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      7 days… until… who knows what?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            BRENDA

          

        

      

    

    
      The point of no-return had come and gone.

      Of course, the last thing Brenda wanted to do was torture her sister. How did she get out of it? Could she get out of it?

      Turning over on the hospital bed beside Rachel, Brenda closed her eyes. Nausea had plagued her for the last few weeks. Rachel’s demands to be tortured using a program she had designed increased Brenda’s morning sickness with stress. Mix the bombing of the northwest with the earthquakes and other natural disasters that had claimed the western states and dropped them in the ocean and Brenda didn’t know if she’d ever recover from the symptoms of stress.

      And dang it. Her sister only added more to the pile of crap Brenda had to deal with. Her sister had designed a real torture device. Designed! Like a new recipe she wanted to make sure was just right for the public.

      Another wave pushed up Brenda’s throat. She swallowed. Pregnancy during the end of the world just didn’t seem fair. Pregnancy without a husband or safe medical care was... she breathed deeply. She didn’t like it. She didn’t…

      Thudding continued from the floor.

      Brenda lifted her hand and snapped her fingers. The thudding stopped.

      His ass wasn’t going anywhere and he could bang his head on the floor all he wanted. Asshole.

      She hadn’t seen Dilbeck for a couple hours, not that she was crying over that loss. If he fell off a bridge or got strung up by a cannibalistic hunting party, she might join in on the roasting. Still, lying there as if waiting for him to decide what would happen next didn’t feel right. But neither did rushing her sister along the path of torture.

      A whimper from the next bed split the tense silence.

      Brenda opened her eyes. She leaned up on her elbow, shoving her nausea to the floor with her captive. “Are you okay?”

      Rachel’s gaze met Brenda’s across the short expanse. She offered a grimace that could have passed for a smile in the darker interior. Afternoon sunlight struggled through the blinds, lighting up the necessities but hiding the ugliness.

      A dry erase marker squeaked with Rachel’s weak movement. She turned the small whiteboard to Brenda. “When do we start?” The blue block letters emphasized Rachel’s cough, the strain obvious even behind the hand she raised to cover her mouth. Swelling in her throat and tongue would have to have gone down to allow a cough like that. Hospital air, even when the vents worked, was drier than a desert. But no heat and the dry air would work wonders on the swelling, better than anything else Brenda could’ve given her.

      A long tapered finger tapped the board.

      Brenda jerked her gaze to her sister’s. Tears filled her eyes. She had a feeling the emotional display wouldn’t be the last over the next week

      Shudders passed over her. She didn’t want to do anything to Rachel. She hadn’t even been told where to start. Given more time she’d have more information than she wanted.

      Pulling her legs from the hospital blanket and swinging them over the edge of the bed, Brenda faced Rachel. She squared her shoulders. “What do I need to do?” She held up her hand. “Just one step at a time. If you tell me all of it at once, I’ll run.” She tried to hide the fear in her eyes, but her lips quivered. Of course, Rachel saw.

      Pity filled her sister’s eyes. She shook her head. Without sound, Rachel mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

      Chin dropped to her chest, Brenda closed her eyes. What was going on? She just wanted to disappear. Her list was filled with things undone. Torturing her sister wasn’t anywhere on it.

      More squeaking caught Brenda’s attention. Rachel’s block words led a tight stack of lines over the board. “We have to get going. Dilbeck won’t be gone for long. We need Daniel to work with us, not for Dilbeck. The sooner we do this…” She left the last of it dangling in the room, as if she’d actually spoken the fatal words.

      If it ended, then what? What happened when “it” was over?

      Did she have a choice in finding out? Maybe she didn’t want to…

      Brenda bit her lip. No way was she far enough along to feel movement, but she liked to imagine that the baby kicked, swimming along in her womb. Fresh tears stung the sides of her eyes. She was morphing into a toddler with each passing moment.

      Hormonal emotions might not allow her to torture Rachel.

      But, oh well. Toughen up. If Brenda was bringing her baby into the world, she’d better do her best to make sure it was as un-screwed up as she could. She lifted her chin. “Yes, Dilbeck should be back soon. Get your list together for what we’ll need.” She leaned back and glared at Daniel. He hadn’t moved from where she’d left him, lying on the floor, his legs and arms bound with electrical cord and IV tubing. To Rachel she added, “Please tell me there’s branding involved… I’d love to practice.”

      Daniel’s eyes widened. He shook his head wildly from side to side. But Brenda had stuffed a surgery towel into his mouth and secured it with skin tape. Asshole wasn’t manipulating anyone with his oily charm. If she were lucky, he’d aspirate on his tongue.

