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            CARWASH

          

        

      

    

    
      When Griffin Strong turned onto Leopaldo Boulevard, another wave of nostalgia washed over him. Four more blocks, and he’d reach Payor Street. Two more left turns, and he’d be home.

      Home. 

      “God, it’s been so long,” he murmured. 

      It had been four long years since he’d last been here. Four long, additional nerve-wracking, PTSD-inducing years of being deployed overseas. Away from family. Away from friends. Missing Christmases, Thanksgivings, birthdays...his favorite uncle’s funeral.

      “That’s all over. Three tours of duty, done and done. I’ve served my country. Now it’s time to settle down and live a life that doesn’t involve bloodshed and explosions.”

      He glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. His face looked thinner, and his hair was longer than he preferred to have it when he was on active duty. It was understandable. He’d spent the last three months in the hospital, recovering from sniper fire. When it was time to be discharged, the date coincidentally fell on his last official day of belonging to the US Army. Since Tuesday, he was a free man, so here he was.

      Up ahead was a Sudsy Blast car wash. He surveyed the multitude of bug splatter on his windshield, and impulsively pulled into the drive-through. At the kiosk, he paid for The Works, which included wax and rain shielding, then slowly guided the car onto the blocks.

      “As of Tuesday, I’m starting clean. I’m wiping the slate. Tomorrow I start job hunting, so I have to put on a good face, and that includes this old clunker.” He patted the dashboard. “You deserve a fresh start, too, don’t you, old girl?”

      The sedan jerked as the wheels were locked into place, and began moving slowly forward. Griff sat back in his seat and rolled his head around his shoulders to ease the tightness after driving nonstop from the hospital almost three hundred miles away. He was hungry, he needed something to drink, and he needed to pee.

      “No more detours after this. Next stop, home.”

      Mom and Dad were waiting for him. Although they’d offered him to use his old bedroom until he was able to get a job, he’d declined. The Vista del Sol apartment complex was just down the road. Sometime this week he’d go by and check them out. See if they had a one- or two-bedroom available. Most likely they would.

      “It’s going to be a busy first couple of weeks, finding employment and a place to stay.” Despite the hassle, he was looking forward the challenge. It sure beat dodging IEDs any day.

      Pink and white soap covered the windshield. Flat pieces of fabric slapped the glass to begin their back and forth dance. The tunnel grew dark as the car was swallowed inside. The satellite station he’d been listening to went silent as the interior of the building blanked out the signal.

      The sound of the water rushing around him, and the soft pounding of the brushes, blended into a soothing rhythm. After the flat cloth wipes finished going over his car, more water sprayed across his windshield. Griff closed his eyes, taking the moment to relax as he waited for the vehicle to come to a stop.

      The sedan bumped to a halt a moment later. The sound of the car wash faded. He opened his eyes, then blinked. Sitting up, he peered out at the foggy mist surrounding him. Then he checked around him. He was still sitting inside the building, not far from the jet blowers that should have blasted the last drops of water from the exterior.

      “What the hell?”

      His first thought was that someone had either accidentally or intentionally shut down the wash. “I’ll give it another minute to see if it comes on again.” But after another two full minutes, and he remained stranded there, Griff decided to take action.

      Carefully, he tried to open the driver’s side door, but it wouldn’t budge. Neither would the locks disengage. Crawling over the center console, he tried to open that door. It was a no go, also. Sighing, he glanced up at the moon roof. “Any way out,” he muttered, and hit the button to open it.

      Nothing.

      Surprised, he pressed the button again, but like the car door locks, it was dead.

      The vehicle had suffered a total electrical shutdown.

      Years of training kicked in, and his survival mode came to the fore. The only way he’d be able to get out of the vehicle would be to smash a window and crawl out. “And the only thing I have at hand strong enough to break the glass is my tire iron in the trunk.” Which meant climbing into the back, pulling down the seat, and trying to retrieve it that way.

      Until his hand encountered his duffle bag.

      Griff brightened and jerked the bag toward him. His service pistol was inside, safe and secured. A single bullet would take care of the problem in no time.

      Holding up an arm to protect his face, he aimed the weapon at the front windshield and pulled the trigger. There was a loud click!, but no retort. Griff check the pistol to see why it had backfired but didn’t notice anything. He tried again, with the same result.

      “Well, fuck!”

      First the car wash, then his car, and now his pistol.

      “It’s like technology’s been unplugged.”

      He stared at the interior of the trunk. To get to the tire iron, he’d have to find a way to remove the cover sitting on top of the spare and jack. And, frankly, he couldn’t see how he was going to accomplish that little miracle. He looked again at the weapon in his hand. He’d broken glass out of windows before, back when he was overseas, but usually it was with the butt of a rifle. He’d never tried it with a pistol.

      “There’s always the first time,” he quipped.

      Emptying the bullet from the chamber to be on the safe side, he curled his fingers around the barrel and slammed it down hard on the window next to him, aiming for the inside corner instead of the middle. Three solid blows, and he was rewarded with a satisfying crack. He smiled at the small web he’d made, and hit it again. That time, the window turned into crystalline chunks of glass. Using his boot, he kicked at the pieces, punching them out of the frame, until he was able to squeeze out of the car. Reaching back inside, he tossed his weapon back into his duffle bag, zipped the bag closed, and pulled it out of the vehicle to take with him. There was no way of knowing when or if power would come back on in this place. But if it did, he didn’t want to leave his stuff lying around where someone would find it.

      Hoisting his things over his shoulder, Griff walked to the end of the car wash and stepped out into a world that no longer existed.
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            MIST

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where the hell did all this fog come from?”

      Griff gazed out at the thick gray mist that sat all around him. Glancing over at the car wash, he saw the front end of his vehicle still sitting at the end of the tunnel. Behind it, the vacuuming stations and pay kiosk were indistinct, darker shapes, like ghostly sentinels.

      He whirled back around and stared up at the sky. The sun was a barely visible ball of light.

      “What the fuck just happened?” he asked himself in disbelief. “It was sunshiny not ten minutes ago. Not a cloud in the sky. What just happened?”

      Not only had the world been enshrouded, but it had gone deathly quiet. Griff strained his ears to hear some kind of sound. Anything. But nothing moved. There was no traffic, even though he knew he was less than a dozen yards from the main street.

