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    Chapter 1 
 
    Sand Mountain, AL 
 
    Home 
 
    Violet 
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    Caleb shivered miserably in his Carhartt jacket as he watched over Mavis while she stood in her hoof soaking bucket. Vi had been right; two days after they had returned home, the consequences of cantering the horses on the road as they’d fled Tractor Supply had raised their ugly heads. Mavis was hurting, and Vi suspected an abscess. The sweet mare was completely lame on both front legs and was on stall rest, picking at hay and pulling ugly faces to express her displeasure. Since she had been unable to walk without limping and groaning, twice a day, every day, Caleb had patiently boiled water on the outside fire, then used it to make hot soaks with Epsom salts for Mavis’s hooves. Vi couldn’t honestly say whether Mavis would ever get back to normal, but she didn’t mention this to Caleb. Her legs remained cool and lump free, but her hooves were hot around where they met her body. Sooner or later, these abscesses would have to burst. 
 
    Vi watched him from the stall across the barn where she was washing and treating the cut on Lilli’s back haunch. It still wasn’t infected, but it also wasn’t healing. Lilli had been in the stall since they got back, resting, eating hay, and acting like she was perfectly happy to be confined. This wasn’t usual behavior for Lilli, but it was better than her trying to take the stall walls down. And frankly, none of them had been exhibiting normal behavior for weeks. First, they’d been in survival mode, trying to stay alive and get home, and now they were… something else. Trying to find a new normal, perhaps? Life wasn’t like it had been, and never would be, and nobody knew how to exist in this strange new situation. They were all just trying to find their way forward. 
 
    Well, except for the baby. For him, life looked much the same, just without Cocomelon and car rides. He played happily in the barn aisle, digging in the sand with his little Tonka trucks, dirty as could be in his jeans, waterproof jacket, and a hat that was creeping down over his eyes. He didn’t seem to feel the cold. 
 
    She was brushing Lilli’s mane out and rebraiding it when Will strode into the barn, with Nick’s shotgun that he kept at Vi’s place slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s time, Vi,” he announced. 
 
    She looked up. “Time for what?” 
 
    “Ima walk to Ella’s, find out what’s goin’ on with your momma, and talk to her about Beth.” 
 
    Violet put down the brush and tucked her left hand into her pocket. “Ahh, I dunno, Will. It’s a long way to walk. Doesn’t seem safe. I feel like we’d be better to wait till one of these girls is ready. What if someone chases you or shoots at you or tries to take your gun?” 
 
    Will leaned over the stall door and scritched Lilli’s nose. “What if, what if, Vi. It’s only five miles. It’ll take me less than two hours to get there, and hopefully we can get me and your mom a ride back in Ella’s truck. I know you’re worried about her and Beth. I hear you cryin’ at night, Vi.” 
 
    Violet’s head shot up and she met his eyes with a frown. “I don’t… Hmm. Do you even know Ella? I mean, you just go walkin’ up her driveway and all kinds of bad stuff could go down.” 
 
    Will shrugged. “We went to school together. An’ she’s my cousin.” 
 
    “Of course she is,” Vi laughed. “Everyone is everyone’s cousin on this mountain. How did I not know that?” 
 
    “Never came up, I guess. Nick’s my cousin, too, y’know. On the other side.” 
 
    “Lord have mercy. How do y’all ever find anyone to marry and have babies with who isn’t your cousin?” 
 
    He smiled, showing his teeth. “We don’t. Why d’you think we all have so many cousins?” Vi burst out laughing, and he slapped her on the shoulder. “I’m jus’ kiddin’. We do go down to Scottsboro sometimes, y’know. Maybe Chattanooga, if we’re feelin’ real adventurous.” 
 
    Violet picked up the brush again and went back to work on Lilli’s mane like it was therapy. Will stood and watched her for a minute, then turned around and leaned back against the stall wall, watching Caleb. 
 
    “He doin’ okay?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. He’ll talk if I ask him things, but he doesn’t really, like, offer to talk. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “That’s them boy hormones, Vi. Talkin’ is for girls.” 
 
    Violet gave him a sweet smile. “I can’t imagine why you’re still single.” 
 
    “Bite me.” Will flashed her a grin as he pushed away from the wall and shouldered his shotgun again. He unconsciously patted the dressed wound on his ribs, then buttoned his jacket. “I’m outta here. I’m gonna grab a bag and some things from the house, then I’m going to Ella’s. I reckon I’ll be back tonight, though. But if I’m not, it’ll be tomorrow. I promise. I’m comin’ back, Vi.” 
 
    Her face must have not used its indoor voice, because he stepped toward her and leaned over the stall gate to hug her. Then he went over to Caleb and talked quietly to him for a moment, and Violet saw the boy suddenly stand straighter and square his shoulders. Then he nodded decisively, and he and Will bumped fists. With one last nod to her, Will strode out of the barn and toward the house. Vi watched him go, then she turned back to Lilli and brushed, brushed, brushed her neck some more. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Will kind of wished he felt the degree of nonchalance toward his walk to Ella’s that he’d displayed to Violet. But it was clear the woman was full time living on the edge of a complete meltdown, and barely holding it together for her kids. Wherever he was, Nick needed to hustle it home, in Will’s opinion. Violet never had talked about what had happened on the road, despite Will making casual enquiries here and there, and the boy was equally quiet on the subject. This led Will to believe that it was probably about as bad as it could be, and he didn’t think he was the one to be unpacking that for her. He was just a regular ol’ country boy, and not real good with words. Still, he’d listen if she ever wanted to talk about it; that he could do. 
 
    He walked down Violet’s road to the main road that went through the little town and took a right. He could cut through some pastures for a ways to Ella’s road, but there was no avoiding this stretch past all the houses. Out of habit, he walked down the side facing the traffic, the traffic that no longer existed, and it felt like the sound of his boots hitting the asphalt was the loudest noise he’d ever heard. Surely everyone for miles around could hear him? He stepped to the side to walk on the grass, and that was better. The world was so quiet without cars and trucks and planes overhead, and it made Will twitchy. He had the shotgun slung over his shoulder, but his hand hovered near his gun on his hip, his arm bumping against it reassuringly with every stride. To try to soothe his nerves, he took an energy bar out of his backpack and nibbled on it as he walked, but he felt like all his senses were on high alert, and his ears strained for any sounds of people. There was movement in a couple of the yards he passed, but no one called out to him or even acknowledged him. He worried about Violet and the boys left at home by themselves, but he needed to go to Ella’s and figure out how to find this friend of Vi’s. Caleb talked about them constantly, and Will felt like the more trustworthy people they had in their little group, the greater their chances of survival. 
 
    This would be so much easier, he thought, if he was on a horse. Maybe they needed to prioritize finding some more horses, seeing as the two at home looked like they were on stall rest indefinitely. He was pretty sure that horse theft would get you shot in a no-questions-asked kind of way now, but he could maybe see if there were some left unattended somewhere, if their people hadn’t made it home. So long as they were in a pasture with grass and natural water available, they should still be just fine, even though it had been… How long had it been since the EMP? He couldn’t really remember. A few weeks, for sure. 
 
    He checked before he crossed the road and then laughed at himself. How many times had he walked into the little bedroom Vi had assigned him and hit the light switch? How long would it take before his muscle memory faded? Some mornings he even staggered into the kitchen, sleep deprived and exhausted from sleeping with one ear and one eye open, and hit the on button on the Keurig. Why in the world it still sat there on the countertop he didn’t know, but neither he nor Vi had had the heart to toss it out yet. The Instant Pot was still right there on the countertop on the other side of the electric stove, and the immersion blender was in the drawer next to the cutlery. Throwing them away seemed so… final. It was a step further into acceptance that neither of them had yet been willing to take. 
 
    Kinda like the conversation about Will’s future. He hadn’t asked Violet if he could stay, and she had not asked him to stay. It was just an unspoken agreement that, for now, he would be at the farm with them, at least until Nick found his way home. After that? Well, he would figure something out then. There was no way he’d ever leave Violet alone, so until Nick was safely back with her, Vi was stuck with him, like it or not. 
 
    Relieved to be past the houses without any excitement, he ducked into the field beside the road and started walking along the hedge. Plenty of people around here had horses, but how rideable they were could be hit or miss. He just needed to keep watching and figure out which ones looked most abandoned and then decide which were least likely to put him on the ground. Shaking off an unplanned dismount had got a whole lot harder once he’d hit thirty. And now, without hospitals and medical care available, it had suddenly got way more risky too. 
 
    Then he would need to locate some tack to go with them, which would mean breaking in somewhere to steal it, and that made him uncomfortable. He’d had some run-ins with the law as a teenager. Heck, you’d be lucky to find a guy his age on the mountain who hadn’t, but now there’d be no law; just the unfriendly end of someone else’s shotgun. 
 
    He unconsciously touched his hand to the wound on his side; getting stabbed was enough for one apocalypse. He didn’t need to add a gunshot wound to his experience. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Violet watched Caleb finish soaking Mavis’s hooves and led her back to her stall. They were going through the hay way too fast, with the two horses being stalled all the time. Maybe she needed to put them out in the little orchard pasture, so they could have some grass. There would be no more hay once what was in the barn was gone. 
 
    The little one had found a bucket of rainwater somewhere, had tipped it into a hole he’d dug by the barn gate, and was driving his trucks through it. He was smeared with mud and grit, and probably worse, and looked like he was beyond a wipe down. The kid needed submerging in water and scrubbing. Violet put down her brush and leaned over the stall door. 
 
    “MJ?” 
 
    The baby didn’t even look her way; he just continued making truck noises as he drove a black toy Jeep through his puddle. 
 
    “Michael Junior!” 
 
    Caleb snapped to attention. “Oh boy, you better pay attention to Mama now, buddy. She’s fixin’ to use your middle name too.” 
 
