by lamplight though she knew,
            since the weapons belonged to him, that they were already in excellent condition. But he was thorough, and he knew what he
            was doing.
         

         
         She was so tired, and content to sit and read while he worked. She glanced at the clock once and saw that it was barely eight-thirty.
            Both the book and her eyelids got heavy, and with a sigh she rested her head against the back of the couch and closed her
            eyes, just for a minute. The next thing she knew he was lifting her in his arms, and when she looked again at the clock it
            was after nine.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to doze off,” she murmured.

         
         “If you’re too tired we can—”

         
         She interrupted him. “You’re kidding, right?”

         
         “Most definitely.” He gave her that small, delicious smile of his and her heart lurched wildly. They undressed each other—not
            as frantically as they had the night before, but their pace wasn’t leisurely, either.
         

         
         Foreplay was limited to the fierce caresses they shared before lying down; he rolled onto his back, pulled her on top of him,
            and without hesitation she gripped his penis and guided him inside her. She felt as if her entire body tightened around him,
            so intense was the feel of him, big and hot, deep inside. She groaned aloud as she leaned back, intensifying the contact.
            His big hands closed over her breasts, rough thumbs rubbing over her nipples, then he moved his grip to her hips and rocked
            her back and forth.
         

         
         Her climax hit so fast and hard that it took her by surprise. Dimly, from the depths of wrenching pleasure, she heard her
            own high, soaring cries and was astonished at herself. She’d never been a yeller . . . until Ben. Everything about him pulled
            her out of herself, took her to new places even though those places were all in her head.
         

         
         When she collapsed limply on his chest he rolled with her, tucked her under him, and stroked deep into her. He had enough
            control to hold on until she came again, then with a low, harsh sound he let himself go.
         

         
         Lying together in front of the fire, nested in the blankets, was one of the best things she’d ever known in her life. His
            hand moved slowly up and down her bare back, gently massaging her vertebrae, stroking over her butt. She rested her head on
            his chest and listened to his heartbeat, acutely aware of both his strength and the fragility of life.
         

         
         “Stop worrying,” he said, pulling her closer and kissing her temple.

         
         “I didn’t say a word,” she protested, tilting her head back to look at him.

         
         “You didn’t have to.”

         
         She didn’t argue, because what was the use? Instead she concentrated on this moment, the now. They were naked beneath the covers, wonderfully warm on a cold night, skin to skin, legs tangled. The fire had died down
            to a quiet crackle of low flames, just warm enough. In the now, she couldn’t have asked for anything more.
         

         
         All it had taken to get her here was the end of the world as she knew it.

         
         After a while he said, “What you told that preacher . . .”

         
         “Common sense.”

         
         “It was.” He paused. “We’ll be out of condoms soon. And I don’t want to stop . . . this.” His hand moved along her hip, her
            thigh.
         

         
         Her breath sighed out of her. “I don’t, either.”

         
         “We should get married.” His voice was rough. “Don’t say anything yet. Think about it, and think hard. I’m not— I’ll try to
            change, but I’m not an easy person to live with. There are days when I just want to be left alone.”
         

         
         Electricity ran through Sela and she rose up on one elbow, her eyes huge as she stared at him in the firelight. He’d asked
            her to marry him. He’d proposed. Her heart pounded and her lips parted, but he put a finger across them. “I meant it. Don’t say anything yet. This is serious
            business, and you need to think about it.”
         

         
         She buried her face against his shoulder to stifle the giggles that rose in her throat. So the worst he could think of was
            that some days he wanted to be left alone? So did she. They each needed to be alone for different reasons, but she imagined
            that need for quiet would give them a peaceful life together. But if he wanted to wait for an answer, she would wait. Perhaps
            he needed the time to accustom himself to the idea, even though he was the one who had broached the subject.
         

         
         Marriage. To him. Yes, please. Oh hell yes. Yes to the nth degree. Yes yes yes.

         
         They lay quietly together. When she glanced up at him he was staring into the fire, his gaze distant. Proposing marriage was
            serious business, but she strongly suspected his thoughts had already moved on to the possible firefight looming tomorrow.
            People could get killed. He knew more about that, probably, than anyone else in the valley. Whatever battles he’d been in,
            he still carried them with him.
         

         
         She could lose him tomorrow.

         
         It was a special kind of hell, loving someone who was on the front line. Pride mingled with quiet terror, knowing that their
            second night together could be their last night together. Her hands tightened on him, her fingers digging into the hard muscles
            of his back.
         

         
         His hand moved between her legs, rough fingers probing. “I can distract you for a while.”

         
         Sela closed her eyes, sighed out a soft breath. “Yes, you can.”

         
         Then he was inside her, moving, making her forget the world beyond this bed. His growling voice murmured against her ear,
            “I can’t get enough of you.”
         

         
         Her orgasm rocked her to her core, and Ben was right behind her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four

         
         An hour before Lawrence’s scheduled meeting, Ben, Mike, Trey, and Cam were in place around the deserted crafts building, which
            was literally no more than a mile, as the crow flies, from Sela’s house. The curvy, hilly roads made it seem farther than
            it was. The layout of the surroundings was just as Leigh Kilgore had described it, providing them with adequate cover. He
            had weighed the anonymity of walking in, using the terrain as cover, against the benefit of having vehicles nearby in case
            they needed to get somewhere fast. He’d opted for driving to a barn about half a mile away and concealing their vehicles there.
         

         
         He could’ve used more men, definitely, but the more who knew about the plan the more likely it was someone would say the wrong
            thing to the wrong person, deliberately or by accident, it didn’t matter. Not only that, concealment for more than four would
            have gotten exponentially more difficult. Four men were enough, in Ben’s opinion, and he instinctively trusted the other three,
            as well as the two guarding Carol’s house and the women in it.
         

         
         Harley and Darren were guarding Carol’s house, where the women waited. Ben didn’t expect trouble, but damned if he wouldn’t
            plan for it. These fuckers had nearly killed Sela once, and once was enough.
         