      “Well, if there’s been a major electrical burnout, it might explain why there are no lights or engine noises. But what caused it? What force turned off or negated every motor?”

      He vaguely recalled hearing something a long time ago about sun spots flaring and disrupting the electrical grids. At the time he’d disregarded it as more hyped bullshit to get the environmentalists all riled up, and give the doomsayers more fuel for their rhetoric.

      But maybe this time it’s for real.

      He grimaced. “If that’s the case, what caused this mist?”

      Turning around, he surveyed the area. The dollar store he knew was adjacent to the car wash was barely visible. The Gas-N-Go next to it was completely obliterated from view. But the eeriest thing about this whole scenario was the sense of being completely alone.

      “Hello! Can anyone hear me? Is anyone out there?”

      He waited. He waited for a full minute, but no one replied. Nothing made a sound. Not even the wind, a bird, nothing.

      It was unnerving. Worse, it was starting to amp up his anxiety. His instincts were beginning to scream at him to take cover. To find a weapon. To come up with a plan of action.

      And I’m standing out here in the open with nothing to defend myself with.

      He peered down the road in the direction of his house. Three more blocks, and he would be safe within his own home, surrounded by his parents, whom he’d protect.

      Protect? Against what?

      There was something very, very wrong with the present. He felt it in his bones. He knew it was so after years of fighting and intensive training.

      “First things first. If I’m going to hunker down at the house, I first need to arm myself.” He thought about the pistol in his duffle bag, and quickly dismissed it. Until the world corrected itself, and guns were able to fire again, he needed alternative weapons. “And Dad has nothing at the house that I can think of that I might be able to use.”

      Turning on his heel, he began walking toward the dollar store. Surely there was something there to improvise with. If he was lucky, he’d find some gardening tools. If not, there was always a pair of shears. Maybe a baseball bat.

      The first thing he noticed when he reached the store’s parking lot was the lack of cars. He paused to stare at the empty tarmac. He distinctly recalled the place being packed. “There had to have been at least a dozen cars there. There’s no way all of them left within the space of a couple of minutes. No. Way.”

      He approached the store, and immediately noticed the interior was pitch black. “That makes sense if there’s no electricity.” Walking up to the door, another thing became clear, and he halted before banging into the glass. Without power, the doors wouldn’t automatically open.

      Looking closer, he tried to spot anyone moving inside, although he already knew what he’d find.

      Another fat nothing.

      There were no people trapped inside. Just like there were no cars in the parking lot. If there were, they’d be gathered at the front of the store and staring out the windows.

      He banged on the glass with his fist. “Hello? Anybody in there? Hey!” His voice faded in the grayness. There was no reverberation. No echo. It was like the fog was soaking up the sound as soon as he made it.

      From what he could make out in the shadows, he saw food, clothes, miscellaneous home décor. A rack of umbrellas sat next to the door.

      He looked over at the bags of plant mulch stacked out front. There was also a metal bookcase loaded down with numerous potted plants. At first glance there wasn’t anything that looked strong or hard enough to use to break inside. However, at second glance…

      Dropping his bag, he tilted the metal stand, dumping the plants, then hefted it. It was lightweight but sturdy. Taking a few steps back, he pivoted around like a discus thrower and rammed the legs of the stand into the window next to the door. The impact went up his arms and down his spine, sending sparks of pain throughout his body. The glass cracked and webbed outward, the sound of it muffled and dulled. He threw the stand down and proceeded to kick a hole into the window. Under any other circumstance, he would never have done a B and E. He abhorred the thought of looting, but this was not a normal circumstance. Not by a long shot.

      Once the hole was big enough, he carefully crawled inside the store and stood. “Hello! Hello! Is anybody in here?” Like it had outside, the sound of his voice was swallowed up. If anyone was hiding in the back, he doubted they would hear it.

      He carefully made his way between the rows, looking for something to use. He helped himself to a couple of knives from the home goods department. In the gardening section, he found a trowel and a fork-looking thing he thought was called a cultivator. They were heavy enough to be a substantial weapon if needed. Shoving the handles into his waistband, he continued looking.

      A corridor led into the back. It was Stygian dark in there, but there was enough light filtering in from the front of the store for him to catch the small sign on the adjacent door.

      STAFF ONLY

      He took a guess and pushed the door open a little ways, until he spotted a sink. He was correct. It was the restroom. Although he figured he could have relieved himself outside without anyone seeing him, common decency held him back.

      He quickly took care of business, experimentally checking to see if any water would come out of the spigot. Water gushed into the sink, but after a few seconds the flow thinned and eventually ceased. “Without power to the plant, they can’t pump.”

      His foot kicked something underneath the sink. It sounded like a bucket. Griff felt around until he found the handle to the mop. He debated whether or not to take the handle off the mop, but the shaft was plastic, and not sturdy enough. One hard whack, and it would shatter. “Best stick with the trowel,” he commented as he placed the mop back in the corner.

      He snatched up an armload of bottled water and was taking them back when he passed a display containing flashlights and batteries. Because he was curious, he filled a flashlight with batteries and tried to see if it would work. He was disappointed when it didn’t, but he was halfway expecting it not to, anyway. There was also a flashlight that required turning a handle to juice it up, eliminating the need for batteries. That was a dud, as well.

      “No electricity. No technology. Can I even make a fire?”

      He found some boxes of matches, and struck one. “Well, lo and behold. I have made fire!” he jested, staring at the small green flame. Griff did a double-take. “A green flame? What the hell!” He shook it out, dropped it on the floor, and snuffed it with his boot.

      “Maybe I can talk myself into believing there’s been a strange weather pattern that’s come through here. Or that we were hit with a gigantic freaking solar storm. But nothing I can think of can explain why a match would burn green. That’s against physics. It’s not natural in anybody’s book.” Regardless, he grabbed several boxes to take with him.

      He took the items back to the front of the store and put them inside his duffle. Going over to the counter, he helped himself to energy bars, bags of chips, and other items of junk food, adding them to his haul.

