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James Campbell has lived three
lives. His first life occurred when things were “normal”. Gas was
abundant in the United States and the American Way of Life was
intact.

 


His second life was during the Oil
Wars. James joined the local army in hopes of providing safety and
shelter for his family.

 


His third life occurs in the
aftermath. Oil and civilization are things of the past. In a
journey across a desolate and dangerous wasteland, James discovers
something he thought he had lost forever.

 


Hope.
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Foreword

 


What is Hubbert’s Peak?

 


Wikipedia describes Hubbert’s Peak
as:

 


The Hubbert Peak theory (named after
the late Dr. M. King Hubbert, Geophysicist) posits that for any
given geographical area, from an individual oil-producing region to
the planet as a whole, the rate of petroleum production tends to
follow a bell-shaped curve. It is one of the primary theories on
peak oil.

Peak oil is the point in time when
the maximum rate of global petroleum extraction is reached, after
which the rate of production enters terminal decline.

 


In simpler terms, the amount of oil
we have on the planet Earth is finite and can be consumed to the
point of depletion. This book deals with the period directly
following the depletion of Earth’s oil reserves.

 



Prologue

 


By the year 2020, the United States
was capable of producing ten million barrels of oil each day in
country. To sustain its economy, the United States had to import an
additional fifteen million barrels a day consuming twenty- five
million barrels of oil each day. This means that the United States
consumed two-thirds of the oil the world was able to
produce.

Commuting from suburbia to the city
for work and school is commonplace. Fruit and vegetables are
trucked from rural communities and farms located hundreds of miles
away to local grocery stores in large cities and populous areas.
Large sport utility vehicles make up over one-third of the new
vehicle market in the United States. Not only do sport utility
vehicles generate higher volumes of pollution, they also typically
get seven miles per gallon less than standard size
vehicles.

The American way of life means you
go where you want, when you want, no matter how distant the
destination. This is our definition of “freedom.” Travel is taken
for granted be it a thirty minute commute or a three day road trip.
Do other cultures even know what the term “road trip”
means?

When the oil produced domestically
in the United States ran out in 2023, the government needed to
start importing an additional ten million barrels each day to
sustain the existing economy. This was over three-fourths of the
oil that the world was able to produce daily. Prices rose
dramatically but because of our military power and wealth, the
United States was still in a position to call the shots.

It started off with a bidding war
which of course the United States was easily able to win. We had
the most money so we got the oil. Soon, gas prices became so high
that U.S. citizens couldn’t even afford to pay them. Most middle to
lower class households were actually losing money by driving to
work. People literally could not afford to drive.

Public transportation shut down. The
fuel needed to power buses and trains cost more than people could
afford to pay. The majority of people who used this type of
transportation were of the middle to lower classes and could not
afford the price increases. Alternate forms of transportation
sprung to the forefront. Carpooling was very popular with people
who worked and lived in close proximity to one another. Because of
their excellent gas mileage, motorcycles were a very hot item.
People rode bicycles and others walked. When prices topped the
twelve dollar per gallon mark, the public outrage forced the hand
of the government.

War on a global scale soon followed.
In 2026 the United States invaded Iraq and Saudi Arabia on the
premise that our freedom was being threatened. The President gave
stirring speeches about how the Middle East was holding us hostage
and we could not let them dictate our way of life.

This appeased the American public
for a time. We took over the last remaining countries that had oil
reserves in the name of freedom. Of course, there were terrorist
attacks and insurgents who ambushed and killed American troops. In
the government’s eyes these losses were acceptable to retain the
American way of life.

Things on the home front temporarily
improved. Gas prices were slightly reduced and things went back to
normal. The mammoth machine known as the American way of life
marched on. No one foresaw the horrific events which would soon
follow. We should have had the foresight to see what was coming but
we were blindfolded by the Stars and Stripes.

By consuming almost all of the
globe’s daily oil production, the United States was making many
enemies. By this time the top five countries importing oil were the
United States, Japan, China, Germany and South Korea. By
controlling the Earth’s oil supply, we were strangling the
economies of other nations. Civil war was breaking out in China.
Russia simply closed its borders. Threats towards the United States
were coming from Japan and South Korea. Talk and rumors of these
countries becoming allies in a war against the United States was
abundant. The thought of this sounds ridiculous until you remember
the adage, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

When the U.S. refused to give up its
stranglehold on the last remaining oil producing countries, war
broke out. Japan and South Korea were the first to attack. There
was not enough fuel left to power the immense needs of an air
force. Japan moved its forces to the mainland and started a massive
ground movement to transport its troops into the Middle East.
Thousands died on the journey. The massive army scavenged what they
could use for fuel and took food and water from the natives. Many
more died in the one sided battles which took place along the way
in Chinese towns and villages.

South Korea took the opposite
approach. They pooled their dwindling fuel supply and used it
towards their navy. They packed their ships with troops and stopped
in ports along the way to gather fuel and other needed supplies.
The massive convoy made stops in Manila, Singapore and Colombo
before finally reaching their destination in Bahrain.

With the Japanese attacking from the
north, the South Koreans pushing from the south and the insurgents
already mixed in with the local population, what was left of the
U.S. forces stood little chance. They were able to hold out for a
little over a year but soon the inevitable happened. After holding
the zone for almost five years, what remained of the U.S. military
was forced to pull out. This left the Japanese and South Korean
forces to fight over the remaining “hot zones” for the next two
years. The zones changed hands many times over those months and
many people died. It is estimated that two-thirds of the casualties
inflicted by this war occurred between 2030 and 2033, the last
three years of the war.

In March of 2033, the last of the
“hot zones” dried up. There was no more oil to be siphoned out of
the Earth. The enemies which fought such bitter battles to hold
these precious pieces of land were no longer foes. The fighting
lasted for a few more months, only because the soldiers knew no
other way. When all sides realized there was nothing left there
worth fighting for, they all laid down their weapons and went
home.

Close to one and a half million U.S.
soldiers died in the five years it held the “the zone”. That is
over eight hundred soldiers a day who were killed in battle. Many
of these soldiers died of heat exhaustion, starvation or simply
deserted and died of other causes. The U.S. had no choice but to
pull out when it did or risk the slaughter of its entire ground
force in “the zone”. The soldiers returned to American soil only to
find that things weren’t much better back home.

First the airlines and trucking
industries went out of business. Any type of travel was out of the
question. There was no mail or deliveries of any kind. There were
no vacations. No more imports or exports. We were on our own.
Farmers became some of the most important and powerful people in
the country. There were bidding wars between cities on who would
receive a particular year’s crop. People moved en masse to the farm
belt in the Midwest. This was where the food was and without fuel
there was no way to get it to the east or west coasts.

What happened next depends on your
point of view. The dictionary defines civil war as: A war between
factions in the same country. This war had hundreds of factions.
The government tried to keep control but that lasted only a few
years. The Oil War had killed most of our troops. The remaining
enlisted men who came back were drained by the long war and wanted
only to take care of their own families. Morale was very low and
before long any form of national government was virtually
non-existent. Cities fought cities. Towns fought towns. It was
survival of the fittest. When it comes down to it, people need
three basic elements to survive: food, water and shelter. It was
estimated that the Oil War killed over seventy-five million people
making it the deadliest war in the history of humankind. When you
include the famine and disease the war caused the number does not
seem so shocking. Starvation and civil war killed many hundreds of
thousands more in the United States. With the population becoming
extremely thinned out, shelter was not a problem for most people.
There was plenty of newspaper, furniture and wood to burn for heat.
What was in short supply? Food and water.

While I am sure the same thing was
happening in other countries, there is no way to know.
Communications with other parts of the world became non-existent.
What I do remember was the fighting and killing in the name of
feeding your own family or faction. The United States was no longer
united. Cities and regions were banding together to stay alive. It
was somewhat like the medieval times when people would flock to the
forts of lords and nobles for protection from the rebels.
Washington had one of the strongest factions and was in alliance
with Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and Baltimore. Their main threat in
the area was New York City which was in alliance with Boston. Other
factions included Cleveland, Detroit and Chicago in the mid- west.
In the west there was Phoenix, Los Angeles and Sacramento. In the
south, Texas was pretty much its own faction. Sure there were other
groups that stood together for awhile but none that lasted as long
or killed as many people as the ones mentioned here. Small town
America no longer existed. They were being swallowed up by the
larger city factions. If the residents of a town refused to join,
they were killed and all their supplies were taken.

When push came to shove and food and
water ran low, even the most powerful factions dissolved. Soon New
York was at war with Boston. Washington was at war with
Philadelphia. All loyalties vanished when it came to putting food
on your own table. The last faction known to exist was Chicago. I
don’t know if it was because it was the strongest or if it was the
location. I’m sure being on the lake had to allow for a bounty of
food from fishing. As far as I know, there are still civilizations
out there. Communication within the U.S. does not exist. Word of
mouth is all there is.

 



Chapter 1

 


The flames hypnotized James as he
stared into the yellow and orange glow. His mind was lost.
Everything he lived for died in those flames on this horrible
night. The tears that ran down his face were a product of the smoke
along with the deep sadness and loss he felt at this moment. A
large explosion shook him out of his trance. He looked around to
see other men in his unit standing or sitting on the ground. Some
screamed with rage while others wept quietly. They all had lost
something tonight.

James turned and picked up his rifle
off the ground. He had to get away from here. He had no idea where;
the farther the better. He began walking south out of the military
complex which he had called home for the last nine years. He served
the army with much loyalty and had been rewarded with food, shelter
and security, until tonight. Tonight all that was gone; he was
alone and had no sense of purpose, direction or will to
live.

“Campbell!” a man in his unit
shouted.

James ignored him. Other men called
out to James as he walked through a gaping hole in the ten foot
chain link fence. He didn’t respond. He was no longer one of them.
They would have to find their own way now. The glow of the fires
cast a long shadow in front of him as he left the compound and
walked the streets of Washington. After hours of wandering it began
to rain bringing James out of his trance once again. He had left
the city limits of Washington and was now in the suburbs south of
the city. He was tired but kept walking anyway. He had to get
away.

Hours passed as James continued his
walk. It was like a death march in a way. He felt like he would
keep walking until his body could no longer carry him anymore. He
could think of no reason to stop and didn’t want to. Once his body
gave up on him he would fall to the ground and lay there until he
died. The cold rain drenched his body but James barely felt it. He
was numb. The only thing he felt were his feet slapping forward on
the wet pavement. Hour after hour, step after step carried him
further away from the nightmare he was enduring. He kept hoping the
distance would take away some of the pain but it didn’t. The miles
between him and the place where he lost his will to live did
nothing to dull the sharp pain he felt in his heart.

A bluish-purple light in the east
gave way to more rain showers. The thick clouds hindered daybreak
but it came nonetheless. A loud clap of thunder brought James out
of his daze again. It continued to rain and he was cold and wet.
His rifle was still slung over his left shoulder just as it was
when he left the compound last night and his sidearm was also
holstered securely in his belt. He wondered how long he had been
walking for. The dark cloud cover made it difficult to measure the
time of day. Had he been walking for six hours? Eight? He didn’t
know or care. His stomach rumbled deeply. He hadn’t eaten in over
twelve hours and his body was beginning to weaken
severely.

James looked around and realized he
had walked all the way to an abandoned Marine Corps base which
bordered a forest along the Virginia-Maryland state line. He
detoured off the highway and entered the partial shelter of the
large trees. The rain continued to fall but was muffled and less
heavy in the forest. For the first time in hours James was able to
think clearly. If he was going to survive he needed food and
shelter. His stomach told him food was first.

His training taught him that life
sprang from water and that food would always be more abundant near
a source of water. James continued to walk until he came across a
stream. Once there he looked for the moss on the trees to help give
him his bearings. After he found north, James walked to the south
side of the stream where berry producing plants and bushes would be
more likely to grow. He had to walk downstream a piece until the
stream jutted from its east west course but eventually he found a
location where he could stand south of the creek. He walked ten or
fifteen paces into woods before he was rewarded with a thicket of
thorn berries which he recognized from his training. They were one
of the few edible wild fruits to be found in this part of the
country. James held his shirt in a sling-like shape and filled it
with the berries. It wasn’t much but his stomach felt much better.
After he ate he walked downstream again until he found a high place
on the bank which overlooked the water. James sat down with his
back against a tree and laid his rifle in his lap. He listened for
the sounds of creatures moving in the forest. The rain falling made
it hard for him to hear anything but the thud as the drops collided
with leaves and branches on their way to the forest floor. It
didn’t matter. After five minutes of listening the soothing sounds
of the rain and the babbling creek put him to sleep.

