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      As the world descends into chaos, one woman will do anything to find her daughter…

      Shannon Grayson is a tough-as-nails long-haul truck driver. But her life is turned upside down when a massive electromagnetic blast hits North America while she’s unloading cargo at the South-Central Retail Supercenter, demolishing the power grid.

      Now she’s trapped inside the sprawling building, along with dozens of other survivors. And no one is coming to their rescue. Without power, the world outside begins to collapse. Shannon is determined to escape and find her daughter—they haven’t seen each other since Shannon entered witness protection five years ago, but when SHTF her momma-bear drive takes over.

      But first, she must survive this ordeal…

      Eight hundred miles away is Dennis Sullivan, Shannon’s witness protection officer who swore to protect her and her daughter, and he’s a man of his word. He’ll battle through the ruins of America to reunite with them and ensure their safety.

      Desperation quickly turns to terror as Shannon and the others realize there’s no way out of the locked-down supercenter. They’ll have to depend on each other to survive. 

      In the world gone mad, the only people they can trust—and the only people they need to fear—are each other…
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            SHANNON GRAYSON

          

        

      

    

    
      The pump made a heavy, dull clunking sound as it turned off, and Shannon Grayson scowled at it as she finished recording the relevant numbers into her logbook.

      Seven hundred thirty-six dollars and change for a full tank. She could remember when fueling a semi-truck had cost half that, when that kind of money would have been enough to buy her fuel and groceries, plus pay a good chunk of her bills. At least the money for today came off a corporate expense card for Cross Country Southwest Trucking rather than out of her wallet.

      Shannon hauled the pump from the tank and stuffed it back in the handle storage position, then snapped the tank closed. She heaved herself into the cab of her truck. A stray breeze sneaked over the door and teased the black hair gathered back into a ponytail at the nape of her neck, bringing with it the smell of diesel and old garbage.

      She wrinkled her nose and yanked the heavy door shut, then stowed her logbook and latched her seat belt before she cranked the engine. The old diesel grumbled and roared to life, and Shannon went through the process of guiding her truck out of the truck stop parking lot and onto the highway. Shannon reached out and flicked the radio on, listening to the national radio station she always tuned into during her mornings on the road with half an ear as she guided the truck down the highway toward her destination.

      “Tensions continue to escalate overseas, with the White House responding to stalled peace talks in the Middle East. With rumors of a potential bioweapon or nuclear attack on the horizon, we go now to Alex Sanchez, reporting live from the streets of Jerusalem.”

      Shannon tuned the voice out as she drove the last few miles, using the radio as background noise, the truck rumbling along at an easy 55 to 60 miles per hour. A sign saying Speed Limit 75 slid through her field of vision, and Shannon ignored it with practiced ease, knowing from experience that the tag saying “Caution: trailer speed limit is 60 mph for safety” was every bit as important as the bullet point above it saying “Caution! Vehicle makes wide turns.”

      Twenty minutes later, the Oklahoma South Central Retail Supercenter came into view, a large sprawl of a building plopped in the center of a vast concrete expanse in the middle of nowhere. The parking lot already held a surprising number of cars despite the early hour and the fact that the store had opened a mere half hour before. But, well, when the store sold pretty much anything and everything, then she supposed there was always someone in need of something at any hour.

      Shannon carefully guided her truck around toward the back of the store, to the loading and unloading zone. She half-listened as the weather report was broken by a Special News Bulletin.

      “Disaster is unfolding in Washington, DC. As White House correspondent Jeremy Coburn reported, there was a bright flash in the sky. We’re waiting to hear more from Jeremy, but government agencies in cities around the capital are reporting massive breakdowns in technology. Cars have stopped functioning, leading to hundreds of crashes, and even basic…have stopped…electronics…dying…all over…”

      The announcement cut out in a harsh crackle of static. Shannon winced and pawed at the console until she managed to connect with the knob to turn the radio off.

      Technology breakdown in Washington. That would have the politicians and the National Guard up in arms, but it had nothing to do with her. Shannon shrugged, then focused her attention on rounding the last corner to the loading zone.

      There were two other trucks in line ahead of her. Shannon scowled, annoyed but not surprised. She’d known other trucks might arrive first. It was the risk she’d taken, stopping to fill up her tank before finishing her run. On the plus side, she wouldn’t be stuck waiting for gas afterward, when there were likely to be more trucks on the road—and more trucks and cars at the truck stop. The time spent waiting now meant she could buy a cup of coffee or tea inside and get something that didn’t taste like oil-tainted paint thinner or grass-flavored water.

      She pulled into one of the long truck parking spaces near the loading and unloading bays and shut the truck down before grabbing her jacket, bag, and phone. Its screen blinked up at her. There were three calls from an unfamiliar number and over half a dozen missed calls from a number labeled D.S.

      Her scowl this time was much more heartfelt.

      D.S.—Dennis Sullivan, her stubborn, irritating, and overly irritable Witness Protection officer. Why he was calling her so insistently when they’d had their weekly check-in a few days ago, she’d no idea. She called him back, but the call dropped before he even picked up. With a sigh, she stuffed the phone into the pocket of her denim jacket, slid her arms into the sleeves, and picked up the clipboard with her paperwork on it. She’d have to try him again later. She closed and locked the cab then began making her way around to the main entrance of the store. She knew from long experience that this store didn’t let people come through the service entrances unless they wore an employee badge.

      She made her way around the end of the building and through the sliding automatic double doors of the nearest entrance. Just inside was a young twenty-something man with faint smudges under his eyes, an over-bright smile, and a name tag saying “Rick.” Shannon pegged him as a college student surviving on coffee and too little sleep while working to pay his tuition.

      She moved toward him. “I need the manager.”

      The young man’s face fell, and she belatedly realized how the request likely sounded. She held up her clipboard. “I’ve got a truck out back. Need him to sign off on the delivery of dry grocery goods.”

      Rick’s expression cleared with visible relief. “Oh! Mr. Mochire is somewhere around here, I think. That’s Noah Mochire—our day shift general manager. I can have someone page him if you need me to.”

      There was no guarantee that having the man paged would be any faster than finding him herself. She shook her head. “Noah Mochire?”