    Violet laughed, and that did make the baby look up. He smiled at her, openmouthed, showing his tiny teeth, his blue eyes dancing. 
 
    “Come on, boys. Time to clean up and go have some food. Who wants to collect the eggs?” 
 
    Both kids leapt up and took off, racing to the chicken coop. She followed more slowly, double checking the stall gates were latched and then leaning her body into the barn door to lock it one handed, her right hand tucked protectively against her body. The swelling had gone down some, but the weird slept-on-it-wrong tingling in her fingers never subsided. There was probably nerve damage. She wished she could ask Beth. She could move her thumb and first two fingers and could grip things a little, but she was afraid that this was all it would ever be. Sometimes she would lay on the couch at night squeezing a stress ball she’d found in Caleb’s room, her own weird version of at-home PT. 
 
    If Will really was able to persuade Ella’s husband to go with him to get Beth, and her friend came back here, it would be life changing for all of them. Even with Will here, as amazing as he was, she sometimes felt so alone. She couldn’t lean into Will the way she could a best friend or Nick, and she missed Ella and Suzie and just being with them. She even missed social media and the fun little memes and jokes she and her small group of friends used to share throughout the day. She would never have described herself as an extrovert or someone who sought out the company of others, but since her world had suddenly gotten dramatically smaller, she sure did miss her tribe. 
 
    She wondered how Boyd was faring. She was sure he’d be getting on fine materially, but she missed her boss, she missed her work, and somehow, she even missed back-to-back deadlines too. 
 
    “There’s eleven eggs, Mama!” Caleb called. He was carrying a black bucket that he’d gathered the eggs into, and MJ was running along behind him, a small blue egg clutched in his tiny hand. 
 
    “‘Lev’n!” he yelled, scurrying toward her as fast as his little legs would go. 
 
    Suddenly the risk of him falling and crushing the egg between him and the ground, or ‘hiiiii-yah’ing the egg, as he was wont to do, held more meaning than before, when there were plenty of eggs at the store and feed at the mill and replacement chickens to be found whenever you needed them. 
 
    She took the bucket from Caleb and approached MJ cautiously, carefully, speaking in a singsong voice. 
 
    “Ohhh, good job, baby! Can Mama have the egg now, please?” 
 
    He seemed to consider this, and for a moment, he screwed up his nose. She thought for sure he was going to yell, “No! Mine!” But then he changed his mind, and with a sweet smile, he held the egg out to Violet and placed it in her hand. The cool, dry shell of the egg held an imprint of his wet, muddy fingers. 
 
    Smiling, she leaned down to him. “Thank you, sweet boy! Can I have a kissy?” 
 
    MJ pressed a fleeting kiss to her lips, then turned and ran off, independent as ever. Caleb came over to her and slipped his arm around her waist. 
 
    “I’ll give you a kissy, Mama.” 
 
    Vi hooked the handle of the bucket into the crook of her right arm and wrapped her left one around him. 
 
    “You’re a good boy. You doing okay?” 
 
    Caleb shrugged noncommittally, his fingers clutching at a fistful of her jacket. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Anything you want to talk about?” 
 
    He shook his head as they walked, then asked, “Where d’you spose Nick is?” 
 
    Violet swallowed hard. “I don’t know. But what I do know is he’s going to come here as soon as he can.” 
 
    “What about Dad?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either. I don’t have many good answers, do I?” 
 
    She saw a small smile touch the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Kinda don’t.” 
 
    “I wish I did.” 
 
    “I’m glad Will is here.” 
 
    Violet nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    “And soon Beth will be here too!” 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    “I think it’s best if we’re all together now,” Caleb observed seriously. “It’s safest.” 
 
    Violet murmured an agreement as her eyes scanned the drive and the road as far as she could see in each direction, while MJ ran ahead. His arms swung wildly by his sides, forced outward by his bulky jacket, and his feet kicked up behind him the way toddlers did. He didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    ~ 
 
    There were five horses in the pasture behind the old single wide Will was watching, trying to determine if anyone was home. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever known who lived there, but the trailer had been there for as long as he’d been alive. There were no cars in the driveway, and the curtains were open. He skirted the far side of the house, away from the neighbors, staying just within the cover of the trees. 
 
    A rent-to-own type shed stood in the backyard, the doors open, and the back door to the trailer was open, too, swinging slightly every time the wind blew. There was an overhead cable strung from the corner of the trailer to the shed, and Will’s eyes followed it until he saw a chain running down from it. His gaze fell to the ground, and laying in the shade of the trailer was a dog, still attached to the chain, but obviously dead. He cringed and looked away. On the plus side, that probably meant the place was empty if no one had come back to feed and water the dog. 
 
    He crept closer, keeping his eyes averted from the sad sight and slowly making his way to the open back door, his gun in his hand, ready. The first porch step creaked when he put his weight on it, and his heart skipped a beat. He stayed close to the wall, advancing slowly, until he could peek inside the open door, right into the kitchen. The cupboards were all open, and half a dozen cans lay scattered on the floor. A box of cereal had been dropped or fallen from a cupboard, its contents spilled across the countertop. 
 
    Stepping inside, he moved through the rest of the house, confirming it was empty and that it had already been looted. There was no sign of any tack for the horses, so he went back outside and made his way to the shed. Score. There was an ancient leather saddle, worn thin on the horn and cantle from use, with a saddle pad folded on the floor beside it. Two other saddles sat on the racks beside it, but they were dusty, and this one seemed to at least have been used recently. He picked up the pad; the hair on it was white. He looked back outside and checked the horses—two bays, two chestnuts, and a gray. If this worked out, he could get to Ella’s and back way faster. Picking up the saddle by the horn, he slung it against his hip, cursing quietly as his wound stung. The pad, he tucked over the seat of the saddle, and then took the nearest bridle off the hooks and made his way out back to the pasture. 
 
    None of the horses looked up as he approached, so he dropped the saddle by the gate and threw the bridle over his shoulder. The gray didn’t move away as he walked toward him and let him get close enough to rub his shoulder, then up his neck to his ear. He looked sensible, quiet, and had a soft, sweet expression in his eye. He allowed Will to sling the split reins around his neck and stood placidly while he slipped the bit into his mouth and settled the headpiece of the bridle behind his ears. Then, as if this was no unusual thing, the horse turned and walked quietly to the gate with Will and stood to be saddled. Will rubbed the horse’s nose. 
 
    “You reckon we can come to an agreement here, buddy? I’ll be nice to you, and I’ll take you home with me where there’s food and grass and company, and you don’t toss my sorry butt on the ground. Whaddya say?” 
 
    The horse breathed softly on his hand, and Will nodded, taking that as an agreement. He sure hoped it was. Busting this wound open again would be a bad thing. 
 
    With the saddle in place and cinched tight, Will said a brief prayer, then stuck his foot in the stirrup and swung himself up on board. He landed heavily, hissing in pain, and the horse stepped smartly to the side, unbalancing him and making his ribs twinge again. He slipped his other foot in the stirrup and picked up contact on the reins. He’d tucked his pistol into the front of his belt, adjusting it slightly so it didn’t hit the bucking rolls. Nudging the horse with his heels cautiously, he was reassured when it moved out quickly and quietly, apparently seeing nothing odd about this strange man horsenapping him out of his pasture and riding him away. Will checked quickly left and right before they emerged from behind the trailer, then turned on the road, nudged the horse into a trot, and set off, happy that he’d halved the time he needed to be away from Vi and the boys. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Ella was sitting on her front porch, cradling a mug of peppermint tea, watching her children jump on the trampoline, and marveling that not much had really changed for her family since the world had gone dark. They hadn’t even noticed that anything had happened until dusk, when Simon had left the girls working in the garden, gone into the house to start dinner for them, and found that the fridge was off. He’d gone to the breaker box first, discovering that nothing was amiss, then had reached for his phone to call the power company to get an ETA on electricity being restored. From there, things had started to add up pretty quickly. 
 
    She had fired up the old Chevy and made the quick trip around her neighbors’ houses, checking on everyone, especially her aunt and uncle, who had the property that backed onto hers. After four days of no change and no contact, she’d gone to Violet’s, horrified to find her missing, and that was how she’d ended up with Vi’s momma living in her basement bedroom. She’d wanted to go look for Violet and the boys, but Simon had rationalized with her. Where would she even look? She knew where Violet had been; Vi was a creature of habit, and would for sure have been at the arena with the boys, but there were at least two different routes she could have taken home from there, if she even attempted to make it home. Surely she would have. She’d never leave her mom alone if she could help it. Simon had gently but firmly reminded her that either one of them venturing out alone to find her could be a death sentence now. This was a whole new world to learn to live in. 
 
    Suddenly, she leapt to her feet, snatching her gun from its holster and calling for her children to get inside. They responded immediately, racing past her into the house and down the stairs to the basement. Simon stumbled out of the house as they rushed in, still half asleep. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    He had slept dressed, and his little revolver was stuffed in his pocket. 
 
    “There’s someone coming up the drive. On a horse.” 
 
    Ella was already crouched behind the wood double stacked on the porch, peering over the top, ready to spring into action at any second. For a moment, Simon watched his wife. She was built for this life. She had no need for anyone or anything outside of her family and this piece of land, and he knew if anyone was going to ensure their family survived this, it was her. He crouched beside her, his hand on her lower back, as the person on the horse rode closer. 
 
    “Do you know who it is? Do you recognize him? Or the horse?” 
 
    She shook her head, adjusting her position slightly as her leg cramped. 
 
    “Horse looks kinda like Leah Bradley’s barrel horse from down the way, but that’s not her, or her daddy.” 
 
    Simon reached into the storage box beside him, took out the binoculars, and rested them on the log stack, adjusting the sight to his vision. 
 
    “Y’know,” he squinted and adjusted it once again, “that kinda looks like Will. Never seen him with a beard, though.” 
 
