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Chapter 1

Oscar checked underneath the balled-up sock
clutched to his side and saw the wound was still bleeding. It
didn’t hurt as bad as before, but hiding jacketless in a ditch most
of the night had left him numb all over. He put it back, rolled
onto his good side, and peered over the edge of the ditch to see if
his pursuers were still there.

The gas station across the road appeared
deserted except for two men in black and their jeep. The full moon,
which earlier helped him escape, illuminated a third man taking a
leak on the corner of the abandoned storefront. Oscar guessed it
was probably light enough for them to see his head poking from the
grassy embankment if they glanced in his direction, so he settled
back out of sight and waited for them to leave.

“They’re going to find you,” said the
ever-present voice in his head. “And when they do, they’ll probably
pump another couple of rounds into you right here.”

“Shut up,” he muttered to himself.

“The sad thing is that nobody will miss you,
not even your family,” the voice chuckled. “Especially your
family.”

Oscar jumped at the sound of the engine
starting and reflexively grasped his side, noting grimly how wet it
felt. Patience, he whispered through chattering teeth, soon they’d
be gone and he could tend to his wound inside that building. He
risked another glance to confirm all three were in the departing
vehicle and bit his lip at the white-hot fire erupting from his
side.

Oscar stayed in place for a full five minutes
before crawling out of the ditch, estimating the time with the
longest song he could remember – ‘American Pie’. He was pretty sure
he missed a verse, but it took slightly less than six minutes to
sing the whole thing according to his old pocket watch. He’d lost
that watch in a poker game in Tennessee, along with three hundred
dollars of old money and a working ballpoint pen. He missed that
old watch; it kept great time, and there was this giant stag’s head
etched on the cover….

He shook his head. Got to keep it together a
bit longer, Oscar told himself. It was getting harder to focus his
thoughts, probably due to the amount of blood he’d lost laying in
the ditch. He looked about for something to focus on and saw a
broken payphone just outside the station entrance, wires dangling
in place of the missing handset. He shifted his attention to the
glass door with familiar credit card symbols visible above the
handle and willed his feet to move. One of the men had gone in to
grab a pack of cigarettes, and Oscar hoped the door was still
unlocked.

It was dark inside. Years of neglect left a
layer of dust on the few items left on the shelves and trash
littering the once-clean floors. Looters had smashed the glass out
of the beverage coolers a long time ago, removing the beer. The
cash register was gone too. Fortunately, what he was after was
still untouched. Scattered on the floor by the overturned coffee
maker were Styrofoam cups and small packets of sugar. Oscar scooped
up as many packets as he could find and tossed them onto the
counter until the pain from bending over was too great. At the end
of the second aisle he saw four unopened packages of diapers. There
would be no clean water or disinfectant, but at least the diapers
would be sanitary. He removed his blood-soaked makeshift bandage
and dumped packet after packet of sugar into the wound before
sticking a diaper over the whole oozing mess. The sight of the
reopened wound made him dizzy for a second and he knew he needed to
get to a doctor soon.

Under a clear countertop, he found a regional
map showing highways and county roads crisscrossing Iowa and
eastward over the Mississippi River into Wisconsin and Illinois.
Someone, probably a bored clerk, had courteously marked the station
on the map with a bright red circle, so Oscar knew where he was
now, but still had no idea where he’d find the help he needed.

Oscar kicked around the piles of trash
covering the floor and turned up a stack of faded newspapers, each
with a crude map of a credit union’s branch offices, along with ATM
locations and prominent landmarks one could use to find the nearest
source of cash. Oscar tapped a bloody finger on a tiny red cross
that marked St. Anthony's Memorial Hospital and headed back to the
counter, where he compared the two maps and was pleased to discover
salvation was a mere six miles up the road.

Before departing the relative safety of the
gas station, Oscar searched the rest of the building for anything
useful. The kitchen reeked faintly of stale urine from some wild
creature that once called it home. A couple of pans in the back
held brackish rain water courtesy of a broken window, which Oscar
splashed on his hands and face. He debated trying to boil some of
the water to clean his wound, but couldn't risk introducing further
contamination. Oscar found an unopened carton of crackers behind a
shelf and tucked it into a garbage bag rescued from the supply
closet, along with toilet paper and soap. He also grabbed the map
from the counter and the rest of the diapers. He would have taken
more, but the bag was heavy enough in his weakened condition.

Oscar cleaned up any traces of his visit and
tossed his bloody trash in a dumpster out back. He froze when he
thought he heard someone out front. Had they returned? A voice
inside his head screamed to run for the woods, dive into the
dumpster, anything but stand there and wait to be found. He
strained to hear the faintest noise but only heard the sound of the
wind knocking a loose panel against the overhang by the gas
pumps.

Thump…thump, thump.

Oscar let out the breath he’d been holding.
As quietly as he could, he retrieved the bag of supplies stashed by
the rear door and headed north along the edge of the road closest
to the woods.