      “Yes ma’am.” Rick nodded.

      She knew where the management offices were and headed in that general direction, detouring toward the freestanding coffee shop near the front doors. She spent ten minutes in line, picking up a medium chai latte to offset the chill of the morning and provide a much-needed dose of caffeine. Cup in hand, she strolled down the row between the grocery area and the clothing section, eyes traveling over the selection in the women’s department as she made a mental list of what she might want to pick up before she got back on the road. She needed new jeans, and maybe a new shirt or two. Or three. And more shampoo and soap. Hotel and travel stop soaps worked well enough, but she liked to use gentler or scented products on occasion.

      There were plenty of jeans, as long as she could find a pair of size 10 petite with a comfortable waistline. Plenty of shirts in every size, so she’d have no problem with that. Maybe she’d pick up some socks and other essentials while she was at it.

      The cup was half emptied by the time she made her way to the back. Clipboard in hand, she stood outside the office and peeked through the half-shuttered windows to see if there was anyone inside. She caught sight of a middle-aged man with short brown hair that had probably been neatly brushed at the beginning of the shift working away at stacks of paperwork. His pale-blue shirt had a silver badge clipped to it with the name “Noah,” and a dark-brown tie was knotted neatly at his throat.

      Shannon took the time to finish her drink and toss the cup in a nearby trash can before she knocked firmly on the door. There was a muffled “Enter.”

      Shannon shoved the door open. “Got the manifest for the dry goods truck for you to sign for.”

      Mochire waved her inside with a distracted manner, not even looking up. “Yes, yes, of course, give it to me and I’ll sign it so you can take it to the stocking team. But they’ve got other trucks to unload…spring break deliveries and the beginning of the summer season and the inventory build-up for the coming spring holidays. You’ll have to wait your turn. Unless you’ve got perishables?” He looked up sharply. “Do you have perishables?”

      Shannon squashed a surge of irritation at having to repeat herself. “Nonrefrigerated groceries and dry goods.”

      “Fine. Fine. I’ll put in a call.” Noah Mochire took her clipboard and began scanning it. Shannon waited, controlling her impatience with an effort. She knew she’d be waiting, but she didn’t particularly want to be waiting in Mochire’s office. She’d never gotten along well with paper pushers. Too straightlaced and stuffy.

      Noah finally scrawled his signature across the last page on the appropriate line and shoved the clipboard back in her direction. “Take it around to the loading bay.”

      Shannon made a wordless, vaguely assenting noise and took the clipboard, glad to leave the cramped, small office and Mochire, who looked to her like the poster boy for “Corporate Stooge and Desk Jockey.”

      Outside Noah’s office, she tugged her phone free of her pocket. Time to try to get through to Dennis again. She wished he’d just left a message, but that was one of the things Dennis was a real stickler about. He didn’t leave messages that might clue someone in to her status and location—or his—if she happened to lose the phone or someone else happened to go snooping.

      She heaved an irritated breath and hit the speed dial on her phone. Dennis was the first number listed.

      The phone rang once, then the ringing died into hissing, crackling static. Shannon jerked the phone back from her ear with a flinch as the cell phone died with another crackling buzz. Another dropped call, but this one was different from before.

      The lights flickered then, and a high-pitched whine split the air, followed seconds later by the scream of every alarm in the building. The sound was deafening and painful and made Shannon duck her head and slap her hands over her ears.

      Noah Mochire darted out of his office. “What on earth is happening?!”

      With another shrieking surge, everything died—the alarms with a wailing screech that set Shannon’s teeth on edge and the lights with the popping crackle of blown bulbs and fuses. Emergency lighting flickered throughout the store, unsteady as candles in the wind.

      Noah yelped in terror, and Shannon’s heartrate accelerated to a pounding tempo as adrenaline flooded through her body.

      Employees came from the rooms across the hallway leading to the emergency exit. One of them ran up to Noah. “What should we do?”

      Noah looked around, and Shannon could tell he wasn’t used to dealing with anything like this. “All right, no one panic. But let’s head outside for now so we can clean up the glass and see about getting the power back on. I need maintenance to tell us what’s going on around here.”

      The employees, including Noah Mochire, scattered like startled pigeons in a park, and the few customers close to the employee break area rushed for the front of the store and the exits.

      “Lemmings.” Shannon swore and spun toward the emergency exit instead. To her dismay, the door had an electronic latch mechanism, and it wouldn’t respond to her attempts to open it. It was as fried and fritzed as everything else.

      Shannon turned on her heel and headed toward the front of the store with the rest of the mob. She’d just head to her truck and wait until things settled down.

      As she pushed her way toward the doors, dodging frightened patrons and partially filled carts in the dim lighting, the cell phone and clipboard were a dead weight in her hands. While she should’ve been paying attention to what was happening around her, she couldn’t help but think about those missed calls from earlier.

      Why was Dennis calling? She gripped the cell phone even tighter in her hand. Was there a problem with Kim? What other reason could it be?
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            DENNIS SULLIVAN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blasted, stubborn, uncontrollable, uncooperative woman!” Dennis Sullivan hung up the phone with a scowl and resisted the urge to hurl it across the room, setting it down forcefully on his desk instead. “Why won’t you pick up your phone when you’re supposed to?”

      Shannon Grayson, formerly Sarah Nakamura, was by far the most frustrating, stubborn woman he’d ever had the fortune—or misfortune—of working with.

      She had a moral streak he could admire and a streak of grit and courage he respected. Not many women in her position would have testified against their husbands on the tangled case of gangs, drug runners, and murder she’d been caught up in. He might have liked her had she not been so sullenly determined to do everything on her own. Stubborn, silent, and utterly uncompromising in her insistence on playing lone wolf.

      She was altogether too frustrating, and nothing he did or offered to do seemed to make her more cooperative. The only thing she cared about, aside from her own safety, was her daughter Kim.

      That reminded him—Kim had called him three times in the past day. He’d not listened to the messages yet, too busy trying to get a hold of Shannon. Dennis grunted and heaved himself out of his chair, thumbing his phone to voice mail and replaying the first of the unheard messages waiting for him under the caller ID of K.N.—D2SG. He limped toward his bathroom for a dose of his meds to ease the growing ache in his hip.