         
         There was no cover at the front of the building, a single-story dark-wood box that looked very much like a cheaply built mountain
            house. There was a faded sign near the road, advertising arts and crafts, as well as homemade jam. He didn’t know how long
            the business had been closed, but it had been long enough for bushes to grow up to the windows on the side, and for that sign
            to weather so much you had to be right up on it to read the words. Ben and the men he had chosen to be here were situated
            at the back and to both sides. Those who were positioned on the side could see most of the entrance, the front steps and most
            of the wide, rustic porch. The parking lot was in full view.
         

         
         Ten minutes before the scheduled meet, Wesley and a second man arrived, went into the store. Ben couldn’t connect all the
            names with the faces, but Mike could. That didn’t do him any good, since Mike was on the other side of the building. They
            had walkies, but they were for emergency only; in such close proximity, no sense in taking a chance that someone would hear.
         

         
         A few minutes later two others arrived, and one of them had a pronounced limp. That had to be Patrick, the man Olivia—or Sela—had
            wounded during the attack on her store.
         

         
         The time to meet came and went, and no Lawrence. There was one other man other than Lawrence who hadn’t arrived, but Ben didn’t
            know which one that might be. By process of elimination, he guessed it was Lawrence’s brother, Jeremy, who was also absent.
         

         
         He didn’t like it. He began to get an uneasy feeling, because the man who had called the meeting wasn’t there. This wasn’t
            good.
         

         
         Ted pulled into the gravel lot, parked crookedly, and sat in his car for a moment before he opened the door and got out. The
            man would make a lousy spy. He was pale, and even from here Ben could tell he was jittery.
         

         
         Ted’s job was to get the group outside, all together, either by calling an end to the meeting or taking it to the front porch.
            In the open, Ben and the members of the community patrol who surrounded the building would surround and capture the group.
            There was some debate about what to do with them afterward. To kill them would be murder, under the existing—if currently
            unavailable—law. If they arrested the men, where would they be housed? Not only did Wears Valley not have a jail, but detaining
            them would make the community responsible for feeding them and keeping them warm for however long was necessary, likely at
            least a year and probably longer, until they could be turned over to whatever kind of law enforcement resumed activities first.
         

         
         As far as Ben was concerned, there were two options: execution, or banishment. These men were a menace, but so far they hadn’t
            done anything that warranted a death sentence. The best solution he could come up with was to split the group and drive them
            in several different directions, drop them off with no weapons and a day’s worth of food, and be done with them. They’d end
            up being trouble for someone else, but he couldn’t worry about that. He had to concentrate on keeping his own little corner
            of the world safe.
         

         
         They’d shot at Sela and Olivia. They had to go, one way or another.

         
         A few more minutes ticked past, and still no Lawrence or Jeremy. Had they smelled something wrong? Or were they just delayed,
            for one reason or another? For that matter, they were meth addicts; God only knows what could have sidetracked them.
         

         
         The waiting was eating at him. He’d sat for days in ambush with more patience than he had as he waited to get his hands on
            Lawrence Dietrich.
         

         
         Gunfire reverberated inside the building, shattering the quiet. Ben leaped to his feet and charged toward the building, the
            four of them converging on it, two toward the front door, two at the back.
         

         
         Ben went in first, with Mike right behind him. From the rear of the building came the sound of splintering wood as Cam and
            Trey began breaking through the locked back door.
         

         
         Four of the men, all gathered in the main room near what had once been a checkout counter, were caught by surprise. All four
            were armed, one with a rifle, the other three with handguns. Ted was on his back, on the floor, writhing and screaming, “Wait!
            No!” He was bleeding heavily from a wound high on his chest, and Ben knew immediately his situation wasn’t good. Patrick had
            his rifle aimed at Ted’s head, about to finish the job.
         

         
         Patrick swung his rifle toward Ben and Mike, and Ben fired the shotgun. The heavy slug would drop a deer, and it knocked Patrick
            back several feet before he crashed into an empty display rack, then collapsed to the floor. The other three men scattered
            like cockroaches, not knowing where to go with men coming in both the front and back doors. But they didn’t go down easy,
            they were shooting as they scattered. Ben was faster than any of them, his reactions pure instinct honed by years of training.
            Wesley fired and missed, then Ben shot him between the eyes. He sprawled backward, dead before he hit the floor. Mike’s aim
            wasn’t as good as Ben’s, but he got one man in the arm. The guy screamed and spun to the side, dropped down, raised his pistol
            again.
         

         
         Cam shot but his aim was high and wide. Trey went down on one knee and coolly took down the wounded man armed with the pistol,
            but not before the man got off a shot at Mike. Mike stumbled and went down. Cam kicked the wounded man’s arm, sent the pistol
            flying.
         

         
         Ears ringing, nose and eyes stinging from the smoke, Ben swiftly knelt beside Mike and checked how bad he was wounded. The
            wound was in the fleshy part of the chest just under his arm, likely not life-threatening as long as there wasn’t infection,
            but painful as hell.
         

         
         “How you doing?” he asked casually, pulling his knife from his pocket and slicing off the bottom of Mike’s shirt to make a
            cloth pad. Taking a pack of blood-clotting powder from the cargo pocket in his pants, he sprinkled some over the wound then
            covered it with the cloth pad and pressed hard.
         

         
         “Pretty shitty,” Mike answered, his voice raspy.

         
         “Look out!” Ted half shouted, half groaned. Ben spun on his knee; Patrick had struggled to a partial sitting position, despite
            the massive wound to his chest, and was struggling to steady his rifle. Ben rolled into the clear, and fired again. Patrick
            shuddered and lay still, the rifle falling from his limp hand. This time the fucker was dead, but Ben cursed at himself for
            not checking to make sure the first time. This time, he went over and picked up the rifle, though he was damn sure Patrick
            was dead now.
         

         
         Three men dead, and three injured.

         
         Swiftly Ben checked Ted, who had gone still. He was unconscious now, which was probably for the best. Ben tore open his shirt,
            and cussed under his breath. Ted’s wound was much worse than Mike’s; in different times, with a hospital nearby, he’d have
            about a 50/50 chance. With only rudimentary medical care available, Ben didn’t think he’d make it. Nevertheless he swiftly
            did what he could with the same rough first aid he’d used on Mike. Frothy air bubbles in the wound told him Ted’s lung had
            been hit.
         

         
         “How is he?” Mike asked, panting as he tried to struggle to his feet.

         
         Ben silently shook his head and took Mike’s arm on his uninjured side, heaved him upright.