    Ella looked sideways at him. “Will who?” 
 
    “Will. Your cousin Will.” 
 
    Ella reached for the binoculars and zeroed them in on the intruder. 
 
    “Well, damn if you ain’t right. Greatest regret of all my prepping is that I didn’t stash any darn razors.” 
 
    She stood, revealing herself from her hiding place, and waved. Will kicked the horse into a trot as Ella rushed down the steps to meet him. 
 
    “Where did you steal the horse from, cousin?” 
 
    Will laughed and swung down off the horse to wrap her in a hug. 
 
    “Steal is such an ugly word, Ella. I’m jus’ takin’ care of him for now. I borrowed him.” 
 
    “Didya borrow him from a little trailer a couple miles up the road from here, by chance?” 
 
    “Sure did.” 
 
    They laughed and hugged again, then began to walk toward the house, where Simon had gone to tell the girls it was safe to come out. 
 
    “So how’s Vi’s momma? She is with you, right?” 
 
    Ella stopped and frowned. “Yes, but how in the world did you know that?” 
 
    ~ 
 
    On the porch, coffees in hand, Simon and Ella listened to the story of Violet’s journey home, how she’d met up with Will, and their final day getting back to the farm. 
 
    “Something happened to her and Caleb on the way. She ain’t talkin’ about it, least not to me, but she’s all messed up. An’ to make it worse, Nick hasn’t come home.” 
 
    Simon wrapped his arm around his wife as she cried for her friend. 
 
    “I need to go to her,” Ella insisted. “She needs me.” 
 
    “We can’t just go visiting the way we could, baby. I can’t take you, and we can’t leave these kids here.” 
 
    Will nodded. “It’s dangerous out there. Not so much up here on the mountain, but down in Trenton it’s bad. They burned Food City, and I’m sure Ingles is empty by now, too. When they run out of food down there, some of them might start headin’ up here, and we have to be ready.” 
 
    They sat in silence while Will sipped his coffee, then he put his cup down and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “We need to get Vi’s momma home. And there’s something else I need your help with, too. Vi met this lady while she was coming home. She’s up on Lookout, and she’s alone with three kids. Name’s Beth. She’s something to do with whatever happened, I think, but whatever it was, she’s important to Vi. She wants us to take your old Chevy, Ella, and go get her. D’you think we can do that, please?” 
 
    Ella wiped her eyes and sat up, tucking her feet under her. “Well, sure. If she’s important to Violet, then she’s important to me. And I can’t imagine what it would be like if I was here alone with the girls…” Her gaze drifted to her kids, who were pulling weeds in the garden. “But, how will y’all get gas? There’s maybe half a tank in it. I don’t reckon it’ll get you there and back.” 
 
    “We can take an oil change pan or something and drain gas tanks on abandoned cars,” Simon explained, and Will nodded. 
 
    “I’d like you and Vi and the kids to all be in the same place while Simon and I are gone, but I don’t think leaving either place empty is a good idea. So you guys are going to have to be extra careful, and we’ll be there and back in two days, tops. You reckon, Simon?” 
 
    “I’d hope so. When are we going to go?” 
 
    “Let’s plan to leave tomorrow. We should get there and back before things out there get any worse. Vi’s been home well over a week now, and Beth and her kids have been alone that whole time. It’s possible that we could get there and her husband could have made it back, but we’ve no way of knowing. And maybe they’d all want to join us up here, even if he is home. What we need right now are good people, to guard and provide for each other.” Will stood up. “I’m gonna ride this horse home and then how about you follow real early tomorrow morning? Bring Momma with you.” 
 
    Ella hugged him again, and Will mounted up again and headed back out to Violet’s farm. He wasn’t looking forward to going back down the mountain again; he could only imagine how much worse it had gotten in the last nine days. But they’d be safer if they could gather a community, even if getting it together was going to be risky. Vi sure was going to be happy with him when he got home with good news of her momma’s return, Beth’s promised arrival, and a great new horse. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Simon and Ella watched him leave, then turned to each other, both thinking about how dangerous it was going to be, venturing out into the ‘real world.’ They had a fairly safe little bubble up here on the mountain, surrounded by family and friends, and no outsiders. Down in the valley, it was bound to be a different story. 
 
    Simon coughed. “Well. I guess I better go over that truck one more time. Check it out. See if I can get some gas outta my truck and your car into cans to take with us. Can you throw me a go bag together, please?” 
 
    She nodded. She knew that he had to go, had to do this. She and Violet had always loved that they only lived a few miles apart, but suddenly that few miles may as well have been a hundred. She wished they were neighbors sharing a fence line. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The next morning was cold, the sun wasn’t even up yet, and Violet pulled the hood of her heavy jacket up around her ears as she sat outside waiting on Simon. She wrapped her hands around her mug of tea, listening for the sound of an engine. Sounds carried in a way she wasn’t used to these days. It was like putting on glasses for your ears. Suddenly, everything was so clear. Sure enough, she heard the downshift of a vehicle before it made the left turn onto her road, and she jumped to her feet. Simon was driving without lights, making his way slowly, dodging the potholes. She had already been down and unlocked the gates for him, and he drove carefully up her drive, making an effort not to gun the engine or spin tires on the gravel. Having a working vehicle was a secret to be kept secret these days. People would die over less. 
 
    Violet ran down the drive and yanked open the passenger door before Simon had put on the parking brake or killed the engine, and fell to her knees, her head in her momma’s lap. The older woman’s hand rested on her hair, stroking her only daughter’s head. 
 
    “Child, I am so sorry for what you’ve been through. Are you alright?” 
 
    Violet sobbed and nodded, and her mother leaned down over her to hold her while she cried. 
 
    “If anyone was going to make it home, daughter, it would be you. That’s what I told Ella. She took such wonderful care of me. Are the boys okay?” 
 
    “They’re fine.” Violet sniffed. “So resilient, so good. Caleb… he’s everything.” 
 
    Her mother held her while she cried some more, until Vi sat back, wiping her eyes on her sleeves. 
 
    “I’m so sorry it took us so long to get home. And then, when we got home… both horses were injured, and I had no way to get to Ella’s. Will finally told me he was going to walk, and here we are. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There’s no sorry, Violet. Your purpose is to take care of those boys, and you’re doing it. I was just fine.” 
 
    Eventually, Violet stood and helped her momma to her feet, taking the small bag that she carried. 
 
    “Let’s get you in the house. Do you need to rest?” 
 
    She took Violet’s arm and they walked slowly up the path to the house. “I might lay down for a few minutes. Early mornings are tough on my old body.” 
 
    Vi held the door open for her and tossed the bag just inside. “Go lay down with the boys in my bed. They’ll be so happy to see you when they wake up.” 
 
    She waited until she saw her momma close the bedroom door quietly behind her, then she sank into a chair on the porch. Simon sat beside her and waited quietly while she caught her breath. Finally, she looked up at him. 
 
    “Thank you. For taking her home with you and taking care of her and bringing her home and agreeing to go get Beth and…” she made a sweeping gesture with her arms, her hands clutching fistfuls of her sleeves, “...everything.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re welcome. She’s an excellent house guest. She made cakes and cookies with the girls about every day. We sure have been eating well, considering it’s the end of the world. Ella sent you a note.” He pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to her. “It’s a long way from that damn instant messenger thing y’all were always pinging each other on, ain’t it?” 
 
    Vi took the paper and laughed through her subsiding tears, then wiped her eyes again. “Do you guys need anything before y’all leave? Can I do anything?” 
 
    Simon shook his head and stood up as Will came up the steps from the yard. Will looked tired; he had dark, puffy shadows under his eyes, and his skin was pale. They shook hands, and Will tossed a pack he’d left by the door over his shoulder, picked up a second duffle, and they headed back over to the Chevy. She watched as they went over what they had packed; they were trying to walk a fine line between not forgetting anything they might need and not taking anything they wouldn’t, because there wasn’t a whole lot of space. 
 
    Simon was stuffing the last few things under the seats when Will came over to her and reached out, squeezing her shoulders. 
 
    “It’s gonna be okay, Vi. We’ll be back before you know it. Just hunker down, stay safe, keep your eyes open, watchin’.” 
 
    Violet nodded stoically, fighting back more tears. Will turned sharply, walked back to the truck, and got in as she stood beside her front door and watched them drive away.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Vancouver, British Columbia 
 
    Friday October 28 
 
    Mike 
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    Mike was late leaving the hotel, running the risk of being late to the plane, too. Not that they could leave without him, but it didn’t look good. And he hated to board a cross-country flight full of cranky passengers. They’d be stuck with each other for the best part of the next six hours. 
 
    Kirsti had the sun visor down on her side of the car and was touching up her makeup, despite the fact she’d only put it on an hour ago. He felt his jaw tighten involuntarily in irritation, and he suddenly couldn’t wait to get to Chicago, so she could go one way and he could go the other. Her constant chatter and fussing over her appearance annoyed him. The woman never had met a moment of silence she didn’t feel the need to fill. 
 
    Sure enough, she noticed him glancing at her and snapped the visor back into place, then leaned over to take his hand. 
 
    “I was thinking when we got to Chicago we could go get some dinner, and then I’ve got a couple days off. I could come back to Georgia with you!” 
 
    Mike couldn’t think of anything he wanted to do less. This was supposed to be a casual thing, not a thing where they went out to dinner and she followed him home to where his kids were. To where Violet was. He needed to figure a way to shuck her off carefully, so she wouldn’t create all kinds of drama if they had to fly together again. All her work friends would back her, too, and then they’d just be difficult, bitchy, pains in his butt day in and day out. This had been a bad decision on his part, way back when he’d first offered to buy her a drink. That sure had spiraled out of his control. 
 
    “Mike?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts. “What do you think? Wouldn’t it be great if I came back with you? You could show me around some fun places!” 
 