      “Hi, Dennis. Just wanted to know if you’d heard from my mom. Wanted to know how she’s doing, since it’s been a month or so since you last checked in with any news about her.”

      Click. Second message.

      “Hi, Dennis. Look, I don’t know if I’m supposed to be calling you about this, but there’s a bunch of rumors going around campus about escalating tensions and possible bombs being dropped, and then there was this guy in a suit trying to ask me questions about—look, if something’s going on, I need to know.”

      Dennis scowled as he reached his bathroom medicine cabinet and yanked it open, pulling out the bottle of OxyContin and twisting the cap off. There were only enough pills left to hold him for three, maybe four days. He made a note to head to the pharmacy and pick up more before he dumped one pill into his hand and dry-swallowed it, grimacing at the sharp, unpleasant aftertaste.

      He knew what the man in the suit would have been asking about, just as he suspected he knew the man’s name. Carlos Grenamead.

      Carlos Grenamead was the reason he’d been trying to call Shannon, though perhaps he ought to have called Kim first, as she was the easier of the two to get in touch with and most likely the first person Grenamead had reached out to.

      He ought to have listened to the messages earlier and called back to tell her the truth, but he’d thought Shannon needed the information first. She was the one he was actually supposed to be protecting.

      Was. The word felt bitter, even in his thoughts. Was—the key word describing his current relationship with Shannon Grayson and her daughter. He was their case worker and protector, the marshal assigned to monitor their situation and make sure they were safe. That responsibility now belonged to Carlos Grenamead, courtesy of the indefinite unpaid leave the higher-ups had put Dennis on three days earlier.

      Indefinite unpaid leave for reason of suspected opioid addiction and abuse of pain pills. That was what the official notice had said, and pretty much word for word what his boss had said when Dennis had tried to protest the decision.

      Dennis snorted. Addiction? Abuse of meds? The muscles in my hip are a shredded, barely healed mess, and there’s bits of metal stuck in them among the scar tissue. Of course I take pain medication! And they knew I was on the meds when they accepted my transfer from the Marines.

      That was what really grated. He rubbed at his hip, feeling the rough pressure of the scars where, five and a half years ago, an IED had put enough shrapnel into his hip to down a horse and come darn close to shredding things he couldn’t live without.

      It had gotten him a Purple Heart, an honorable medical discharge, and a few weeks of physical therapy to learn how to walk again once the muscles healed enough to allow it, followed by a transfer to the US Marshals and the Federal Witness Protection Program, specifically a small office based in Hopkinsville, Kentucky.

      His first case – and his most important – had been Sarah Atkinson, formerly Sarah Nakamura, witness to a murder with gang ties and drug dealer connections. He’d helped relocate the woman under the new name Shannon Grayson, and taken her teenage daughter under his watch. Five years of association had made them close – not friends, not really, but possibly the closest thing to friends or family he had. The bonds forged by Shannon’s necessary isolation, and Kim’s need for a stable guiding figure had brought them closer than most agents got to their charges.

      Some people might have questioned his focus on his duty, but to Dennis, it made sense. His parents had passed away while he was in the Marines, and he had no siblings. He no longer talked much with the men of his former unit, because it reminded him of what he’d lost. He’d decided, when he was transferred, that he would be the best Marshal and protector he could be, and he’d devoted all his energy to that goal – and to recovering his strength.

      He’d thought he might eventually get his life back together and get back into the field full time at some point—until last year. He’d been on his way home from work, just days after his active duty evaluation, when a drunk driver had T-boned the driver’s side of his car. The impact had broken his pelvis and shredded his hip a second time, as well as jolting his spine out of alignment. The end result had been months of renewed rehab and the polite but firm decision to permanently retire him to desk duty. It had been a painful decision for him to hear, and he was still coming to terms with it.

      But apparently none of that, nor his years of dedicated service in combat prior to his first injury, was enough to earn him any consideration. One rumor of “opioid dependency” and “drug addiction,” and he’d been taken off the job and sent on unpaid leave until he could manage to “get his head on straight.”

      He’d thought nothing could be worse than being transferred to some desk jockey position, but less than twenty-four hours stuck at home on enforced leave had revealed how wrong he was. Even paper pushing and frustrating phone calls were better than staring at his walls, wondering where he’d gone wrong and how he was supposed to fix something that wasn’t even a problem in the first place. And the icing on the cake: he couldn’t even reach his primary protectee to tell her what had happened!

      Shannon would never trust someone like Grenamead, especially without Dennis explaining the situation to her first and giving her Carlos’s name, description, and bona fides. She’d probably be in the wind the minute Carlos tried to contact her, assuming it was some sort of trick designed to lure her out of Witness Protection and into a situation where people with connections to her ex-husband could get to her. Heaven help the poor sod if he’d tried to contact her already, though with any luck, Shannon would be ignoring his calls as much as she was apparently ignoring Dennis’s.

      For that matter, he wasn’t entirely sure Kim hadn’t bolted after the first time she met the agent. Kim Nakamura was less paranoid and difficult than her mother, but that didn’t make her the naive or trusting sort. Sure, she’d been stubborn and refused to go into Witness Protection with her mother, insisting her father would never hurt her, but Dennis wasn’t so sure about all of that.

      He needed to call Kim and tell her what was going on before he tried to get a hold of Shannon again. Dennis capped the pill bottle and limped back out to the room that served as his home office.

      He was dialing Kim’s number when the phone’s signal bar plummeted to zero. Dennis frowned. A network crash? Now?

      With a buzzing whine, his phone died, and all the lights in his apartment flickered just as the sound of squealing tires echoed from outside his window. Dennis yanked the cord on his blinds as the lights in his apartment failed completely with sputtering little pops, like something had overloaded every individual circuit all at once and blown all the breakers.

      Out in the street, two cars skidded into each other with uncontrolled violence, the crunch of impacting metal and fiberglass loud enough to make his teeth ache.

      The first two cars hadn’t even stopped skidding in a horrible parody of a NASCAR crash before another plowed into them with a similar lack of control. The smashed, shattered tangle of the wreck careened into a car parked at the curb, shoving it over the concrete onto the sidewalk in a screaming, screeching crunch of metal that put him in mind of a recycling compactor smashing a thousand soda cans while someone scraped nails over the world’s largest chalkboard next to it.