The sky grew lighter as he walked and Oscar
knew he’d have to find shelter soon. He also needed to rest. A
voice from somewhere ahead urged him to pick up the pace. Sorry,
Oscar mouthed, unsure if he actually heard it, I'm moving as fast
as I can. The washed-out gravel along the side of the road crunched
under his feet and caused him to misstep, so Oscar returned to the
pavement where his steps went back to making a steady shuffling
sound.

From out of the gloom came a familiar
clack-clack-clack of a young rider on a bicycle who was wearing a
pale blue wind breaker, denim pants, white shoes with one lace
dangerously untied, and a king of diamonds stuck in the spokes.

“Are you coming, Dad?” the rider called as if
from far away.

“Sure thing, Sport. Ride on ahead and I'll
catch up.”

Oscar knew it wasn't really his boy - it was
a figment of his blood-starved brain. He didn't care. It had been
almost six years since he’d spoken to Bobby or his mother and he
welcomed the chance however false it was.

The clacking grew fainter and Oscar tried to
speed up, but his feet wouldn't cooperate. Down he went, cracking
his knee on a chunk of broken asphalt that jutted from the edge of
the road. Blinding pain consumed his leg and reignited his already
aching side. A sharp cry escaped his lips and he bit down hard to
keep from screaming. Oscar stayed on all fours, head down, and
begged for the pain to go away. Right at that moment he did not
care who found him, as long as they could do something to make it
all go away.

His prayers were answered and he passed out,
curling inward reflexively as he fell. Had he been in charge of his
senses, Oscar might have noticed the clacking sound did not fade
but grew stronger as two figures on horseback, one large and the
other small, rode up to where he’d fallen.

“Hold up,” said a male voice, and a horse
whinnied close by. Someone grabbed Oscar’s wrist and checked for a
pulse. “He's alive, but not for long if we don't do something
quick.” Leather creaked, hands rolled him over and held his head up
as cold water splashed down his chin.

“Head back into town and don't stop until you
find Doc Grady. Tell him there's a stranger out here who's been
shot and it looks like he’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Yes, sir,” a young girl replied and the last
thing Oscar heard was a horse galloping away before he surrendered
to the welcoming darkness.

 


 



Chapter 2

“We interrupt your scheduled program to bring
you this special message from the President of the United
States.”

He opened his eyes from where he lay dozing
on the bed and propped his head up on a pillow to watch. The
newscaster’s face dissolved and was replaced by the Presidential
Seal on millions of television sets throughout America. He wondered
if similar broadcasts from other world leaders were going on in
their respective countries at the same time.

“Ladies and gentlemen. President Andrew
Templeton.”

The image cut to a desk in the Oval Office.
The President’s normally jovial face seemed drawn and tired. He
nodded slightly to someone standing out of camera range to his
right, and then stared intently at the American people.

“My fellow Americans. Every generation faces
critical moments where the strength of their character and depth of
their convictions are tested by the harsh realities of their times.
Tonight, I come before you to say our time has arrived and I am
confident we will prevail in the tradition of those Americans who
persevered before us....”

He reached to put the remote back on the
dresser and a sharp pain lanced through his side. He gasped as wave
after wave of pain drowned out all other sensations.

. . . . .

He heard voices around
him; felt hands lifting him up and placing him on some sort of
wooden surface that shifted under his weight. He didn't like it
here and dove deeper into his memories to escape.

. . . . .

The phone rang.

He looked around in surprise at the noise and
realized that he must have dozed off. That would explain the
strange dream he’d just had.

“Are you watching this?” a feminine voice
asked from the phone in his hand.

“Of course. How is your mother doing, dear?”
He really didn't care, but needed to change the topic quickly
before he found himself in the uncomfortable position of lying to
his wife. He knew what she would ask next if given a chance,
despite his request she never ask about matters involving his work,
especially ones that dealt with national security.

“She's in quite a lot of pain, but the
doctors say she didn't break anything when she fell. Her hip is all
black and blue and I’ve insisted they x-ray everything again in
case they missed something. We’re going to get her out of this
hospital bed and back home as soon as possible, which the nurses
say…”

He turned the television volume down low, yet
still loud enough to hear the broadcast over her talking. Word in
the lab was that the President would be mentioning their work
tonight and he didn’t want to miss it.

“In recent months, our scientists have worked
around the clock with colleagues from other nations to combat the
growing scourge of malicious software taking over computers in
every sector of our daily lives. By now, most everyone has in one
way or another felt the crippling effects of its sabotage. We've
seen great promise in our efforts to eradicate this menace, which
has thus far proven quite resilient.”

He grinned. That was the understatement of
the year. At one point, the hallway outside his lab was stacked
with computer hardware fried by this virus. It didn't just rewrite
software like its predecessors; it drove the processors hard enough
to melt the printed circuits surrounding it, causing catastrophic
failure. Before the machine died, it released a flood of infected
data packets to everything nearby capable of picking up a signal by
wireless or Bluetooth-enabled network protocols. Just a device
examining the packet’s header to see if it was legitimate was
enough to start the lethal cycle all over again.