    “Ah,” he extracted his hand, adjusted the AC, and then put his hand back on the wheel, “I have a whole bunch of appointments when I get home. Not sure what kind of time I’ll have available. Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh!” She scrunched up her face, looking put out. “Well, what kind of appointments? I don’t mind waiting on you!” Her tone was bright, but her face was anxious. 
 
    Mike started to squirm. He hated feeling trapped. “I have to meet with my attorney. And then I need to go pick up my kids.” 
 
    “I’d love to meet your kids!” she gushed, reaching over and taking his hand again. 
 
    He took his hand away on the premise of scratching his ear and pushing his sunglasses back up his nose, then flashed her a tight smile. 
 
    “Now isn’t really the best time, Kirst. Violet and I still have a lot of things to figure out.” 
 
    “Well, maybe some other time then,” she said brightly. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” he replied, thinking to himself, and maybe not. 
 
    Kirsti flipped the visor down again, opened the mirror, and reapplied her mascara once again. Mike repressed his irritation. Just a few more hours and he could be free of her, and then he’d be sure to close and lock any windows of opportunity that might get this thing started up again. It was meant to be a fun weekend during an overnight stay in the Caribbean, and somehow, here they were a month on, and she was still following him around. Time to stop this thing. What in the world was she even thinking, wanting to meet his kids? Lord have mercy. 
 
    He swung into Vancouver terminal and stopped briefly by the front entrance. 
 
    “Go on in. I’ll meet you in there. I have to get parked and stuff.” 
 
    She hesitated, like she was going to say she’d come with him, then snatched up her purse and got out. She took her suitcase from the back seat of the rental and flashed him a smile. She’d barely closed the door before he took off. 
 
    ~ 
 
    He managed to get all the way through and actually on the plane without seeing her again, and he settled into the cockpit with a sigh of relief. John Castle, his co-pilot, looked sideways at him and smirked. 
 
    “Rough morning?” 
 
    Mike rubbed his eyes and tucked his coffee into the cup holder. “I made some bad choices, man.” 
 
    John barked out a laugh and sat back in his seat, his hands folded over his chest. “I’ve heard that about her.” 
 
    “Yeah? Then why don’t we have some kind of group text thing where we can submit reviews, like freakin’ Amazon? Save a man a lot of problems.” 
 
    “Tell me why you’re divorced without telling me why you’re divorced,” John observed. “You’re a piece of work.” 
 
    “Just a lonely man looking for love,” Mike said, and John laughed again. “Ready to get this show on the road?” 
 
    Mike had his headset on and was already running through the pre-flight checks, making notes as he went. As they were being pulled back from the gate, John was texting, and there was a light knock on the door. Kirsti stepped in. 
 
    “Do either of you need anything?” She rested a light hand on Mike’s shoulder, and John glanced their way with a smirk. 
 
    “We’re good, thank you,” Mike said tightly, and she retreated, closing the door behind her with a smile. 
 
    Mike shot John a ‘don’t even bother’ look, shut out the bad thoughts, and was all business. This was his place. This was where he knew what he was doing and who he was and what he did best. The rest of it, that was all background noise. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. On behalf of United, it is my pleasure to welcome you on board flight UA1958, to Chicago O’Hare airport…” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Even after all these years, he still got a rush of adrenaline as he lined up for the runway. There were three planes ahead of them, and he was ready, excited, his hands and mind steady. 
 
    He crept forward as the plane ahead of him moved into position for takeoff, updating the crew and passengers over the PA that they were next in line to take off. He got the go ahead from Air Traffic Control to taxi to the runway, and the plane began to roll. He circled around and looked down the length of the runway, waiting for the command to pick up speed. The engines roared, and the ground underneath them slipped by faster and faster. He was seconds from lifting the nose off the ground when the ATC’s panicked voice came through his headphones. 
 
    “Abort, abort! All planes abort and return immediately to the gate. I repeat, all planes abort and return immediately to the gate.” 
 
    Mike hesitated for a split second, then cut the power to the engine, reducing speed, causing the plane to momentarily bump and bounce before stabilizing. He pushed one headphone back off his ear and turned to John. 
 
    “What the hell? I’ve never heard that happen before. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” John stood up, dropped his headset onto his seat, and stepped to the door just as it burst open. The Senior Flight Attendant stood there, a frown on his face and a radio in his hand. 
 
    “What’s going on? Why aren’t we taking off?” 
 
    John shook his head. “We don’t know. We’re going back to the gate. We’re going to try to find out; just keep the passengers quiet while we figure this out. We’ll be in the air soon, I’m sure.” 
 
    He sat back down and powered up his phone to text his wife. 
 
    After a minute, he looked up. “Damn iMessage isn’t going through. I’m gonna be late for Crystal’s ballet recital tomorrow if we don’t get going.” 
 
    There was already another plane sitting back, waiting to approach the gate they’d been at, so Mike positioned the Airbus a ways behind it and brought the plane to a halt. All the planes that had been behind them in the queue were also returning, and it was getting jammed up in there. It was going to be a mess trying to get out again. John was still trying to send a text; he was going to need to send his apologies to his wife and youngest child. 
 
    Beneath them, airport workers scurried around. Others huddled in close groups, talking and gesticulating wildly. 
 
    “Flight 1958 to Air Traffic Control, what’s going on here, please? Can we get an update?” 
 
    A flustered sounding voice replied, hesitant and unsure. “We’re, uh, just working on that right now, Captain. We’ll update you as soon as we’re able. Currently, we have nothing that we can, uh, confirm.” 
 
    “Nothing you can confirm, huh?” Mike murmured to himself. Something wasn’t adding up here. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s another 9/11, do you?” 
 
    Mike’s head snapped up and his eyes met John’s, his coworker’s fears echoing his own. 
 
    “I don’t know. But there’s something going down, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad it went down while we were on the ground and not in the air.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m gonna go get us more coffee. I reckon we’ll be here a while.” 
 
    In the crew area, the chatter stopped abruptly when they saw him. 
 
    “What’s the deal?” one asked as Mike poured coffee into two cups and began adding cream and sugar. 
 
    “They’re not saying right now.” 
 
    “It’s something bad, isn’t it?” Rachel, one of the older flight attendants said. “I can feel it. It felt this way when—” She stopped speaking abruptly when six sets of eyes turned her way, glaring warnings to shut up. 
 
    He glanced through to First, and everyone there had their heads down, either on their phones or tablets; one had a laptop open in front of him and was typing furiously. There was a low hum of voices and chatter coming from further back in the plane. Mike frowned. The longer they sat there, the greater the chances for dissent and chaos. 
 
    “Hey, man,” John stepped out of the cockpit, “I tried calling my wife and my call isn’t going through. Can I borrow your phone, please?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s in my jacket pocket.” 
 
    John nodded and disappeared again, and two minutes later, Mike followed him with their coffees. John stood in the small space between their seats, with his back to him. He turned when he heard him enter, and his face was pale. 
 
    “Come in and close the door, Mike.” 
 
    Mike handed him his coffee and pulled the door closed, then squeezed past John and sat down. 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I don’t think it is. I tried your phone and my phone, and when I call her, all it says is, ‘your call cannot be completed as dialed.’ She’s at home, in Richmond, and she never turns off her phone. She has a voicemail, and it’s not even picking up. So I tried my mom in Charlotte—same thing. And my sister in Orlando. Something’s happened, Mike.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Three hours later, the hum of voices was no longer low and was audible from the cockpit. John shifted position in his seat, uncomfortable and stiff. The flight attendants had been around with snacks and drinks several times, but after so long with no explanation and no progress made toward getting off the ground, people were getting antsy. 
 
    Suddenly, the noise level rose dramatically, and there was a surge in angry, frightened, raised voices, and before either of them could get up to react, Kirsti burst in the cockpit door without knocking, her eyes wild and her hair in slight disarray. John and Mike looked away from each other and up at her in alarm, Mike’s eyebrows shooting up when he saw her. 
 
    “You have to do something. I don’t know, contact the tower or something, or the police… One of the passengers has read something online and they’re freaking out. We’re going to have a full on riot in here.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I mean, what did they read?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Robert’s trying to get some sense out of him right now, but he’s yelling some crazy stuff and all the people around him are getting loud, too.” 
 
    John was already on his phone, scrolling, and his facial expression grew more incredulous with every swipe of his thumb. 
 
    Kirsti saw him as she turned to leave again and stopped. “What? What do you see?” 
 
    “They’re saying…” he paused, still scrolling, and Mike picked up his phone and opened Facebook. 
 
    “An EMP?!” he asked, and Kirsti looked away from John, back at him. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An electromagnetic pulse,” John said quietly. “I guess not all of the U.S. has been affected, and we’ve been lucky up here, too. It didn’t get to us, and it looks like parts of Washington and Montana didn’t get hit either. But the rest of the country… it’s all black. It’s just been… fried.” 
 
    A piercing alarm went off, and there was a loud whooshing sound, followed by shouting and the sound of people moving around. The plane rocked slightly. 
 
    “What the heck?” Kirsti spun and ran back down the plane, with John and Mike following closely. 
 
    “The whole country is dark! We’ve been attacked! Someone let off a nuke! China has come for us—they’ve killed our country!” 
 
    Voices rang out throughout the plane, drowned out by shouting and screaming and people crying out in pain and fear as they were pushed and jostled and stepped on. There was a massive crush of bodies in a small space toward the middle of the plane, and when he stood on a seat and looked back, Mike could see that someone had opened the emergency exit over the wing and deployed the slide. Passengers were dragging down their carry-on bags from the overhead storage, with scant regard for anyone in their way, and were flooding to the open door to escape the confines of the stationary plane. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do something?” Kirsti demanded, and he looked down at her and shook his head. 
 
    “Like what? What should I do?” 
 