      He briefly debated taking one more look-see around the store in case he’d missed something that might prove valuable, when a movement caught his eye. He automatically took cover, ducking out of sight behind a rack of clothes. Carefully, he took a peek out the front window, hoping to spot whatever had alerted him. His body had gone tense, his training and years of active duty taking over.

      He quickly spotted it. A form was slowly making its way toward the store. It moved somewhat erratically, and finally stopped in the middle of the parking lot. This close, Griff saw it was a man, but that was all.

      “Hellooo?” the figure called out. “For the love of God, is there anyone who can hear me?” The guy’s voice was plaintive, almost desperate.

      Griff debated with himself whether or not to answer. On one hand, he was relieved to know there was at least one other person still alive. But on the other hand, there was the possible danger factor to consider. Was the guy really alone? Even if the man had a gun, it would be useless. Pulling the trowel from his bag, he drew closer to the hole, not knowing if his voice would carry in the mist or not.

      “Yeah! I can hear you!” he shouted back.

      The figure bent over, then straightened. “Thank God! I thought I was the last man alive on Earth. My name’s Roosevelt Jennings. Call me Roose. Who are you? And do you have any idea what the shit is happening?”

      The man was clearly panicked. Griff could almost feel the waves of fear coming off of him. It made his decision easier.

      “Stay right there,” he ordered. Sliding the trowel into his pocket, he crawled out of the hole to confront him.
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      As they drew closer to each other, Griff saw the guy take a good hard look at him and take an involuntary step backwards. “You in the military?” Roose inquired.

      “Was. Got my walking papers last week.”

      Griff gave the man an equally long once-over, then glanced around the outside. From what he was able to observe, the mist didn’t appear to have dissipated any while he was inside the store, but neither did it seem thicker. He waved for the man to follow him. “Let’s get inside where it’s safer.”

      Roose had a little difficulty crawling through the hole with his bulk. Griff estimated the man was the same height as him, maybe even around the same age. But the guy had to be at least thirty or more pounds heavier.

      He settled on the floor and waited for Roose to join him. He held out a bottle of water. “Here. You need this.”

      “Thanks, man.” The guy took the water and chugged down half of it before he finally put the bottle down. “So what’s your story? You said you just got out of the military?”

      Griff nodded once. “Yeah. I did three tours, took a couple of bullets in the back. My enlistment was over the same time they gave me a medical discharge.”

      “Are you from this area?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Naw.” Roose shook his head. “I’m from Wilmington.”

      “Delaware?” Griff asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re a long way from home. What are you doing down here?”

      “I drive for Y and A Transport. I just delivered my last load of auto parts, and was supposed to pick up my next load over in Shaddoe to take to Yuma.” Roose took another drink of water, emptying the bottle. He nodded in the direction of the window. “What the fuck’s going on? You got any idea?”

      “I’m as lost as you are.” Griff narrowed his eyes. “How’d you manage to get caught up in this?”

      Roose shrugged. “Hell if I know. I delivered my load, walked back out to the truck, and that’s when I noticed all sorts of weird shit.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the fact that the place was deserted. And all the cars had disappeared, including my hauler!” Roose exclaimed. His dark skin flushed a darker red. “Some asshole took off with my truck!”

      “Or maybe not,” Griff countered. “Maybe it went the way of all the other cars and the people. So you found yourself suddenly deserted. Where was this auto parts store? Are you talking about the one off the interstate? On Tybee?”

      “Tybee Drive, yeah. By the way, I didn’t catch your name,” Roose reminded him.

      Griff held out a hand. “Griffin Strong. Call me Griff.”

      They shook. “Army?” Roose took in his camo pants and shirt.

      “Yeah. Special Forces.”

      “How’d you end up in the middle of this Twilight Zone?”

      “I’d just gotten into town and was running my dirty car through the car wash next door. It was bright and sunny when I went in, and this is how it was when I emerged.” He held out his hands to indicate the thick fog surrounding them. “Might as well forget about getting your truck back, Roose. It won’t run anyway.”

      “Whaddaya mean, it won’t run?”

      “Nothing works.” He pointed overhead. “All power’s out, and that includes anything that uses electricity. I’m also talking cars and even stuff that’s battery-operated. Same for weapons. I tried to fire my pistol earlier, and it wouldn’t fire. And I have no idea why. I don’t know where this mist came from. I don’t know where everybody went. Like you, I thought I was the lone ranger until you showed up.” Griff ran a hand over his chin. “You walked over here from Tybee? That’s got to be a good mile from here. What made you decide to hoof it?”

      “I was looking for my truck, man! I kept thinking I would be able to spot it. I thought I kept hearing it in the distance, but I guess I was wrong.”

      Griff nodded. “This place is giving out all kinds of weird signals.”

      Roose glanced around the store’s interior. “You broke into here?”

      “Yeah. I was looking for something to use as a weapon to defend myself, since my gun’s a dud.”

      “Any luck?”

      “Got a couple of garden tools and some matches. I was hoping for a baseball bat or something sturdy.” He threw a thumb over his shoulder. “You might want to grab one of those backpacks and fill it up with food and water. There’s no telling how long this crazy shit storm we’re in is going to last. Best to load up while you can.”

      “Good idea. Thanks.” Roose got to his feet and began perusing the store.

      Griff followed him, debating whether or not to ditch the bigger, bulkier duffle bag for a backpack, but he’d had that duffle for all twelve years he’d been deployed, not counting the time he’d spent at boot camp. Until the time comes when I need to switch out, I’m keeping it with me.

      He encountered the truck driver over in one of the grocery aisles. The man had opened up a can of ready-to-eat macaroni and cheese, and was scarfing it down cold. Roose must have seen the look on his face.

      “Hey, man. Don’t judge me. I haven’t had anything to eat since breakfast. I was going to stop at DeKalb’s Barbeque on my way outta town and hook up with some of their spare ribs when the world took a header.”

      Griff snorted. “I could go for some of DeKalb’s brisket right now.” Bending over, he peered at the cans and packages on the shelves, and selected a can of pork and beans with chunks of weenies. He took a seat on the floor and popped the lid. “Thank goodness most of these things have pop-top lids now.”

      Roose tossed him a plastic spoon from the box of spoons he’d found, and they ate in silence for a while. Every now and then they’d stop and listen, but nothing broke the silence.