Melinda was quiet on the line, which
concerned him.” I'm sorry, Hon. You were saying something about
your mother coming home?”

He felt something wet trickle down his side
and fought the urge to see what it was. The President was gone
again, replaced by the silent image of the Presidential Seal. He
reached for the remote to turn it off and the phone made a funny
high-pitched squeal that made him jump. Pain lanced through his
body and for a moment everything went dark.

. . . . .

Voices emerged through
the fog, but he couldn't make out what they were saying. He could
tell he was lying on his back as the ceiling rolled along with one
light fixture after another streaking into view and then
disappearing somewhere below. Something covered his mouth and nose
and he tried to pull it off, but his hand would barely
move.

“Doctor, I think he's waking up,” said a soft voice at his
side.

An older voice that
wheezed like a chain smoker in a marathon said to increase the
dosage and clear room two, then the fog returned and the pain
evaporated.

. . . . .

The phone rang.

He reached for the phone to answer it and his
hand stopped a few inches from the handset. He didn't remember
putting it back, or getting out of bed, but now he was standing by
the nightstand wearing his pajamas and listening to Melinda hum her
favorite song over the noise of the shower. He turned to see the TV
frozen with the image of the Presidential Seal, and picked up the
remote by the side of the bed to un-pause it.

He must be still dreaming, he thought. He
worked for the phone company, not some high tech government
facility spouting techno-nonsense about infected packets. Settling
back onto the bed, he decided to let the answering machine take the
call and tried to remember what they were talking about before the
interruption. It was something about Melinda’s mother…

“I spent six hours today trying to reach
someone to book your flight, but computers were going haywire and
they suspended all flights to work on the problem. You know, maybe
it's that virus thing that the President is talking about,” he
said.

“Who?” she called from the other room.

“President Templeton. He’s on the television
right now.” He turned the volume up on the set so she could hear
the President speak.

“Despite the combined effort of our finest
minds, I fear that this continued assault on our computer
infrastructure will continue to spread unchecked unless swift and
decisive action is taken immediately.

“It is only a matter of time before this
threat leads to military action, either accidentally triggered or
deliberately initiated by a nation seeking to restore control.
Keeping that dreadful prospect in mind, leaders across the world
and I have made the difficult decision to order our military forces
to detonate several low-yield warheads in the atmosphere directly
above our respective lands. These focused airbursts will produce an
electromagnetic pulse wave strong enough to wipe out all
computerized circuits at once, neutralizing the spread of computer
infection at its source. Radiation exposure will be minor…”

He sat upright and stared at the grim face on
the screen. This didn't sound good.

“What was that?” Melinda asked. He heard her
turn off the water and pull the shower curtain back.

Now that the noise of running water was gone,
he thought he heard a squealing sound from somewhere down the hall;
Bobby's room, perhaps. He swung his feet off the edge of the bed to
go find out and saw that his pajama bottoms were drenched in blood.
He tried to call out but something blocked his throat.

. . . . .

"Hold him still, damn
it!” said a muffled voice.

A bright light directly
above his head prevented him from seeing who was behind the
surgical mask. A large tube in his throat made him want to gag and
he tried to pull it out, but tubing taped to the back of his hand -
his IV - tangled his arm up long enough for the nurse to grab it
and administer a shot of icy coldness down the line, up his arm,
making his vision swim. Before he faded, he vaguely felt the doctor
extract something from his side and drop it with a clang into a
metal basin.

. . . . .

He knew this time it was only a dream and
with clarity came the truth. This shouldn’t be his bedroom; if he
was to remember things correctly, it was a barely livable motel
room he had called home on December 21, 2012 - the night of the
pulse. This memory was painful even now, but he would not will it
to end even if he could. It was the last time he’d ever spoken to
or heard from his estranged family.

He sat down on the faded bedspread and turned
on the television that sat on a narrow dresser next to the stocked
mini-fridge he would empty before the night was over. The local
newscaster interrupted some show he couldn't recall off the top of
his head and the phone rang right on cue.

“Listen, I can explain …” he heard himself
say.

“Save it, Oscar. You shouldn’t have called
Bobby’s school like that. Did you think I wouldn’t find out? What
were you thinking?”

He recoiled from the anger in her voice. “I
just … missed him, that’s all. You both are so far away and I
thought … I mean, the phone was right there, and …”

“Oh, God. You’ve been drinking again. What
was it this time – lose another client? Job running over budget? Or
maybe just one with the boys after work?”

“It wasn’t like that.”

Melinda sighed heavily. “You promised, Oscar!
You looked me straight in the eye and swore you’d get some help.
All I need is some time to clean up my act, you said. It’s been two
months now, Mother is out of the hospital, and we’re still here
waiting for that miracle.”

“I went to one of those meetings,” he
replied, “even got this guy’s number to call when things get rough.
I admit it, I made a mistake, but it won’t happen again.”