         
         Urgency was still gnawing at him. He went over to where Trey was holding a weapon on the other wounded man, and dropped to
            his haunches beside him. “Where’s Lawrence?”
         

         
         The man just laughed. That short laugh was followed by a raspy cough, a groan. He didn’t look good, and Ben wasn’t going to
            waste any clotting powder or sympathy on him.
         

         
         Mike edged closer, hunched over against the pain. “Come on, Kyle. No point in being loyal to Dietrich, he’d throw you to the
            wolves without thinking twice. What the hell are you doing here anyway?”
         

         
         Kyle grimaced. “I always liked you, Mike, but this mess . . . I don’t want to die. I don’t want to starve to death, and I
            sure as fuck don’t want to sit back and let folks who don’t give a shit about me and mine tell me what to do. Lawrence’s plan
            seemed like a good one. No point in letting someone else have it all.”
         

         
         Mike shook his head. “You didn’t want to have to do without your drugs, and you saw this as a way to make sure you didn’t
            have to. I knew your mama. She’d be ashamed.”
         

         
         Kyle sneered. If he’d cared what his mama thought, he wouldn’t have gotten in with Dietrich. He cast a glance at Ted, then
            back up at Ben. “Lawrence thought Parsons there might go soft on us, so we’ve been watching him for the past couple of days.
            You think you’ve won, but just you wait. Lawrence and Jeremy are taking care of those women.” He laughed again, choked hard,
            and then he stopped breathing.
         

         
         Ben surged to his feet, hell burning in his eyes. He hit the door at a run, cursing every second it would take him to get
            to his truck.
         

         
         Sela.

         
          

         Sela paced in Carol’s living room. This had been the longest afternoon of her life. She hated waiting, and she hated worrying
            even more.
         

         
         Ben was in harm’s way, and the knowledge filled her with cold dread. He could handle himself better than anyone she knew or
            had ever known, and still she worried about him. She always would. That was what loving someone meant, and she had chosen
            to love someone who wouldn’t hesitate when the hard things had to be done. Had anyone ever worried about him before today?
            He gave the impression that no worry was necessary. He was tough as nails, capable of handling any crisis, he needed nothing
            and no one.
         

         
         But everyone needed someone to worry about them. She was Ben’s someone, would always be his someone.

         
         If all went well, this would be over quickly. If all didn’t go well, she was prepared—not to lose Ben, but to protect her
            family as best she could. Nerve-ridden, she’d brought her .22 rifle with her, not wanting to be helpless. She wasn’t walking
            around with it in her hand but it was close by. She didn’t think she’d need it, prayed she wouldn’t need it, but she’d brought
            it in case she did.
         

         
         Meredith, Carol, and Barb were in Carol’s bedroom, Carol propped up in bed, Meredith and Barb in the dining chairs they’d
            dragged in there so they could sit beside her. They were drinking wine out of tiny paper cups, sipping, savoring, being careful
            not to consume too much. Carol insisted they had to be clearheaded, in case things went south . . . like those three would
            be so much help if there was trouble. Carol had just that morning used the crutches to get herself to the portable potty by
            herself, but the effort had been very awkward and painful.
         

         
         Now and then Sela heard them laughing. Well, why not? They were drinking wine, tiny cups notwithstanding. They were talking
            about how things had changed and what other changes could be coming their way. Barb had been giving Meredith tips about cooking
            in the fireplace, a skill everyone was developing and expanding on.
         

         
         There were two members of the community patrol stationed to stand guard outside the house. Harley was at the front, Darren
            had been posted at the back door. Ben was experienced enough in combat to know things never went the way they’d been planned,
            and you never knew which way a rat would run. In the way of losers, Lawrence likely blamed Sela for what had happened at the
            store, therefore in his mind she was the enemy. However the confrontation at the craft store went, Lawrence would blame Sela,
            and if he somehow escaped . . .
         

         
         Olivia sat on the couch. Right after Ben and the others had left, Olivia had walked around with Carol’s .22 in her hands,
            looking almost comically determined. Like Sela, she had eventually relaxed and set the weapon aside, in a corner near the
            stairway. What did it say about their world now that Olivia was just fifteen, but this wasn’t her first rodeo. She’d already
            proven that she could handle herself in a crisis.
         

         
         All was quiet. Maybe nothing had happened yet. Maybe everything had gone so smoothly not a single shot had been fired. If
            and when they heard gunfire, from the direction of the meeting place or from any other direction, those rifles would be in
            their hands, and ready.
         

         
         Sela checked the clock, paced in front of the dying fire, sat by Olivia for maybe half a minute before popping back up to
            continue her nervous pacing.
         

         
         Nothing would happen. Ben would take care of the men who were planning to create their own criminal enterprise, and that would
            be that.
         

         
         Nothing would happen. Ben would knock on the front door any minute now, and tell her it had been a piece of cake.

         
         Nothing would happen. The universe would not be so cruel as to take away Ben when she’d just found him.

         
         Sela took a deep breath, calming herself, then went to the fireplace to add some wood and poke at the embers to make them
            flare.
         

         
         In the distance, she heard gunfire, a lot of gunfire. Olivia jumped off the couch at the noise, and headed toward the stairs
            to retrieve her .22. Sela whirled toward her own rifle, across the room. Before either of them could reach their weapons the
            front door was kicked in and Lawrence Dietrich stepped into the room.
         

         
         Beyond him, through the open door, Sela saw Harley’s still body. There was blood on the porch, on Dietrich’s sleeve and boots,
            as well as down the front of his heavy jacket.
         

         
         “Ladies,” Dietrich said. He was smiling as he pointed his rifle at Sela.

         
         Sela’s blood froze, but somehow she kept functioning. She motioned for Olivia to go to Carol’s bedroom, and after a moment’s
            hesitation the girl obeyed, walking backward, taking small steps until she was inside the room. Carol shouted out, “What’s
            going on out there?” Olivia whispered an urgent answer, and Carol went silent.
         

         
         Sela didn’t look at the .22 that was closest to her but she knew exactly where it was, and exactly how far away. It wasn’t
            close enough, not nearly close enough. Even if she could reach it, she wouldn’t have a chance in a close gunfight with Lawrence
            and his hunting rifle, which he was already aiming at her. Bullets went through walls. If he started shooting, the women in
            Carol’s bedroom would be in the line of fire. There had to be another way. She didn’t see it, but there had to be, if she
            could just keep calm and stay alive.
         