      “It’s too damn quiet. Not even a bird or a dog barking,” Roose remarked.

      “Definitely ups the creepy factor.”

      “How far do you think this fog extends? Like, does it cover the whole city, or just part of it? When is it gonna dissipate?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Roose licked his fingers and wiped them on his shirt. “Whatcha planning on doing next? Did you have any plans?”

      Griff pointed north. “My folks live about three blocks that way. I was going to go there after I was done here.”

      “Mind if I tag along?” The man’s voice quivered slightly. It was obvious he was terrified of the thought of being left alone.

      Griff mulled on it for a moment, then relented. “I’d like the company,” he truthfully admitted, and was answered with a relieved sigh.
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      They got to their feet, but instead of heading back toward the front of the store, Roose took a detour to the wall where the freezers were located. Griff watched as the man opened one of the glass doors, then paused.

      “Huh.”

      “What’s up?”

      Roose pulled a can of energy drink from the cooler, wrapping both hands around it. “Aww, that ain’t right, man.”

      Griff frowned. “What is it?”

      “Here. You tell me if I’m dreaming.” The trucker tossed the can at Griff, who caught it one-handed. “Whaddaya feel?”

      He stared at the can in his palm, then glanced back at the cooler. “This thing’s warm.”

      “Yeah.” Roose reached back inside the unit and touched several more cans. “They’re all warm. Like the electricity’s been out for days.” He removed a second can, popped the top, and took a swig. “Yep. Warm as a baby’s butt. That don’t make any sense.”

      “Nothing about what’s going on makes sense. If the power’s just gone out, the stuff should stay cold at least for another twenty-four hours if the doors remain closed,” Griff noted. “Come on. This place is starting to give me the creeps.”

      He returned to the front of the store and dropped his duffle outside the broken window before climbing after it. Roose did the same with his backpack. Lifting his bag across his shoulders, Griff checked the area again. Nothing seemed to have changed. Still, it always paid to remain cautious.

      “Keep your eyes and ears peeled for any sound or any little movement,” he told the trucker.

      “What if there are more of us out there, and we just haven’t met up with ‘em yet?” Roose inquired. “What if they’re just as confused and scared as we are?”

      “It’s very possible there may be more survivors wandering around out there, but we can’t automatically assume the next person we meet up with is going to be easy to get along with. Listen, Roose. After years in the military, I’ve learned there are three stages of fear—flee, fight, or figure out a solution.” Pulling the trowel from his pocket, he held it up for the man to see. “The next person we meet may want what we got. Or they could be so tripped out by what’s happened, they’ll attack without provocation. We have to be ready for anything.”

      The man gave a nod, and Griff started toward the car wash. They walked in single file. As they passed the business, he checked to see if his vehicle was still sitting in the exit end of the tube. It was. Seeing the familiar sedan sitting there, he was tempted to go check whether or not the engine would turn over. Halting, he reached inside his duffle bag and extracted a box of matches. Taking one, he lit it.

      “Hey, man. That’s pretty neat,” Roose remarked. “What is that? Some kind of trick match? Like those candles you can’t blow out?”

      Griff grimaced, dousing the emerald green flame. “It’s not a trick. There’s more going on in this place than meets the eye. I was hoping I could go over, get back inside my car, and start it up again.” He pointed to the vehicle. “But, on a hunch, I lit the match. Whatever is affecting this place is still present. Come on. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to walk out of it.”

      They continued on their way toward the subdivision where Griff’s parents lived. They kept to the sidewalk, fearful of something barreling toward them at a moment’s notice if they used the street.

      Reaching the intersection, they both noticed the dark traffic light. “We need to cross over to the other side,” Griff informed him. “Stay close.”

      They took off, running as fast as they could across the four lanes, until they reached the opposite side. Resuming their walk, Griff tried to peer through the fog for some sign of it dispersing, when Roose brought something to his attention.

      “Hey, is it me, or does it feel like it’s gettin’ colder?”

      The man was right. There was a definite chill in the air. Griff sniffed. “Yeah. I feel it, too. Does that smell like snow to you?”

      Roose checked. “Smells like snow. What now?”

      Another dozen yards, and the cold grew more intense with every step.

      “It feels like we’re coming up to something big,” the man observed.

      “I feel it, too. But there’s nothing in this area but houses. My folks live in the subdivision the next street over.” For the first time, he wondered if he’d even find his mother and father at the house. What if it was as deserted as the store? As the street? As the whole fucking planet appeared to be?

      “Yo. Griff. Hold up.”

      Griff paused as Roose came to stand beside him. The man’s face had paled as he stared ahead of them. “Tell me that’s not a wall.”

      Preoccupied with his thoughts, Griff hadn’t noticed the solidification looming not too far ahead. It was lighter in color than the gray mist, and appeared to be several stories high, disappearing from sight above their heads.

      “Yeah. It looks like a wall. A wall that shouldn’t be there.”

      From the corner of his eye he caught Roose walking over and reaching out a hand to touch it. Instinctively, he rushed up to the man and knocked his arm away. “Never touch something you’re not sure of with your bare hand, unless you’re prepared to lose it. Let’s try another way.”

      Taking the trowel from his pocket, he gradually extended the tool toward the structure, expecting it to encounter something solid. He felt the icy cold creeping over his skin and down his arm the further he pressed. After another moment, he withdrew the trowel, and both he and Roose gasped in response. The lower third of the blade was covered in frost. The frozen ice crystals glittered in the dim light. Taking the hem of his shirt, Griff used it to protect his fingertip as he touched the trowel. “That’s definitely cold,” he confirmed.

      Both he and Roose stared up at the wall sitting less than a yard away. He also checked the sides. “It looks like it extends for quite a distance both ways.”

      “Uhh, Griff. Tell me that wall of ice isn’t moving.”

      Griff turned to see the guy taking a step backwards, then looked back at the barrier. A glance down at his feet confirmed what Roose suggested. It had definitely moved closer to them by at least a couple of inches. He automatically retreated, stopping next to the trucker.

      “And your parents live on the other side of it?” Roose clarified.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you think it’s solid all the way through?”

      Griff looked at him. “Are you asking me if it’s safe enough to walk through?”

      Roose answered with a shrug. “What other choice have ya got?”