    “Stop them!” she insisted. 
 
    “Why? The world we know just ended. Stopped. Is no more. No more planes to fly or cars to drive or laptops or phones or, well, anything. I don’t blame them for wanting off this plane. Hell, I want off it, too. And as soon as they’re out of the way, I’m outta here.” 
 
    “You’re deserting?!” 
 
    He laughed without humor at her choice of words. “I’ve got kids; I need to get back to them. I don’t know where they are or if they’re safe, and they’re a couple thousand miles away. This is… insane. This is like those ridiculous books that Violet reads. I have to get back to Alabama.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” 
 
    “Why? Don’t you have a family to get home to?” He realized he didn’t even know. He didn’t know a thing about her. 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears. “Not really, no. I don’t want to be alone. I don’t even know where I’d go. My parents are in Florida. I haven’t seen them in years.” 
 
    He felt a twinge of guilt. “I don’t care, Kirst. But when I say go, we gotta go. And if you can’t keep up…” He climbed down off the seat and hurried back to the cockpit, gathering up his things and stuffing them in his bag. John was already gone, his bag missing. He hadn’t seen him leave, and he wondered where he was. 
 
    The crowd of people around the center doors had barely dispersed, most still fighting with luggage. Somewhere in the melee, a woman was screaming, and a child was crying. 
 
    Stepping around Kirsti, Mike released the front emergency exit door and waited for the slide to inflate. Then he moved back, and gestured for Kirsti. 
 
    “Come on. If you’re coming with me, we’re leaving now.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Kirsti scurried after him, dragging her rolling suitcase behind her, tottering along on low heels, desperately trying to keep up as he strode across the tarmac. He pushed open the door to the terminal, going in the service entrance and heading straight for the bathrooms. Kirsti’s heels click-clacked loudly on the polished floor. He stopped abruptly and spun to look at her. 
 
    “We can’t go out there dressed like this. We’ll get mobbed by people thinking we have answers. Go change into regular clothes and sneakers. You do have sneakers, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good. Go change, and toss everything nonessential out of your bag. We need to travel light. Meet me back out here.” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he pushed open the men’s bathroom door, relieved to find it was empty. He changed into jeans and a t-shirt, then pulled on a hoodie and walking boots. Going through his suitcase, he tucked his pilot’s uniform at the bottom, sure he’d never wear it again, but still unwilling to stuff it into the overflowing garbage can. 
 
    He looked in the mirror, satisfied that he looked like any regular tourist, then left the bathroom and waited in the hall for Kirsti. When she hadn’t reappeared after several minutes, he knocked on the door, then pushed it open slightly. 
 
    “Kirst? Are you coming?” 
 
    “Yeah, I…” She sniffed. “I won’t be a minute.” 
 
    She sounded like she was crying, but they really didn’t have time for her to have some kind of crisis. Sure, this was a crisis worthy situation, but he didn’t have one penciled into their schedule. He just needed to find a car from somewhere and get rolling. 
 
    He shifted impatiently, resisting the urge to go back again and bang on the door and yell at her. That’d make her cry for sure, and he did not have the time… 
 
    Just as he was warring with himself about how much of a jackass he would be if he left without her, the door swung open and she appeared, red eyed, and with a ragged streak of mascara on her left cheek, but dressed much more appropriately in leggings and sneakers, with a sweater zipped up to her chin. 
 
    He tossed his duffle over his shoulder and gestured to her to hurry. 
 
    “Let’s go. We need to find a car, so let’s get back to the rental place.” 
 
    He started walking without a backward glance, striding ahead and not caring if she was following or not, or if she’d really stopped crying, but when he pushed open the door to the inner terminal, the noise level suddenly shot up, and he stopped short. 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    “What is it?” Kirsti asked. 
 
    “It’s a damn zoo in here. I don’t know how we’ll even make it through without it taking forever. C’mon. Back outside. We’ll walk around the building. It’ll still be quicker than battling through that mess.” 
 
    Kirsti flattened herself against the wall as he passed her, and he reflected that she’d been awfully quiet since they got off the plane. Uncharacteristically so. 
 
    Back outside, he started around the terminal, pausing as he saw the row of golf carts that they used to move luggage and personnel around, and the huddle of drivers all grouped together, scrolling frantically on their cell phones. 
 
    “Hey, guys, can one of you give me a ride to the Budget place, please?” 
 
    The men looked up, and one shook his head. “Sorry, man, we’re not allowed. Airport employees only.” 
 
    “I’m a pilot.” Mike dug his ID out and held it out to the men. 
 
    They looked at each other, then one shrugged and gestured to a cart nearby. 
 
    “Okay. Get on.” 
 
    As the little cart whizzed to the other side of the terminal, the man looked sideways at Mike. Kirsti sat in the back seat, silent, clutching at her luggage. 
 
    “Did you see the news? Like, on Facebook? You’re from the U.S., right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw it right before I got off the plane. I gotta get home to my kids.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Traffic was backing up leading into the airport as passengers arrived for their flights, yet none were leaving. 
 
    “Alabama.” 
 
    “That’s a trek, man. And, like, what’s it even gonna be like when you get there? So weird. They’re saying that there’s, like, no lights and cars and stuff, and the internet isn’t working.” 
 
    If Violet’s books were to be believed, along with that movie she’d had him watch, Jericho, there would be anarchy in a very short amount of time. The longer it took him to get back to Violet and the kids, the greater the chance that he’d never make it back. 
 
    He glanced back at Kirsti. She was pale, with dark circles under her eyes and tears running down her cheeks. What the hell was he going to do with her? Violet wasn’t going to be happy to see him as it was, and she sure as heck wouldn’t welcome Kirsti with open arms. Well, well, well. If it isn’t the consequences of my own actions. 
 
    The queue for car rental wasn’t so bad yet, and Mike was glad he hadn’t waited. With all the planes grounded, pretty soon, they’d be out of cars as people tried to drive to their destinations instead. Kirsti stood beside him, mute, scrolling and typing frantically on her Facebook. He tried again to text Violet, but the message just hung there, never marked as delivered. 
 
    He tugged his billfold out of his pocket when they reached the counter and handed over his driver’s license and credit card. 
 
    “I’ll take whatever you’ve got left.” 
 
    She filled in the forms on her screen, and he had a pen in his hand ready to sign the receipt when she frowned and swiped his card for a second time. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” she said quietly. “This card has been declined. Do you have another one you’d like for me to try?” 
 
    It didn’t make any sense; he knew he had tens of thousands available on the card. He pulled out another anyway and gave it to her, tucking the first one away. The girl inserted the card into the chip reader, then frowned again and glanced up at him. 
 
    “Sir, I, uh… Are you from the States?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Georgia.” 
 
    “I think the problem has to do with what’s going on in parts of the U.S. right now. I don’t know much, just what I’ve read on social media, but if the U.S. banks have been affected, too, then our machines aren’t able to communicate with them, and they can’t make the authorization. I’m sure they’ll be back online real soon, so maybe you can come back later?” 
 
    Mike felt his irritation bubble up and considered causing a scene to see if he could bully his way into getting a car, but the place was filling up and he needed to think. If he couldn’t access any money, that was going to be a problem. He had maybe a few hundred on him in cash, but that wasn’t going to get them far. 
 
    Kirsti was quivering with anxiety beside him, which was putting him on edge, but suddenly, she stilled. He looked down at her just as she swayed, stumbled, and dropped her suitcase violently. It exploded all over the floor, bottles and tubes rolling in all directions, including behind the counter and under the desk. 
 
    “Oh my God, I’m so sorry, I’m just feeling kind of…” 
 
    She stumbled forward to try and retrieve her belongings, catching herself against the side of the desk as she fell, then dropped to the floor on her knees and started gathering everything back together. She scrambled after a bag that had bounced under the chair and scooped up the heels she had been wearing when they’d been on board. Why the hell was she weighing them down with those, Mike wondered. Those were not post-EMP shoes. 
 
    The woman behind the counter rushed to her, helping her gather shampoo and cosmetics bottles, while the growing queue of customers behind them muttered and shifted impatiently. Mike was frozen to the spot, mortified, wishing yet again he could ditch her and go on by himself. When it was all safely zipped back in her suitcase, he reached down and helped her to her feet, apologized to the woman who had helped her, to the crowd of people now waiting to be attended to, and hustled her out of there as fast as he could. 
 
    “Jesus, Kirsti…” he began as they stepped outside, “what the hell happened in there?” 
 
    She took a hard right, pulling him along with her as he still held her elbow in a firm grip, and hissed out of the corner of her mouth, “Just keep walking.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Keep. Walking.” 
 
    She was still stumbling unsteadily, but her face was set in a mild, determined expression, and he followed her, confused. She made her way across the road to the parking lot, and once they were inside, she began power-walking to where the car rental drop offs were parked. 
 
    “Kirsti, what the h…” 
 
    With a smile, Kirsti whipped a set of keys out of her pants pocket and pressed the unlock button on the fob. Half way down the row, a white Ultima flashed its lights, and Kirsti turned to him, looking like she couldn’t quite believe what she’d just done. 
 
    “Got us some wheels. Now let’s get the heck outta here before they realize what’s happened.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Mike drove carefully out of the parking spot, and for every second they waited for the barrier to rise, he expected someone to come after them. His heart was pounding, and he wanted to floor the gas and burn out of there, but he needed to not attract attention. If they could just get out of Canada without being stopped, the chances of being caught in the U.S. were slim to none without communications. 
 
    “We need to change out the license plate once we get out of town and it’s safe to stop,” Kirsti commented as they made their way to the interstate. 
 
    He looked over at her in surprise, his eyes wide. “How the hell do you know so much about stealing cars?!” 
 