      Ignoring the plea in his eyes, Brenda looked back to Rachel. “I can do this, but I need a promise from you.” Rachel stopped writing on her board and waited for Brenda to go on. Brenda talked past the emotion tightening her throat. “You have to promise whatever you make me do to you, you’ll survive it.”

      Their gazes clashed. Brenda’s stormy with challenge. Rachel’s resigned, but she jerked her head yes even though she didn’t want to.

      For once in their lives, Rachel had better keep her promise.
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            ANDY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can. We. Stop? I hate. To ask, but…” Andy couldn’t force another word out. He didn’t want to sound like a baby, but the four-wheeler’s jostle and sway had lost its appeal inches out of the hospital parking lot. That had been at least two hours before. His back, neck, and arm muscles ached from trying to hold himself stiff in his attempt to avoid using his stomach muscles.

      His head hurt.

      Josh glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah, I think we’re far enough into the woods.” He slowed the ATV to a stop and slid from the seat. “You okay? You’re looking a little, I don’t know, peaked?”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Andy’s strangled mutter flat-lined in the peaceful surroundings. He’d wanted to banter, but he dropped the ball on delivery. He didn’t move from the four-wheeler. Couldn’t. Breathing hurt. But as long as they weren’t moving over the bumps, he’d survive – another moment.

      Beside a tree, Josh leaned against the bark and relieved himself. The whir of his zipper and the far off snap of a twig broke the calm.

      Josh spun into a slight crouch, ready to spring.

      All Andy could do was watch. If the devil himself showed up right then, Andy wouldn’t be able to do much more than groan.

      His attention focused in the direction of the snapping, Andy couldn’t make out movement or anything that screamed danger, just a wall of forest, trees, bushes, and dirt.

      A bright red spot flashed through the leaves. On closer inspection, more organized sections of trees proved to be manmade amongst the randomness in the surrounding bushes and trees, but not enough to be noticed with a cursory glance.

      A man stepped from behind a brush blind.

      Moving closer to the ATV, Josh watched the newcomer with narrowed eyes. “Hello?”

      The stranger stepped out further, his eyes squinty with suspicion. A hand on either side of his waist held Andy frozen.

      Adorned in camouflage pants, black army boots, a camouflage printed hat, and a camouflage sweatshirt emblazoned with a scarlet EWU logo from the Cheney College, the man’s attempts to hide seemed to lose all credibility with his bright splash of red.

      What the hell? Who did that?

      He didn’t speak but crossed in front of them to the other side of the vehicle. Watching. He didn’t take his eyes off them.

      Josh angled his head. “I’m Josh. This is Andy. We’re trying to get home.”

      Brows tilted and scrunched, the man’s gruff voice begrudged them a reply. “Ain’t nobody lives out here but me. You trying to steal my home?”

      Trapping the scoff that wanted to escape, Andy arched his brow. He couldn’t speak, his ribs wanted to dig through his stitches, but oh, if he could, he’d ask where they were supposed to take the crazy man’s home? Pack it out on their shoulders?

      Shaking his head, Josh spoke slowly. “No, not your home, our home. My friend is injured and we were just taking a break for a minute.” He stretched out his hand hanging by his side, but held completely still otherwise.

      The man’s eyes shifted, angling his gaze from Andy to Josh and back. From his hip he pulled a can and squirted what could only be processed cheese into his mouth. He never looked away.

      Uh. Andy’s disbelief swelled in his stomach, stretching the stitches and pulling at his thighs. He had a sinking sensation he wasn’t dreaming. Come on!

      With a fancy display of twirling the thin can in the air and catching it once more before returning it to his “holster”, the man worked his mouth and swallowed. “You two sure you’re not going to try to steal my home?” He squinted, focusing behind them, as if they’d hidden an army to set siege to his place – wherever it was.

      Desperate to beat the shit out of the man – hell, desperate to draw a normal breath of air, Andy grunted.

      Josh acknowledged his friend’s concern with a short nod. He rubbed his forehead. “Look, I don’t know what you want me to say. We aren’t interested in your place. We have our own. We were really just taking a break.” He pointedly turned from the man and made a show of climbing back on the four-wheeler with Andy who welcomed the pillar of his friend to lean against.

      Everything sucked at his strength.

      Smacking as if he retained a small semblance of the cheese along his gum lines, the man stepped closer. Twigs snapped.

      Josh had moved quieter than he did.

      Andy would’ve rolled his eyes but he didn’t have the energy to pull it off.

      The man pursed his lips and considered them for a long moment.

      Not giving in to fatigue took everything Andy had.