He didn’t know it then but the
nightmare which came to him in his sleep would be the same one that
would haunt him for many years to come. He woke with a start not
knowing where he was. He quickly remembered he sat in the forest
then did his best to calm himself. It was dark now but the rain
continued to fall. Lightning struck every so often lighting the
forest in a white strobe like effect. Shadows streaked across the
forest floor then disappeared. The thunder that followed reminded
James of the explosions he’d heard in countless battles he engaged
in for the Washington City Coalition Army.

He scanned the trees looking for
signs of movement. The shadows and darkness made it difficult to
see anything. Lightning flashed again and James spotted an elk
crossing the creek below him. The large animal moved gracefully
despite its size. It lumbered up the hill opposite James’ position
and entered the thick tree line at the top. James scrambled to his
feet and raised his rifle but the elk disappeared beyond the trees
before he could get a clear shot. He ran down the embankment and
jumped from rock to rock as he crossed the creek then raced up the
opposite hill.

He entered the forest and was
rewarded with another flash of lightning. The elk stopped to chew
on a bush near a large placement of rocks and the lightning cast a
shadow of the elk’s antlers on it. It looked as if two giant hands
were placed with fingers spread wide above the face of a
camel.

James stopped and raised his rifle
again. The rain and thunder masked the noise he made and the elk
was unaware of his presence. He pulled the trigger and the large
beast went down in a heap. James walked toward it cautiously and
found the creature had ceased to breathe. He spent the rest of the
evening cleaning the animal, starting a fire then cooking his meal.
Soon after he was done he fell into a deep sleep under a large oak.
The rain had stopped and he could feel the air begin to warm a
little.

When James left Washington he had no
will to live. He wasn’t sure if the will had returned or if he were
just too much of a coward to turn his weapon on himself. Either
way, he was surviving like he always had. His father always told
him that the measure of a man was not in his words but in his
actions. Suicide, starvation and running away were not actions he
was proud of but fleeing from his problems was the only action he
would allow himself to take.

 



Chapter 2

 


For day after day, James continued
his journey south. The air grew warmer with every mile. He stopped
to sleep and stopped to hunt but when he wasn’t doing either of
those things he continued south. A voice James did not recognize
called to him from that direction. Maybe it was the ocean or maybe
it was all in his head. Maybe it was the memory of what happened in
Washington pushing him southward. Whatever it was, it was something
James could not ignore.

By day three James had reached
Richmond, Virginia. He stayed in an abandoned shopping mall on the
first night and scouted the city in search of supplies and food.
His first find was an old gallon jug that used to hold orange
juice. It was orange and had a handle that would allow him to loop
through his belt for easy transportation. His next discovery was a
store that specialized in camping, hunting and fishing. Much of the
store was in shambles and most of the merchandise was gone. After
sifting through the mess James came away with a small tent and a
set of rain gear that did not match. The coat was made of light
waterproof material with a hood included. It was bright orange. The
pants he found were yellow. He also found an assortment of
backpacks and took a green one that he thought suited him best.
James was not lucky enough to find a morsel of food. He still had a
few days worth of meat left from the elk so he was not
worried.

Thunder sounded loudly as James
readied himself for the road again. He stepped out into the rain
and looked up at the dark clouds. It appeared that it was going to
rain for quite some time. James went back inside the restaurant he
had been searching and sat down in a booth across from a bank of
black-screened monitors. He looked at them remembering what it was
like to watch television. What a massive waste of time, he thought.
If one good thing came out of the wars, killing and famine that
followed the depletion of oil it was this: The extinction of
television. Thirty or forty years ago the building James sat in
would be full of people eating and drinking and watching sporting
events on television. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing in
itself, it was the importance and relevance people put on the
things they saw on the screen. That’s what was wrong with
television. The things people saw on television became fact for no
other reason than they were being broadcast. The need to watch
became more important than anything. James didn’t miss it a bit. He
was happy spending his time with his wife and boy, talking, reading
or playing. Tears came to his eyes as he remembered their faces. He
put his head down on the table and wept for the first time in days
and before he knew it he was asleep.

When he woke the rain continued. It
was dark outside and he was hungry. James built a fire near one of
the gaping holes where a plate glass window had been. He sat with
his back propped up against the bar and cooked the elk meat for the
second time while he watched the rain. “Where am I going?” he
thought. He still didn’t know. South was the only thing he knew for
sure. What would he do once he reached the ocean? Keep on walking
and drown himself? He didn’t know.

He ate a large piece of meat off the
stick he cooked it on and listened to the rain. It was soothing to
his ears and he almost fell asleep again. His rifle leaned on the
wooden window sill to his right and he reached for it more out of
instinct than anything. The army had trained him well. His
subconscious knew someone was stalking him before he was
consciously aware of it. By the time the rifle was in his hands the
first shadowy figure had leapt through the empty window sill and
slammed into James. The figure struggled to tear the rifle from his
hands but James was strong. He jerked the weapon to his left
throwing the person to the floor as

James got to his feet. As he stood
he brought the rifle to bear on the man who lay there. He wore
dark, dirty pants and a long sleeved plaid shirt. His face was
filthy and he was missing many teeth.

Just as James was about to speak to
the man he was struck from behind. He flew out the window onto the
wet pavement outside the restaurant. The attacker landed on top of
him and began striking him in the back of the head. James spun the
top half of his torso and brought the rifle around to strike the
man on the left side of his face. A slight crunching sound was
heard as his cheekbone shattered from the blow. James quickly
gained his feet as the first man came through the window at him.
Again, his training took over as he fired the rifle from the hip,
striking his attacker dead center in the chest. The man fell
backwards, his head striking the window sill making a hollow
thumping sound. The other man was on his feet and ran away into the
rain and darkness. James thought about shooting him in the back as
he fled, decided against it then changed his mind once more as he
fired his rifle. The man fell forward into a large puddle of water
and did not move. Three-fourths of his body was submerged as blood
began to mix with the dirty water.

The first attacker lay on his back,
arms spread and eyes open staring at the cloudy sky. The sockets
were beginning to fill up with water as James looked down at him
pitifully. He would have to be more careful. He didn’t have his
army comrades to watch his back and he wasn’t sleeping in the
comfortable confines within the base. This was dangerous territory.
James stepped over his dead attacker and sat back down where he was
when the assault began. He leaned his rifle against the window sill
and went to sleep doing his best to think of nothing.

At daybreak James woke to a blue and
cloudless sky. It was much warmer than he expected so he removed
his coat then packed his gear. He stepped over the first body and
walked past the second without a glance continuing south on his
journey to the unknown.

 


Outside the city limits James was
presented with his first choice regarding his path. He could take
I-95 toward Wilmington and reach the ocean in a week or so, or take
I-85 toward Durham and continue his journey farther into the
southern states. He didn’t think his walk would be finished in
Wilmington. It somehow didn’t feel right. Out of nothing more than
a whim, he chose I-85.

Four days later he arrived in
Durham. The weather was cooperating and James felt as if he could
walk to the other end of the country if needed. He was running low
on food and would have to stop until he had scavenged something or
made a kill. He stayed the night in a road side tavern and was
lucky enough to find a single bottle of whiskey someone had hidden
below a loose floorboard in the kitchen. Hidden with the whiskey
were a couple pounds of rice and beans. James feasted that night
then got drunk. It had been weeks since he tasted alcohol. His
brain welcomed the relief of being drowned in mind numbing
liquid.

The next morning he set out as usual
keeping to I-85. A few miles outside the city limits he came upon a
large suburb of homes, most of which still stood. What drew his
attention to this particular area was the smoke that drifted lazily
from one of the chimneys into the blue sky. Curiosity drew him off
the highway and onto the side streets as James made his way toward
the smoke. The neighborhood would have been of the upper class
variety if social classes still existed. The large homes sat on two
or three acre lots. Many were encompassed by tall, black wrought
iron fences while others were protected by eight foot red and brown
brick walls. Most had security gates near the street to allow or
deny access as the owner chose to do so. Many large trees and
shrubs crowded the property lines. Years of neglect and growth
brought the branches to touch the ground and many yards appeared to
be overgrown jungles or forests. Grass grew up through cracks in
the cement driveways or between bricks that served as a path or
border. An occasional home was burnt to the ground or damaged
beyond recognition but most still stood proudly.

James crested a hill and looked down
to the house that puffed smoke from its chimney. His view was into
the back yard and he could make out a large, wooden balcony with
many lawn chairs and tables spread out across the planks of the
floor. The immense back yard was mostly overgrown with shrubs and
trees but James could make out the blue glimmering water of a
swimming pool through the green leafed branches. The faded white
house was surrounded by a tall fence made of faded red brick. Other
than the white smoke there was no sign of life.

James descended the hill and walked
around to the front of the house. A large, three car garage faced
the street. The larger of the two doors was open revealing the
emptiness inside. No car was parked there, only a few boxes and
trash littered the gray cement floor.

James entered the garage and stopped
suddenly when he heard a strange but familiar noise. It was the
sound of someone strumming the strings of a guitar. Soon singing
voices could be heard and James almost laughed. If it were actual
people singing and not a recording of some sort, he was amazed.
James was by no means a critic or musically gifted in any way, but
to him the duo sounded tremendous.

Unsure of why he was doing it, James
decided to enter the home.

He walked further into the garage
and up the four wooden steps to the closed doorway that serviced
the car portal. He quietly opened the door and stepped onto the
white tile inside. The music was much louder now and James could
tell that it was not a radio or recording. The music was being
performed live. The sound of a tambourine joined the melody as a
woman began singing a solo. The guitar also strummed its melody
mixing in with the other sounds to create a very nice
melody.

The doorway entered on a mud
room/laundry room area. James continued down the white tiled
flooring of the hallway past a clean-looking kitchen and stopped in
a doorway that appeared to be a living room. The room’s walls were
painted a soothing earth tone brown and the carpet was a stone tan
that complimented the walls. Two identical tan couches sat in a
corner across the room along with wooden side tables and two brown,
leather recliners. On one of the couches sat a man with long brown
hair and a guitar. He wore a black t-shirt that was too big for his
skinny frame and bell bottom jeans. Across from him on one of the
recliners sat a woman dressed similar to the man. On her lap was a
young girl. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a blue headband
of sorts and she wore a white, frilly dress with a yellow flower
pattern on it. All of them were barefoot.

The man was the first to spot James
who stood in the hallway smiling. He must have looked like a
lunatic the way he stood there. The man immediately stopped playing
and stood up startling the woman and girl who turned to look in
James’ direction. The man dropped his guitar and put his hands out
palms toward James in a pleading gesture.

“Please, man. Take whatever you
want. Just don’t hurt anyone.”

James realized he was still smiling,
looking filthy and carrying a large caliber rifle. He must look
like a deranged killer to these people. He quickly moved the rifle
behind his back and raised his left hand to show he meant no harm.
The woman stood and held the child close to her bosom as she looked
at James through untrusting eyes.

“NO! No, I’m not here to hurt
anyone. I was just passing by and heard the music,” he
said.

The man and woman did not speak.
They just stared at James, not sure if he was insane or if he was
telling the truth.

“I’m sorry for intruding,” he said.
“The music was just so beautiful. I…I’ll leave,” he said and turned
to go.

James exited through the same door
he entered and was crossing the garage floor to the drive way when
a voice called to him from behind.

“Hey, man!” the voice said. “Hey!”
James stopped and turned. It was the man who played the guitar.
“You look like you could use a meal and a shower, man,” he said. To
James he sounded like hippie. It was the slow manner in which he
talked and the way he kept calling James “man”.

Before James could respond, the man
spoke again. “Are you in the army, man?”