         
         Lawrence kept the barrel pointed at Sela as he went to the back door and opened it, letting his brother Jeremy inside. While
            the door was open, she caught a glimpse of a still shoe. Darren was down, too. Dead or injured she couldn’t know, not from
            that one shoe. At least Jeremy wasn’t covered in blood.
         

         
         At his brother’s direction, Jeremy collected both .22s and placed them even farther away from Sela, propping them near the
            front door, while Lawrence edged around so that his back was to Carol’s bedroom. Through the open door Sela caught sight of
            Meredith easing forward furtively. Good Lord, was that a vase in her hand? Meredith had guts, but—a vase? Sela caught Meredith’s eye and shook her head slightly, warning her to stay back.
            This could go sideways fast, with one wrong move.
         

         
         “I guess you heard those gunshots,” Lawrence said. “I wonder what it means? Who survived? Your guys or mine? If it was mine,
            which I ’spect it was because I thought something like that might happen and we were ready, then your ass is in a sling. Oh,
            wait. Your ass is in a sling anyway because I’ve got this”—he lifted the rifle a little—“and you don’t. Boo-hoo. Too bad for
            you I didn’t trust Parsons. Wish I could have, I’ve always been a fan of doing things the easy way, but this time . . . this
            time it was a mistake.”
         

         
         He swung his rifle to the side and, for a moment, pointed it toward the front door before again taking aim at Sela. “I hope
            that son of a bitch Jernigan comes running to the rescue, any minute now.”
         

         
         Sela lifted a stilling hand, as if she could ward off a bullet. “Why?” she asked. Talk. Get him to talk, keep him talking.
            She needed to buy some time.
         

         
         “So he can watch me blow your face off before I take him out,” Lawrence answered with a sly grin. “We were going to have to
            do something about him ASAP, anyway. Once he got involved I knew he’d be a huge pain in my ass.”
         

         
         “No, why do any of this? You and your friends were all going to get a share of the gas. We’ve gone to a lot of trouble to
            make sure that everyone will get by. It won’t be easy, but if we stick together we can all survive this.” She tried to sound
            merely bewildered, not angry, not threatening in any way.
         

         
         She had just lied. Not everyone would survive. Even in the before world, with electricity and modern medicine and conveniences,
            not everyone survived. Now their existence was much more precarious.
         

         
         But Ben was a survivor. In any halfway even fight, she’d put her money on him. Lawrence thought his guys had won, but she
            didn’t. Ben was on his way, she knew it. If she could just stall Lawrence long enough . . .
         

         
         Dietrich laughed. “Your pissy little five-gallon limit of gasoline was going to work magic? We need more gasoline than you
            were going to give us. We need to be able to make short trips into other areas, and we’d like to be able to get home again.”
         

         
         “Trips?” Raids, more likely.

         
         He made a mocking half dip of his head. “Some of us need more than canned beans. My wife, Zoe, she needs her pills. She’s
            a nervous wreck without them. There’s a basement weed farm in Maryville I’d like to visit. And who knows what kind of stash
            some of the folks right here in Wears Valley have? With all the trauma and stress, why, we can make a small fortune in the
            weed business, and there’s a fortune in meth—but I needed that gas, and you fucked up everything. Why couldn’t you have stayed
            your ass at home, instead of sitting in the store in the dark? Now I’ll have to go from house to house to get it. Some people
            are going to get hurt, and it’s all your fault, but you’re just a bump in the road. I’m going to get through this mess and
            come out the other side a rich man.”
         

         
         “But people will die—”

         
         “Not my problem.” He’d reached Carol’s bedroom door, and glanced over his shoulder into the room. What did he see, what was
            going on in there? Was Meredith still holding the vase? Carol would still be in bed, and frantic, because they would all have
            heard what Dietrich had said. What was Olivia doing? Olivia was the wild card, and she’d been involved in the gunfight at
            the store. She might try to jump Dietrich from behind. But, thank God, after looking inside the bedroom Dietrich began edging
            away again, back toward where Sela stood in the middle of the room.
         

         
         “Jeremy,” he said, grinning at Sela, “take care of the ladies in the bedroom.”

         
         Jeremy steered well clear of Sela as he circled around, walked to the door, and looked into Carol’s room. “You mean, tie ’em
            up?”
         

         
         “No, that is not what I mean,” Lawrence said sharply. “When you stage a coup you wipe out the previous administration. Take
            care of it.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Gut ’em or shoot ’em. Your choice.”

         
         Horror filled her at his words. Jeremy paled, and it wasn’t her imagination. She knew nothing about him other than he was
            Lawrence’s brother, and she wouldn’t have known that much if not for Ted. Was he the kind of man who would do as his brother
            ordered, no matter what?
         

         
         She had to do something, anything. She tensed, nothing on her mind except blindly rushing Lawrence and taking her chances
            with that rifle. If she could distract both men for just a little while, not even a minute, maybe the others could escape,
            maybe they could barricade the door—anything.
         

         
         Jeremy let his arm drop to his side. He was still holding his rifle, but he wasn’t aiming it at anyone. “I’m not killing a
            bunch of old women and a kid.”
         

         
         Lawrence erupted in fury, spinning toward his brother. “Damn it, you always were a pussy. I’ll do it myself!”

         
         Planning required calculation, and she didn’t have time for that. She simply leaped, driven by desperation. She tackled Lawrence from
            behind, driving her shoulder into his hips. He staggered but didn’t go down; she grabbed at his legs and jerked, lost her
            own balance, and sprawled hard on the floor. Her face was nauseatingly close to the blood-splattered boots. He stumbled again,
            recovered again, and still didn’t fall. She grabbed one of his ankles and jerked, then drew her legs up and kicked as hard
            as she could, catching him behind the knee.
         

         
         He grunted and stumbled forward again, but the son of a bitch still didn’t go down. Sobbing, desperate, she tried to scramble to her feet.
         

         
         Lawrence turned around and pushed her, hard; she landed on her back, the breath knocked out of her. He kicked her in the side,
            on the thigh, cursing at her with each blow. The pain was excruciating, paralyzing. Dimly she thought she should fight through
            it, but at the moment all she could do was curl up and cover her head with her arms.
         