      “Okay, here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna let you come back with me and get some dinner. I have plenty ‘cause the wife refused to come with me.” He shrugged and slapped Josh’s shoulder, his initial suspicion evaporating like steam on a bathroom window. “Oh, well, what d’ya do, right? Wench had this annoying habit of correcting me on everything. And eating everything!” He barked, holding out his hand. “I’m Jerold. My friends call me Jerry.” Jerry snapped his finger to Josh’s face, pointing inches from his nose. “I haven’t decided if you’re friend or… not. So Jerold is fine.”

      “Sounds good.” Josh waited for something.

      Andy didn’t care. The moment slipped away from him. He couldn’t focus again. The forest spun with a swirly tie-dye effect that made him want to throw up. He gripped Josh’s shoulder… oh, he thought he did. Passing out was becoming his thing.

      At what point did you stop passing out and just die?

      The ground rushed up to meet him.
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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      When Brenda stepped out to check on Dilbeck’s whereabouts, Rachel moistened her mouth and tried swallowing. She coughed, the swollen meat of her tongue aching wherever it touched the rest of her mouth. But thankfully the size was smaller, smaller but not back to normal. At least she could breathe again.

      The man in the room wouldn’t judge her or expect much from her, if all she did was try. She’d pretend he didn’t exist for the next few seconds. “Hello? Hello?” Cough. Cough. “Blah. Blah.” Pain rushed through her mouth, down into the base of her tongue and along her jaw line. Fingers pressed to her throat, as if she might somehow press the button that would release the pressure from her tongue.

      Her voice fell into the room with effort. She could almost pretend she would be okay, go home soon and sleep in her own bed. But that wasn’t possible and even saying a word at a time she’d never articulate fully unless she ignored the pain.

      She’d have to figure out a way to get her words out around the damaged meat of her tongue. She breathed in through her nose and concentrated on taking it slow. “Two. For. Yes. One. For. No.” Her congested and ill-formed words conveyed the meaning with relative clarity.

      Two taps from the floor. Good.

      Rachel swallowed in the back of her throat, careful to avoid the front of her tongue. Dang, if she moved too much, she pulled her tongue from her teeth, reopening wounds they’d created when her swollen tongue had pressed into them. If she survived the hell she’d been dropped in, she’d consider wearing a mouth guard. Not that she’d ever leave her home.

      Her questions had to come fast and get as much information as possible. Brenda didn’t want to leave Daniel alone with Rachel and Rachel understood that. Unfortunately for everyone involved, Daniel was Rachel’s partner in the whole situation. They’d done alone together. By the time the newer tests were complete, they’d do a lot more than just rely on each other.

      “Can. You. Resubmerge?” Oh, damn. The last word sounded like ressseresmug or something.

      Two taps.

      Terrific. He’d be able to put her back under. “Today?”

      Two taps.

      She closed her eyes. In the last two years she hadn’t considered… oh, bullshit. She’d considered – considered so many different ways how she could do the tests herself for punishment, remembrance, just to get her out of the pain she’d brought to her life.

      Apathy was colder than pity, colder than pain.

      Truth was, in the last two years she hadn’t really been willing to commit to resubmerging. Hadn’t even swam in lakes, pools, rivers, anything. Avoided baths like a virus. Hated water. Showered out of sheer necessity.

      But “resubmerge” didn’t just refer to reentering the torture path, it referred to the technique Daniel would use to deliver her back into the state of mind she’d been at when the project had ended. She’d been exported from the program she’d begun and hadn’t been allowed to look back.

      “Hurts?” She couldn’t help asking. The word slid from her lips like an egg white escaping the shell. Physical pain she could handle. The mental anguish she’d endured on that island… she couldn’t count on Daniel.

      She needed Brenda.

      A decided lack of response didn’t offer any reassurance.

      For once, Rachel needed Brenda.

      “Don’t. Mess. With. Brenda.” She dropped her head to the pillow. Her s’s sounded like th’s, but Daniel would understand. He’d have to pay for branding her sister, and he would… sadly, he would pay for a great deal more.

      But if he knew she knew he’d lied? He might not stick around for the finale. And there was no way she’d be able to survive the last test without him. Survive with her sanity intact. Well, that last possibility may or may not have a statistical viability, but Rachel would calculate the outcomes later.

      She had to convince Brenda to let Daniel go.

      Two taps.

      He understood.

      But did he understand she’d have to kill him to make it through the last challenge?
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            JOSH

          

        

      

    

    
      Helping Andy had been somewhat of a motto for Josh’s life, a creed. Even when it went against the grain of his survival instincts.