    She shrugged, biting her thumbnail on her left hand as she scrolled Facebook with her right. “I have brothers. I grew up in Chicago.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Got us a car, didn’t I?” She laughed and rubbed her hand across her face, which was still pale and strained looking. “The words you’re looking for are, ‘thank you, Kirsti, you’re a genius badass.’” 
 
    He laughed shakily, still expecting to see flashing blue lights in his rearview. “Thank you, Kirsti, you are a genius badass. How did you get those keys?” 
 
    “Did you see the guy ahead of us return his car and leave the keys on the counter? The lady who was trying to check us out just took them and put them on the desk and moved on to us. So when your card got declined and I stumbled, I sneakily unzipped my bag real quick, dropped all my stuff all over the floor, snagged the keys and put them in my pocket, and then fell to distract her.” 
 
    “Unbelievable. We’re gonna wind up in jail if we get caught.” 
 
    “We won’t get caught,” she said confidently. “Everything is in too much chaos. It’s gonna be ages before she realizes she’s lost those keys, and even longer for her to figure out we took them. By the time they check the security cameras, we’ll be in the U.S. and totally incommunicado.” 
 
    “I just… wow.” Mike shook his head, suddenly assailed by guilt that he had dismissed this woman who had just helped him commit Grand Theft Auto in order for him to get home to his kids. How long would it have taken him to figure something out if she hadn’t come up with an entire plan on the spot to get them out of a jam? 
 
    Kirsti started rummaging in her purse, taking out sunglasses, candy, and a book, and arranging them on the dash. She saw him looking and shrugged. 
 
    “Gonna be a long drive, right? Just getting settled in.” 
 
    Then she picked up her book, slipped on a pair of reading glasses, which looked oddly adorable on her, Mike thought, and started to read. 
 
    What the heck. She’d gone from an airheaded, annoying flight attendant to a felon in the space of a few hours, and now here she was sitting beside him in a car they had just stolen, wearing reading glasses. All this was almost as surprising as an EMP. He’d been awful to her, when she was just being a normal woman, looking for a normal relationship. And he, he concluded, was a jackass. Just like Violet was always telling him.
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    Nick got into his work truck and slammed the door. Damn it, he thought. He had plans to go take Violet and the kids an early dinner, before the little one went to bed, and now he had to go to Tuscaloosa and probably wouldn’t be back in time. He looked at his watch. It was just after twelve; maybe if he hustled like crazy he could still make it. If they didn’t keep him too long on the job site. Theoretically, all he needed to do was go down there, assess the problem with the access for the feed handling machinery that was going in at the cattle ranch, and then he could be back at Vi’s in three hours if he didn’t hit traffic. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take him long to realize that that was not how his day was going to pan out. Upon arriving at the job site, he found two of his men squabbling over something that neither of them could properly explain to him. Even as he tried to reason and rationalize with them, it spiraled out of control, and one man punched the other, breaking his nose. The second man retaliated by slamming the first man’s head into the skid steer behind him, knocking him out cold. Exasperated, Nick called an ambulance for the two men and shut himself in the site office with his assistant manager. 
 
    “Dude. What the what? What even happened out there?” 
 
    His assistant, Brody, laughed and put a mug of coffee on the table next to him. Nick swung his work boots up onto the table and kicked back, cradling his mug in his hands. 
 
    “It started with a woman. Of course. Nate’s sister, who Dwayne has been… dating.” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Of course it did. Idiots. Well, I guess we’ll decide who to fire when they’re out of hospital. Who’s at fault here? The guy who swung first?” 
 
    Brody half shrugged, waving his hand in an ‘iffy’ gesture. “Eh… Could go either way, to be honest. Couldn’t really say. But, uh, this does leave us with a bigger problem…” 
 
    “Hm?” Nick was flipping through a catalog. 
 
    “Well, Dwayne was our crane operator.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Dwayne was our only crane operator. And this piece of equipment has to be in place by the end of the day, because the rest of it is coming in tomorrow, and once that’s set up, we won’t be able to get access any more…” 
 
    Nick frowned. “Why do I feel like this is about to become my problem…” 
 
    “Because it kinda is. You’re the only other licensed operator on site right now.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no. I don’t do that any more. No, no. I have plans for tonight.” Nick kicked back from the desk and stood up. “I was just here to do a damn inspection. Not to be…” He trailed off when he saw Brody’s expression and gave a loud, theatrical sigh. “Ugh. Fine. Let’s get this handled. I’ve got a good woman at home, and I promised her fried chicken tonight.” 
 
    Brody barked a laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. “Can’t let a woman down when you’ve promised her fried chicken. No sir.” 
 
      
 
    Well, Nick thought, at least the view’s pretty good from up here. He’d manned the crane to get the last of the silo equipment into place, and the guys in the bucket truck had secured it into place. When they’d come down, he’d gone up the outside of the structure to inspect the welding. He was currently sitting with his feet through the safety rails at the top, looking out across the farmland. It sure was a pretty day to be 100’ above ground level. Way below him, his men scurried around, moving more steel framing from the trailer and stacking it next to the huge cattle barn. In the distance, he could see vehicles moving on I-59, like ants racing down a path in the grass. The metal was warm under his butt and legs, and he gripped the railing with both hands and leaned back, tilting his face up to the sun. He needed to call Vi and tell her he was going to be a little late. He’d still make it in time for dinner, but the little one would probably be in bed when he got there, so she’d need to plan to feed him. 
 
    A voice raised in a shout from below made him open his eyes and sit up. Brody stood at the bottom of the silo, waving both arms above his head. Nick held his hands raised out by his sides in the universal ‘what?’ gesture, and Brody took his phone out of his pocket and held it up, pointing to the screen. Thinking he’d missed a text message or a call from him, Nick took his phone out and looked at the screen. It was black. He hit the side button a couple of times, but it still didn’t turn on. The charger in his truck must be broken, he thought, because it had been plugged in all the way from his office in Trenton to Tuscaloosa. 
 
    Well, he was done here; it was time to get moving. He pulled himself to his feet with the guardrail and stood for a moment, steadying himself as his head spun. He needed to eat. 
 
    The traffic on 59 had suddenly stopped and was all backed up, except with it being the middle of the day, traffic hadn’t been that heavy, and there were huge gaps between stopped cars and trucks. As he watched, one solitary car made its way through the traffic, switching lanes to dodge vehicles as it went. Nick frowned. Weird. He started down the ladder, pausing when he got to the first landing to look down. Someone was running to the site office, and a couple of other guys had the hood up on the bucket truck and were underneath it doing something. 
 
    By the time he got to the third landing, he realized how quiet it was; the radio that played nonstop was silent, and none of the trucks or other vehicles or machines were running. 
 
    He was halfway down the fourth ladder, maybe eight feet from the ground, when there was a boom from somewhere close by, so loud that he felt the vibration in the metal of the ladder, and for a second, his ears rang. He startled, spun to look down, lost his balance, and his left foot slipped through the ladder. He flipped backward, his leg caught between the ladder and the silo, hit his head on the safety cage, and fell. His last memory was of a sharp, excruciating pain in his left leg, and then there was nothing. 
 
      
 
    When he came to, Brody was standing over him, slapping his face, and when he tried to roll to the side to sit up, his friend pressed a hand into his shoulder, holding him down. 
 
    “Wait, man, listen, you’re hurt; you need to wait a minute.” 
 
    Nick coughed and felt the pain deep in his chest, inside his ribs. 
 
    “Jeez, what the heck happened?” 
 
    “You fell, and you’ve broken your leg, I think. But man, that’s the least of our problems right now.” He gripped Nick’s hand and carefully helped him into a sitting position, propping him against the tire of someone’s truck. 
 
    The pain in Nick’s leg was making him lightheaded, and he struggled to make sense of what Brody was saying. 
 
    “Has anyone called an ambulance? Two in one day to the same job site. That’s got to be some kind of damn record.” He grimaced. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Brody started, then paused as though struggling to find the right words. “No one’s phones are working. We can’t call anyone, because they won’t turn on. And the bucket truck crapped out. Just, like… stopped and won’t start again.” 
 
    Nick squinted at his long-time friend and assistant. “Funny, man. Did you read one of Vi’s books or something? How long is it gonna be? I don’t know how long I can stand this pain.” 
 
    “I’m not messin’ with you,” Brody hissed, glancing sideways at the men working on the bucket truck. “There’s no phones, the power’s off, and the truck won’t start. My truck won’t start. Yours won’t start. I already had someone go round and check.” 
 
    Nick was about to protest and tell Brody that he was sure his leg was broken, and that he needed someone to call a damn ambulance, when he suddenly remembered the traffic he’d seen on I-59, stalled out and not moving. It was impossible. How could something like this have happened with no warning? How could someone not have known and warned people? Oh my God! Violet. She was going out today, Nick remembered. Taking the boys to ride. She wasn’t even home, which meant she’d be out there somewhere with kids and horses and a dead truck. His head spun and his vision clouded as his fear and adrenaline spiked, and for a second, he could literally feel his pulse in his temples. He pressed his hand to his eyes. 
 
    “Nick? Nick!” Brody shook his shoulder, bringing him back to the present, and he focused on the other man’s face, willing his mind to clear so he could figure out what to do, but the pain was just so intense. “Don’t pass out again, man. We’ve got to get you to a hospital.” 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    They both looked up in surprise as they heard an engine roar to life, then looked back at each other. 
 
    “Like that,” Brody said. “Miguel has been driving that crappy old Chevy Vega for as long as I’ve known him, and we’ve been raggin’ on him about it for years.” As he was talking, he helped Nick to his feet—or foot—and tucked his arm over his shoulder. “Hey, Jason, come on over here and help me get the boss man into Miguel’s car, would you?” 
 