         
         Jeremy backed away from the bedroom door, hands up in a way that indicated he wasn’t getting involved. Over Lawrence’s shoulder
            Sela glimpsed a blur of movement. Meredith rushed forward with the vase in her hand, while Barb—Barb!—was swinging one of
            Carol’s crutches. Olivia had the other one.
         

         
         Sela rolled away, somehow finding the strength, desperately hoping Lawrence’s attention would stay on her and he wouldn’t
            notice the poorly armed women. She came to a stop against the couch and could go no farther. Lawrence came toward her like
            a demon, his expression twisted with rage. She closed her eyes, waiting for the gunshot that would end her, or another savage
            kick. Maybe she hadn’t been able to save herself, but maybe the others could make it out, somehow. Ben. His name echoed in her mind.
         

         
         The sound of the blast was deafening.

         
         She didn’t feel anything. What—?

         
         She opened one eye and saw Lawrence in a boneless, awkward heap a couple of yards away. Weakly she struggled to her knees,
            not understanding and wanting nothing more than to get away while she could. Then there was a blur of movement and Ben dropped
            down to wrap his arms around her, hugging her tightly to him.
         

         
         “Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice raw and close, so wonderfully close.

         
         “I thought he was going to kill me,” she said numbly, still dazed and not with the program at all.

         
         “Are you hurt?”

         
         “He was going to kill us all, Carol and Olivia and—”

         
         “Are you hurt?” Ben bellowed.
         

         
         She blinked, looked up into those blazing, beautiful green eyes. “No.” That was a lie. Her side was on fire where Lawrence
            had kicked her, and her leg was numb. She expected that would change any minute now, and she’d really miss the numbness. But
            she wasn’t dead, she wasn’t shot, and both of those were big pluses.
         

         
         He helped her to her feet, never letting go. That was fine with her, because her leg wouldn’t hold her weight right now. She
            had no intention of letting go of him anytime soon, anyway.
         

         
         Lawrence was definitely dead, half of his face missing. Sela turned her face into Ben’s shoulder, sickened by the sight. Jeremy
            stood to one side, disarmed, pale, his focus on the rifle Trey held on him, rather than on the raised vase and wooden crutches
            that were also threatening him.
         

         
         “Lawrence told Jeremy to kill the others, but he wouldn’t do it,” she said into Ben’s shirt, afraid they were going to execute
            Jeremy on the spot. Maybe they should; she didn’t know what else he’d done, if Darren was injured or dead, if Harley, who’d
            been at the front door when Lawrence had arrived, was alive or dead. All she knew was that if Jeremy had done as his brother
            ordered, Ben and Trey wouldn’t have arrived in time to save anyone.
         

         
         The stench of death was strong in the room. Olivia rushed at her, crying; Ben didn’t release her, just pulled Olivia in and
            held her, too.
         

         
         Sela tried to think of practical matters, tried to turn her thoughts away from the death that surrounded them, but for right
            now she was both numb and filled with a relief that pushed out everything else. Ben was alive. Carol, Olivia, Barb, and Meredith
            were all alive. She’d been prepared for the worst, the worst hadn’t happened, and she hadn’t yet adjusted.
         

         
         It was Barb who sucked in a deep breath, surveyed the dead man on the floor, and said, “It’ll take forever to get this mess
            cleaned up.”
         

         
         In the bedroom, Carol was crying with harsh, throat-scraping sobs. Olivia pulled free and ran into the bedroom to her grandmother.
            “It’s okay, Gran,” they heard her say. “It’s over. We’re fine.”
         

         
         “Fine” was a stretch—a big stretch.

         
         Other men, both members of the patrol and their own close neighbors, came into the house, one after another. Ben deposited
            Sela at the table, and Barb brought her some water. Sela listened to their whispered conversations. Darren had been coldcocked
            but would be okay, and was sitting up . . . but Harley was dead. Lawrence had cut his throat; he’d never had a chance.
         

         
         Harley . . . Tears stung Sela’s eyes, and she stared down into the glass of water. He’d been such a good guy, always willing
            to help in any way he could. He’d been the one who would stop on the highway to aid strangers with car trouble, the one who
            smoked briskets and took them to families in need.
         

         
         If Lawrence could die again, she thought she’d tear him apart.

         
         Jeremy’s hands were bound with zip ties, and a couple of the men roughly took him out of the house. Sela didn’t know where
            they were taking him and didn’t care.
         

         
         Meredith looked around the room, her eyes wide, her expression drawn with worry. “Where’s Ted?”

         
         Ben took a deep breath, then sighed. He reached out and put his big hand on her shoulder. “He’s been shot.”

         
         Meredith sucked in a ragged breath and slow tears dripped down her white face. “How bad is it?”

         
         “Bad,” Ben said reluctantly. “He’s still alive, but—I’m sorry.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five

         
         The valley community reeled in the aftermath of the violence. Five of the six who’d plotted to take over were dead, but what
            would they do with Jeremy? He’d refused to kill the women at Carol’s, but he’d hit Darren in the head hard enough that Terry
            Morris, the medic, was worried. So far Darren was hanging in, but if he died that was murder. They were all hoping it was
            no worse than a concussion, something he could recover from.
         

         
         Losing Harley hit Ben hard. He’d lost too many men in combat, but Harley had been a civilian, and that made it harder. He’d
            never intended to get to know any of the people here, yet here he was, up to his neck in their lives. He’d liked Harley. The
            man had been willing to do anything and everything for the community, and he’d paid for that with his life, in the same way
            any soldier might.
         

         
         Living in a world where there was no law had its challenges. No, there still had to be law. Somehow, some way. These people
            were his people now. Sela was his, her family was his, her community was his. As bad as it had been driving down the mountain
            in the dark when he’d heard gunshots at her store, that was nothing compared to how he’d felt when he’d come through the door
            and seen her on the floor, Dietrich aiming a rifle at her. His vision had gone to red mist, and his heart had stopped. He
            still wasn’t over the sheer terror of that moment, especially now that he knew Dietrich had kicked her and she was hurt. She
            was moving around, but gingerly. He’d been kicked a few times himself, and it was brutal. He wanted to pick her up and hold
            her on his lap, just hold her, but after a few minutes of shock she’d gathered herself and taken charge in that quiet but
            quickly decisive way she had.
         