      Even when he had to beg for help from a man shooting canned cheese into his mouth in the middle of the forest. Some people had serious problems.

      He grabbed Andy, slowing his friend as he fell to the ground.

      Unconscious. That much about Andy was obvious. The loss of blood had been significant at the hospital. Josh had no idea how much had drained out on the ATV ride. He pulled Andy to his lap. “I need to get him somewhere safe where I can check him out. I don’t know who’s out here, you know?” Josh looked into the sky for a touch of drama. If he thought it’d get him and Andy into any type of covering, he’d consider toe-tapping naked for the NATO leaders right then.

      Jerold jerked his hand toward the blinds he’d walked from. “You’ll have to leave the ATV under a bush. I’ll show you which one.”

      Forced to follow, Josh muttered under his breath to Andy. “I think you’re going to owe me a date with Rachel’s sister.”

      Andy moaned, his lashes fluttering. Leaning back on Josh’s chest, Andy bumped and jolted on the seat as they moved into the protection of a large canopy-covered structure.

      The shadows of the homemade blind ran deep, even in the mid-afternoon lighting. Running straight into the rising hill made of boulders and creviced dirt, the blind could have been a natural brush collection. Particles of light peeked through random pinholes, increasing the eerie ambience of silence that descended when they crossed through the opening. As if acknowledging the circumstance, the four-wheeler’s rumbles muffled.

      Wary in the uncomfortable atmosphere, Josh broke the silence. “So, is it just you?” Josh turned off the engine and pulled Andy into a cradle hold. His friend’s slight weight compared to the Andy from before the attacks fit in Josh’s arms with foreign lightness. Andy had always been solid. Now, not so much. Josh tried to focus on a different fact. “Did you have a community or someone you prepared with?” Many, like Josh and Andy, had prepared with neighbors or others in a group for what seemed inevitable.

      Loneliness at the end of the world was more than most people could handle – even more than the thought that they wouldn’t make it to the end… alive.

      People who did prep on their own scared the hell out of Josh. Something individualistic about it, like they didn’t care if others survived so long as they did.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’ve heard the militia runs up this way. Who needs a group when they’re supposedly nearby, right?” Jerold watched Josh handle the quad. He eyed the side-pack and pointed. “Need help with that?”

      Josh avoided his gaze, grateful the shoulder strap laced across his chest. “I got it, thanks.”

      The man reached out and steadied Andy. “Are you sure? I’ve heard about people dying because they were too proud. Sure you’re not too proud?”

      “I don’t have pride.” Josh raised his chin and squared off with Jerold. Somehow the line had been drawn. He didn’t know how or why the gauntlet had been thrown, but he felt it, the change in the air. Somehow the man knew… he sensed something.

      He knew.

      Oh, crap, did he know the importance of the pack? But how?

      Jerold watched Josh as he sidled past. A quick jerk of his hand pointed the way.

      Burdened with Andy’s weight – he’d lost mass but he wasn’t small – Josh followed Jerold deeper into the shadows. He hoped he saw daylight again.

      Thump-thump, Tom’s bag smacked his thigh with his short steps. No way would Josh leave the sack behind for any psycho to get. He didn’t know what secrets it held, but he didn’t want anyone else to find out.
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            BRENDA

          

        

      

    

    
      Brenda could do anything. Anything. She’d always had to. She could do this. Back in the room with her sister and the bastard she couldn’t kill – yet, Brenda gritted her teeth. For her baby and the other babies that might be out there, she’d do what was needed.

      Arms folded over her chest, Brenda thrust her jaw to the side and nodded. “Okay. Let’s get this over with. What do we need and where do we start?”

      Rachel’s face tightened. She closed her eyes with apparent effort.

      If Brenda were in Rachel’s place, she’d be fighting the reality of the situation. Seriously, who would look forward to being tortured with tests she’d designed? Even insane people had more sense than to find the silver lining in that.

      Softening her tone was harder than Brenda could express. She breathed deep, but refused to sigh. Her sister had gotten them into the friggin’ mess, she sure as hell could suck it up and get them out. “Rachel, I’m sure this isn’t easy. But we need to get started. The sooner we get you in, the faster you’ll be out, right?” Isn’t that the way these things worked? Rip off the bandage. Pain never lasted forever. It either abated or it killed – but it never went on indefinitely.

      How bad could the tests be?

      Her sister’s eyes opened, revealing a suspicious sheen Brenda couldn’t remember the last time she’d witnessed on her sister. For the first time in her life, Brenda kept her smartass comments to herself. Not without struggle.