    Nick sucked in a sharp breath as the pain shot up his leg and into his hip, making him involuntarily double over. The two men half carried him to the car and slid him clumsily into the back seat, bumping his leg twice on the door. As they closed the rear door, it hit the foot of his injured leg, sending red hot agony up the limb. He shouted out in pain and passed out again. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Brody looked back at Nick, who was unconscious and pale and sweating, and shook his head. 
 
    “Let’s go, Miguel. We gotta find a doctor somewhere.” 
 
    “There’s an emergency room in Tuscaloosa. We’ll go there.” 
 
    Miguel drove like he was the only man on the road, which he pretty much was. He ducked stalled cars and trucks, and occasionally had to bump wildly along the grass beside the hard shoulder, and Brody was grateful Nick had already passed out. 
 
    “You know what all of this is?” Miguel jabbed his hand in gesture toward the groups of gathered people who were staring in disbelief at their working car. 
 
    “Yeah, I reckon so, and you just became about the richest man in all of damn Tuscaloosa with the only running car we’ve seen so far.” 
 
    “The power, will it come back? Will the cars come back?” 
 
    Brody shook his head. “No, man. It’s all dead.” 
 
    Miguel looked at him in surprise, then turned sharply back to the road as his wheels hit the rumble strips. 
 
    “Dead forever?” 
 
    “Dead forever.” 
 
    “So, what will we do?” 
 
    “We get this man to the hospital, but beyond that, I don’t know.” 
 
    “You got a gun?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Brody patted his hip. “You?” 
 
    Miguel flipped open the glove box and took out his gun and rested it on his lap. Brody hoped they weren’t going to need either to defend the car. 
 
      
 
    The hospital was surrounded by stalled vehicles, many blocking access, and already they were setting up triage tents in the parking lot. Without lights, it would be dark inside, so it made sense they’d needed to move it all out. 
 
    Miguel wound his way through the stalled traffic and ambulances to get as close to the tents as possible, then parked and got out. He leaned back in, looking for something under the steering column, and Brody paused, looking back at him. 
 
    “Whatcha doin’, man?” 
 
    Miguel looked up. “Making sure no one can steal the car,” he replied, slipping a fuse into his pocket and slamming the door. 
 
    The two men caught Nick under his arms and dragged him from the back seat, jostling him and making him cry out as he tried to put weight on his uninjured leg. 
 
    “We got you,” Brody assured him. They made their way to the first tent where two nurses were comforting a third, and a group of doctors were huddled together talking. A gurney sat empty, with a fresh sheet on it, so Brody and Miguel hefted Nick onto it, semi-conscious and moaning quietly now the adrenaline had given way to pain. 
 
    One of the doctors turned and looked at them, a questioning expression on his face, then saw Nick’s leg, and frowned. 
 
    “Oh, jeez. Car wreck?” 
 
    “No, he slipped and fell on a silo ladder.” 
 
    “So not related to this?” He twirled a finger in the air while pulling on latex gloves. Brody shook his head. “Miranda, come help me, would you, please?” 
 
    One of the nurses broke away from her friends and hurried over, and they started taking Nick’s vitals and running an IV line. 
 
    “You guys came in a car, right? You’re the ones I heard drive up? Yeah, you need to get back in it and get away from here. They’re gonna start taking cars soon—police, civilians, everyone. Working cars are gonna be a valuable asset.” 
 
    Miguel nodded in understanding and already had his hand in his pocket, reaching for the fuse, but Brody hesitated. 
 
    “I can’t just leave him, man.” 
 
    The doctor shook his head. “Go. Come back tomorrow. He’s not going anywhere. You need to be with your family, keep them safe. The world just changed. You got kids?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re at home with my wife.” 
 
    “Then you need to go protect them. Keep them safe. My name is Donovan Squire. Ask for me when you come back, and I’ll help you find him.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Brody went to Nick and reached for his right hand. “I’ll come back, I promise.” 
 
    Nick didn’t respond. Brody squeezed his hand and then started to walk away. He turned back to the doctor. “Is he gonna be okay?” 
 
    The doctor looked up. “It’s a bad time to have a broken leg, that’s for sure. Can’t x-ray it, or do surgery, so we’ll just have to set it and hope it heals right. Where’s he live? He’s gonna need to be careful not to reinjure it before it’s healed.” 
 
    “Way up past Scottsboro.” 
 
    “He can’t go that far without a car. Can you come back and get him? Take him home? He’ll need to stay still, move carefully. If he breaks it worse, we can’t just fix it the way we could have yesterday. He could lose his leg.” 
 
    “You’re talking like the lights aren’t coming back on, Doc.” 
 
    Donovan squinted up at him skeptically. “Do you think the lights are coming back on, buddy?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “Then we need to take care of your friend. This would be a hard world for a one-legged man to survive in.” 
 
    Brody looked after Miguel, who was already at the car, with the door open. Miguel’s family was back in Mexico, and it was likely that’s where he’d be headed as soon as he dropped Brody off back at his place. There wasn’t much left for him in the U.S. if he couldn’t work anymore. Looked like there wouldn’t be any work left to do. Maybe he could find another working car, somehow. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, then.” 
 
    Brody nodded and ran for the car before Miguel left without him. 
 
    ~ 
 
    When Nick woke, he felt like he was coming around from a two day drinking bender. His head was swimming, his mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls, and his left leg hurt. When he moved his arm to scratch his face, his shoulder twinged, and he discovered his upper body ached like he’d been in a car wreck. Had he? What could he remember? Not much, was the answer. He remembered being on top of the silos, looking out at the stopped traffic on the interstate. But then what? 
 
    He opened his eyes and found he was in a bed in a room, and it was pushed up against a window. He was on his back, staring up at the ceiling, which was made of those white speckled tiles, and none of the lights were on. 
 
    So maybe it was real, and not just a dream. 
 
    He pulled himself up into a sitting position and looked out the window. There were cars randomly scattered around the parking lot, not in parking spaces, and there were crowds around the tents set up just outside the emergency room entrance where the ambulances would normally pull up. 
 
    How had he gotten here? 
 
    What else could he remember? 
 
    And damn, why did his leg hurt so much? 
 
    His fingers crept down, eventually coming into contact with a hard casing around his leg that began mid thigh; his knee wouldn’t bend, and for some reason, his toes would barely move. He squinted down at them and concentrated really hard, finally managing to make them wiggle a little. 
 
    With a flash of returning memory, he remembered falling as he climbed down the silo and an explosion of pain, but there was nothing after that. 
 
    “You’re awake. That’s good.” 
 
    He turned his body carefully, feeling the muscles in his shoulders pull, and saw a man in scrubs standing in the doorway. He was holding a bottle of medications, and a clipboard, and he had his sunglasses pushed up into his hair, which stuck up wildly, like he’d run his hands through it a lot. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He laughed. “To your leg, or to the world in general?” 
 
    “Let’s start small. To my leg.” 
 
    “Well, what do you remember?” The man came into the room and sat on a chair beside the bed, then started scribbling on the clipboard. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Not a whole lot. I was up on the silo, inspecting the build, and there was a huge traffic jam on the interstate. Brody started yelling at me, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying, so I started climbing down, and I think I slipped, and then…” He shrugged and gestured to his leg. 
 
    The doctor nodded. “That’s about right. It’s good you remember. We can’t scan for a head injury, so we just have to hope for the best. Obviously we can’t x-ray your leg either, so we’re just doing our best here. Seems there’s been some kind of event. It knocked out the power and fried all our equipment, even the backup generators. We’re totally blind here. We’re swamped with injuries coming in, and we’re back in the dark ages with what we can do. You were lucky. The bone didn’t pierce the skin, so there’s less chance of infection, but you’re going to have to be extremely careful; if you break it again or it doesn’t heal correctly, there’s currently no surgical option to fix it. You’re going to need somewhere quiet and safe to rest while it heals. Minimum six weeks.” 
 
    Nick struggled to push himself more upright, wincing in pain. “But that’s not possible! I need to get home to my girlfriend and her kids. She’s up on Sand Mountain, and she’s there by herself. I can’t leave her there by herself with everything like this! The power isn’t comin’ back on, is it?” 
 
    Donovan shook his head sadly. “I don’t think it is, at least not in the short to medium term. We’re all going to have to learn to live like this and make adjustments. Son, if you don’t rest up, losing your leg is a real possibility. Your girlfriend, she needs you whole and healthy to move forward into the future. A one-legged man would find this a hard world to exist in. There’s no bionic legs available now.” 
 
    “Who brought me in? Was it Brody?” 
 
    “Tall guy, dark hair, and another guy with a Mexican accent. They’re coming back tomorrow to pick you up, and I guess the Brody guy is gonna take you home with him.” 
 
    “Pick me up how? If we had one of those EMPs, then surely all the cars would be fried, too.” 
 
    “They had an older car that was still running. It’s only the newer ones with the electronic components that were affected.” 
 
    Nick smiled wryly. “Miguel’s had that old Chevy for years. We make fun of it all the time.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a modern day millionaire now.” The doctor stood up. “Here, take one of these,” he poured some water into a glass, and put it on Nick’s tray, “and I’ll have someone bring you food in a little while. We’re kinda short staffed right now, but we’re doing the best we can. Just hang out and rest; I’ll come check on you later.” He started to leave, then turned back to Nick. “I know it feels like the end of the world, and I really am sorry. I can’t imagine how it would feel to know my wife and kids were out there somewhere and I couldn’t get to them.” 
 
    “Not married?” 
 
    “I am. My wife’s a nurse. She’s down there in the tent taking care of people. No kids.” He saluted Nick with the clipboard, gesturing for him to lay back and rest, and left. 
 