“I was,” James said. “I guess I’m a
deserter now.”

“Come back inside, man. We’ll get
you a hot meal and some clean clothes. You’re filthy,
dude.”

James looked down at himself and
realized for the first time how bad he really looked. He had been
on the road for over a week now and his appearance was the furthest
thing from his mind. James looked over the shoulder of the man and
saw the woman peering out the doorway. She still held the young
girl in her arms who hid her small, perfectly round face on her
mother’s shoulder when James looked at her. The man noticed James
looking and turned.

“That’s my wife Sunny and our
daughter, Grace. She’s amazing, man.” He drew out the word amazing
so it took two or three seconds to say. “My name’s Grant.” He
approached and offered his hand to James and the two
shook.

“I’m James,” he said.

“Come back inside, man,” Grant
said.

As he turned James read the wording
on the back of his t-shirt. It read: Make Love, Not War. He
followed Grant back into the house and was led to the kitchen.
James sat at the large table as Sunny brought him a bowl of
vegetable soup with two slices of bread. Grant filled a glass with
water from a pitcher on the counter and the two sat down across the
table from him as he ate. Grace peeked at James from behind her
mother and blushed every time James looked in her
direction.

“Where did you learn to play music
like that?” James asked.

Sunny smiled then spoke. “We used to
play at the anti-war rallies in New York and Boston before the Oil
Wars ended. Those were crazy times,” she said. “Yeah, man,” Grant
added.

“Once the city wars started we knew
it was time to get out,” Sunny continued. “A war zone is no place
for a couple of life loving hippies like us.”

“So you’re all alone here?” James
asked. “Pretty much, man,” Grant said. “We get the occasional
drifter or trader but people pretty much leave us
alone.”

“Where do you get your food from?”
James asked. Grant curled a finger in a “come with me”
gesture.

James put his spoon down and
followed him out the back door. From inside the walls of the yard
the outside world was barely visible. The overgrown trees and
shrubbery filtered out the noise and view from all sides. James
could barely see the stretch of road on top of the hill where he
looked down upon the house. The yard consisted of a large swimming
pool. The water was clear and blue and looked refreshing. In one
corner of the back yard sat a large wooden swing set with two
swings, a slide and a tire hung from a rope. The rest of the large
yard was consumed by a garden. Corn, beets, potatoes, tomatoes and
other vegetables James could not identify were growing in the
fenced in area. Next to the garden was another, smaller fenced in
area. As James drew closer he recognized what grew there as the
five leaved marijuana plant.

“This is our pride and source of
life, man,” Grant said. “We take care of it and it takes care of
us.”

James nodded and smiled. “And I see
you have some wacky weed also.”

Grant shrugged. “Ain’t no one left
to come bust me, man,” he said.

James laughed and nodded. He was
right. How could pot be illegal if there were no laws and no law
men? People were free to do as they chose be it right or wrong.
They went back inside and talked while James finished his soup.
Sunny went out to the back yard with grace and returned with a
large paper sack filled with vegetables. She gave them to James who
protested at first. What had he done to earn this gift, he
thought?

“At the bottom are some seeds you
can use to start your own garden once you get to wherever it is you
are going,” Sunny said.

“I don’t know how to thank you,”
James said. “You can thank us by living in peace, man,” Grant said
as he held up his two fingers in the “peace” sign.

“Thanks,” said James as he took the
bag from Sunny and began putting it away in his
backpack.

James pulled on his pack and
shouldered his rifle. As he was walking toward the door he felt a
tug on his pant leg. He looked down to see the young girl, Grace
looking up at him. She didn’t appear to be afraid of him anymore.
James didn’t know why he hadn’t noticed it before but her eyes were
a clear and vibrant blue, the color of the sky on a warm summer
morning. She summoned him down to her level with her index finger.
James bent to one knee and looked at her. She was a beautiful
child. She cupped her small hand on the side of her mouth and
whispered in his ear. Then she kissed him on the cheek and ran to
the safety behind her mother’s legs. She peeked at him shyly from
the side of her pant leg. James stood and looked at Grant with a
confused look on his face. Grant shrugged.

“Like I said, man, she’s amazing,”
he said.

James smiled and walked out the
door. He exited the garage and made his way back to the lonely
highway. His journey would continue south until he felt it was
over. Somehow he would just know. What he didn’t know was the
meaning behind the word Grace whispered in his ear. He puzzled over
it as he reached the highway and walked south once again. The word
she whispered in his ear was “Violet”.

 



Chapter 3

 


Many opportunities to veer from I-85
presented themselves to James. He never did. I-85 just seemed right
to him. He walked for ten or twelve hours on some days.

Others he only walked for eight. The
food he had been given seemed to fill his stomach easily even
though he hadn’t eaten very much. Like Grace, it was AMAZING. James
also couldn’t stop thinking about Violet. What did it mean? Was she
a person? A flower? It was beginning to drive him crazy.

He had to consciously attempt to
think of other things. The good news was that it kept him from
thinking about what happened in Washington.

On the fourth day since he left the
house of Grant, Sunny and Grace, James crossed into the city limits
of Charlotte. Dark clouds had been gathering consistently
throughout the day. As if someone were trying to give him some type
of warning, it began to pour rain as soon as he entered the city.
James took cover in an old hardware store. Most of the shelves had
been emptied or looted and the show room floor was nearly deserted.
James stood just inside the door assessing the place before
deciding if he would make camp here or move on.

A noise from behind him startled
James. He turned to look and saw a man walking down the street
splashing through puddles with his yellow galoshes. He wore a long
yellow raincoat with the hood drawn up over his head. He carried a
blue and white striped umbrella and twisted it so is spun as he
jumped from puddle to puddle. James kept quiet letting the man
pass. He disappeared from view when he reached the end of the block
and turned the corner near a gas station.

James refocused his attention on the
hardware store. From where he stood he could see down most of the
aisles. The one area that still held merchandise was the plumbing
section. Sinks, bathtubs, toilets along with brass and chrome
faucet hardware filled the section. James looked at the fixtures
with curiosity. These things would probably sit here until the end
of time, he thought.

James looked for a place to make his
bed when he noticed a red spot on the floor in front of him. As he
continued to walk, he saw another spot, then another. Soon the
spots became a thin, red line. The line became thicker and thicker
until it exploded in a large red stain on the showroom floor
between the sinks and toilets. The trail continued down an aisle
where many full units sat clean and untouched. James followed the
blood which ended at a white, porcelain basin with the lid closed.
Blood trickled down the side and was splattered on the closed
cover. Later, James would berate himself for not turning around and
walking out right then. Instead he walked slowly to the toilet and
lifted the lid with the barrel of his rifle. Two bloodshot eyes
stared up at him from inside the severed head of some unlucky man.
James was hypnotized by them and had trouble looking away. He
pulled his rifle back in a jerking motion allowing the lid to slap
closed. He backed away from the toilet, not wanting to take his
eyes off the lid. He was afraid if he did the lid would open
quietly behind him and something horrible would crawl out of the
toilet.

James reached the front of the store
with his back to the windows which faced the street. As he was
about to turn and leave the hardware store of horrors a loud sound
startled him. He whirled to face the windows, his rifle at the
ready. It was the man with the umbrella. His face was pressed up
against the glass and he beat on the pane slowly with his fist. He
grinned widely revealing what few yellow teeth he still had and
laughed maniacally as James stared at him. Without warning the man
ran off down the street out of view leaving James to collect
himself. He couldn’t stay here. He left the hardware store and
continued down the street in search of a more hospitable camp for
the night.

The rain continued as he walked
through the commercial district. James decided to move along
through a residential area and hope he found something that suited
him better on the far side. He wasn’t sure why but he felt as if he
were trespassing while in other people’s homes. He had to find a
business or warehouse – something that wasn’t so personal. He
continued through the residential area finding another commercial
property on the far side. Many stores and shops lined the streets.
He found a department store which sold clothes and other personal
items and decided it would suit his needs. James walked past the
long line of checkout lanes and walked down the main aisle behind
them. Something on the ground caught his eye – someone had drawn on
the floor in white chalk and James soon recognized what it was; the
outline of a body. Blood stained the gray carpeting where the head
would have been and splatters of red spots dotted the area around
the chalk. James stepped around it and continued down the aisle
only to find another, then another outline on the floor.

“What the hell happened in this
town?” he said out loud.

James kept walking and passed three
more of the ominous looking markings on the floor. Some were clean
but others were marred by bloodstains. It was as if a massacre
occurred here. James turned abruptly at the end of the aisle and
was about to make his way to the back of the store in hopes of
finding a place that was less tainted to lay low for the night.
What he saw froze him in his tracks. Forty or fifty women stood in
the ladies wear department frozen in many various poses. None of
them moved at first and James quickly realized they were mannequins
dressed in women’s clothing. Someone had taken the time – probably
days or even weeks to move the dummies into the store and dress
them like some deranged child playing with his dolls. Some wore
skirts and blouses while others wore dresses. Some were clothed in
jeans and t-shirts and others wore string bikinis or bathing suits.
A few of them were positioned in sexual positions but most stood
solitary, frozen until some unbalanced mind decided to play with
them again. James almost turned and ran out of the store but
instead stayed and walked among the dolls. He was fascinated with
the display. Somehow it made him feel normal to be among a display
which was such an oddity. He walked between them and looked at each
one, letting the weirdness of it wash over him. When the feeling of
normality passed, a feeling of disgust set in. James began to feel
nauseous at the sight of the mannequins and the sick mind that
placed them this way. He flicked the safety off on his rifle and
began firing into the crowd of them, knocking many down as others
exploded in plastic shards. He laughed insanely while he did this.
He thought he might be losing his mind.

When his rage was suppressed he
walked out of the store and into the pouring rain. He pulled his
hood up over his head and continued walking southeast, out of
Charlotte. He didn’t want to know what happened here and could take
no more displays of violence and lunacy. Interstate 85 took him out
of the city and closer to what he hoped was a final destination. He
knew his walk would not be over until he got there. He advanced
through the rain and tried to clear his mind of the scenes he
witnessed in Charlotte. Thinking of Grace helped a
little.

 



Chapter 4

 


Vague memories of his childhood and
the crises surrounding the depletion of oil floated through his
memory. By the time he was born that era had mostly passed.
American soldiers, albeit a very small number, were returning from
overseas; their morale was quite low and their will to fight was
even lower. Famine was now setting in and the bloody City Wars were
soon to begin. His father, John, had been an airline pilot before
the oil ran out and his family had been well off. Once the oil
crisis began travel was one of the first things to be eliminated
and John lost his job. He quickly found work on the docks of the
Boston Inner Harbor. Any line of work that had to do with the
production of food was booming. Fishermen, farmers and ranchers
were the new oil tycoons. They made money hand over fist. White
collar jobs such as lawyers and accountants ceased to
exist.

Social classes had all but
disappeared. Now there were only two: the rich and the poor. James’
family had accomplished what others thought was impossible. They
leapt from the upper class to the lower class completely bypassing
the middle class in an amazing maneuver. This was the case for most
families. The poor greatly outnumbered the wealthy and James’
family was in good shape compared to others. Single mothers with
three or four children to feed had it the worst. Women found it
much more difficult to find work unless they had a strong back and
muscular arms. Manual labor jobs had become abundant.

James’ father left at four-thirty
every morning and walked the hour and a half journey to the docks
southeast of downtown Boston. Their home in Somerville was his
mother’s pride and joy. They could have moved to a cheaper
apartment or townhome closer to the docks but his father wouldn’t
hear of it. He would provide no matter what it took. In the evening
he would arrive home usually after seven- thirty, exhausted and
stinking of fish and the ocean.

His mother, Patrice, spent the day
cooking and cleaning. She knitted clothing and acted as a
seamstress at times to earn extra money; most of the time she
complained. Not when his father was home, of course; only when he
was away at work. James had clear memories of his mother cussing
his father’s name only to put on a different face once he walked in
the door. He never thought of her as a bad mother. He was sure she
loved him and his father dearly. James thought maybe she was
disappointed in how things turned out. Not that his father could
have prevented things from going any differently. It was just the
way things were. For some reason she couldn’t accept
that.