      Griff sighed. “You got a point.”

      “Wonder how thick it is?” Roose continued. “Think it’s more like a wall of sorts? Or does it extend further in?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Griff stuck the trowel back in his pants and squared his shoulders. If it weren’t for the fact that his parents were on the other side, he wouldn’t attempt what he was about to do. “Stay behind me. If I find it’s okay, I’ll come let you know. If I’m not back in two minutes, avoid this thing like the plague.”

      “Two minutes?” Roose clarified.

      “I’m only going to see how far it goes. If I think it’s going to take longer than two minutes, I’ll be back to let you know. If it’s safe to keep going, I’ll come back to get you. Either way, I’ll be back,” he reassured the man.

      Roose swallowed nervously and gave a little nod. “Awright. Take care, bro.”

      Griff lifted the duffle bag in front of his body to act as a shield. Taking a steadying breath, he cautiously moved forward, his muscles tensed in the event he had to make a sudden retreat.

      The wall of frost was bone-chillingly cold. It penetrated his clothes and skin within seconds of entering the zone.

      One step. Two. Three. The light brightened, but the temperature never varied.

      He walked out of it and into the open without any warning. One second, he was enveloped in a cotton-white vortex of below freezing cold, and the next…

      Griff stopped in mid-stride and stared in shock at the pure, unadulterated snowy drifts facing him. The world appeared to have been blanketed with at least ten inches of fresh powder. On top of that, the sun was brightly shining overhead in a clear blue, cloudless sky. Up ahead, he made out the subdivision where his parents’ house was located.

      “Hey, Roose!” He turned around go back and fetch the trucker, when shock slammed through him.

      The wall of ice was gone, as if it had never existed. Worse, the mist was also gone.

      Griff scanned the road behind him. From where he stood, he saw the car wash and the dollar store down the road. Everything was covered in the same unbroken expanse of snow.

      The fog was no longer there, which meant Roose had also disappeared God knew where.

      Terror, the kind of which he hadn’t felt in years, flooded his body, and he dropped to his knees.
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      “Roose! Roosevelt! Can you hear me? Roose!” Griff listened as the sound of his voice was swallowed up in the frigid air. If the man was out there somewhere, he was unable to see him. If Roose called back to him, he wasn’t able to hear him.

      Where did the mist go? How could it have disappeared so quickly?

      He scanned the ground. His footprints were clearly visible in the unblemished snow for a couple of feet, until they vanished. It was as if he’d come through some sort of portal.

      “Which is very possible, considering what all’s been going on.” He checked around him again. “There are two possibilities here. Either I’m unconscious and dreaming all this, or this is really happening. So the question becomes, which one do I choose? If I’m asleep, then nothing I do will matter while I’m here…unless…” A shudder went through him. “Unless what I do here has a direct impact on me. If I get killed while I’m asleep, what if it kills me in real life? Oh, shit.”

      Getting back to his feet, he left his duffle on the ground and walked over to where his footprints ended. Or rather, where they began. He faced the area where he’d emerged from the misty world and started to reach out toward it, when he remembered his own warning.

      Never touch something you’re not sure of with your bare hand, unless you’re prepared to lose it.

      Pulling the trowel from his pants, he smiled. The little garden tool was coming in handier than he’d expected. He took a deep breath and extended it to where he estimated the wall should be. It was possible the wall was invisible to him on this side. Like it was a one-way mirror. He really didn’t believe that theory, but at this point it seemed as rational a probability as anything else.

      The trowel continued forward without encountering any sort of resistance. Recalling the fact that the wall had been moving toward him before he stepped through it, Griff advanced a couple more yards, then another half-dozen steps for good measure, but the trowel remained visible and unaffected.

      The wall was gone. Gone, or moved so far away he either couldn’t reach it or catch up to it. “Even if I did manage to catch up with it, would it let me back into the other side?”

      He hung his head, wondering how Roose was doing. Was he okay? Was the man panicking? Or was he mad that Griff hadn’t returned as promised?

      “Wait. What if he stepped through it like I did? But if he did…” He made a complete circle, eyeing the landscape. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he yelled, “Roose! Roose! Let me know if you can hear me!”

      A cold wind blew past him, as silent as the shroud of snow.

      His body began shivering from exposure. “Screw this. I need to get into some sort of shelter before I develop hypothermia,” he told himself. Grabbing his bag, he began tromping through the knee-high drifts as he headed for his parents’ home. He no longer believed he’d find them there. He didn’t believe he’d find anyone hiding out inside their houses. This place was as deserted as the shops and streets.

      Another thought flittered through his head. Stopping momentarily, he pulled another match from his bag and lit it. The match sputtered, and a clear, emerald green flame emerged. Disappointment sat heavily on his shoulders. He’d somewhat hoped that this new reality was separate from the misty one. That perhaps technology and all the comforts of civilization once again were present, but the match told him differently.

      The match didn’t lie.

      He shivered. His shoes and pants from the knees down were soaking wet. He needed to get somewhere where he could dry off and get warm. Hugging his bag, he continued across the short open field to where the sidewalk would be, and followed it into the subdivision.

      The wind picked up as he passed the houses. By now his hands and face were numb, and he no longer felt his feet as he plowed through the unmarked snow. Every so often he’d glance at the dark, blank windows facing the street. If these homes were vacant, where had everyone gone? Or were there people huddled inside who were too frightened to come out?

      He trudged on, keeping his head down and using his duffle as a wind breaker, until he eventually saw the familiar mailbox. Turning to face the home he’d known for most of his life, he paused to assess it.

      Again, that little warning flag fluttered in his brain. But instead of waving a bright red danger signal, it was yellow. One he took as a “wake up and pay attention” type of indicator.

      Narrowing his eyes, he stared at the front door. The porch. The double-car garage.

      The double-car garage.

      Dad’s truck. Mom’s car.

      Griff whirled around to check the other houses on the block, including the ones across the street. There wasn’t a single car parked in any of the driveways. No vehicles anywhere. Not even on the street, along the curb.

      This wasn’t right. His parents always parked on the driveway because the garage was always filled with whatever project his father was currently working on.