      It didn’t look real. It was like watching one of those videos in virtual reality or experiencing one of the vividly terrifying fever dreams he’d had in the early days of his recovery, when contamination from the shrapnel had made him ill for almost a week.

      That wasn’t the end of it. Every car that had been in motion on the road outside his home had gone out of control, resulting in a horrible pile-up that sprawled the width of the two-lane road and several yards along the length of it. It was broken up by short stretches of clear pavement that only led to other piles of scrunched-together cars.

      Even inside his apartment, he could hear the screams of people outside. He didn’t even think, just ran for the cupboard where he kept his first aid kit. With the network down, he couldn’t call 911. He’d have to play first responder while waiting for the real ones to arrive. Hopefully someone else has service enough to get through. What in the blue blazes is going on? Accidents happen, but has everyone on the road gone mad?

      His eyes flicked to the now-useless bulbs in his light fixtures, and he took in the lack of humming electricity in the background. The sound was conspicuous in its absence.

      The downed phone network. The complete destruction of everything electrically powered in his dwelling. The cars gone out of control on the road. One or two of those at the same time, or on the same day, might be considered bad luck.

      All three in the span of ten minutes? Bad luck didn’t even begin to cover it. Or as one of his drill instructors had once said: One problem’s bad luck. Two’s trouble. And if it’s more than that, Marine, then you are seriously fubar’d, and you’d better start figuring out how to fix it. The drill instructor had added a few more expletives, of course, but the sentiment was still valid. And from where Dennis was standing, at the very least, everyone on his block was in big trouble.

      Dennis limped to his desk and unlocked the bottom-left drawer to retrieve the 9mm pistol that served as his off-duty weapon, slid it and his utility knife into his belt with the holster clip, and grabbed his old camo jacket to go over his dark green polo shirt and jeans.

      He double-checked to be sure he’d picked up everything he needed, including a spare ammo clip that went into a jacket pocket with his pills. Then he walked to the front hall and scooped up his wallet and his keys.

      Something was going on, and whatever it was, it was bad. Dennis fully intended to figure it out, but he had other priorities: help the people who were trapped in the crashed vehicles—those he could reach or provide assistance to. Then figure out how bad the disaster was, what had caused it, and what the effects were. After that, he could formulate a plan of action.

      Somewhere in there, he’d have to see if he could find a way to contact Shannon and Kim to find out if they’d run into similar problems. Especially Shannon: as a trucker, if she’d been running that big rig of hers and encountered the same phenomenon that had caused the horrendous crash outside his home…

      He shoved the thought aside, deliberately leaving it unfinished. Whatever might or might not have happened to his charges, there was nothing he could do for either of them at the moment, not until he had more information and a plan to deal with whatever was going on.
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      The little rat in his cell was chattering again, muttering to himself about something or other. Andre couldn’t have cared less about what the little, rodent-faced man was going on about, but the noise was irritating to him. Besides, it broke a rule he thought he’d established very firmly in the man’s mind.

      Andre made the rules for their shared cell. He decided when there was silence and when there was talking, along with who slept where, who had the first dibs on the toilet or anything else, and who did what, and when. Anything Andre didn’t agree to or didn’t like had better stop or disappear, fast. Unless his cellmate wanted Andre to take care of it—and Andre had made it very clear what would happen if he had to take care of anything.

      Andre set a callused forefinger into his book to mark the page he was reading then closed the cover. When that didn’t get the man to shut up, Andre very deliberately raised his head and pinned the man with a silent, expressionless stare.

      The man caught sight of Andre’s expression and blanched, shuddering under his gaze as he scuttled back to press himself into the farthest corner he could reach. “S-s-sorry, Andre.” His mouth snapped shut on the last word with an audible click.

      Andre smirked, the barest hint of a malicious grin curling one corner of his mouth and making the man flinch again. The skinny man’s hands moved in an aborted gesture to shield his face before he stilled, likely remembering the futility of the gesture and what defiance, or the appearance of it, would get him.

      Good. He knew his place. Perhaps the lesson about keeping his silence hadn’t quite sunk in yet, but others evidently had, if the way he huddled in on himself and raised one hand to rub the bridge of his nose were any indications.

      Andre was rather proud of the nose. It had taken four tries to break it badly enough that the medical attendees in the prison infirmary couldn’t set it back to straight. The permanently crooked ridge of scar tissue and misshaped cartilage the man sported now would be an excellent reminder against speaking out against Andre’s wishes in the future. It did mean the man snored loudly, but Andre found the sound soothing, like a lullaby to remind him of the power he held over his cellmate and anyone else who might otherwise have protested.

      Not to mention it would provide a subtle but meaningful warning to anyone in Mississippi State Penitentiary who thought they could defy or challenge Andre. It wasn’t something older inmates or guards needed reminding of often, but the occasional fresh meat or new employee sometimes got…ideas.

      Andre tilted his head and flipped the book open again to the marked page. It was a self-help book, and he found the author remarkably naive, but it did give him some ideas of his own, which he quite enjoyed pondering in the long hours inside his cell. If the occasional inspector or senior warden happened to see him reading these books and think he was “improving himself” and “reforming,” well, he wasn’t about to ignore the potential benefits of such assumptions.

      And if noted “experts” in self-improvement were encouraging him to “find his passions” and make use of his “natural talents,” well, who was he to argue? He was only too happy to follow the good advice the authors offered up, though he rather suspected they’d disagree with his interpretation of their suggestions. That was their problem, not his.

      The lights flickered, and Andre looked up with interest. Flickering lights were a rarity at the prison.

      A low hum, just barely at the edge of hearing, filled the air, the lights glowing brighter and sharper for a split second. Then, with no more warning than that, every light in the cell block blew with a loud popping sound and explosions of sparks. Andre’s cellmate gave a little shriek and cowered against the far wall.

      The corridor filled with the red flashing emergency lights, and the sirens blared their warning. Shouts filled the corridor—prisoner exclamations and barked orders from the guards filled the air in a lower-octave counterpoint to the shrieking of the alarms.