James’ day consisted of school in
the morning until early afternoon. Most of the upper class
institutions closed down and the remaining students were
consolidated into the larger, public schools. After school let out
he worked part- time at a warehouse not far from his school. He
loaded and unloaded trailers until six or seven in the evening then
went home and ate dinner. The remainder of the night was reserved
for homework or talking with his dad about his day.

James knew no other life. He was too
young to remember the period of their lives when they were wealthy.
His earliest recollections were of family dinners but other than
those he had no knowledge of their previous life of luxury. He did
know that food was precious and wastefulness would not be
tolerated. He remembered days when he wouldn’t finish his dinner.
When he woke up in the morning, his mother had heated up the plate
of food from the night before and placed it in front of him for
breakfast. If he again refused to eat it would be served for lunch
and so on until he was so hungry he would have eaten
dirt.

Another event also drove the message
home of the world they now lived in. It was not the “waste not,
want not” attitude his parents drilled into his brain. It was
Oliver. For years he and his parents lived next door to the same
family. Gabriel Marks was a proud man who made his living off the
misfortune of others. Gabriel had been a very successful banker
before things changed. He ran the largest bank in Boston and had
the good fortune to be in a position to scoop up other banks when
they failed. He was also in charge of foreclosures on failing
businesses and home owners who fell behind on their payments. James
couldn’t be sure but he was willing to bet that Gabriel was one of
the most hated men in Boston. Not because of what he did for a
living. But because of the pleasure and joy he seemed to get from
doing his job. Gabriel often appeared amused or delighted when
taking someone’s lifelong dream or home from them. Gabriel’s wife,
Candice, was nice enough when she wasn’t flaunting her jewelry,
cars and fine clothing in front of the neighborhood. James didn’t
think she was a mean spirited person like her husband, she was just
never taught how to act humanely. The Marks had a daughter who was
much older than James. She graduated from college many years before
and was married and living somewhere in New York City. James saw
her very little except when she and her two children came to visit
their grandparents.

When things changed the banks were
one of the first institutions to collapse. Paper money meant
nothing anymore and while property still held some value if there
were no buyers it was worth very little. Saying that the Marks had
few friends would be an understatement. People bonded together
under the hard times that came but the Marks family was virtually
alone in Boston. No one was willing the help the woman who rubbed
people’s noses in her wealth or the man who stole people’s dreams
with a smirk on his face. They did have each other as well as
Oliver, their Border collie. He was a good dog when he wasn’t
barking at midnight or tearing up James’ mother’s flower
bed.

At the time James assumed the dog
just ran away. He wasn’t old enough to understand what really
happened. But one day, Oliver disappeared. Later, James found out
the truth while he and his father walked home from work. The sun
had almost set and the sky in the west was turning a brilliant
purple. They were leaving the downtown area and entering the
suburbs when a horse trotted by pulling a trailer loaded with
cages. It was headed into the city. The two-by- two cages were
filled with dirty and barking dogs of many different species. James
looked at the trailer as it passed then turned to his father with a
confused look on his face.

“Where are they taking all those
dogs?” he asked.

His father looked at him and spoke.
“To the market,” he said.

James was even more confused now.
“For what?” he asked.

His father realized how naïve his
son still was. He put his arm around the boy’s shoulders and pulled
him close.

“To eat,” he said.

A look of horror crossed his face.
“Really?” he asked in disbelief.

His father nodded. “What do you
think happened to Oliver?”

James’ mouth dropped in horror and
disbelief but didn’t question his father any further. That was all
that needed to be said. James felt sick to his stomach but never
asked about the dogs again. He didn’t want to know.

When James entered high school, he
began working after school at the docks with his father and soon
dropped out completely to help support his family. Most other boys
his age had done the same thing; some working alongside him at the
docks while others worked as farm hands or other manual labor jobs.
Others chose a more creative way of making a living. Some gambled
in the back halls of taverns while others stole or joined up with
gangs. James was quickly dissuaded from turning to the streets to
earn a living. It happened one evening as he and his father walked
home from the docks. They made a detour through the market place in
downtown Boston. His father wanted to pick up a few special things.
His mother’s birthday was approaching and his father always wanted
to make her happy. As they left a pawn shop and walked past a
vegetable stand outside a market, a young boy of maybe fifteen
years of age ran past them and snatched a handful of apples in an
attempt to grab and dash. All of the boy’s loot fell to the ground
except one but the thief kept running with a single apple as the
store owner cried out.

“Thief! Thief!” he shouted as he
pointed in the direction of the fleeing boy.

The boy made it only half a block,
pushing past shoppers and pedestrians before a gunshot rang out and
he fell face first into the street. The shot came from behind and
above where James stood. He looked over his shoulder and saw a man
on the rooftop above him, rifle raised to his shoulder. He wore the
uniform of the local army in Boston. The boy had been killed over
one apple. That was when

James knew things were deteriorating
much more quickly than he realized. If a human life was worth less
than the cost of an apple, it was only a matter of time before
society was going to collapse.

While some chose to join the outlaws
others joined the military factions which were forming. The
national government had faded into the background and local
officials were nothing more than figureheads. The men who held the
real power were the ones who controlled the weapons. These groups
offered protection to the farmer’s crops and fishermen’s catch in
exchange for food. The military groups were the best equipped and
best fed of anyone in the city.

When the city wars began James was
nineteen and still living at home. He had begun dating his future
wife Nichole who worked in a factory that made tin cans for
processed vegetables. James’ mother died that year of pneumonia and
his father died eight months later of a heart attack. Six months
after James buried his father he was married to Nichole and Andy
was born soon after. Rumors spread that Washington was paying well
for young, strong men who would sign onto their military outfit.
James and Nichole moved south and before the next year passed they
were parents. Nichole gave birth to Andy in the Washington City
Coalition Army Hospital. Soldiers’ families were well taken care
of. Nichole and Andy would never go hungry and that’s exactly what
James wanted. Some of his missions were dangerous but it was a fair
trade to know his family was safe.

Things were beginning to heat up
between the rival factions in Baltimore and Washington. There were
other, smaller outfits but these two were the biggest bullies on
the block. Skirmishes broke out occasionally when James was on
patrol or escorting a shipment of food. It was just a matter of
time before the two engaged in all out war.

 



Chapter 5

 


Food was becoming a problem again.
James had enough for a day if he stretched his portions but he
would need to either spend the day scavenging in a city or go off
the highway and hunt in a more rural area. James chose to hunt. He
was more likely to come back with a kill than he would be finding
some leftover scraps.

James set off the highway and headed
northeast. In the distance he could see rolling hills that ascended
to a wooded high ground where he would hopefully find game. He
walked for two hours when he finally reached the forest. Tall
pines, oaks and elms shaded the forest floor from the bright
sunlight. James entered the woods and walked for another half hour.
Soon he could hear the rushing water of a fast moving stream or
river. When he reached it he looked up and down stream and was
amazed by the size and speed of the current. The river was fifty
feet wide in most places but not very deep. He could see large
boulders submerged under the water while others were only partially
below. What astounded him was the view of the woods on the opposite
side. No green shrubs grew and no grass or leaves were visible.
Everything was brown and dead. It was as if something killed all
the plant life right up to the riverbed then stopped, not able to
cross the water and continue its destruction. Against his better
judgment, James walked upstream looking for a place to cross. He
needed to find out what caused the destruction. Soon he came upon a
stretch where the river narrowed and he was able to jump from
boulder to boulder and cross safely.

James continued through the dead
half of the forest stunned by the destruction. Brown grass
protruded from the ground in spots. Dead bushes and shrubbery held
dry leaves as well as the deciduous and evergreens which were all
green no more. After forty-five minutes of walking in the same
direction the woods came to an abrupt end. A large field rolled
across the hills as far as James could see. Dead, knee high grass
covered almost all of it. James continued for another hour,
crossing hill after hill only to find more of the same. At the peak
of the next rise James’ eye was drawn to something that reflected
the sunlight. It was at the bottom of a valley to his right. He
continued in that direction and crested another hill when a small
town nestled in the valley came into view. The reflection must have
come from the tip of a large white water tower set on a small rise
just outside of the town. On its side, as is customary with many
small towns in the United States was what James assumed was the
name of the town. Stenciled across the side of the rounded cylinder
in thick black letters was the town’s name: Fatality. A peculiar
name for a town, James thought.

A gravel road wound through the
hills on the opposite side of town and ended in the middle of
Fatality. Small side streets fingered off the main road and were
populated by large Midwestern style houses. On Main Street there
were many faded, red brick buildings James assumed were businesses.
As he drew closer he could see a town hall, post office, a tavern
and a barbershop. Before he entered town a man stepped out from
inside the barbershop and walked down the center of the street
toward James. He wore brown cowboy boots, tight jeans and a white,
button-up shirt. On his head was a light tan cowboy hat. An ivory
handled pistol was holstered on his right hip and he wore a silver
star on the left side of his chest. The law of the town, James
thought. He stopped ten feet short of where James stood and
spoke.

“You must be lost, mister,” the man
said. “Why would you say that?” James asked.

“Because no one comes to a town
named Fatality of their own free will. That makes you either stupid
or lost and you don’t look stupid.” He rested his hand on the
holstered pistol at his side.

“What happened here?” James asked
ignoring the man’s attempt at an insult.

“You mean the forest? No one’s quite
sure. The Mayor thinks it was something in the water.”

“It killed the forest but not the
people of Fatality?” “Well, I didn’t say that, did I?” he looked to
James patiently as if he were amused.

“No, I guess you didn’t,” James
said. “How do you survive out here?” James continued his
questions.

“We make do,” the man
said.

“We?” James said looking
around.

“That’s right,” the man said.
“Fatality is home to about fifty or so people. Most of them were
born and raised here.”

The strong feeling that he was being
watched came over James. He looked around at the windows and
thought he saw one of the shades move ever so slightly.

“Where is everyone?” James was
getting a bit nervous.

The man looked over his shoulder
then grinned.

“Most stay indoors until it’s time
for work.”

James had heard enough. He was ready
to leave and hoped the man would not try to convince him to
stay.

“Sorry for bothering you,” James
said as he began to back away from the man. “I’ll be on my
way.”

With a quickness James had never
seen before, the man pulled his pistol free from its holster and
pointed it at James’ chest. James rifle rested over his shoulder
and he knew it would be impossible to win a shooting contest with
the man.

“The Mayor wants to see you,” he
said. “Drop that rifle and walk on over to the barber
shop.”

James did as he was told. If he was
going to escape he would have to wait for a better opportunity. The
man picked up James’ rifle and followed him down the
street.

They entered the barber shop and
stood just inside the door. Four barber chairs stood on either side
of the room along with a wooden bench which sat just inside the
door. The walls on opposite sides of the room were lined with
mirrors along with long shelves filled with various grooming
supplies. A man stood next to one of the chairs carefully shaving
the neck of another man. They both looked up when James entered and
the man in the chair spoke.

“Well, hello there stranger,” said a
balding and slightly pudgy man. “Welcome to Fatality. I’m Mayor
Tanner and I see you’ve already met Sheriff Sledge.”

Tanner smiled at James who looked
from Tanner’s face to the face of Sheriff Sledge who looked quite
annoyed.

“What name do you go by, mister?”
asked Tanner.

“James.”

“A Biblical name with a long and
storied history,” said Tanner. “Did you know that the name James
was what a stable worker was called before King James was
named

King of England?”

“No,” said James.

“He outlawed its used once he came
into power. He couldn’t have his name associated with the lowly
profession of one who deals in horse shit, now could
he?”

“I guess not,” James said sounding
slightly impatient.

“There was also an old wives’ tale
that circulated in the late eighteen hundreds that the named James
was used in reference to homosexuals,” Tanner continued.

He was clearly trying to get a
reaction from James. James would not oblige although the game had
gone on long enough.

“What you want?” he asked unable to
hide his annoyance.

“Right to the point; I like that,”
said Tanner.

Small spots of shaving cream spotted
his face and neck. He took a towel from the barber and wiped
himself clean then stood. He was short, probably five feet seven
and slightly overweight. He looked at James through confident
eyes.