      To double-check, he went up to the closed double-car sized door and peered through one of the windows running along the top. The table where his dad did his work was there, along with the table saw. Some tools hung from the pegboard mounted on the wall. Others lay scattered on the workbench. On the far side of the garage, near the back door leading into the kitchen, sat the washer and dryer. A load of clothes, ready to be washed, was piled on top of the washer. It all looked perfectly normal. Nothing appeared amiss, except for the fact that the place seemed deserted, just like the rest of the world.

      That, and both cars are gone. That also raised a bright yellow flag. His parents never went anywhere separately. Most of the time, they took the maroon pickup, since his dad had long legs and felt cramped whenever he had to drive or ride in the SUV.

      He suspected the front door was locked, as his parents rarely used it. They preferred to enter and exit the house via the garage. But considering how crazy the world had become, he had to see if it was open.

      It wasn’t.

      He tried knocking, but after a minute or so he had to face reality.

      His parents were not there.

      Leaving his duffle on the porch, he hopped off and ran around to the side gate, letting himself inside the back yard. Again, he was thwarted to find the sliding glass patio doors also locked. However…

      Picking up one of the deck chairs, he slammed it against the glass. The chair was heavy and made of wood, making it difficult to swing. But persistence paid off, and the patio door eventually cracked under the pounding.

      Griff tossed the chair aside, out of breath. “Good going, Strong. You’ve lived thirty-three years and never had to blow out a window or door before. But now, in the space of an hour or so, you’re three for three.”

      A few kicks to the shattered pane made a hole big enough to crawl through. Getting inside, he stood. “Mom! Dad!” He quickly did a reconnaissance of the house, afraid that they might be there but were unable to answer, but the place was vacant. On a hunch, he checked the side table where his mother always kept her purse. It was gone. Rushing into the middle bedroom, he checked the closet where the suitcases were kept. Both were also missing.

      Sighing heavily, Griff flipped the light switch by the door, knowing the power was out, but still hoping…

      Nothing.

      “At least I’m out of the worst of the weather.”

      He returned to the living room, and noticed the pile of logs in the rack by the fireplace. Griff studied it for a moment. It was supposed to be August, the hottest part of the summer. There was no reason why his parents would keep a bundle of wood ready and available on the hearth.

      “Unless it’s no longer August.”

      He remembered a small detail, and went into the kitchen. On the wall adjacent to the cabinets was the calendar. It was something his mother put up every year, marking it up with doctor appointments, birthdays, and other important dates. A chill went through him when he discovered it was flipped to January.

      It was January in this time period of the world.

      January of next year, five months in the future.

      He hadn’t just stepped through a frosty wall. He’d traveled through time.

      “At least that explains the snow and the firewood.”

      He stomped his feet. He needed to change into dry clothes and get the feeling back into his extremities. “First things first. Dry pants and socks, then let’s see if I can get a fire going in the fireplace, but don’t put any money on it.”

      He went to the front door to get his duffle from the porch. Standing in the doorway, he happened to glance across the street, when something red appeared in his peripheral vision. He automatically ducked and focused on the next house over. It only lasted for a split-second, but he knew he wasn’t mistaken.

      Someone was in that house. Someone wearing bright red clothing.

      Someone who was a survivor, just like him.
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      Whoever was in the house across the street, Griff knew that person had seen him and immediately taken cover. Locking the door, he took his duffle into the living room and got out of his wet pants and socks to slip on a dry pair of each. He immediately felt better and warmer.

      Tossing his wet things over the back of a chair in the kitchen to dry, he padded into his parents’ bedroom to see if there was a pair of shoes his father had left behind, as the man’s feet were about the same size as his. Fortunately, he found a pair, but he wasn’t surprised. It seemed that every year, whether he needed them or not, Knox Strong always got a pair of winter house shoes from someone in the family. The man literally had an entire bottom corner of his bedroom closet devoted entirely to slippers.

      Returning to the living room, he stacked logs onto the grate and tore out sheets from the magazines and mail catalogues stacked nearby. He shoved the wadded paper underneath the logs, then retrieved another match from his bag.

      “All right. Here goes. Let’s hope for the best.”

      He struck the match and momentarily stared at the pea-green flame before setting it to the paper. At first it didn’t seem the paper would catch, but then, miraculously, the flames began to eat the tinder. Griff watched as the fire grew in size, licking at the wood and eventually taking hold. He held out a hand to the bright lime-colored flames.

      It was warm. It was true.

      Griff allowed himself to relax. “Thank God.”

      An errant breeze flowed in from the broken back door, bringing with it the smell of snow. “Can’t let that stay like that,” he told himself. “I need to block that door. It’s going to get bitch cold after the sun goes down.”

      The heavy wood dining room table was the perfect size. Tipping it onto its side, he shoved it up against the shattered glass, then propped it with both heavy, overstuffed chairs from the den. The result not only kept the weather out, but it would take a great deal of effort from anyone trying to come in to get past that barricade.

      From anyone trying to come in…

      The memory of the person in red returned. He’d sleep in here tonight in the living room. That way, if something should happen, he wouldn’t be caught without an exit strategy. He brightened. “And I know where I can get my hands on a decent weapon.”

      In the garage he found exactly what he was looking for, and took the items back into the house, where he set them on top of his duffle bag, which he placed next to the sofa. After adding another log to the fire, he helped himself to some tuna fish with crackers, and a pouch of fruit juice.

      The fire crackled merrily. Other than its strange color, it acted like a regular fire. Griff rubbed his face with his hands. He was exhausted, and wanted nothing more than to curl up and go to sleep. But something inside him kept insisting he needed to stay awake a little while longer.

      He dragged the throw blanket from the couch and draped it around his shoulders. Outside the front window he watched the sun disappearing behind the houses. The temperature was going down, but at least there was enough wood to last for the night. That is, if this odd fire doesn’t burn faster than normal.

      Crossing his legs, he contented himself with watching the flames as the world gradually grew darker. After another quick glance out the front window, he realized it might be wise to draw the blackout curtains, to prevent someone from seeing the light inside the house. Griff got to his feet and went over to shut them, when he spotted the figure standing in the snow in front of the porch. For several seconds he stared at the woman, who shivered in the cold. She wore what looked like a red raincoat.

      Red.