      “Lockdown! Lockdown! Everyone back in your cells! Move it, you ingrates! Back in your cells now!” The orders boomed along the corridors, an undercurrent of grumbling and discontent humming underneath and following in their wake.

      There was another popping sound and a low, screeching tone like tearing aluminum. The emergency lights and sirens died abruptly, plunging the cell block into a dimness broken only by the morning sunlight coming through the narrow grated windows.

      An unnerving echo fell. The yells of the guards and the grumbles of prisoners as they were herded back into their cells resonated too loudly against the absence of the hum of lights. All along the block, doors clanged into place, followed by the clinking of keys in locks.

      The rumbling of discontent increased in volume, and one of the guards rattled a riot stick along the bars. “Quiet down! Quiet down! Hands to yourselves and away from the bars, you scum!”

      The grumbling rose to a higher pitch, then dropped. The guard continued to shout orders as he traversed the row of cells. Andre recognized him now that his voice was standing out clearer. Jackson. He snorted. Jackson was a dull little nobody, too straightlaced to play the power games that were part of prison life and too jaded to stop anyone else from doing so, and therefore barely worth paying any attention to.

      “Gentlemen—and I use the term in the loosest sense possible—we are on lockdown! There has been an unexplained power outage! We are looking into the matter, but until it is resolved, lockdown will remain in effect! We will enforce it! You have been warned!”

      A louder rumble of discontent echoed through the walls. Andre felt one corner of his mouth turn up in a smile.

      Anything that disrupted a prison’s routine was asking for an incident. And a power outage?

      The lack of light would make it easier for inmates to sneak contraband around and hide items in their cells. Lack of electricity meant cell doors could be jimmied open so much easier, and locks picked. None of the electronic surveillance or control measures would be working until the power came back up.

      Then there were the issues of collapsing basic facilities. No air conditioning. No hot water. Minimal ability to cook food. The refrigeration in the mess hall would be failing, with all that food in the fridge that needed to be disposed of. And who knew what troubles there would be in the infirmary?

      The longer the power was down, the more frustrated and edgy the guards would get, and their tensions would make them harsher with the prisoners. Meanwhile, the prisoners themselves would also grow more and more wound up and irritable as their usual meal interactions and yard times were curtailed.

      A power outage that lasted for several hours could create some very interesting situations. The tensions wouldn’t settle to their normal levels for several days, even if the power was restored without incident.

      If the power wasn’t restored in a timely manner? If the power remained off for longer than a few hours? For longer than a day, or even as long as a week?

      Andre could think of several interesting opportunities such a scenario might offer. Including, perhaps, the possibility of escape.

      Andre grinned a little more and set his book aside, folding his arms behind his head as he watched the restless chaos stewing outside his cell door. The book would wait, and he didn’t have good reading light anyway. Even if he did, the scenarios unfolding in the prison were far more interesting than any self-interested, halfhearted meanderings by self-proclaimed experts in personal development.

      He was looking forward to seeing how the situation would unfold and—even better—how he could take advantage of it to fulfill some long-cherished personal goals. The tensions that were already rising within the prison walls had the potential to develop into some wonderfully chaotic situations and any number of opportunities.

      The self-help books did say it was a good idea to have personal goals and a plan for fulfilling them, after all.
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            SHANNON GRAYSON

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Shannon made it halfway to the front doors, she was completely engulfed in chaos. There were shoppers with carts, employees with various items, and everyone talking over each other in a chorus of babbling shouts.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Is it a tornado? Are we in danger?”

      “I need to check out my items!”

      “Someone explain what’s going on!”

      “Order! Order, please! Please exit in an orderly manner, ladies and gentlemen!”

      “Leave your carts by the front doors or next to the registers please!”

      She thought the last one was the manager, Noah Mochire.

      In front of her, a middle-aged man in a blue uniform shirt labeled “Ducky’s Pool Service” shoved brutally past an older, grizzled-looking gentleman and knocked him into a rack full of shirts. The man stumbled and toppled to the floor amid a welter of shirts and hangers with a pained cry.

      Shannon stumbled to a stop and bent to help him. The man struggled, flailing at the cloth, and Shannon placed a calming hand on his shoulder. “Relax. Give me a moment.”

      The man stopped thrashing, and Shannon started pulling the shirts and metal hangers aside and tossing them away. Once he was free of the entangling cloth, she helped him into a sitting position, and he gasped out a breathless, “Thank you.”

      An older gentleman in a working man’s outfit, with dark skin and a build that would have made a professional linebacker jealous, stopped beside them. He paused and held out a hand to the gentleman she was assisting. “Come on, we need to get out of the store.” His voice was deep, smooth, and oddly calm. It helped Shannon’s nerves settle a bit.

      Together she and the stranger helped the older man to his feet, and the three of them resumed their efforts to make it to the front doors amid the panicking throng without getting knocked into the shelves or to the floor.

      They were just passing the registers when there was a high-pitched whining sound. The emergency lights flared once then crackled and went out like torches doused in water. Someone screamed, and a second later, there was a terrified shout from ahead of all of them. “The storm doors are coming down!”

      The milling crowd burst into a mob of running figures, half still trying to push their carts and carry their baskets with them regardless of whether they’d paid, and half abandoning their purchases to scramble toward the disappearing rectangles of light that marked the entrances and exits.

      Shannon cleared the registers, swept along in the throng, and saw the young greeter, Rick, go down in the pushing, shoving bodies. He crashed to the ground with a terrified cry as people stampeded around and over him. The sound turned into a high-pitched, breathless cry of pain as someone kicked him hard in the ribs, and a nearly visible wave of panic swept the crowd in an ever-widening ring around him. People nearby reacted to his scream with renewed fear and efforts to get away.

      “Please! Exit in an orderly manner! Please! You don’t need to push…just a temporary measure…I can’t allow you to leave if you have items you haven’t paid for…Ooomph!” Noah Mochire, white-faced and clearly as terrified as everyone else, staggered as he was elbowed aside by a hefty woman carrying a basket full of bags of chips, a box of snack cakes, and a two-liter bottle of soda.