“I want you to work for me,” he
said. “I don’t think…” James began.

“Please!” Tanner shouted. “Before
you decline, please hear me out,” he said in a much calmer voice.
His face reddened slightly from the outburst. He took a few steps
away from James then turned and continued.

“I have been the Mayor of Fatality
for the last ten years. Sledge here has been my right hand man for
all of it. He serves me faithfully and without
question.”

James looked at Sledge who had taken
a seat on the bench. He nodded at the Mayor’s praise. James
realized the barber had left the room, most likely through one of
the doors at the rear although James had not seen him go. It was
now just the three of them. The Mayor began to pace as he continued
speaking.

“Fatality has grown to the point
where it can no longer be policed by just one man. While Sledge
does an outstanding job for me, he simply cannot be everywhere at
once.” Tanner paused while collecting his thoughts. “Of course,
your pay will include room and board along with food privileges.
You may also pick from any of the women in town to companion with
excluding my selections, of course.”

James waited for Tanner to finish
then rubbed his chin as if he were struggling with the decision.
“What makes you think I’m the type for this job?” he
asked.

“Well, your uniform for one. I
assume you have army experience, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do,” James
admitted

“The way you carry yourself and your
rifle are also dead giveaways,” he said.

James nodded then appeared to almost
speak. He stopped then began again. “Okay, Tanner. I’ll take your
offer but I have three conditions you’ll have to meet.”

Tanner smiled apparently eager to
negotiate. “Let’s do business,” he said.

“First, I want five women; one for
each weekday. I rest on the weekends.”

Tanner nodded in approval.
“Done.”

“Second, I want to be in charge and
only report to you. I can’t answer to a man who looks dumber than a
box of rocks.” James looked at Sledge while he spoke who was fuming
under the surface, James could tell. His hand inched towards his
pistol but the Mayor stopped him.

“Sheriff!” Tanner shouted then shook
his head once while giving him a stern look. “How about we put you
two on even ground? Both of you report to me as equals?”

James nodded in approval. “That
works.” “And your final demand?”

“My final condition before I take
this job, Mayor is that you KISS MY ASS!”

James laughed uncontrollably as he
turned abruptly and kicked the weapon out of Sledge’s hand. He was
fast but James had caught him off guard. He then kicked Sledge in
the head with the heel of his foot. His head bounced off the wall
behind him and he slumped unconscious on the bench.

James quickly turned and picked up
his rifle. He pointed it at Tanner who raised his hands in the air
and looked quite scared.

“What are you going to do?” asked
Tanner.

“Well, that depends on how
cooperative you are.” “What you want?” said a wide eyed
Tanner.

“Supplies. Food, water and anything
else of value; I also want to know what the fuck is going on around
here. Where is everybody? Who put you in charge? Why do you need
help keeping the people in line?”

Tanner looked more terrified than
ever. He was about to speak when Sledge began to stir. James took a
pair of handcuffs off Sledge’s belt and fastened one around his
wrist then dragged his limp body near the sink. He took the other
cuff and slipped it around the silver pipes under the sink. James
picked up Sledge’s pistol off the floor and motioned for Tanner to
move for the door. The two exited the barbershop and stood near the
street.

“I’m going to ask you again. Where
is everyone?” Tanner gulped and fidgeted before
answering.

“Some are in the jailhouse. The
younger ones stay in the nursery down there.” He nodded toward a
side street that was lined with many houses.

“Let’s go to the jail house first,”
James said. When

Tanner didn’t move immediately James
kicked him in the back side with the side of his foot.

“Get moving!” he shouted.

Tanner jumped and began walking
briskly up the street. They passed five brick buildings before
reaching the jail house. It had a large wooden door with two large
padlocks attached to the outside. James could see the windows were
barred.

“Open it,” James said.

Tanner fumbled for the keys in his
pants pocket and unlocked the first padlock with shaking hands. He
dropped the keys and fearfully eyed James hoping he wouldn’t be
punished. James returned his look with one of impatience and nodded
at the remaining padlock. When the door opened he shoved Tanner
through the doorway and into the large room. Little light filtered
in through the barred windows. A desk and chair sat on the cement
floor at one end of the room. On the other end, four ten-by-ten
jail cells were secured with one inch thick black bars. Fifteen to
twenty people occupied the cells. They were spread out evenly
across the four to avoid overcrowding. James was not surprised by
the number of people in the cells. What surprised him was that they
were all women. They ranged in age from teenagers to their mid-
forties. All of their eyes were fixed on James. Confused and
anxious looks were held on their faces. James tired of the games
and wanted answers now.

“What the hell is going on here,
Tanner?”

The mayor stammered and stuttered
while his face turned red. He never actually completed a sentence
and most of his words were unintelligible. James was about to lose
his temper when one of the captive women spoke up. She stood with
her hands tightly clasped around two of the black cell bars. Her
knuckles turned white from gripping them so tightly and her green
eyes burned with hate as she stared at Tanner.

“I’ll tell you!” she
yelled.

Her face was clean and her long dark
hair had been pulled back in a ponytail. The green dress she wore
was clean and without tears and she appeared to be in very good
health. James noticed all the women were nicely dressed and healthy
looking for prisoners. James walked over to where the woman stood
but also kept his rifle trained on Tanner. He had the suspicion he
was about to be told something he didn’t want to hear.

“That son of a bitch uses us for his
sick and perverted sexual pleasure.” She continued glaring at
Tanner who stood motionless and stared at the floor. “We’re his sex
slaves,” she continued. “He raped every single one of
us.”

James could feel his blood begin to
boil. His face became hot and he had the sudden urge to put a
bullet in Tanner’s skull. Instead, he took a deep breath and
rethought his actions. He should free these women from their prison
cells before he did anything else.

“Open the cells,” James commanded
Tanner.

He walked slowly to the first cell
door which contained the woman who had spoken to James and once
again produced his keys. The key slid into the lock and Tanner
turned it slowly, unlocking the cell. The second the lock clicked
into the open position the cell door flew wide and she was on
Tanner beating at his face and head with her fists. She cursed him
all the while calling him many names James had never heard before.
Tanner fell to the floor and covered his head with his hands and
arms. Many women screamed and cheered as she attacked him. Others
sat on their bunks and cried. The woman continued by kicking and
cursing Tanner some more before finally wearing herself out. She
stood over him breathing heavily as her chest heaved to draw in
air. Much of her hair had fallen into her face. She tucked it
neatly behind her ears then spit on Tanner in disgust, completing
her assault.

“Sick son of a bitch,” she said
before turning to James. “I don’t know how to thank
you.”

James needed no thanks. Seeing the
woman take a small piece of revenge on the bastard was enough. He
no longer felt as if he wanted to kill Tanner. He had a much better
idea.

“No thanks are needed,” he said.
“I’m James, by the way.”

“Clare,” said the woman. “Clare
Olson.”

“Are Tanner and Sledge the only men
in town?” James asked.

The question appeared to physically
cause her pain. She looked away from James then composed herself
before responding.

“Tanner and Sledge would only keep
males around to work the fields. When they reached their teenage
years they were viewed as a threat. They took the boys away and we
never saw them again.”

“What about the females?”

“The younger ones are kept at the
daycare down the street. When they are old enough they join us as
part of Tanner’s harem.”

Clare took the keys from Tanner’s
hand as he continued to weep pitifully on the floor. She began
opening the doors of the other cells. Some women hugged each other
as they were released. Others cried on each other’s shoulders. Some
went and stood over Tanner and spat on him. Clare turned to a group
of women who stood near the ex-mayor of Fatality.

“Put him in the cell,” she said.
“The rest of you go to the day care and claim your
children.”

Tanner was thrown into the jail cell
like a sack of potatoes, the cell door slamming loudly behind
him.

“What about Sledge?” Clare asked.
“He’s handcuffed at the barber shop.”

“Good,” she said. “I was hoping he
was still alive.”

“Did he do what Tanner did to
you?”

Clare shook her head. “No. He likes
young boys which is why he loved his job so much.”

James felt sick to his stomach. He
could only imagine the hell these people had lived in. He was glad
they were free of it now. He couldn’t help but think that something
had brought him here. The need to hunt led him off the highway and
fate brought him to Fatality. Clare ordered the group of women to
bring Sledge to the jail house and imprison him also. She and James
sat outside near the street as she told him Fatality’s horrific and
nauseating history.

Fatality’s real name was Valentine.
The town had been doing well even though the city wars raged in
other parts of the country. Valentine was in an obscure part of the
state and outsiders were uncommon. Tanner was the town’s Park and
Recreation director. He was in charge of the parks in town along
with all the city properties which included the water tower. He and
Sledge hatched a plan to kill off the men in town and assume
complete control of Valentine. It started with contaminating the
water. Tanner mixed a deadly poison into the town’s water supply
one morning as most of the women met at the hall for a PTA meeting.
At the time the PTA was made up of mostly women. Almost all the men
in town worked in the fields or at other jobs around
town.

Sledge was a teacher at the middle
school. He was at the PTA meeting and his job was to keep the women
there for as long as possible. Tanner shut off the water to the
building to avoid killing the women also.

The scene was like something out of
a war movie. Men lay in the fields and streets after quenching
their thirst. The agent took an hour or so to kick in. By then all
the men in town were dead except for a few who unluckily didn’t
drink the water. Clare explained they were unlucky because they
were gunned down by Sledge if they refused to drink. The women were
gathered and put in jail. Those who were of Tanner’s liking became
his sexual partners. Those who refused were taken away and killed
she presumed. The older ladies or lucky ones who didn’t appeal to
Tanner worked the fields or raised the children.

What Tanner didn’t expect was the
effect of the poison on the plant life. The water tower fed the
irrigation lines for the surrounding farm land also. When he
contaminated the water it killed all the crops. The poison somehow
reached the ground water and killed everything in a ten mile radius
of the town. This unexpected side effect actually aided their plan.
When travelers saw the dead fields and forest they steered clear of
the area. They were probably afraid it was radiation or some
harmful agent in the air. James was the first outsider they had
seen in two years. The last one was shot in the street before he
had the chance to say hello.

Clare thought she had been a
prisoner for four or five years but couldn’t be sure. What she was
sure of was that Tanner and Sledge would pay dearly for their
crimes. She would see to that. As if on cue, three women appeared
dragging a struggling Sledge toward the jail house. His hands were
cuffed behind his back and his face was bloodied and bruised. He
looked scared and angry at the same time. Clare barely looked at
him as he was forced into the jail house. James heard the cell door
shut with a loud clank then arguing begin between Tanner and
Sledge. One of the women told them to be quiet and they
did.

Clare finished her story by
explaining how the water situation worked out. The tower eventually
ran dry of the infected water. Tanner flushed the system with many
days worth of rain water before using it again. The bastard tested
the water on the teenage boys to see if it was safe before allowing
others to drink. He also forced the boys to climb the tower and
repaint the town name with his little joke name. He thought it was
funny.

The town had a decent supply of food
to last them while they grew new crops and harvested them. Ever
since then the routine had been the same. Women were safe as long
as they worked the fields and succumbed to Tanner’s sexual
fantasies. The boys were allowed to live only until they were
viewed as a threat.

James heard Tanner howl in pain and
knew the retribution had already begun. He felt no mercy for them.
They made their bed and now they must lie in it. The pull had not
subsided although James thought briefly that his walk would end in
Valentine. The need to head south again nagged at him and he knew
he should keep moving. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was
guided to this town. A higher power was pulling his strings like a
puppet and James was undecided on how he felt about it. Being
brought to Valentine to help these women was a noble task. He was
unsure if the lives of his wife and son were an even
trade.

Clare took him to a large three
story house which served as a daycare for the younger children. Two
older women were in charge of raising the young ones until they
were old enough to work the fields. There were twelve children
ranging in age from six months to six years old. There were seven
girls and five boys. All of them fathered by Tanner and mothered by
various women. None of them were Clare’s. In her eyes she was lucky
to have a barren womb when the alternative was birthing an insane
and cruel man’s child. All of them were beautiful despite the
manner in which they were conceived.

“What will you do now?” James
asked.