      Brenda pointed at Daniel lying on the floor. “It’d be nice if he’d give in to his injuries and just die. I taped his mouth shut, you know.” She moved around the bed and perched on the edge. Plucking at the small pils of the blanket, Brenda refused to acknowledge the edge sharpening Rachel’s expression. “I read about that once. A woman had taped her kid’s mouth shut to keep him quiet, but then his nose filled with mucus and he suffocated.” Sick stuff that people did to one another – maybe they all deserved to die.

      On her feet, Brenda shifted around the bed and stared down at the black and blue Daniel. His fresh wounds reached toward the more colorful stage of purple, blue, reddish abrasions, and scab development. Almost as if to herself, she muttered, “I’d hoped his nose had been broken and he’d drown in his own blood.” She knelt beside him and stared into his wide eye.

      The man had taken her by surprise at first with his charming looks, even as a captor. But all attraction had disappeared with the searing of her flesh and the scent of burning human in the small, stuffy room. “Not so charming now, are you?”

      She traced his face with her finger, ending on his chin where she proceeded to grasp his jaw with her hand. A rough yank of his beaten flesh drew his attention to her with a suddenness he couldn’t avoid. He’d watched her but with Brenda’s touch, he saw her, and she could feel it.

      Power. The weasel was afraid of her. And why wouldn’t he be? Only an idiot wouldn’t be afraid of someone with all the power. The weight of the gun at her waistband comforted her. He might be a big shot with NATO, but in their situation, she wouldn’t miss.

      Her whisper echoed off the cold linoleum. “I’m going to have so much fun paying you back.” She smiled, sickly sweet and shook his face with a little squeeze. “So much fun.” The mirthless glee slid from her face and she rose to face Rachel. “What do we do?”

      Rachel turned the whiteboard toward Brenda. “We need. A bathtub. And water.”

      Thinking as she talked, Brenda paced around Rachel’s bed, disinterested in Daniel until the time was right for her to take revenge. It was there. She’d get it. She had to. “Most of the hospital has been decimated. I doubt there’s a wing unaffected. I saw some people return from investigating and they…” She trailed off. The labor and delivery wing. Women used bathtubs to water-deliver babies all the time. KMC was certified as a mom-baby friendly hospital which meant if the mother wanted to give birth in a pool of hot fudge sundae, they’d help make it happen.

      Her knowledge must have written itself in her expression.

      A cocked eyebrow gave Rachel a slightly rakish look, which for a female wasn’t flattering. She knew Brenda had seen something, knew Brenda had an idea.

      Brenda shook her head at the question on her sister’s face. “Well, they have a labor and delivery wing, but I guess there are body parts everywhere.” Nothing on Rachel’s face even shifted with concern. She’d left behind that part of her humanity. Great. Just what Brenda needed – another asshole like Daniel, except this one was family. Brenda didn’t look forward to killing her like she did Daniel.

      Would she have to?

      She held up her hand. “The water is off in the building.” What could she say to avoid going upstairs? Could she say anything that would make a difference in her sister’s plans? Most-likely-the-frick-not. Damn it. Another lame attempt, then she’d stop, she swore. “I don’t want to go up there. I can’t see what has happened in that place right now. I might lose it. Trust me, you don’t want me to go off the rocker while you’re trying to jump off yours.”

      Rachel’s hand sliced through the air, clapping on the whiteboard with impatience. Through tight lips, she pushed out hoarse words. “Full. Tub. Now.”

      The harsh order took Brenda aback. The intensity behind Rachel’s command held so much, but Brenda, for the first time in forever, heard fear or the vestiges of what fear might sound like in her sister’s voice. “Okay, Rachel. Try not to speak. I’ll go see what I can find.” She returned to the hall.

      If she stood there and forgot the last week or so, she might be able to pretend she was visiting a hospital for a teaching assignment, even with the halls dim and the inner rooms dark like caves. The ER department seemed untouched by the tragedy tearing America apart – if she ignored the debris piled up in shadows throughout the hallways.

      Oh, hell. Brenda, get going. You’re just procrastinating going upstairs. Ugh. Brenda grazed the shirt over her stomach with her fingers. Somewhere in there a small baby was trying to grow. And according to Rachel, might have the chance at a normal life.

      But only if Brenda got her ass upstairs to find a tub.

      One foot in front of the other. I can do this. She bobbed her head with each step. She had to look stupid, but quite honestly, she didn’t give a shit.

      At the base of the stairs, Brenda looked up the climbing angles. Could she do it? A window at the landing where the stairs turned to go up to the next floor didn’t offer much of a view – walls of the hospital and a large fan-looking thing. Brenda stopped and placed her fingers on the glass. For May
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