      The storm shutters crashed into place with resonating thuds, stopping people in their tracks. Several of the front runners in the crowd plowed into the doors, creating a brief cacophony of thumps as they impacted the heavy metal and bounced back, followed by shouts as they careened into the milling people just behind them. Shannon hoped none of them had been too badly injured.

      The doors were a lost cause, too jammed with people even if the storm doors had still been open. Shannon stopped and crouched by Rick, who was still panting breathlessly on the floor. “You okay?”

      “Got the wind knocked out of me.” The young man wheezed, coughed, then slowly uncurled from the ball he’d rolled himself into. “I think someone broke my hand.”

      In the dim light coming around the edges of the window shutters, one hand was swollen and darker than the other, at least to Shannon. She wasn’t a doctor, but she’d seen injuries before, and she thought the kid might be right.

      She helped him into a sitting position and folded the injured arm up against his chest. “Keep it like that until it can be looked at.” He nodded, white-faced and shaky as Shannon helped him to his feet.

      It was hard to see through the press of bodies and the dim lighting, but she could hear just fine. Panicked muttering and a strident voice she recognized as the manager.

      “Everyone, please, remain calm! Remain calm! I assure you, the situation is only temporary. Everything will be taken care of soon. Please, remain calm, and step away from the storm doors for your own safety. If you have purchases you still need to pay for, please take them to a register to be identified!”

      “Groceries be hanged! What’s going on out there?” Another voice came out of the crowd, harsh with fear and anger.

      “Nothing to worry about, I assure you. It will all be taken care of shortly, I’m sure. Please, calm yourselves. Take any unpaid for items back to the registers. If you have no purchases to pay for, then please find a place to wait until the situation is resolved! Do not panic. I repeat, do not panic.”

      Shannon snorted. Don’t panic. As if he isn’t as scared as everyone else in this place and about ready to jump out of his skin. He’d be long gone if he could have made it to the doors before the shutters came down, or if he’d thought to unlock the emergency exits.

      As if to echo her thoughts, the large dark-skinned man who’d helped her before made a disbelieving noise. “Don’t panic. Not the best thing to say to a crowd of trapped people, especially when you’re bleating like a terrified sheep yourself.”

      She considered ignoring the man, but he was taller than she was, and that meant he had a better view and more information. “How many people, do you think?”

      “Can’t get a good count in this light, but I’d guess more than fifty, less than a hundred. Storm doors coming down means we’re all gonna be stuck here for a while.” A worried note crept into his smooth, calm voice. “But the emergency lights and backup generators should be running by now.”

      Shannon felt herself go still. She’d seen some of the twenty-four-hour emergency lights blow when…whatever it was had happened, but there were supposed to be backup power and light sources. What about manual controls for the storm doors? What about the systems put in place for disasters? She didn’t know much about Oklahoma, aside from its general location and size, but she knew it was in the middle of what was often called Tornado Alley. Didn’t they have contingencies in place, like California supposedly did for earthquakes and Florida and South Texas for hurricanes? Not just systems to provide added protections like the storm shutters, but ways to reverse them if a big storm took out the power in a widespread area. No one would want to be trapped for the weeks she’d heard it could take for power and basic functions to be restored to an area after a big storm.

      Speaking of storms, there had been no sign of one when she’d been driving up. The sky had been clear, and the weather forecast had been blue skies and moderate temperatures for days to come. There hadn’t even been much of a wind blowing. So what had blown the power and triggered the emergency features of the building?

      “My phone’s dead!” The frightened yelp dragged her out of her thoughts and brought her attention back to Rick. The young man had dragged his phone from his pocket and was pressing buttons with his good hand, swiping at the screen in a futile effort to produce a response. “This doesn’t make sense. I had a full battery when I came to work, and it lasts over eighteen hours, even when I’m using it a lot!” He looked up at her with wide eyes. “I can’t even call 911!”

      A cold chill went down Shannon’s spine. She remembered her own phone losing signal just before the lights and emergency sirens had gone crazy. She dragged the device from her pocket. The screen was blank, and not even pressing the power button multiple times produced any result. She might as well be holding a brick.

      Beside her, the big man stuffed his own device back into a pocket of his worn jeans. “Maybe that manager fellow can get through on the store land line.”

      “With the power out?” That observation came from a sharp-faced fellow nearby who’d evidently been listening to them while watching the chaos near the storm shutters, which several men were futilely attempting to pry open. “Not very likely, I don’t think.” He shook his head. “Looks like we’re stopped here for a while.” He glanced in their direction. “Connor McDermott. I was dropping off the manifest for a truckload of equipment when the lights flickered.”

      Shannon blinked. He must be the driver of one of the two trucks she’d seen in line ahead of her. She wondered where the other driver was, or if they’d made it out.

      “Bill Wheeler.” The tall, muscular man who’d helped Shannon earlier nodded cordially, shaking Connor’s smaller hand in his own almost plate-sized one. “Friends down at the mechanic’s yard in Caddo call me Little Bill. Like Little John in Robin Hood.” His voice was full of good humor, despite the situation they were all in. Shannon even felt one corner of her mouth curling up in a reluctant smile as she nodded.

      Rick even laughed a bit. “That’s cool.” He waved his good hand with a weak grin. “I’m Rick Corman.”

      “Shannon Grayson.” Shannon offered a curt nod of her head. Her gaze flickered to the milling crowd, babbling away in the front of the store as they either worked pointlessly at trying to pry the storm doors open or surrounded Mochire with questions. The man looked like a sheep surrounded by hungry wild dogs. At another time, she might have felt sympathy for the man.

      She had other problems to think about. For example, how long was the power going to be out? How long were they all going to be stuck in the building? What was going to happen to all of them if the emergency services didn’t arrive any time in the near future?

      No power and closed storm doors meant minimal light, no environmental controls, no refrigeration in the grocery areas, no power to the deli area for cooking or to the coffee shop for brewing coffee, no way to ring up groceries on the registers…did the restrooms need power to function?

      All of those were concerns, but nowhere near the highest worry on her mind.

      A power outage like this—what could have caused it? How far does it go? And what about Kim? Is Kim safe where she is? There were at least two people hurt here; what’ll happen to Kim if something similar happens to her? If I can’t contact Dennis, how do I make sure she’s safe?