“Is that what I am supposed to tell our son
when he asks if we are going home soon? I don’t know what to tell
him anymore. He’s confused enough about what is going on,
especially with your little stunt today…”

There was a noise in the background and he
could hear Melinda try to cover the handset with her palm. “Momma?”
a small voice asked.

“Yes, dear?”

“Why are you so sad? Did Daddy make you cry
again?”

What a jerk, he said to his unkempt
reflection. Was the bottle really that important? He lowered
himself back onto the bed and listened to Melinda explain to Bobby
that she wasn’t really crying. He showed just enough sense to tell
her he wouldn’t cause any more trouble, and then cut an awkward
good-bye short by hanging up.

“My scientific advisers assure me that this
option is not only the surest way of wiping out the threat, but may
be our only hope for survival,” continued President Templeton on
the television set.

“These next few years will not be easy, nor
will everyone prove capable of adapting to what will likely be a
harsh departure from our comfortable way of life, but we as
Americans can rise above this temporary, but necessary condition,
for I truly believe that the enduring spirit of America will enable
us to prevail.

“In conclusion, I ask that each of us look
inside ourselves or to our divine Creator for the strength we will
need, make whatever preparations are deemed necessary, and never
forget that together we are capable of withstanding any hardship,
meeting any challenge head-on, and providing the rest of the world
living examples of what makes this the greatest country on
earth.

“God bless each one of us in this dark hour
and God bless the United States of America.”

He stared in horror as the president stood up
and unclipped his microphone, then the screen cut away to show the
Presidential Seal. He grabbed the telephone and frantically tried
to redial his wife when every device in the room started emitting a
high-pitched squealing noise and abruptly went quiet. He sat in the
darkened room holding the receiver in his hand and waited for a
dial tone for a very long time.

 


 



Chapter 3

Rabbit’s dad was quite the celebrity as, time
and time again, someone would stop and ask him about the stranger
they’d saved from bleeding to death the week before. At Dottie’s
Diner, people couldn't talk about anything else after Sunday’s
Mass. Most people thought the stranger might be some merchant that
got caught between rival bandit gangs in the area. Her dad tried to
dismiss the whole affair as nothing special, but would end up
telling them how he sent Rabbit racing back to find help while he
stayed with the badly injured man. When help finally arrived,
rescuers said they found him doing CPR and he continued doing it
all through the long ride to St. Anthony’s.

Larry McDaniels, who ran the diner,
personally brought over a heaping plate of his prize-winning fish;
fresh fillets dipped in batter and fried a golden brown, all free
of charge for the local heroes. Rabbit’s mom wrinkled her nose at
all the fuss and Dad had to smooth things over with assurances that
everyone would completely forget about it soon and things would
return to normal. Rabbit smelled the oily aroma of the battered
fish and hoped he was wrong.

Rabbit wasn't really her name, but she
fancied herself as cute and as fast as one, and would ignore anyone
who called her something else. Dad used to say she had trouble
pronouncing ‘Bonnie’, so instead she’d say ‘Bunny’, which evolved
as she got older to a more mature ‘Rabbit’.

“Hey, Rabbit! Over here!” Two kids she knew
from the feed mill waved from a table at the far end of the diner.
She smiled pleadingly at her dad, who nodded. Rabbit jumped up,
planted a quick kiss on his stubbly cheek, and skipped down to meet
them.

“Are you sure it's okay?” she heard Mom
ask.

“She'll be fine, dear. Please pass the tartar
sauce if you are done with it, will you?”

Rabbit probably should have kissed her mom on
the cheek as well, but that just wasn't possible. Mom frowned on
public displays like that for some reason.

Tommy and Dylan pulled over an empty chair
from a nearby table, and she plopped down on it, grabbing a handful
of popcorn from the basket in the center of the table. She missed
hanging around these two, but her new job with the messengers left
little time for socializing.

Tommy offered her a drink from his frosted
glass. Rabbit took a long sip from the red straw, while Dylan
caught her up on the latest mill gossip. Most of it she already
knew, but acted surprised anyway. It was good to be among
friends.

“Any news on the guy?” one of them asked.

“Not much,” she mumbled over a handful of
popcorn. “Doc told the sheriff yesterday that he could wake up any
time and that when he did, Doc would send word right away.”

“Cool,” Tommy said. He stirred the ice around
the bottom of the now-empty glass and pouted until Rabbit dug into
her jeans pocket for some change. She passed over two dimes and a
tarnished quarter, and then elbowed Dylan who handed over a few
more coins. Rabbit smiled as the two of them argued over what to
order next. She remembered how the two of them were arguing when
she first met them at the mill.

All the kids in town started their first real
job when they were seven and could read and write. There was always
someone with work to be done and the children got to keep the money
they earned. Most of Rabbit's money went into the family jar for
things they couldn't grow in their garden or maybe for another
couple of chickens before winter set in.

“So, Rabbit, feel like coming with us to the
harbor? We thought we’d toss a couple of lines in down by the old
bridge and see if the fish are biting.”