      She gazed back at him, fear and longing on her face.

      He raced back to fetch the baseball bat he’d found in the garage, and returned to the window. Looking around, he couldn’t see if there was anyone else with her, but that didn’t mean they weren’t hiding out of view. Rather than open the front door, he unlocked one of the panes and lifted it enough to enable him to call out to her.

      “Hey! Where are the others?” For good measure, he held up the bat to let her know he was armed.

      The woman gave him a puzzled look. “What others? I’m alone. Do you know what’s happened? You’re the first person I’ve seen since…all this…happened!” She held out her arms to indicate the world around them, then hugged herself more tightly. She didn’t ask for help, but it was clear she was as discombobulated as he was. She didn’t beg for anything, either, but he could tell she was on the verge of losing it. And he didn’t blame her.

      His gut told him she was being truthful, and he gestured to her. “Come up on the porch.” She obeyed without question, pausing at the window where only a thin screen separated them. “Who are you?” he asked curtly.

      “N-Natalia Westfall.” Her teeth were chattering.

      “Do you live in this area?” He kept his tone all business. Until he felt it was safe enough to invite her in, he had to assume there were others out there using her as a decoy. Or maybe I’ve seen too much active duty to trust anyone else, he mentally derided himself.

      She made a vague gesture behind her. “No. I found myself suddenly walking in this area, and I don’t know how I got here, or why. I…I…saw your light…” She bowed her head as her body visibly shook.

      Slamming the window shut, he locked it and went to the front door. Opening it slowly, he motioned for her to come inside. She hurried in as he bolted the door behind her and gave another look-see outside to see if there was any further movement. Not spotting anything suspicious, he turned around to find her kneeling in front of the fireplace, her hands outstretched to the warmth. He returned to the couch and leaned the bat against his legs.

      After a couple of minutes, she shifted her position and sat, crossing her legs. “I have everything to fear from you,” she admitted in a soft voice, keeping her face averted. “You’re bigger and stronger, but…” Turning around, she pointedly looked at his fatigues. “You’re military. So I trust you not to hurt me.”

      Griff took a deep breath. He was getting no inner warning flags from this woman, which told him that what he saw and heard was one hundred percent real. She was a lost soul, just like him.

      “I’m former military, Miss Westfall. My name’s Griffin Strong. I just got discharged. I came home to visit my family, but I guess they’re not here. And, to be honest, I’m just as confused as you are.”

      A tenuous smile answered him. “Miss Westfall sounds too formal. I’d prefer you call me Nat.”

      “Okay. Then you can call me Griff.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            NAT

          

        

      

    

    
      “How long have you been wandering outside?” Griff asked, getting straight to the point. Upon closer examination of the young woman, he saw the dampness of her hair and the wetness glistening on her raincoat. Her legs were bare, so she must be wearing a skirt or dress. Unfortunately, she wore a pair of those open-toed, high-heel sandals, and those appeared to be soaked from walking in the snow.

      Nat gave a little shrug. “I don’t know. I lost all track of time. All I know is that, one minute, I was exiting the subway on Fifty-Seventh Street, and the next…” She shook her head. Immediately after that, a shudder went through her whole body.

      Grabbing the throw, he took it to her. “Take off that coat and put this around you. Your shoes are probably soaked through, too. Take those off. I’ll go get you some warm socks to put on. The last thing you need is to get sick from running around in that cold weather outside.”

      She silently did as she was told while he went back into his parents’ bedroom to get two pairs of his dad’s thick white crew socks. It was another thing that sent a wave of nostalgia and sadness through him. His father also got a package of socks for every occasion. Be it Christmas, birthday, or Father’s Day, somebody in the family felt he needed more socks. Griff had lost count how many times his mother had remarked on the fact that it didn’t matter if a sock got lost in the washer or dryer, because there were always plenty more to take its place.

      When he returned to the living room, Nat was swaddled in the blanket. The red coat lay spread out to dry over the back of the rocking chair near the window.

      He stood in the hallway for a moment to observe her, his keen eye taking in additional details about the woman. He estimated her age to be in the mid- to late-twenties. Her dark hair had white streaks in it, as if she’d had it tinted sometime in the past, but allowed it to grow out. It gave her a punkish appeal, and he wondered if she’d ever been one of those emo teens growing up.

      She wore no jewelry, as far as he could tell. No overt piercings. When she tucked a lock behind her ear, he saw no glint of an earring.

      Taking the socks over to her, he dropped them in her lap. “Put those on. They’ll keep your feet warm.” She thanked him as he took a seat on the sofa.

      “You said you exited the subway. In New York City?”

      “Yes. In lower Manhattan. I work for a graphic arts department. Wh-what’s up with your fire? Why is it green?”

      “Hell if I know. Ever since I entered this crazy, screwed-up world, nothing seems to work the way it’s supposed to.” He brought up New York again. “So you exited the subway, and then what? You found yourself in this snow?”

      Nat sighed. “I know I sound like a lunatic, but I…” She buried her face in her hands for a moment, then turned to face him. “I swear to God I’m telling the truth. I walked out of the subway station, and there were these houses! I tried to turn around and go back inside the station, but it was gone! It was like it had just vanished into thin air!” She held out her arms to encompass their surroundings. “I’ve never seen this place before in my life! I’m supposed to be in Manhattan, where it’s raining, and I end up here? Where is here? Do you know?”

      “You’re in Texas, in a town called Ballerton,” he calmly told her.

      Disbelief filled her face. “Texas?”

      He saw the panic starting to rise as her breathing hitched. She was on the verge of losing it, and he knew exactly what she was feeling. This…thing that was affecting them and the world around them wasn’t just a time slide issue. It also included locations.

      And God knows what else. What’s next? Different countries? Or planets?

      Sliding off the couch, he sat next to her in front of the hearth and gently shushed her. “Listen to me, Nat. Just listen to me. As hard as it is to believe what’s going on, it’s really happening. Shhh. Let me talk, and you listen, okay?” He noticed the glint of tears in her eyes. “First off, when was the last time you had something to eat or drink?”

      “I…” She shook her head and shrugged.

      “Was it, say, breakfast? Before you went to work this morning?”

      She nodded.