      And what about Dennis? How am I supposed to check in on the next weekly call? What will he do if I can’t or don’t answer his calls soon? Would he know what’s going on?

      There were so many questions in her mind, but in the panic-filled air of the dimly lit store that had become their unexpected prison, she could find no answers.

      “Son of a…!” There was a shout of pain. “My fingers are⁠—”

      “He’s bleeding! Damn, we need some bandages, quick!” someone else shouted.

      Shannon shifted her position to look at the knot of people near the storm doors. She couldn’t see anything, however, and was forced to turn to Bill.

      “What happened?”

      The mechanic shrugged. “I can’t see much more than you, but it sounds like someone got his fingers caught in the doors and cut up pretty badly.”

      Someone broke free of the group by the storm doors and raced up to Noah. “Do you have an emergency medical kit? David was trying to pry the doors open, and his hand got pinched and cut open. He’s bleeding pretty badly.”

      Mochire flinched. “Oh, I’m afraid…maybe paper towels…I do have some paper towels…”

      “Paper towels? Dude, he’s bleeding worse than that!” The voice was young and frightened. “We need bandages—a lot of them, and maybe some gauze.” The young man turned around. The dim light obscured his features, especially from several yards away, but Shannon got the impression he was scanning the milling spectators and customers. “Does anyone have any medical experience? Is there a doctor in the building?”

      The clichéd line was almost enough to send Shannon into a bout of hysterical laughter, but she held it back.

      The crowd erupted into muttering and rising panic. Shannon felt nausea attempting to expel the chai latte she’d consumed earlier.

      No one was replying to the young man’s panicked shouts, and it was becoming clear that they had very little to work with—no power, no way out, no answers.
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      Within half an hour of leaving his home, Dennis had come to a few awful and inescapable conclusions. The first of which was that one man with an emergency medical kit was not nearly enough to deal with the carnage unfolding in the street. He wasn’t sure even a fleet of fully stocked ambulances would be enough to deal with the problem.

      The second was that one injured, crippled ex-Marine wasn’t much use in rescue efforts. He could break windows, cut seat belts, maybe offer a hand in stopping bleeding and bandaging wounds. But he couldn’t do anything more than that, not with his current physical limitations and the few tools he had with him.

      The scope of the disaster was terrible. Cars were piled all over the road in haphazard tangles of wreckage. Above the chaos in the street, telephone poles sprayed sparks and ominous smoke with dull popping sounds. Across the street, the AC unit beside his neighbor’s garage crackled, leaking smoke from the top and refrigerant from the side.

      People were coming out of their dark homes and businesses, drawn to the accident sites, as he limped farther into town.

      He’d known something bad had happened even before he went outside, but it was much worse than he’d imagined. Perhaps the most ominous part of it was that not one single location he passed showed any signs of power, not even emergency lights that should have run independent of the energy grid. There was no sign of any type of emergency response force. No ambulances, no police, no firetrucks. Not even the distant sound of sirens. With the disaster unfolding, Dennis realized they might not have reached his area yet. But still, the absence of any relief efforts outside of those steps individuals took for themselves was unusual. It added yet another element to the situation, creating a picture he wasn’t sure he liked.

      He stopped to help an older man out of a car. The man was shaken and bruised, but not badly hurt beyond possible complications of whiplash. He muttered to Dennis the whole time Dennis was helping him out of the vehicle and back to the relative safety of a nearby doorway.

      “What in the world is happening? I know…they said on the radio that something happened, bright lights over Washington…but Washington’s hundreds of miles from here…what’s going on?”

      “The world’s gone crazy, near as I can tell.” Dennis settled him on a bench. “We’re still working on it, but you’re safe now.”

      The old man looked at him with dazed eyes. “They said…there were rumors of an attack…were we attacked? Who would attack a place like this?”

      “I don’t know.” Dennis sighed. He clapped the old man on the shoulder one last time and waved at a woman on the street to come help. “I’m still looking for information.” He flashed his federal ID at her. “Can you help this man?”

      “Yes sir.” The young woman nodded and moved over to the old man. She started up a soothing litany of words as Dennis limped away. His mind was on what the old man had said.

      Bright lights over Washington. Rumors of an attack. He hadn’t been listening to the radio much over the past few days, too angry with his own situation to bother, but the words made him think.

      As a Marine and an officer of the US Federal Marshals, he’d heard rumors of potential dangers and attacks. Nukes, dirty bombs, chemical warfare, biohazard warfare, firebombs, EMP attacks—he’d been briefed on all of them at one time or another, along with every other man in uniform or on the job.

      A power grid failure and completely defunct phones—that sounded like an EMP, more or less. But he’d never heard any attack projection that included derailing ninety-five percent of the traffic on the roads. Most government concerns involved infrastructure failure as the computers governing power, water, sanitation, and other basic maintenance services went down, and alternate plans for protecting the political bigwigs had to be implemented. That and the breakdown of communications, given the loss of telephone networks and computer connections.

      He’d never encountered anything in the briefings that discussed the widespread failure of automobiles and what might happen in that scenario. There had been some discussion of how to deal with the loss of power to traffic lights and traffic cams, but nothing like this.

      How was anyone supposed to handle such a huge mess? And if it was this bad in a smallish town like Hopkinsville, what would it be like in the larger cities? What would it be like in Washington, DC?

      The thought made him feel cold inside, and he shivered at the idea of the carnage that must have resulted when the EMP waves hit the larger towns and the capital—and he was certain they had.

      There was a familiar corner coming up, and Dennis turned right, heading down the street toward the pharmacy where he usually picked up his pills. The scrip was in his pocket, and he might as well replenish his supply. With a disaster like this unfolding, there was no telling when he’d have another chance.

      By the time he’d reached the pharmacy, his watch—an old-fashioned wind-up analog that he’d bought with his first paycheck a lifetime ago—said an hour had passed since the first cars had crashed in front of his building. An hour, and total chaos filled the streets, with no signs of relief.

      Dennis limped the final yards to the pharmacy doors, then stopped, blinking in disbelief.