Rabbit shook her head. “Sorry, Dylan. I got
to go back to work after lunch. We don't get Sunday off like down
at the mill.”

Tommy grinned. “You could always quit and
come back to work with us at the mill. Jimmy is a lousy bagger and
we could use you on the line. That way, Mr. Henshaw could move him
to something else, like cleaning out the chutes.”

Rabbit and Dylan grimaced at the mention of
their least favorite job; raking stale corn from the channels and
gaps along wooden troughs that fed the grinders on the main floor.
The musty smell and bits of dried corn used to hang in the air like
sawdust, making Rabbit want to shower every night just to get the
junk out of her hair.

“No thanks. I like carrying messages around
town. I've become so good at it, that Ms. Ottenberg lets me take
the mail run to the North End on my own.”

Going to the North End meant crossing through
dozens of blocks of empty houses where people feared to go. Tommy
and Dylan both whistled appreciatively, and it was her turn to
grin. Ms. Ottenberg didn't know that the dispatcher let her do it,
but her friends didn't have to know that.

Mom brought over the remaining fish fillets
and told Rabbit they would expect her home for supper after her
shift was over. She hesitated, and then patted Rabbit's shoulder in
what was the closest thing to affection that she ever showed in
public. Rabbit squeezed her hand back and waved to Dad by the front
door.

“Dig in, guys,” she said as they faintly
heard the bell above the door jingle, signaling her parents’
departure.

The three of them ate the cold fish with
gusto. She couldn't taste any beer in the batter, despite what her
older brother Daniel said. Between bites, Dylan offered thanks to
the nameless stranger for their unexpected bounty. Rabbit thought
back to how he had looked the morning they’d found him, and no
longer felt like eating.

. . . . .

Across town, Oscar awoke to the sound of
singing. He knew he was in a hospital by the smell of antiseptic
and turned his head to look around. A bottle hung above his head on
a pole, with tubing leading down to his bandaged arm. His side hurt
like hell and there was a long white plaster cast immobilizing his
right leg from mid-thigh to his exposed wriggling toes.

The singing grew closer, and he tried to pull
himself up to a sitting position for a better view.

“I wouldn't do that, sir,” said an elderly
nurse holding a basin of water. “The doctor spent nearly an hour
sewing that nasty gunshot wound shut, and tearing those stitches
out would be rude. Don't you agree?”

“Yes, ma'am,” Oscar replied and winced as he
settled back down. She hurried to his side and checked the bandage
with a delicate, yet professional touch. She murmured her
satisfaction and returned to the basin she’d left by the door.
“I'll tell the doctor that you're awake now. Can I bring you
anything?”

“A drink ... of water would be nice.”

She nodded. “Let's try some ice chips first,
until the doctor takes a look.”

“Sure,” he replied, then noticed she was
waiting for something more. “I would like that very much,
ma'am.”

He listened to her travel down the hallway
singing what sounded like a gospel song from his mother's era and
wondered how much he should say about what had happened. Those men
might be this town’s version of the law for all he knew. He had
seen many strange things in the aftermath of the pulse and found it
best not to make assumptions after two long years on the road.

Somewhere during the trip through his
memories, he must have fallen asleep because he didn't hear the
doctor and a young policeman enter the room. They both looked
friendly enough, and he relaxed a little while they formally
introduced themselves.

“Good afternoon, Mr. ..,” started the
policeman, pencil poised above his notebook.

“Ridell. Oscar Ridell, from Washington,
DC.”

Both men looked at each other quickly, and
the officer continued, “Good afternoon, Mr. Ridell. This gentleman
is Doctor Bill Grady; he’s responsible for piecing you back
together. My name is Deputy Sheriff Hank Cosgrove, and I'm here to
ask you a couple of questions.

Oscar nodded, expecting this.

“Okay, Can you tell me who shot you?” the
deputy asked, ticking off an item from a list in his notebook.

“Not really.”

“Any idea why someone was shooting at you?
Were you robbed or something? We’ve seen attacks on merchants
before, but rarely do they do more than take the goods and leave
the victims to walk back empty-handed. Nobody wants to tangle with
the 723rd.” The deputy looked up from his notebook when Oscar did
not immediately respond.

“That’s right; you’re new to this area,” the
deputy said. “The National Guard’s 723rd Infantry is stationed just
up the road. They’ve got enough firepower to take on just about any
threat in this region, or elsewhere. So when a stranger shows up
beaten half to death with a bullet wound, I’ve got to wonder what
he was carrying…”

“No – not a merchant,” Oscar interrupted.
“I’m on an assignment and didn’t have anything on me worth
stealing, just a bike with stuff for traveling cross-country.” His
head was beginning to ache and the doctor handed him a cup of water
to sip, which he gladly accepted.

“What sort of assignment, Mr. Ridell?” the
deputy continued.

“No offense, Deputy. That is a matter I would
prefer to discuss first with your town leaders.” He didn’t mean to
insult the officer like that, but his headache was growing stronger
and he wasn’t feeling very tactful at the moment.