         
         Carol’s house was a mess. Harley had died a bloody death on the front porch, and Lawrence’s brains were all over the living
            room. Sela had organized having Carol transported to her own house, where they would all stay until Carol’s house could be
            put to rights, which the neighborhood women were taking care of as fast as possible. The big tattooed woman named Carlette
            had shown up and was moving furniture like a man, pulling up blood-soaked carpet, packing up personal belongings and hand-carrying
            heavy boxes down to Sela’s house. Ben made a note to recruit her for the patrol.
         

         
         Ted was hanging in, but it didn’t look good. They’d moved him to a house not far from the building where the firefight had
            taken place, put him in bed, kept him warm, and dressed his wound. Someone donated a bottle of antibiotics, to try to fight
            off infection, but Terry Morris had done a quiet triage and given a small shake of his head. There was no point in wasting
            the pills. Ted had lost a lot of blood, he had some severe internal injuries, and they didn’t have the medical facilities
            or equipment to treat him.
         

         
         Mike and Darren were taken to the same house, at least for now, to make it more convenient for Terry to see to their care.
            Both men were on cots in the living room, where they slept and grumbled and were coddled by their wives as much as possible.
            Darren was in and out, but woke every time they tried to rouse him. Mike’s wound, painful as it was, was much less serious.
         

         
         Night fell. Dawn came and went. A half dozen people, including the couple who owned the house and had gladly allowed it to
            be turned into a field hospital, gathered in the den and waited. Meredith didn’t leave her post beside Ted. She prayed, she
            quietly cried. Sometimes Ted roused and said a few words to her, and she held his hand.
         

         
         When Meredith had to use the bathroom, she asked Sela to take her place watching over Ted. Ben was still not willing to let
            her out of his sight for long so he went into the bedroom with her.
         

         
         Ted’s breathing was laborious, and getting slower. He opened his eyes and frowned in hazy confusion when he looked at Sela.
            “Meredith?” he asked, his voice barely audible.
         

         
         “She’s gone to the bathroom,” Sela said, taking his hand.

         
         He drew a shallow breath, focused on her. “Take care of her,” he whispered. “She’s . . . my heart.”

         
         Sela wanted to say he’d be fine, but couldn’t bring herself to lie to him. Tears stung her eyes. “I will.”

         
         Ben put his hand on her shoulder. He saw death in that bed. God knew he’d seen more than his share, and recognized it. Ted
            wouldn’t last another hour.
         

         
         Ted closed his eyes, drifted off again. Sela sat there, still holding his hand, until Meredith returned and took her place.

         
         She stood and went into Ben’s arms, rested her head on his chest. He wouldn’t swear to it, but he was almost positive she
            whispered “I love you” into his shirt.
         

         
         He walked her out into the dim hallway, lit by a single candle, and once more folded her close. “Move in with me,” he murmured,
            resting his chin on the top of her head.
         

         
         “Okay,” she said without hesitation.

         
         Half an hour later Ted quietly died.

         
          

         A joint funeral was held for Ted and Harley, the afternoon after Ted died. It was a cold, gray day, with another dusting of
            snow on the ground. Trey had built the two coffins, and a handful of local men who hadn’t volunteered in the past dug the
            graves at the edge of the cemetery, using nothing more than shovels and their own strength. They were alarmed by what had
            happened and had been pretty much shamed into making the decision to become involved.
         

         
         There was strength in numbers, and they now added themselves to the list to be called on.

         
         Most of the valley community turned out for the funeral. Sela studied the faces in the crowd. Some she knew, many she didn’t,
            but almost everyone who’d heard what had happened attended. Many wore black. Most had walked, while a few had used precious
            gasoline to drive here. Sela had driven herself, with Barb, Meredith, and Olivia in tow. She couldn’t see either of the older
            women handling the walk well.
         

         
         Meredith had stopped crying a while back, though her eyes were red and she trembled. She had been Ted’s reason for everything
            and, imperfect as he was, he had been her center. Barb stood to one side of the new widow. Leigh Kilgore was on the other
            side, a steadying hand resting on Meredith’s arm. Harley’s widow had similar support, both physical and emotional.
         

         
         Carol had insisted on attending the funeral, but Sela and Barb had insisted more urgently that she stay in bed—at Sela’s house,
            until the evidence of violence in her own home could be cleared away—and rest. There were too many gentle hills in the cemetery,
            too many potential pitfalls. The last thing they needed was for her to take another fall.
         

         
         As the preacher’s words came to an end, Barb stepped forward and began singing a hymn in her sweet voice, a familiar one most
            of the funeral goers would know. People began joining in, their voices rising in the cold air. Sela tried to join in but her
            throat was too tight, and she couldn’t get the words out. She reached out, grabbed Ben’s hand. He threaded his fingers through
            hers and held on tight. His hand in hers grounded her, and when the time came she was reluctant to let him go.
         

         
         When the funeral was over, Ben hung back while Sela made the rounds, hugging Meredith as well as Harley’s widow, offering
            her condolences and her prayers. Olivia got a big hug, too, many of them, from a lot of different people. She was a kid and
            she’d had too many harrowing experiences in the last few days. There was a new look in Olivia’s eyes, an older, fiercer expression.
            Death had touched her at a young age, when she lost her parents, and now this.
         

         
         Ben stayed close behind Sela and the others as they walked toward the car, sharply watching over his . . . well, hell, his
            family. They, and Meredith, were crowded into Sela’s small house. No one wanted Meredith to go home alone, to that empty house on
            the mountain. It was a nice house, but it was also isolated with all those empty rental cabins in the neighborhood. Ben’s
            house was the closest one that was occupied, and wasn’t exactly easy to get to.
         

         
         Sela fished her keys out of her pocket; Ben reached out and snagged them from her and she gave him a surprised look. “What—?”

         
         “Olivia,” he called, and the girl turned toward him. He tossed the keys to her.

         
         She deftly caught them, her gaze flaring with joy. “Yes!” she hissed, clutching the keys.

         
         “Ben!” Sela said in alarm. “She’s fifteen!”