      He reached for his duffle and pulled it next to him, zipping it open. Extracting a can of beans and weenies, he held it out to her. “Here. It’s not much, but it’ll fill your stomach. At this point, you need to put something inside you so you don’t collapse.”

      He placed the can in her hand, then got up to get a spoon from the kitchen. By the time he returned, she’d popped the top off the can and was scooping the contents into her mouth with a forefinger. He handed her the spoon, then offered her a pouch of fruit juice.

      “Now that we’ve gotten that taken care of, let me tell you a little bit about myself while you’re eating.” Clearing his throat, he focused on the fire and the thin yet still noticeable amount of heat it gave off. “As I told you earlier, I just got out of the Army. I spent three tours of duty in the service, most of that time overseas. During my last deployment, I got hit by enemy fire. Took a couple of bullets to the back. I was lucky. No vital organs were hit. The slugs lodged in the muscle. I spent three months in the hospital, and they gave me a medical discharge.” He ran a hand through his hair. “So I came back home to stay for a little while, until I could get back on my feet and find a job and an apartment. I stopped at the car wash to spruce up the car a bit before I got here.” He snorted softly. “I didn’t want to give my mom any reason to rag me about how dirty my car was.”

      Nat answered with an identical snort. “Sounds like my mom about my shoes. If they were dirty, you stayed outside until you’d gotten all the gunk off. If they were wet, you left them by the front door to dry. And God help you if she’d just mopped.”

      He leaned back against the cushions. “So I went through the car wash, and was about to roll out of it, when everything went dark. It was bright and sunny, and ninety-three degrees when I went in, and I ended up inside a mist, like a heavy cloud was fogging up the area.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that. What’s more, my car no longer worked. The car wash was dead. I can’t even fire my pistol.”

      Her eyes widened to where he noticed the firelight flickering in their depths. “You have a pistol?”

      “Yeah. My service pistol. It’s in my duffle bag, but it doesn’t work. In fact, nothing works anymore. There’s no electricity. Technology has gone kaput.” He pointed to the fireplace. “Even nature and physics have been turned topsy-turvy.”

      She glanced at the fireplace. He watched as her brows furrowed, and she looked back at him. “You ended up in a fog?”

      “At first. Blanketed this whole area to where I couldn’t see more than a few yards in front of me. Since I wasn’t far from my folks’ place, I started walking, and that’s when I encountered this giant wall of ice.” He lifted his arms to indicate its vastness. “It was so big, I couldn’t see anything to the right or left of it, or even the top of it. Nat, the damn thing was moving.”

      She gasped. “What? Moving?”

      “Toward me. So I stepped into it, thinking I’d pass right through it. That’s how I ended up here, in the middle of all this snow. Until you came along, I thought that whatever phenomenon was happening was weather-related. That was until I discovered I’d stepped from August to January.” He observed her trying to take in what he was saying. “Sounds loony, I know. But this…shit. It’s more than time-related.” He pointed to her. “It’s spacial-related, too. Nat, when you were in New York, what day was it? What season?”

      Her face went a shade of white he’d never witnessed before. “It was April. It was pouring rain. I thought…I thought there had been some sort of freak storm, which would account for the late-season snow. You know. Like one last gasp of winter before the spring?”

      He nodded to show he understood. From past experience, he knew that, when faced with the impossibilities they were experiencing, the mind would try to find any rational explanation in order to preserve its sanity. “So you went from a rainy spring to this snow?”

      “Yes.” Her body trembled visibly, and she drew the thin blanket tighter around her. “Thank you for taking me in, Griff. I don’t think I would have lasted much longer out there. I was trying to find someone, anyone, but this place seems to be completely deserted.”

      “I know. I feel the same way.” For some reason he decided not to tell her about Roosevelt. Chances were he may never come across the guy again.

      Nat shivered again. This time he detected there was something wrong. Reaching out, he grasped her arm. The heat coming off her body was palpable through the thin throw. Rather than mention it, he took another tactic.

      “You look exhausted. You need to lie down and get some rest.”

      She didn’t argue, but started to slump over. Griff caught her as she tried to curl up on the floor. “No. Get on the couch. You can sleep on the couch.”

      “What about you?” she murmured.

      “I’ll stay by the fire and keep it going. It’s probably going to get very cold tonight, so we’ll stay in here where it’s the warmest.”

      Nat managed to answer with a slight smile as he helped her onto the sofa. She rolled onto her side, facing the fireplace, and closed her eyes, and was out like a light within seconds.

      He placed a hand to her cheek, then checked the back of her neck. It confirmed his suspicion. She was sick, and he doubted there was anything in the house he could give her to help bring her fever down. Nevertheless, he went into the bathroom to check the medicine cabinet. Grabbing a bottle of ibuprofen, he snagged the comforter and quilt off the king-size bed and took them back to the front room. He set the bottle on the floor beside the sofa and spread the quilt over Nat before laying the comforter on the floor between the woman and the fireplace. Once he had replenished the fire, he placed the screen in front of it and settled down himself, prepared to face a long night watching and waiting. For what, he had no idea. But the thought was terrifying.
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      A thunderous boom brought Griff immediately to attention. He hadn’t intentionally fallen asleep, but realized he must have. He checked Nat, but the woman appeared not to have heard it. In fact, she didn’t appear to have moved at all since she’d laid down. His eyes studied her, looking for some sign of breathing. Seeing the slight movement of the throw reassured him.

      He checked the fire. It had burned down considerably, which told him he’d been out of it for a few hours. It needed replenishing, but that could wait until he figured out what had awakened him.

      Another boom reverberated through the air. This time he pinpointed it coming from the northwest. Griff winced as his body tensed in anticipation. The noise sounded too much like exploding artillery, or the repercussions coming off an IED. It took him another second to clear his head of the visions suddenly barraging him before he was able to get to his feet. He’d feed the fire more logs after he checked outside. Hopefully it was nothing more than an approaching thunderstorm.

      The full moon illuminated the snow, giving it that pretty sparkly effect he always enjoyed viewing. Pushing the blackout curtains aside, he tried to see further to the north, but the tree in the next door neighbor’s yard blocked the view. He unlocked the front door and quickly stepped onto the porch.

      The wind had died down, but the air was definitely chillier. He
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