The deputy didn’t say a word about the
slight, but the tips of his ears turned red. “Well, we’ve been all
over the place where we found you, but nobody mentioned finding a
bike.”

Oscar, growing impatient with all the
questions, said, “Maybe whoever shot me took it with them.”

The deputy nodded and closed his notebook.
“As soon as Doc Grady gives the okay, I'd like to take you back
where we found you so we can retrace your steps and see what we can
find before the trail grows cold.”

“You’ve never been shot before, have you
Deputy,” the doctor said, with both hands deep in his pockets like
he was talking to a first year medical student. “Our visitor here
is finally getting some color back in his cheeks and his fever is
down, so you think he can go tramping around outside? Never mind
the cast; even if he continues to improve over the next few days, I
doubt he’ll be able to travel for at least, I don’t know, two or
three more weeks.”

When the deputy balked, the older man pointed
to the door. “Go do something official Hank, and file a report or
whatever you’re supposed to do. Until he leaves this place, this
man is under my care and I won’t stand for armchair medics
second-guessing me.”

Oscar decided he liked the doctor.

The old man pretended to read Oscar’s chart
until the deputy left, then gave him a wink. “You're tougher than
you look, and smart too. Pouring sugar on the wound probably saved
your life with the way that thing was bleeding. As it was, you were
down to your last couple of drops when they brought you in. I used
most of my reserve supply just to fill you back up.”

Oscar smiled and let his eyelids go shut, as
it helped lessen the throbbing in his temples. The doctor promised
he would come back in a little while and check on him when he was
feeling better. Oscar tried to wave good-bye, but all he could
manage was a bare twitch of his fingers before he fell asleep.

 


 



Chapter 4

Rabbit rode up to the large granite and
marble building that once served as the town’s Post Office just in
time to see Sandy, her nemesis, come running across the park at
full speed. Rabbit glanced over at the office window and saw the
reason for her haste. A red sign hung across the open glass to
indicate that an urgent message awaited delivery and she kicked
Star Dancer’s side to pick up speed. If Sandy wanted to race, then
Rabbit would, too.

Rabbit and the girl reached the main steps at
roughly the same time. Rabbit slid off her horse’s back without
stopping, confident that the mare would stop nearby to graze like
she’d been taught.

“No… fair…,” huffed Sandy as she pushed past
Rabbit to climb the stairs and open the door.

Rabbit entered behind her, still determined
to reach the counter first. Both girls jostled to ring the bell
first with Stacey Durant, the dispatcher, watching as impartial
referee. Sandy stretched her hand out of the tangle and rang the
bell.

“Tough luck, Rabbit,” Stacey said and handed
the envelope over to the tired but victorious courier.

Sandy looked at the address and growled,
“What’s this?”

“What does it look like? An urgent letter
that needs to be delivered.” Stacey shrugged and handed a wrapped
bundle to Rabbit. “Here, take this up along Grandview Avenue and
see that they get delivered to the right addresses.”

Sandy’s jaw dropped. “I want that one!” she
pouted as she slapped her envelope on the counter. All the
messengers knew that the best tips came from the people who lived
in those fancy old houses.

“Sorry, Sandy,” Stacey said. “Besides, it’s a
long way up the bluff and Rabbit’s not panting like a dog.” The
dispatcher returned to her station to finish sorting the morning
mail while the kids who were still gathered around began
laughing.

Rabbit felt sorry for her rival, but only a
little bit. She nodded to the envelope and asked, “Who is it for,
anyway?” Sandy hurriedly snatched it up, but not before Rabbit saw
the address. Nash Funeral Home. That was only a couple of blocks
away, but who would need a message urgently delivered there?

“Tell you what,” Rabbit said, “Why don’t we
swap deliveries? There must be maybe twelve or thirteen letters in
this bundle and I was hoping to cut out early today.”

Sandy’s smile brightened her face until a
shadow flickered past. “Can I use Star Dancer, too? I mean, my feet
are pretty sore…”

Rabbit agreed, but only if she promised to
split the tips. The two shook on it and the only thing left for her
to learn was whether or not the message was worth giving up her
horse.

Rabbit cut through the abandoned parking
garage because the route shaved nearly three minutes off her time.
Some of the other runners shunned this place and said it was
haunted, but all she ever saw was a raccoon or wild cat searching
for a meal in the rusted auto shells. Everything of value or use
was already taken, so she ducked through a gap in the fence on the
other side of the garage without a second thought.

Six blocks later, she hopped up the broad
stone steps to the funeral home and politely knocked before
entering the dark interior. She didn't like this place, no one did;
it smelled like death. According to the sign in the lobby, old lady
Hammond passed away last night. Sad people trudged down the
corridor muttering words of condolence and she skirted past them
without making eye contact.