         
         “Has she had driving lessons?”

         
         “A few. She got her learner’s permit a few months back. But—”

         
         “Think she can handle the short distance to your house?”

         
         “It’s not that far,” she conceded. “And Lord knows there isn’t much traffic.” There were a lot of pedestrians, though, and
            she wasn’t sure how much of a danger Olivia would be to them.
         

         
         “Let her drive. You come home with me.”

         
         Come home with me. That phrase was as tantalizing as the When we have sex that had haunted her for . . . well, hours, before it had actually happened.
         

         
         “I really should see everyone settled.”

         
         “You really should come home with me and let me take care of you for a while. Olivia can handle the rest. We’ll come down
            and check on them tomorrow morning. Promise.”
         

         
         Olivia had been listening. She spun around and mouthed to Sela, “We’ll be fine. Go!”

         
         Sela nodded, and as the women got into her Honda, Ben lifted her into the passenger side of his truck. She was definitely
            sore from Lawrence’s kicks, her side and thigh deeply bruised. Barb had made a couple of poultices that had helped ease the
            soreness, but she still felt it.
         

         
         “The community patrol met this morning,” Ben said as he pulled onto the road.

         
         “I didn’t know. I would’ve been there.”

         
         “You needed your rest,” he grumbled. “We voted on what to do with Jeremy. Tomorrow morning a group of us will escort him a
            few miles out and see him on his way. He’ll have a couple bottles of water and some food, but from there he’ll be on his own.
            I voted against the food, but I was overruled.”
         

         
         “Banishment.”

         
         “Yep.”

         
         “A bullet to the head might have been kinder.” She could not imagine being on her own in this world.

         
         “I brought that up, too.” His voice was grim. “If Darren had died there probably would’ve been more votes for execution, but
            he’s going to recover.”
         

         
         Just ahead, Olivia carefully guided Sela’s SUV onto the side road that would take her and her passengers home. She even used
            her turn signal. She likely wouldn’t see—Sela hoped she was paying attention to the road instead of watching her rearview
            mirror—but Sela gave her a thumbs-up.
         

         
         “We’ve also decided to block off all the roads coming into the valley,” Ben continued. “That won’t keep everyone out, but
            we won’t have anyone driving in once that’s done. And we’re going to set up lookouts.”
         

         
         She could only imagine a group like Lawrence and his friends with a handful of vehicles, goodness knows how many weapons,
            and plenty of gas. The damage they could do would be unimaginable. Access to the valley had to be controlled, because their
            lives could depend on it.
         

         
         Ben turned onto Covemont Lane and they headed home. Home. She hadn’t moved her things there, not yet, but she had no doubt that whatever they had was important, and permanent, and
            that his home was now hers.
         

         
         Maybe it didn’t make much sense, given what had happened in the past few days, but Sela knew she’d be fine. Carol and Olivia
            would be fine. Josh would come home when he could, and he’d be fine. They couldn’t know what the coming months would bring,
            but with Ben by her side she could do anything.
         

         
         She had never felt so strong.

         
         He deftly steered the truck over the big rock, then they crested the steep drive and reached the house. “Stay there,” he said,
            and came around the truck to lift her out of it.
         

         
         “I’m okay,” she said mildly. “Sore, but okay.”

         
         “Humor me.”

         
         They went up the steps to the porch, and the spectacular view took her attention. The valley spread out before them. “I should’ve
            packed a bag,” she said as she walked the porch to the prime spot where Ben had positioned a couple of chairs. They would
            sit here a lot, she imagined.
         

         
         “Tomorrow,” Ben said. “I have an extra toothbrush and I promise you won’t need pajamas.”

         
         No, she wouldn’t. “What’s the condom count?”

         
         “Zero.” He didn’t sound concerned.

         
         She sure wasn’t.

         
         The valley below looked so peaceful from this vantage point. It wasn’t, not really, and wouldn’t be for some time. They would
            have quiet days and days that were not so quiet.
         

         
         Practical matters intruded on her thoughts. When Carol’s house had been set to rights and she, Olivia, and Barb had moved
            back into it, Meredith could stay and live in Sela’s house. She might want a roommate, and it wouldn’t be impossible for her
            to move in with Carol, but it would be crowded. That would be up to the women involved, not her decision at all, but she could
            certainly offer her house to the new widow. She knew she herself wouldn’t be living there anymore.
         

         
         Harley’s widow had family in the area, but still, it was only right that others help her out, when and if she needed it. Did
            she have heat? Plenty of food? Sela had known Harley a lot better than she knew his wife, but now the widow was on her list
            of responsibilities.
         

         
         The Livingstons hadn’t been at the funeral. That wasn’t reason for concern, but she did want to check on them. Maybe tomorrow,
            when she went to her house to collect a few things.
         

         
         Ben wrapped his arms around her. “What are you planning?” he asked, rubbing his chin against her temple.

         
         “What makes you think I’m planning anything?” She folded her arms over his, burrowing into the heat of his body.

         
         “The expression on your face,” he said. “Besides, you’re always planning something.”

         
         “Not always.” She turned in his arms and looked up, smiling.

         
         He narrowed those laser green eyes at her and pulled her closer. “Turn those skills to planning our wedding. I expect your
            crazy aunt will get involved, so be strong.”
         

         
         Despite the sad day, Sela laughed and tilted her head to kiss the underside of his jaw.

         
         “You’ll have to keep her distracted, Stud Muffin.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         September again, and as usual the summer heat was holding on. The best part of the day was when the sun had set and the day
            cooled. After sundown was the time for magic. Their work was done for the day, the breeze through the open windows cooled
            the house, and they could just be together.
         

         
         Home. This was home.

         
         Dinner dishes done—after a meal of fish, tomatoes from the garden, and wild greens, again—they sat on the porch and watched
            the sunset fade. Sela absently stroked her stomach, which seemed to be swelling more by the day though Carol laughed at her
            and insisted she was barely showing. She could feel the baby moving now, flutters and light kicks, and it still made her breathless
            with joy. A baby! She was having Ben’s baby! This time last year having a family was a dream she’d given up on, and now she
            had a husband who made her breath catch in her throat, and a baby on the way.
         