      He’d expected the lights to be off. But the doors were closed, locked, and latched, and there was no sign of anyone in the building—no signs of any life at all inside. The heavy window shades were down as far as they would go, and the CLOSED sign hung prominently in the middle of the door. There wasn’t even a note suggesting when the owner might return, and Johnny Mackentire was usually a stickler for routine and keeping people informed. It was one of the reasons Dennis liked the crusty old storekeeper. Johnny would have left a note, unless…

      Dennis felt a ball of ice forming in his stomach. Old Mackentire would have left a note, unless he didn’t think he would be coming back, or unless he didn’t know when he’d be back. Or—and the last possibility was one that made Dennis faintly sick—he’d never made it to the store.

      There was a good chance Mackentire was one of the casualties on the road, and there was no way Dennis could find him. He didn’t know where Johnny lived, or if he might have been out to breakfast, or buying a cup of coffee, or running an errand. There was no way to find the pharmacy owner, and no knowing when, or if, he’d ever turn up. Let alone whether he’d open the store.

      Dennis swallowed hard and stared at the heavy door and the shuttered windows. They were solid, of course they were, but… His hand strayed to the handle of his weapon, underneath his coat. He might not be in any shape to kick the door in or ram through the glass with his shoulder like he would have eight months ago, but he had his gun.

      How hard would it be? Blow the lock off the door and walk inside, or maybe shoot out a window to get in. With all the chaos in the streets, no one would pay any heed to the sounds of shattering glass, or even gunshots. They’d all think it was some other part of the unfolding disaster around them. If he picked up his shells and searched out his bullets afterward, no one would even guess how the window or door had broken in the first place. It wasn’t like anyone was paying any attention. Obviously, the security cameras Mackentire had installed over the door and behind the counter wouldn’t be working.

      It would be so easy to force his way inside, slip behind the counter, find where the pharmacy kept their pain pills. Grab a new supply of OxyContin off the shelves and slip it into his now-depleted emergency bag, then slip back out. Insurance would cover the loss and the repairs once everything finally settled down and the military got around to providing relief in this area or someone got the power working again. He could leave money and a note—he had a stash of spare cash for emergencies. Leave money for the meds and extra for the door repairs and a note of apology.

      No one would be hurt by it. He’d be free to figure out a plan, secure in the knowledge that he had enough medication to keep him going for a while. It was so simple.

      So simple, and completely illegal. Not to mention unethical. He might be sidelined, but he was still a former Marine and a member of the federal government. He was sworn to protect the citizens of the United States, to uphold the law and look out for people. Not do whatever suited him simply because circumstances were a little bit hairy. Besides, what if someone did come to investigate the gunshots? Lawlessness was a danger in any emergency situation, but he could only imagine how fast it would escalate if legal representatives of the government started the descent into violence and chaos.

      What kind of weak-willed, pathetic excuse of a man started breaking windows just because the doors were closed and the power had been out for a measly little hour?

      Dennis Sullivan wasn’t that kind of man. He wasn’t a looter or a thief. He didn’t break into people’s businesses or residences. Sure, he was low on his medications, and that might make life a little tough after a while, but he had a few days before he needed to worry about it. Surely by then he’d find a legal way to acquire the medication he needed.

      Dennis shuddered and turned away, wiping a cold sweat from his forehead. He was ashamed at how easily the temptation to break into the pharmacy had come over him. It made him feel weak, cowardly, and he hated it. Hated even more how the temptation lingered in the back of his mind, a poisonous whisper he forced himself to ignore as he turned his steps toward home.

      He had an idea now of what had happened, and he knew it was bad.

      So. He needed to find out if whatever caused all these car crashes was a one-time event, or if there would be further disasters of a similar duration. Was this a short-term problem? How long could it go on? He couldn’t make plans without an idea of what he was facing. Obviously, without a working phone or computer, he’d need to physically check on Shannon and Kim. He wasn’t going to give up on them just because he’d been temporarily removed from their case and because the world around him was seemingly falling apart. He wasn’t a man who gave up on his commitments and promises.

      But to check on them, he’d need travel supplies and travel plans. He couldn’t depend on there being any help available or any reliable transportation other than his own two feet, or maybe a bicycle. The thought of pedaling with his bad hip made him cringe, but it was good to keep his options open. Either way, he’d need to plan his movements the same way tacticians planned solo Black Ops maneuvers. Take everything you might need and balance that with what you could carry at a good pace. Nothing perishable and nothing heavy, unless he could find a transport that was actually running.

      For now, he needed to get home and take stock of what he could use for his trip to find Kim and Shannon. He couldn’t count on running water for long—assuming it wasn’t already gone—and he needed to check his pantry as well as his fridge.

      He’d need to collect as much water as he could for travel. He should see if he had water purification equipment from his days in the military.

      Beginnings of a plan in mind, Dennis limped back toward home, wincing with every step and praying, with every tiny scrap of faith he still possessed, that the situation wasn’t as bad as it looked and that the emergency response protocols the government had developed would work the way they were supposed to.

      In the back of his mind, a dark thought lingered.

      No plan survives in execution past the first contact with the opposing forces.
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      The chaos in the front of the store finally settled. Exhausted individuals perched near carts or baskets of goods defensively as they nursed bruised limbs, scrapes, and dings from the wild scramble to escape the store. Then there was David, who sat hunched on the floor near the bathroom, his right hand swathed in paper towels that one of his friends was given by a considerate cashier. Shannon couldn’t tell how bad it was, but she didn’t envy the young man how his hand had to be feeling.

      Everyone wore expressions of disbelief, anger, fear, worry, or weariness. The only exceptions were the half-dozen children, who were either fussy with boredom or had been successfully distracted by their parents.

      Shannon certainly felt all the emotions the other adults were experiencing, but she’d learned a long time ago to hide them. While the majority of the people stuck in the building had wasted precious energy fighting the lost cause of trying to pry the storm doors open, she and Little Bill helped improvise a makeshift bandage out of a t-shirt for Rick’s arm and hand and talked about what to do next. The problem was, there wasn’t much to be done.

      Connor suggested the emergency exits and cursed middle management, corporate stupidity, and bureaucracy under his breath for several minutes when Shannon told him about the electronic lock. “Stupid freaking pen-pushers, more worried about thieves sneaking out the back than they are about public safety.”

      Shannon
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