Ms. Hammond’s casket was ringed with flowers
that seemed to wilt in the gloomy darkness of the viewing room.
Rabbit scanned the seated visitors along either side of the narrow
center walkway leading to the casket, which she vigorously avoided.
The mayor sat alone in the back of the room, watching and
listening, sometimes politely shaking hands with a bereaved family
member, but always staying in the background when he could. He
never missed a funeral; Rabbit overheard her dad once say that the
mayor seemed to be atoning for some dark sin, but she was too young
to understand what her dad meant.

Rabbit worked her way politely over to where
he sat and handed him the letter. He thanked her and read it with
interest.

"Did you, by any chance, ride here?" he asked
in a hushed tone so as to not disturb the others.

"No, sir."

"That's okay. My horse is out back. You can
ride with me if you like. It seems our mysterious guest is awake
and I suspect he might want to meet the one who saved him."

Rabbit beamed at the mayor and led the way
out the rear of the building by the shortest route possible.

The mayor’s horse was a mix of orange and
white, and seemed to have only two speeds: slow and munching grass,
at least when compared to her mare. She thought about jumping off
and running back to see if Sandy had returned with her horse once
or twice, but decided not to insult the mayor, who didn’t have to
invite her in the first place.

When they got to the hospital, she hopped
down and took the reins while the mayor dismounted. He went in and
she led his horse over to a holding pen, where it ambled over for
some water from the trough.

Glancing down, she saw something buried
partway in the grass and picked it up. She brushed it off and saw
it was one of the old counting toys often found lying about. She
flipped open the cover and pressed a few of the number keys that
sat opposite a dark mirrored glass. This one’s cover was pink with
sparkles stuck on to form a pretty rainbow pattern. Rabbit wondered
what it had done before the Pulse came and turned it off for good.
She shoved the toy in her pocket and hurried to the big glass doors
to catch up with the mayor.

The hospital’s interior was huge and silent
with tiled corridors that wandered aimlessly about in all
directions. During really bad weather, most of the entire community
would take shelter in the tiny rooms lining the corridors, while
the rest of the time there was only a small clinic open on the
first floor and that was where she headed now.

Rabbit caught up to the mayor talking with
Doc Grady at the nurse's station. The old doctor grinned when he
saw her and reached into one of his many jacket pockets for a
sucker. She was almost too old for such a childish thing, but not
quite. Nobody could resist his infectious smile. Rabbit took the
candy, peeled away the wrapper and stuck it in her mouth while
mumbling thanks.

"I see you brought my favorite Bonnie-Rabbit
with you."

Only Doc Grady could call her that. She
rolled her eyes at him while rolling the lemon flavored sucker
around in her mouth instead of protesting.

The mayor adjusted his jacket and sleeves
before answering. "Well, Bill, it seemed only fair she should join
me in welcoming our new arrival. Are you sure he said Washington,
DC?"

"Clear as a bell."

The mayor paused for a moment, lost in
thought. "Sure is a long way from home, wouldn't you say?"

Rabbit wondered what they were talking about.
She wasn't even sure where Washington, DC was; only some place far
away on the other side of the Mississippi River.

"Remember what I said, Jim. Five minutes,
then you've got to go. He's come through the worst of it and I
suspect it will take a while longer before he's healed."

"Got it, and Bill?"

"Yes?"

"Thanks. Come along, Rabbit."

The two of them entered the stranger's room
with Rabbit hanging slightly back. Rabbit settled into the chair by
the window left partially opened to admit some cooler outside air.
This side of the hospital faced south, and as such, caught the most
sun and made the rooms well lit, but they also grew warm
quickly.

Rabbit didn't know what to expect when she
saw him lying in the bed. His bloody and mud-stained clothes were
replaced with a fresh cotton gown and his pale sunken face had
returned to looking normal, although he needed a shave. She jumped
when his eyes darted open and bounced back and forth between her
and the mayor. The initial trace of panic on his face gave way to
curiosity.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Ridell. I hope we are
not bothering you. If so, we could come back another time."

"No," the man shook his head gently. "To be
honest, I've been expecting you. Is this your daughter?"

Before Rabbit could protest, the mayor held
out his palm for her silence and corrected the mistake. "This young
lady is responsible for finding you. I dare say that your future
may have been quite different if she and her father had not been
out for a ride."

The man in the bed gave her a closer look and
bowed his head slightly. "Then I am in your debt, Miss."

"It's okay. You can call me Rabbit."

The stranger looked at the mayor, who
answered his raised eyebrow with a barely perceptible nod. "OK,
Rabbit. But a debt is a debt. I can't just let that go unpaid. I
regret that my belongings did not survive the journey, because I
had something that I'm sure you would have enjoyed."

Rabbit felt her face grow flush from all the
attention and she fumbled for something to change the subject. She
felt the toy in her pocket and pulled it out.

"I've got lots of stuff already, like this."
she said and held it out so he could see the glittery rainbow.

He nodded appreciatively and said, “That is a
nice cell phone, Rabbit. I had one myself once, a long time ago,
but it didn’t have sparkles on it like yours….”

Rabbit’s jaw dropped. This man wasn’t even
the slightest bit nervous talking about dead things from before the
darkness. “What is a cell phone for?” she asked.