         
         This wasn’t the way she’d always imagined her pregnancy—if she ever had one—would go. There was no ultrasound, no way to know
            if their baby was a boy or a girl. Terry Morris did keep track of her blood pressure and so far that was okay, and she tried
            to eat a lot of fruits and vegetables, but that was the extent of her prenatal care.
         

         
         She should probably worry more, but what good would worrying do? In a perfect world she’d have an obstetrician, prenatal vitamins,
            and cute maternity clothes. She’d have weird cravings for ice cream and pickles, which would be immediately satisfied. After
            a summer where the gardens had been very productive she could manage the pickles. Ice cream was another matter.
         

         
         She sighed. Who was she kidding? This was a perfect world. She was happier than she’d ever imagined she could be.
         

         
         Ben sat beside her in the growing darkness, holding her hand. Yeah, this was perfect.

         
         “I hope the power comes back up before the baby is born,” she said wistfully. There still wouldn’t be a functioning hospital,
            but lights, heat . . . boiled water.
         

         
         “Howler says grids are coming up every day,” he assured her. “We’ll have power before you know it.”

         
         Ben and Cory checked in with each other about once a week. Some of Howler’s news was good, some wasn’t. In the year since
            the CME a lot of people had died—not the ninety percent the powers that be had initially predicted, but still . . . millions.
            Hundreds of millions. The world they’d known was gone, blasted to smithereens by a blast from the sun. Civilization might
            recover function in a decade, but not the way it had been before. The best and the worst of humanity had been revealed, not
            just in Wears Valley but around the globe. Survivors had found a way to do just that—survive—and many, like her and Ben, had
            made the best of a world turned upside down.
         

         
         Howler’s wife, Gen, was pregnant herself. Maybe, eventually, their babies could play together, be friends, grow up, and bond
            over being one of many CME babies. What a generation they would be, a whole new Boom generation. As Brother Ames had said,
            people had to entertain themselves somehow, and going by the baby boom here in the valley, Sela knew what form that entertainment
            had taken.
         

         
         The past year had taken a toll. A number of valley residents had died from accidents or illnesses that would have been preventable
            or treatable before the CME. Their retired veterinarian had died in his sleep, throwing all their medical care on Terry Morris.
            Still, the number of losses had been smaller than one might’ve predicted, but each one had been deeply felt. A few strangers
            had wandered in, in spite of the community patrol’s barricades. None of them had been what anyone would call upstanding citizens,
            except for a nurse and his family, who they had gladly welcomed. He had joined with Terry Morris to provide medical care for
            the valley. The other wanderers had been sent on their way, encouraged sometimes by Ben’s shotgun. He had a way of looking
            at people that made them want to be elsewhere.
         

         
         Sela’s family was doing well. A fully healed Carol had reclaimed her position as community leader, with Meredith—who had moved
            into Sela’s house just days after Sela had moved in with Ben—at her side. They made a kick-ass team.
         

         
         Their school system, while not sophisticated, was up and running. Barb taught cooking classes. Helping Carol oversee the community
            wasn’t her idea of fun, but she loved cooking.
         

         
         Meredith walked to Ted’s grave, with flowers in hand when she could find them, once a week. It was a long walk, but Meredith
            was stronger than her husband had ever given her credit for. A couple of widowers had asked to keep her company, but she wasn’t
            ready for that, might never be.
         

         
         The Livingstons had survived the winter, though Mary Alice was noticeably more frail. Sajack was a pretty awesome guard dog,
            as if he knew the old couple was his responsibility. Ben checked on them at least every other day. He imagined one day Sajack’s
            job would be over, and the dog would come home with him.
         

         
         Olivia had turned sixteen, and they’d managed to throw her a sweet sixteen party, complete with a cake Barb had cooked in
            her iron skillet over an open fire. With icing. It hadn’t been a pretty cake, and there hadn’t been much icing, but . . .
            cake.
         

         
         Thanks to Ben’s ham radio and Howler’s military connections, they’d gotten word to Josh that his family was well and being
            cared for, and they’d gotten word back that Josh was busy but okay. There was no way to know when he’d be able to make it
            home, but hearing he was safe made them all feel better.
         

         
         They sat on the porch until darkness had completely taken over the sky, then went back inside. Bedtimes had adjusted to the
            daylight hours, which suited her just fine.
         

         
         She snuggled against Ben’s hard, warm body, her arm curled around his neck, their child a gentle swell between them. “We need
            to pick a couple of baby names,” Sela said sleepily, already relaxed.
         

         
         “Not until I see his face,” he said, not for the first time.

         
         “Or her face.”
         

         
         Ben grunted. The idea of having a daughter kind of terrified him, which she thought was hilarious. He was already charmingly
            overprotective.
         

         
         “I want at least three,” she said, just to tease him.

         
         “Babies?”

         
         “Little girls.”

         
         Again that grunt, followed by a sweet kiss to her temple.

         
         She was likely the only person who had ever called her husband sweet.

         
         “I’m going to miss this,” he said. “Once the power is on again, we won’t be isolated. We’ll have to let the world back in.”

         
         “Air-conditioning, functioning hospitals, running water, refrigeration, television, football . . .” she argued.

         
         “Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

         
         “Oreos,” she continued, “potato chips, ice cream, beef that doesn’t come from a cow whose name we know.”

         
         He laughed. She loved that she could make this hard man laugh.

         
         She stroked his face, so full of love she could barely contain it. He remained cautious where other people were concerned,
            and he probably always would. He’d never be gregarious, and neither would she, but both of them had been changed for the better
            by loving one another.
         

         
         “We’ll be fine, no matter what,” she said.

         
         He kissed her again, this time on the mouth. The power of that kiss never ceased to amaze her. It was electric. Now that she
            was over her morning sickness—which had been bad—she responded eagerly to him and they made love as they did most nights.
            He was more inclined to have her on top, but she could still tolerate his weight and loved it.
         

         
         Afterward, she rested with her head on his shoulder and began drifting to sleep, so content she felt as if she were glowing.

         
         The lamp came on.

         
         It was what Ben called their canary-in-the-mine lamp, the one he’d plugged in when Howler began talking about some of the
            grids coming back online.
         

         
         The light went off, flashed on again . . . and stayed on.

         
         “We’ll deal with this tomorrow,” Ben said, then reached out and turned off the lamp.
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