He sat in a rocking chair and held a
sleeping infant. Her small hands grasped at the blanket she was
wrapped in and she flinched slightly when James spoke.

“I don’t know,” Clare responded. She
thought for a moment while looking at the child James held. “Maybe
start over here. This town has been good to us in spite of Tanner
and Sledge. On the other hand, a change of scenery might do us all
some good.” She smiled as the child took a deep breath and
yawned.

“What about you? Will you stay with
us?”

“I don’t think I’m supposed to,”
James said.

Holding the baby brought back
painful memories for him but he was able to keep them inside. Clare
nodded as if she understood then took the child from him and laid
her in her crib.

“What’s her name?” James
asked.

“Violet,” Clare said.

James heart stopped beating for a
moment and his blood turned ice cold. Violet was the name Grace had
whispered in his ear. Grant was correct when he told James she was
amazing. Clare led James outside and they talked quietly for a
while longer. Soon James told her it was time for him to go. She
offered him supplies to take with him on his journey and James
accepted. His pack was once again full of dried vegetables and
water. He could go another week without the need to hunt. James and
Clare hugged each other as they said their good-byes. He had only
met this woman a matter of hours ago but he felt as if he knew her
so well.

James walked south out of town
looking back occasionally. Each time he did he saw Clare watching
him from the middle of the wide street. She waved at him and James
returned the gesture. The town disappeared behind him as he crested
a small hill and descended the opposite side. James would never
return to Valentine and sometimes he wondered if it ever existed at
all.

 



Chapter 6

 


James regained I-85 somewhere
outside the city limits of Atlanta although the city no longer
existed. The sprawling neighborhoods, industrial parks and business
centers of Atlanta had been burned to the ground; very little still
stood in the way of recognizable buildings. James kept to the
highway through the entire city .There was nothing to see or
anything of value. It was as if James had landed on some remote
planet where everything was charred and black. The remaining
buildings that still partially stood were smoke stained and warped
by the fires which must have raged for weeks or possibly months.
Even the Earth was a scorched grayish black color where ash or soot
did not cover it.

Once outside of Atlanta, James was
grateful to have the black city behind him – the scenery at least
was much more pleasant. Fields, forests and meadows lined the
highway in this part of the world. James allowed himself to let his
guard down and permit his mind to wander freely. Normally he kept
on guard to ward off unwanted thoughts but his mind grew weary of
being on such a tight leash.

Days passed as James continued his
walk. Every day he allowed his mind more freedom and he found that
with each passing day he felt slightly better. His thoughts were
not plagued by Washington at every moment. Only occasionally did
his mind betray him at which time he would have to quickly seize
control and guide it in another direction. Montgomery was the next
major city on his journey and as he entered town a feeling of calm
and ease swept over him. It was the first time he received a good
vibe when entering a city and he hoped it was an omen of good
things to come.

It would soon be dark and James took
shelter in an old brick hall that served as a club house for a
brick layers union. He entered through the glass front door of the
building and surveyed the room. A large hall stretched off to his
right and was filled with many tables and chairs. Two green-felted
pool tables sat in the darkness of the back corner and a long
wooden bar stretched along most of the wall in the room. To his
left was a coat room along with a door that led to the offices of
the building. James walked to the bar and took off his pack and
rifle and laid them on the bar top. He hunted through the cabinets
and shelves for anything of use and came up empty. He searched the
offices next and was rewarded with a bottle of Scotch hidden in the
back of a locked desk drawer. He snapped the lock while prying the
drawer open and hoped the owner would not mind. James returned to
the hall and sat down on the customer side of the bar. He opened
his pack and ate a few bites of the cooked meat he had left over
and drank the Scotch. Soon the room swayed lazily and James was
feeling very good. He slumped over onto the bar and put his head
down on his arms.

The next thing James remembered was
the phone ringing. He wasn’t sure if he was dreaming or not but in
any case he wished someone would answer the damn thing. When no one
did he raised his head from the bar and looked around. The sound
appeared to be coming from somewhere in the back end of the
building. He stood on wobbly legs and staggered through a doorway
at the side of the bar which led to a large kitchen. The ringing
was louder here but still a ways off. James walked around a
stainless steel counter and past a row of large sinks and came to
another door. He put his ear to the wood and decided the ringing
came from beyond it. He reached down, grasped the brass door handle
and turned it only to find it was locked. This wouldn’t do, he
thought to himself.

James staggered back a step then put
his shoulder into the door. It gave way a little but didn’t open.
The ringing continued. Again, he took a step back, almost tripped
then fell forward onto the door again. This time it gave way to a
dark room beyond. For a second, James thought he was flying, then
his forearm hit the steps and he was tumbling into the cellar. The
ringing had stopped now as James lay at the bottom of the stairs
taking inventory of his bones. He didn’t think he had broken
anything but alcohol could be a fine pain killer. He sat up and
tried to look around in the darkness. His head ached and James
hoped he hadn’t given himself a concussion from the fall. He put
his hand to his forehead and is came away slightly wet. He must
have cut his head on the steps. He clumsily regained his feet and
again tried to pierce the darkness with his eyes. No light came
from any windows, only from the open door at the top of the steps.
James reached into his pocket and pulled his Zippo out. He sparked
the flint and a small circle of light appeared around
him.

The sound of laughter brought chills
and goose bumps to James’ skin. It came from the other end of the
room somewhere, possibly from behind a closed door. It was
impossible to tell in the blackness. The cement floor allowed the
sound to echo and bounce and at times it appeared to be coming from
many directions at once. James stepped forward into the gloom. The
sound of footsteps along with more laughter came from somewhere
ahead of him. James realized he left his rifle sitting on the bar
upstairs and almost retreated when the sound shifted to somewhere
behind him.

The light from the stairwell was
faint but visible. A figure raced from left to right in front of
the staircase, barely visible to James’ eye, more footsteps and
more laughter. James froze and tried to clear his mind. He closed
the Zippo to conceal his position and slowly made his way back
toward the stairwell. The door at the top of the staircase closed
with a loud slam and James was left in darkness.

Something slammed into James right
side and he was thrown to the dusty, cement floor. The crazy
laughter seemed to come from all sides of him now. His hand touched
something in the darkness. It was smooth and solid. James’ hand
clamped shut around the object for no other reason than he didn’t
know what else to do. He stood and again was thrown to the floor in
the complete darkness. This time he slid along the floor and
smashed the back of his head into one of the concrete walls. The
last thing he remembered was hearing more laughter and the sounds
of footsteps.

When he came to, James’ vision was
quite blurry. He had a sideways view of the world. Light came from
a few different directions and the smell of alcohol was strong. His
vision cleared slightly and James could see the length of the bar
stretching out in front of his eyes. He had lay sideways on the bar
top and his arms lay limp at his sides. He pushed himself up from
the bar and looked around. He was still in the union hall where he
had fallen asleep after drinking most of the bottle of Scotch. The
bottle lay on its side a few feet away on the bar. Some of it was
spilled across the wooden counter but James had consumed most of
it. He remembered the dream he had the night before of walking to
the basement and the crazy laughter. His head ached and when he
reached to feel the back of his head he noticed the object he held.
It was a small bone, possibly a femur of a child. He held it
tightly in his hand and had difficulty dropping it. He was finally
able to will his finger open and the bone clicked loudly on the
wooden floor. His head ached and James touched the back of his
skull. A large knot was there where he had struck his head on the
cement wall in the basement. He looked into the mirror behind the
bar and noticed blood on his forehead from the fall down the
steps.

James quickly wanted nothing more
than to be out of the hall. He grabbed his pack and rifle and moved
swiftly toward the door he had entered by the night before. As he
walked outside he could hear the faint sounds of a phone ringing
somewhere far inside the hall. A chill ran up his spine as he
quickened his pace and found the highway, leaving Montgomery behind
in a rush.

The road stretched out in front of
James to a point on the horizon as small as the tip of a needle. He
continued to walk although he sometimes wondered if his journey
would ever be complete. The sun was high in the sky but the
temperature remained comfortable. A few clouds lingered but none
threatened rain.

Soon James could see a larger white
object blowing in the distance. It sat just off the highway and
fluttered left then right then sat still. From this distance it
appeared to be a large white balloon swaying in the breeze. As he
drew closer, James recognized the white material as a parachute.
There were at least three now that he could make out, the larger of
the three still blowing and shifting as the wind commanded
it.

James detoured off the highway into
a dirt and grass field and realized the parachutes were connected
to large wooden crates. They appeared to be a part of some kind of
supply drop that no one had claimed. He walked up to the nearest
crate and read the black lettering which was stenciled on the side.
“Property of the United States Air Force” it read. James took out
his knife in preparation of opening the crates. The largest was
perhaps the size of a small car and the remaining two were closer
to the size of two coffins laid side by side. James opened the
largest first and found mostly first aid and medical supplies,
clothing, tents, packs and sleeping bags. One of the smaller crates
contained ammunition and rifles. The third crate was full of dried
field rations. James filled his backpack full with the rations then
took an empty pack and filled it also. He had enough food for a
month. James decided to eat before returning to the highway so he
sat down next to one of the crates and opened a can of beef and
vegetables and ate crackers while washing it down with a canteen of
water.

Once his belly was full James
returned to the highway. As he walked a distant sound coming from
the northeast made him stop and turn. The thudding of helicopter
blades was evident to James and it appeared to be getting closer.
James ran to a nearby thicket of trees and crouched down under a
thick bush. The gray and black helicopter came nearer and James
recognized it as a Navy air ship. It landed in the field he had
taken the supplies from and four men got out. They were dressed in
blue uniforms and carried large assault rifles. They ran to where
the crates sat then began loading the remainder of the supplies
inside the helicopter. James had shown up just in time. Fifteen
minutes later and there would have been nothing left. Fate was
working in his favor.

When the men had the helicopter
loaded they climbed in and set off to the northeast once again. As
the thumping of the chopper blades against the air faded into the
distance, James came out of hiding and continued southeast. The
weight of two full packs cut into his shoulders but the load off
his mind was worth it. Knowing you had a large supply of food was
not a burden but a blessing.

The long walk as well as the scenes
James was witness to had taken their toll. He hoped he would reach
his destination soon because his will to continue would run out
very soon. Interstate 85 turned into I-65 outside of Montgomery.
Five days later James found that it led straight into downtown
Mobile, Alabama. That was where his will to continue ran out. James
found a roadside diner and entered; he laid down in one of the
dusty, red upholstered booths and quickly fell asleep. The
exhaustion had taken over his body. James didn’t care about the
pull or the walk or anything anymore. He wanted to sleep and forget
about everything that had happened to him in the last
month.

His sleep brought him back to a time
just before he met his wife. On the weekends, when he wasn’t
working, James and some friends would walk downtown and hang out at
a dance hall. It didn’t cost anything to dance, not that James was
very nimble on his feet, but local bands would play for peanuts and
the kids came to see them. It was something to do. The hall was an
old gymnasium of a closed down fitness center. James and his
friends held up one of the walls at the far end of the gym while
the band pounded out their version of a Led Zeppelin song. He saw
her dancing with some boy he didn’t recognize and was immediately
enamored with her. Her long brown hair and shapely figure gave him
a feeling he had never felt before. It was partially hormones but
not completely.

When the band finished playing
everyone filed out of the gym. Most went home but some lingered
outside on the street waiting for something exciting to happen.
Usually nothing did and the crowd dispersed for the remainder of
the night but tonight was different. James and his friends loitered
outside the hall when he spotted Nichole through the large crowd.
They made eye contact and Nichole blushed. The color of her skin
was beautiful especially when she blushed. James was mesmerized and
couldn’t take his eyes off her. He began to make his way toward her
to ask her name when a shout from above hushed the crowd and drew
the attention of all the young men and women in the street. High
above them on the roof of an adjacent apartment building stood a
boy. He was dangerously close to the ledge but didn’t appear to
care. He looked down at the crowd in apparent contempt as he
shouted incoherently from above. It was nearly impossible for James
to hear what he said but he appeared distraught and James was sure
the boy was crying. He shouted again in anguish before throwing
himself from the top of the building. Nichole was frozen looking up
at the boy. Her terror at what she was seeing would not allow her
to move her feet. The boy plunged from eleven stories high and
plummeted down toward the crowd with amazing speed.