Before he could answer, the mayor coughed
politely and said, "Perhaps another time, Rabbit. May I have a
moment or two alone with Mr. Ridell? I promise I won't be
long."

"Okay." She pouted and headed out, but not
before waving goodbye to the man. "See you later."

"Goodbye, Rabbit."

The mayor waited until he thought she was out
of earshot and pulled up a chair to the stranger’s bedside. "Thank
you for taking the time to see me. I know you are still a little
weak, so I will keep this short. I trust you've already met our
sheriff?"

Oscar nodded. “Deputy.”

"Good enough. My name is James Butrelli,
mayor of Bishop’s Landing. We are glad to have you visit us, but I
understand …."

The nurse’s voice interrupted Rabbit’s
eavesdropping with Doc Grady’s lunch plans. She tried to overhear
more of what was being said in the room, but could only make out
the occasional word or phrase which left her more confused than
ever. She puzzled over one phrase and tried to think of a way to
ask about what ‘civil defense’ meant without revealing where she
had heard it.

After the meeting ended, Rabbit accepted a
sealed message from the mayor and took it back downtown on foot.
She told a couple of the other message runners about her visit,
knowing that word would spread and no doubt send Sandy into fits
when she learned what she gave up. Rabbit went out on a handful of
small trips until Sandy returned with Star Dancer, then took off on
horseback for her evening rounds.

Off they went to the north end of town,
picking up letters at the brightly colored boxes on the corners.
Most were empty on Sundays because people talked face to face just
that morning and would have little need to put things into writing.
At the end of the main strip, she steered her horse eastward along
the connecting road to the marina, where a few seasonal visitors
called a floating mass of empty barges home.

Families sat out on lawn chairs talking or
cooking supper over improvised fire pits and Rabbit waved. A couple
of them waved back but did not signal for a pick up. She rode
further north along the spillway to another short bridge on the
left leading to solid ground, then clicked her tongue to urge Star
Dancer into a gallop. Rabbit loved this part, wind tearing at her
hair and the rhythmic clatter of hooves on asphalt. She passed the
overgrown park entrance and squinted as the sun’s waning light
burst through trees on the bluff in a splash of crimson and orange.
In much too short a time it would be dark, so she urged Star Dancer
back to the post office where she delivered her collection of
evening mail and signed out for home.

Supper was ready by the time she reached the
sidewalk in front of the old house she called home. Dad reminded
her to wash up before sitting down and Rabbit splashed some water
on her hands and face from the bucket by the bathroom door, then
wiped them quickly with a towel hanging on the closed door’s
handle. She still managed to beat her brother to the table from his
usual spot up in his room. He was probably smoking in his room
again, she thought, despite Mom’s stern talk about its harmful
effects.

Mom brought a plate of pan-seared pork chops
and steaming baked potatoes to the dining room, then took her place
at the end of the table opposite Dad. They all bowed their heads to
say grace, which reminded Rabbit of the mourners and she included a
quick prayer for old lady Hammond at the end before digging in.

Rabbit wolfed down her food and, after
washing her plate and silverware, headed for the sitting room to
take advantage of the last rays of sunlight to continue reading her
book. Mr. Hudson at the library chose it especially for her and she
was determined to finish it before their next class. It didn’t take
her long to figure out where she had left Tom and Huck and soon she
was lost in their imaginary world. So lost, in fact, that Dad had
to call her twice to chores before getting ready for bed. The
sunlight was nearly gone anyway, she noted and put the book back on
its shelf.

Mom was already gone to work at the power
plant, so she helped her brother finish taking care of the caged
animals in the garage and back yard before changing into her
pajamas. The lights in their home and other houses throughout town
came on promptly at 6 p.m. Rabbit headed downstairs to make sure
that the hot water heater kicked on, while Daniel opened the valve
for the water main and the two of them hurried through the house to
vent faucets. Dad sometimes helped by refilling the rain barrels
with fresh water from the outside spigot with a hose.

They each knew their nightly routine well
enough that tonight, like most nights, they could sit and enjoy the
remaining half hour or so of electricity playing Scrabble or some
other board game at the kitchen table by the light of the remaining
bulb in the ceiling’s fixture. The three of them laughed and joked
and Daniel told them about finding a rattlesnake on the farm where
he worked during the day. Rabbit mentioned her visit to the funeral
home and was going to tell them about the stranger at the hospital,
but the bulb began to noticeably dim and Dad announced it was time
for bed.

Later on, after they lit the candles and she
was tucked into bed, Rabbit heard her mom quietly return and Dad
fill her in on what she’d missed.

 


 



Chapter 5

The interior of the sheriff's office was
dark, lit only by dull glowing embers within a squat wood-burning
stove. The door rattled once, followed by muffled cursing and
jingling keys. Moments later the room erupted in light as the door
swung open. A large man's silhouette spilled into the room. Hands
on hips, the outline cursed, "Damn it, Hank!"
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