James recognized the danger
immediately and rushed to Nichole’s side pulling her out of danger
with seconds to spare. The boy’s body collided with the pavement
and made a sickening thumping noise. Nichole buried her face in
James’ chest as the crowd gasped in horror.

That was how they met. They talked
as James walked her home that night. She thanked him for pulling
her to safety. He asked if he could see her again and she said yes.
She was James’ first and only love. He found that when he wasn’t
with her he thought about her constantly. She was always on his
mind. On one of the most horrible nights in James’ memory came one
of the best things he’d ever had; his wife. They married almost a
year later then moved to Washington soon after. The rest, as they
say, is history.

James woke in the diner at sunrise
and found he was not alone. The shadow of a tall man was cast over
where he lay and the morning sun blinded James eyes. He
unsuccessfully put his hand up to shield the light but was still
unable to make out the figure that stood over him. “Who are you?”
James asked.

“I am the one who has watched over
you for so long,” said the man. His voice was deep and it sounded
to James like he was very old.

“What do you want?” James
continued.

“I want you to finish what you’ve
started,” the man said.

James sat up and was now able to get
a better view of the man. He was tall, maybe six foot eight. He was
dressed in a long black coat and wore a black hat on his head. His
face was indeed old although his beard had no gray in it
whatsoever. He knelt down on one knee and put his hand out, palm
up. In it he held a medallion the size of a silver dollar. It was
gold with a long chain attached to it.

James reached out and took the
medallion from the man’s hand and looked at it. On one side was a
picture of the sun setting into the ocean. Birds flew above the
breaking waves as the sun sank into the water. James turned the
piece over and saw a familiar word carved into the other side –
violet.

He looked back to where the man
knelt but he was gone. The sun was above the horizon now and James
could feel the warmth it would bring to the day as it rose steadily
higher in the sky. Then he woke up. His hand was empty but his mind
had the word burned into his memory. His walk was not yet complete.
James packed his supplies and walked once again, keeping to I-65
which turned into I-10 outside of Mobile. It ran parallel to the
ocean for hundreds of miles and James had breathtaking views any
time he wished to turn his head and look. Four days passed as James
continued the trek he was sure would never end.

 



Chapter 7

 


As he neared New Orleans he could
see the sun sparkle off the golden-domed crown of a skyscraper. It
reminded him of the shiny medallion the dark stranger had given him
in his dream. He crossed the bridge over Lake Pontchartrain and
entered the city. He continued walking through downtown New Orleans
and began to pass through the deserted suburbs of the city.
Catherine, Sheldon and Carter were all very fine looking parts of
town. Larger homes with huge lots were the norm in this part of the
city. Finally he came to the place where he knew he would finish
his walk. “Violet, Louisiana next exit” were the words he read on
the green and white road sign. Why here? Why was he led to this
unremarkable place? He may never know but it somehow felt right.
James took the exit and was led to a small liquor store where he
spent the night.

He woke at sunrise and was thankful
that the pulling sensation he felt for the last month was gone. He
was finally free to make a home for himself. Why here in Violet was
still a mystery to him. The long walk had taken its toll on James
and he was unsure how much longer he could have kept at it. The
walking wasn’t all that bad. What wore on him were the scumbags and
losers he kept running into. Now he wanted nothing else but to live
in solitary peace far from any other human beings. Violet appeared
to be that place.

James noticed signs of people in New
Orleans as he ventured through it but Violet appeared to be
deserted. James stepped outside into the warm sunshine and scanned
the horizon. No smoke defaced the skyline and no sounds broke the
quiet calm of the morning.

James walked to the east in search
of a place near the ocean. It needed to be somewhere he felt safe
and could serve as his base of operations when he needed to fish or
scavenge. The suburb was small, maybe fifteen thousand people in
its hay day but now all was silent. A small downtown strip served
the community with a grocery store, bank, a liquor store, two bars
and a gas station. Off the main drag there were abandoned fast food
restaurants and a few department stores but not much else. James
walked down the main road past one of the taverns and continued
into the neighborhood beyond. The smell of sea water came to him on
a warm breeze from the southeast. James continued in that direction
cutting through yards until he came to Lake Borgne. It stretched as
far as James could see to the south and to the southeast he could
see land trailing off into the horizon.

For the next few months James lived
out of a boat repair shop on the lake. It was cold and musty at
night and smelled of the ocean but it would have to do for now. He
still couldn’t bring himself to commandeer another person’s home.
He felt like an intruder and never slept well if at all when in
someone else’s home. During the day he fished and at night he
started a fire, cooked his catch and lost himself in thought. This
went on for months. His mind was clear now and he had accepted the
fate that had befallen him. He still blamed himself for what
happened in Washington even though he knew there was nothing he
could have done. The long nights of thought and self examination
had made his existence somehow bearable. There continued to be
times when he wished he were dead but taking his own life was
something he couldn’t bring himself to do.

Boredom got the best of James and he
decided to scavenge in Violet and maybe scout around New Orleans a
bit to break up the monotony. He set off just after breakfast and
never made it out of the suburb. After searching inside a tavern
and coming up empty he exited through the rear door and came out on
an alleyway. Propped up against the back of the building was a
beautiful piece of machinery.

The bike was not flashy and it was
not gaudy. It was simply the most gorgeous motorcycle he had ever
seen. A 1990 Heritage Classic Harley Davidson leaned up against the
back of the tavern. It had been a faded black and red color. After
spending many years out in the sun the chrome was dull and the
paint was drab and flat. The rear tire was completely flat and the
front tire was extremely low. James liked to think it had belonged
to a tough guy who just couldn’t bear to see it turn into a rusty,
corroded hunk of metal. Without gasoline, it was a useless piece of
iron and chrome. So the owner drove it one last time to the tavern,
parked it out back then went inside and got wasted. Then he
staggered home and never set eyes on his lost love
again.

When James saw the bike he knew he
had to find a way to get it running. For days the images of the
motorcycle milled throughout his brain. He needed to do something
about it and finally he did. He located an abandoned motorcycle
shop which was located four blocks to the west of Lake Borgne. The
owner ran the business out of his home and apparently lived in an
apartment above the shop. Whoever it was had kept the shop well
stocked and James thanked him for that.

The first thing he did was locate a
hand operated air pump. He returned to the tavern and filled the
tires with air. Once they held air pressure, James pushed the bike
across the barren town to its new home in the motorcycle shop. For
the next month he worked tirelessly on the machine. James painted
the bike a dark, flat black color and replaced the bald tires with
new spares he located in the shop. He found an old motorcycle
repair manual and followed the instructions on how to rebuild a
carburetor. He also replaced the corroded spark plugs, all the
dirty air filters and waxed every inch of the bike. Eventually
there was nothing left to do to the motorcycle except look at it.
James had done all the maintenance that was possible to the bike.
The only thing he couldn’t do was ride it.

What good was a motorcycle when the
Earth’s supply of gas had been depleted? James knew there were
alternate methods of making fuel. He just had to get the knowledge
somehow. He decided to make a trip into the city in search of a
library that had not been raided or ransacked. After searching
through a few old schools and deserted city buildings, he decided
to go to the library which was on campus of the local college. He
was in luck when he realized that most of the books and materials
were virtually untouched. James found volumes on how to make an
ethanol producing still and what ingredients were necessary to make
alcohol from corn or starch sources. James spent the next few weeks
reading and the next few months building and
experimenting.

When James wasn’t tinkering with the
bike or reading his materials he tended his garden. The seeds he
had been given by the hippies were like magic. They grew with a
speed and voraciousness James had never seen in a plant. It was
amazing as Grant would have said. The tomatoes and carrots were
enormous and the corn grew taller than James. Soon he would have
fuel for the still and a replenishing food supply as long as he
cared for the garden as he would his own child. Beets, green beans
and radishes also grew with astounding speed. It was as if James
had the greenest of thumbs and had been gardening his entire
life.

Harvest time came and James eagerly
tried his hand at the still. The first few batches were a complete
failure. The pressure needed and heat generated was miserably low.
The mixture came out thick and gooey like syrup. It was a disaster.
James cleaned the still from top to bottom, read through the
instructions once again and gave it another try. This mixture was
much closer but still not up to the standard needed to burn in an
engine. On his third attempt, the fuel emerged from the still clear
like water and smelling of a high octane. James was hopeful this
attempt would allow the HC to run.

He let the fuel cool to room
temperature then quickly poured a few gallons into the blue funnel
which sat in the HC’s gas tank. He replaced the fuel cap and sat
down excitedly behind the handle bars. He noticed he was breathing
heavy and his heart was racing. James was not excited easily but
this would be a victory well worth celebrating. He turned the key
in the ignition and the starter cranked. The engine did not fire on
the first four attempts. On the fifth it roared to life and James
let out a triumphant scream that rivaled the throttling motor. He
had done it!

James took the bike for a spin
around the neighborhood almost dumping it twice before returning to
the garage. He would need to take it easy until he became
accustomed to the machine. It felt like a powerful mustang pony
beneath him that was ready to tear off at full speed if he were to
let it. James needed to temper his enthusiasm and excitement.
Killing himself on the motorcycle is not the way he imagined
himself going out, although he could think of worse ways. He turned
off the motor and went upstairs to the apartment. He didn’t sleep
well that night. The excitement of the previous day and the
anticipation of days to come ran through James mind. Looking
forward to anything was foreign to him and he savored every moment
of it.

 



Chapter 8

 


The novelty of the bike eventually
wore off and James found himself returning to his pessimistic and
sad ways. He fell back into the routine of fishing, gardening and
sleeping. He scouted and scavenged occasionally in the city but no
longer felt the excitement he felt on the day he finally got the HC
to run. This was his existence now. Food was scarce and if he
didn’t keep his supply of food at an acceptable level, starvation
was imminent. Fishing was a good source of nourishment but there
were still days when he would come home empty handed. Wild game was
nearly non-existent. Deer, rabbits and squirrels were rarely seen
and scarce at best. Cattle and pigs had been extinct for ten years.
The famine saw to that. Horses that were once used for labor or
transportation quickly became another source of food.

The month was now November and the
temperature dropped to the mid-fifties at night. This was cool for
Louisiana but bearable even in the coldest winter months. James
woke from his slumber and rolled out of bed. He opened the double
living room windows which faced east and could smell the salty
ocean water on the humid morning breeze. James went to the tiny
kitchen and made himself a small breakfast which consisted of a
couple slices of homemade bread and some dried vegetables. He
washed it down with some water he caught in a rain barrel outside
the house and wiped his mouth on his arm when he was finished.
After he ate he dressed in an old pair of blue jeans, a tattered
gray t-shirt covered by a blue checkered flannel shirt and a pair a
brown work boots.

Living in another person’s home was
still foreign to him but he had finally overcome the uncomfortable
part. At least he could sleep now without the nagging feeling that
he was trespassing on another person’s property. He still didn’t
feel completely at home – most likely because it wasn’t his home –
but at least he didn’t feel like an intruder anymore.

Once he was dressed he went
downstairs to the shop and filled the HC with ethanol for his day’s
journey. The still could produce approximately five gallons of
ethanol in about an hour which would last James three or four days.
He usually never traveled far. He went to the ocean to fish and
made occasional trips into the city but never went more than twenty
miles or so from Violet. Today he would travel southeast and scout
the marshes in the area. Many large homes were built in the hard to
reach and secluded wetlands. He was eager to see what kind of
valuable items he might find. James slung his rifle over his
shoulder and pushed the bike out of the garage door, ready to begin
his day. It was still chilly but that would change as the day wore
on. He shut and locked the garage behind him and started the
motorcycle. He pointed the HC southeast and drove toward the
marshes hopeful he would come home better off than when he
left.

By mid morning James had been
through three of the larger homes in the marsh. Many mansions were
built in the late 1950’s and James hoped there would be a generator
of some kind or valuable emergency equipment he could scavenge. He
crested a small hill and stopped to scan the horizon from this
uncommon vantage point. To his left the marshes spread out before
becoming the Black Bay. Miles of tree tops could be seen from his
point of view. Most were dead but many patches of vibrant green
leaves caught James’ eye. He looked farther to the south and saw a
large expanse of wet lands but something else commanded his
attention. In the middle of the expanse of trees was a clearing
barely visible to him. It appeared to be a large square of about
ten acres that was not overgrown with native trees and
brush.

James sped off in the direction of
the clearing curious as to what grew there. The roads wound and
crossed each other and James backtracked many times when he would
reach a dead end. He finally came upon a road that was blocked by a
large black iron gate. A massive ‘S’ was fashioned in the iron-gate
to signify the first letter of the owners last name. James opened
the gate and drove the access road which ran slightly uphill to the
owner’s home. A large brick house ran the expanse of the lot at the
top of the hill. James came to a stop in a circle driveway just
outside the red front door. The house appeared to be in very good
shape even after many years of neglect. James dismounted the bike
and walked up to the front door. It was closed but unlocked. He
entered and was astonished at its size. The main floor had seven
large rooms. The kitchen, dining room and pantry were on one end of
the house. On the other was the formal living room, library, family
room and a large office. The second floor was mainly bedrooms and
other finished space that appeared to have no purpose. Most homes
in Louisiana had no basements but this house was built on a hill
providing plenty of dry earth to accommodate one. A door in the
kitchen opened to a staircase which led to the lower level. The
bottom of the steps led to a large recreation room which contained
a bar and pool table along with another living room. Two unfinished
storage rooms contained nothing of real value. Another door led
down a small flight of steps to a wine cellar. The racks were empty
of course but James was not a wine lover anyway. At the rear of the
cellar was another short flight of stairs that led upward. James
followed the stairs and pushed open the slanted door at the top
letting in bright sunlight. The door opened onto a small slab of
concrete enclosed by a six foot wooden fence. James opened a gate
built into the fence and walked out onto a large tennis court at
the rear of the house. A cement path led around to the front of the
house from the court and James assumed this must be some type of
service entrance for the wine cellar.

James walked across the faded green
concrete of the tennis court behind the house looking for the
clearing he had seen from the hill. A brick path led him to a large
swimming pool which was filled half way with slimy green
water.

Mosquitoes and other insects
infested the rancid water. Past the pool James followed another
brick path. This one led to a large cement slab which was guarded
by a ten foot chain- link fence. A basketball hoop was set into the
concrete on one end and white faded paint marked the free throw and
three point lines on the court. The path continued past the court
and descended a long set of wooden steps set into the hill. The
trees created a canopy type effect above the stairs and James could
barely see what lay ahead. When he reached the bottom he found
himself standing at the edge of a small orchard. It ran for several
thousand feet away from James and had eight rows of evenly space
trees. Most were dead but some appeared to cling to life by the
slimmest of margins. A few leaves remained on the live trees and
James thought he recognized them as the apple, mandarin, lemon and
grapefruit variety of trees.

The thought occurred to James that
if he could possibly save some of the trees he could have a nearly
unlimited supply of fruit. For the next few weeks he came to the
orchard every day and began the long process of attempting to
revive the trees. He watered and fed them as best he could. He
hoped he would soon have a few fruit producing trees where he could
harvest navels and mandarin oranges, apples and grapefruit. The
irrigation system on the farm had been used in times of drought but
the owners had been smart enough to harness the natural rain water
in large troughs and above ground holding tanks. It took a little
work but James did the necessary repairs for these to start
functioning again. After a few months the trees began looking
healthier although none were producing fruit as of yet. If James
was anything, he was patient. He knew if he kept the trees alive,
properly fertilized and watered they would one day produce. That
day came much sooner than he thought it would.

Most mornings started the same way
for James since he discovered the orchard. He got up and ate a
quick breakfast before heading out to the plantation. On this day
when he arrived he found that the navels had bloomed and he was to
have fresh orange juice in a few weeks. The success was short lived
as was everything in James life. He took no joy from things that
previously would have made him very happy. Although James was not
the worrying type, he was concerned that an outsider or drifter
would find and raid his garden for all of its treasures. Luckily
the orchard was a ways off the normally travelled roads and from a
distance it appeared to be a fruitless and barren strip of land
which could offer nothing to the curious passerby.

Soon the navels ripened and James
harvested a few to take with him back to his apartment. He was
running low on ethanol and would have to fire up the still to make
another few gallons. He also filled the plastic water containers he
kept in the saddle bags of the bike. He would take the water with
him back to the apartment and lug them inside to add to his
reserves at home. His life had become a series of eating, sleeping,
farming and fishing. He sometimes thought he could sleepwalk his
way through his day without even opening his eyes. Again he
wondered why he was brought here. What purpose did it serve to live
the lonely and bitter existence that was his life? He ached to have
things return to the way they were in Washington before the
massacre but he knew it would never be the same again. He sometimes
wished he could bring himself to end it but something would not
allow him to. He wished whoever was controlling his fate would
finish with him. He wanted nothing more than to be rid of his
memories and lie down and sleep forever.

 



Chapter 9

 


On most days, once James had
finished his chores at the orchard he would drive out to fish on
massive Lake Borgne in his small, green rowboat. James had read up
on the history of the area and Lake Borgne in particular. The lake
had once been a lagoon but due to coastal erosion it was no longer
an actual lake and was now an arm of the Gulf of Mexico. The name,
“Borgne” is a French word meaning one- eyed. James spent many long
days contemplating the name while fishing but had yet to come up
with a reason for its name.

Today was no different from most
days as James drove toward the lake. Most often he would catch a
few trout or flounder but would stop once he had his quota for the
day. James could only eat so much and if he cooked and packed the
remainder of his catch in salt it would only last a day or so.
Wasting food was tantamount to a mortal sin in today’s times and it
was something he would not do.

James spent a few hours on the lake
thinking and fishing. When he caught enough to feed himself for a
couple days he rowed back to shore and cleaned his catch. He kept
the boat docked nearby what used to be a state park and had
constructed a fire pit nearby.

After cleaning the fish, he started
a fire and cooked his catch while he peeled and ate an orange. When
the fish was brown all the way through, James ate two of the
smaller catches then sprinkled the remainder with salt and wrapped
them in tin foil. He stowed his dinner in the saddlebags of the HC
and contemplated what to do with the rest of his day.

If James was not fishing sometimes
he would perform minor repairs on the HC in the shop. On days like
today, when there were no repairs to make, James would just ride or
explore or look for treasures in the little free time he had.
Occasionally James made the short trip into New Orleans but only
when he needed something desperately and there was no other place
to find it. Gangs and thugs had taken over most of the city and it
was now a dangerous place you did not want to be stranded in at
nightfall.

The last time James had been there
at night he was witness to events he would never forget. He guessed
it had been about two years since that night. He had nightmares for
weeks about the horrific scenes he had observed. It was something
he tried desperately to forget but knew it was useless.

James’ uncooperative mind took him
back to that night in the city. He had been searching for food
which is what he spent ninety percent of his time doing before he
found the orchard. James had been rummaging through the rubble of
an abandoned mall when he heard the screams. He dropped the garbage
he had been holding and ran toward the source of the
noise.

James climbed the staircase of a
dormant escalator and quietly jogged down the dark and littered
corridor of the empty mall. Deserted stores flanked him on both
sides as he reached a juncture and took a left. The screams grew
louder as James entered the abandoned food court. Some starving
looter with a sense of humor had spray painted “WHERE?” in black
capital letters next to the sign. James crept up to the broken out
windows which looked down upon the littered and disheveled
courtyard of the mall. Torches burned at intervals of about ten
feet in a large, arcing circle which was probably fifty feet in
diameter. In the center of the circle stood a man dressed in white,
bloodstained shorts. He was shirtless and shoeless but wore the
emptied out remains of an alligator head over his own. The only
other object in the circle was a large, jagged boulder the size of
a whiskey barrel.

In the shadows standing outside the
torch circle were hundreds of people. Most of them looked filthy
and unwashed but it was hard to tell what they really looked like
in the dim lighting. James watched the silent crowd part as a man
walked among them toward the torch circle. Alligator head watched
the other man approach and James could tell as he entered he held a
small child in his arms. The man handed alligator head the child,
which James could now tell was a small boy then walked out of the
circle leaving the two alone. Thankfully the child was either
asleep or unconscious. Either way James thought that it was for the
best the child did not know where he was.

Alligator head raised the child up
over his head and turned slowly in a circle letting his audience
absorb what they were seeing. The crowd continued to gaze at
alligator head in the center of the circle. They did not move or
talk but James could feel a sort of evil energy growing within the
mob.

“This is the son of Frazier Marsh,
disobeyer of the council,” said alligator head as he continued to
hold the child high above his head.

“All those gathered may witness the
penalty for his defiance of the council,” he continued.

James could feel the crowd tense as
alligator head revolved in a circle once more, showing the
multitude his prize. Just then a commotion could be heard but not
seen beyond the rays cast by the torches.

“NO!” an unseen voice
screamed.

James could then see the crowd
shuffling and swaying as a man tried to part them with his muscle.
He was restrained by the crowd before he could enter the
circle.

“PLEASE, NO! HE’S JUST A BOY!” the
man cried.

“Which is why he pays the price
instead of you,” replied alligator head who then swung the boy down
onto the pointed, jagged boulder with all his might. The sound of
bones snapping and cracking skull could be heard above the man’s
anguished sobs and the gasp of the crowd.

James snapped out of his daydream
and tried to compose himself. There he was again, living in the
past. He did his best to clear his thoughts then realized he was
wasting daylight. Today was one of those days James could explore
and here he was squandering it by living in the past. Living in the
past was for suckers.

James fired up his bike and steered
northeast to the outskirts of New Orleans in search of something he
could use to pass the days. James had become an avid reader in the
last few years so he was always scouring libraries and book stores
for literature written on topics that interested him. Most
literature had been lost during the wars and famine filled years.
The majority of buildings had been burnt, looted or destroyed or a
combination of the three and libraries were not spared. Any type of
print was sparse but literature with useful information or
interesting books were nearly extinct.

James neared Lake Forest which had
been an upscale suburb on the northeast end of New Orleans. As he
crested the final hill, James cut the engine of his bike and
coasted down the hill toward the deserted drive-in theater just
outside the city. The HC was loud and James was sure he could be
heard for miles. Someone would surely come looking for the source
of the noise and James was not about to let someone else have his
wheels. Since the Oil Wars ended, James had seen only one other
vehicle running. It had been an army Jeep and James assumed it had
been running on a regular type of fuel. He was sure any type of
transportation would be a hot commodity worth killing
over.

He did not want to become a casualty
of greed. James rolled the bike to a stop near the faded red and
white concession counter and dropped the kick stand. He dismounted
the HC and walked to the gray steel door which separated the
concession counter from the parking lot. James stopped short of the
door and stood motionless while scanning the surrounding landscape,
listening intently. He had somewhat of a sixth sense about these
types of things and was confident he was not being
watched.

James opened the door then wheeled
the HC inside. He then activated his “insurance policy” to keep his
property safe then shut and locked the steel door behind him. The
“insurance policy” was a booby trap which would decapitate anyone
who walked through the gray door. James intended to keep what was
his and had no second thoughts about killing to do so. The only
setback to his plan was if there was more than one thief. In this
case, the second man through the door not only received a
motorcycle, but a second lease on life. James would throw in the
bloodstained shirt at no extra cost.

Once the HC was safely hidden, James
shouldered his rifle and walked west toward the center of Lake
Forest. He didn’t have a destination in mind but he had at least
five hours of daylight left and nothing but time. As he entered the
city he started to feel uneasy. Usually this was a precursor to
events he would not soon forget. James scouted through a small
strip of stores then headed across the street to an abandoned
outlet mall. Once he was inside a deserted clothing store the
feeling grew much stronger. James crept toward the back of the
store and came upon the loading docks at the rear. He could hear
voices coming from beyond the closed garage doors so he hunted
until he found a portal to view the scene. James found a bathroom
with a broken out frosted glass window that faced the loading
docks. He stood on a toilet and peeked over the edge of the window
sill.
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