    Alone in the room, Nick sat and looked out the window. Vi could be anywhere. She’d taken Caleb for his lesson at the arena, but had she been home by the time this went down? Probably not. So that meant she was somewhere out there, alone with those two kids and two horses, fifty-some miles from home. What would she have done? Maybe Suzie had gone home with them… No way Vi would have been okay with not going home; her mom was there. But how long would it take her to ride home? It would be days. She’d be out there, by herself, with no phone, no way to call for help, and people who were going to want to take those horses as they got more desperate. He sure hoped she had her gun with her. He swallowed back tears; crying was pointless. But damn, if he ever made it home to her, he was going to make that woman marry him, and he’d never leave her alone again. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until dark began to fall the next evening that Nick began to accept the reality of his situation. He knew from Donovan that Brody had promised to return for him, but he hadn’t. All day, he’d sat in his bed by the window, watching the new world go by. Watching casualty after casualty come through the tents in the parking lot, and seeing the pile of bodies in the black bags grow faster than they could be taken away. 
 
    He wondered if Brody was in a pile of bodies somewhere, because that was the only way his friend would not have come for him. Come hell or high water, Brody was a man who kept his promises. 
 
    He looked up as Donovan came into the room carrying two Subway sandwiches. He dropped one on the bed beside Nick and then sank into a chair beside him with a weary sigh. Nick smiled a thank you and began unwrapping the sub. In a week, when all the fast food had run out, Subway would be a freakin’ delicacy. 
 
    “Hard day?” 
 
    Donovan nodded, his mouth full. “Like you wouldn’t believe. The stuff coming through here… This is day two and we’re seeing back-to-back shootings and stabbings. People are dead because their pacemakers quit or their insulin pumps quit or their oxygen machines quit… This is just the beginning. Tomorrow is going to be worse, and the day after that is going to be worse again. I guess at some point it’ll stop getting worse, and then it’ll just be. People will figure out we can’t do anything anymore, and then the elderly and the sick and the fragile and the injured will just… die.” He shrugged, chewing thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s…” Nick was uncharacteristically lost for words. 
 
    “Dark?” Donovan offered. “Sure it is, but it’s reality now.” 
 
    They ate in silence, both watching the scene outside the window, until Nick addressed the elephant in the room. 
 
    “So I don’t reckon Brody’s coming. I guess something must have happened.” 
 
    “Hm. What’s your plan?” 
 
    “I… don’t have one.” Nick continued to stare out of the window, like somehow the solution would appear. He needed to get out of here, steal a car from somewhere, and get home to Violet. But being one-legged and on crutches made finding a car and making a quick getaway challenging. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been thinking all day about this, and I might have an answer. Me and my wife, I think we’ll mostly stay at the hospital now. Just never seems to be time to go home. I’m thinking I’ll get a wheelchair and take you to our place. We only live a little over a mile away, and you can stay there while you heal up.” 
 
    Nick turned to the doctor in surprise and frowned. “Why would you do that for me?” 
 
    Donovan smiled and shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Brody, he’s a good man. He would have come if he could.” His voice broke at the end of the sentence, as he was forced to acknowledge the likely fate of his friend, and it elicited a sympathetic expression from the doctor. 
 
    “I know, man. I know. He was a good man, took time to bring you here. I’m sorry about your friend.” 
 
    Nick nodded, not trusting his voice, and went back to staring out the window as he blinked away tears. 
 
    “So, tomorrow I’ll find that chair, and we’ll go over there, okay? There’s food, but I’ll come by every couple days and check on you. You just gotta rest up. Read. Sleep. I dunno, just rest. Are you good with that?” 
 
    Nick gave a laugh. “Well, I’m not real good at that whole resting thing, but I can try.” 
 
    Donovan’s face was serious. “You have to rest. If you re-break that leg, I might not be able to fix it. You could literally lose your leg. I’m going to keep reminding you of that, because it’s important. It’s life or death, now. Animals with broken legs in the wild quite often don’t make it, because that weakness makes them prey. Out there, the world you see through this window, is a world where a man with a broken leg is prey now. If we can just get you fixed up and home to your girl, I’m sure you’ll be safe there. So let’s just get you to the point we can find a way to get you home, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick knew Donovan was right, yet the idea of sitting still, doing nothing while Violet was goodness knows where, seemed impossible. “I’ll do as I’m told, Doc. Thank you. Thank you for doing this for me. I don’t know… what I’d do otherwise.” 
 
    Donovan stood and stuck his hand out for Nick to shake. 
 
    “Tomorrow then.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.”

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Sand Mountain, AL 
 
    Saturday November 14 
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    Will and Simon drove in silence through town to the Dollar General, then took a left to head down the mountain. Life up there was still quiet. People tended to mind their own business, yet were neighborly to a fault if required to be. The doors to the dollar store were open, and there was a small crowd gathered outside the grocery store that sat catty corner to it. They all turned as one to watch the truck go by, and a handful of people recognized it and raised their hands in greeting. 
 
    “I don’t reckon it’s going to be so friendly down in town,” Simon speculated sourly as he waved in return. “Up here there’s plenty of people with old trucks that’ll be running, and anyone stealing off anyone else will be likely to find themselves in a tough spot, real fast. Down there, though…” He shrugged. 
 
    Will instinctively put his hand over the healing wound on his side, and then let it fall to the gun on his hip. He hoped this wasn’t a suicide mission, picking up this woman and her family. He’d very much prefer to be staying up here on the mountain, but Vi seemed so set on it, and Ella had agreed with her. The women had worn them down. Nick would want him to do it. He was pretty sure that this woman had something to do with whatever had happened on the way home that Violet wouldn’t talk about. The thing that had Caleb waking the whole house at night with his screams and sobs; but Will was the kind of man who figured people would talk when they were good and ready. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Simon asked, “What’s the deal with this girl? Why are we all risking our necks to go get some chick we don’t know?” 
 
    “I was just wondering the same thing. I think something happened on the way home. With Vi.” 
 
    “Something happened to Vi?” Simon shot him a quick look, then his eyes returned to the road. 
 
    “Yeah. She’s kinda hinted at it, but she won’t talk. I tried, but…” He shrugged. “Somethin’ she don’t wanna talk about right now. Ella would prolly have more luck. She’s gonna have to talk about it sometime, else it’s gonna fester like a darn splinter.” 
 
    Simon nodded, and they fell back into silence, two men who were far more comfortable leaving the difficult stuff to the girls. And both men had a suspicion that whatever the reason was that they were hauling across this valley to the mountain on the other side would definitely be classified as ‘difficult.’ 
 
    “We need to blow up the two bridges at each end of y’alls road,” Simon said suddenly as he navigated a broken down eighteen-wheeler on the hairpin bend on the way down to Trenton. 
 
    Will’s head shot up, and he stared at Simon, eyebrows raised. “Well, that escalated quickly. What the heck, man?” 
 
    Simon laughed and reached down to tuck his shirt behind his holster for easier access. Three people from a group standing outside the old event venue stepped into the road and tried to flag them down, but Simon swerved around them without slowing and kept on his way. “There’s two bridges, one at each end of your road. They’re almost at either end of Vi’s property. If we blow them up, it’ll make it way harder for people to come in looking for whatever people might be looking for. It’ll make it easier for y’all to defend your place. Are you gonna stay with Vi and the kids?” 
 
    Will nodded. “At least till Nick gets home, yeah. After that, I dunno. Haven’t really thought about it.” 
 
    “You reckon he’s coming home? After all this time?” 
 
    “For sure.” Will nodded like it was a done deal, and Simon chose not to express his skepticism. 
 
    They weren’t going to get a good look at Trenton before they were immersed in it and committed. The road down the mountain was too steep and curvy to allow them to go slowly and check ahead, so they decided to just keep their speed up and power through, rather than trying to somehow scope it out. Right around the last bend, before the town proper, they slowed slightly and heard music. It was loud, with a deep, rhythmic beat. 
 
    Simon cracked the window slightly and listened. 
 
    “Where you reckon that’s coming from?” 
 
    Before Will had time to reply, the answer was provided for them. The wing restaurant that sat just inside city limits had a group of old vehicles parked outside, a dozen or more motorcycles, and an old tractor. People were crowded onto the screened porch on the front, smoking and laughing, and music blared from inside. 
 
    “I think I’d rather go without electricity than spend my life tryin’ to figure out where to get gas to keep that thing running,” Simon observed, referring to the generator they could hear buzzing outside. “Once those kids got used to having lights again, they’d be expecting to have ‘em, all the time.” 
 
    Shifting nervously so he could see the group in the side mirror as they passed, Will kept his hand on his gun in his lap, ready to return fire if anyone decided to shoot at them. 
 
    He thought they were past and in the clear, until without warning, a man burst out of the screen door and onto the front steps, a hunting rifle up to his shoulder. He barely had time to catch a breath to warn Simon before the man fired at them. The back window shattered, scattering glass throughout the cab. A half dozen more rounds bounced off the bed and tailgate. Will ducked, spinning in his seat and ready to fire back, but Simon floored the gas and they were past and out of range before he’d even wound down the window. 
 
    Simon’s face was flushed red, his lips pulled tight as he focused on pushing the old truck beyond its capabilities. 
 
    “Anyone following us?” 
 
    Will looked behind, and there was now a group gathered on the steps, looking after them, guns at the ready, but no one seemed to be running to the bikes or any of the vehicles. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why? Why would they do that? They don’t need this damn truck; they’ve got plenty of vehicles there. Have we forgotten all about live and let live already?” 
 
    Will shook his head, watching as the restaurant and its inhabitants got smaller and smaller and eventually disappeared. 
 
    “We take any damage? Apart from the window, obviously?” 
 
    Will laughed nervously, his heart still leaping in his chest. “Nothin’ that won’t buff out.” 
 
    Simon shot a look behind him while he downshifted to climb the hill to the traffic lights. Glass shards covered the center console, the back seat, and his lap. The rear window on the driver’s side had also been shattered. 
 
    “My wife… is gonna kill me,” he observed dryly. 
 
    “Your wife is gonna be happy you didn’t get shot in the back of the head,” Will responded. 
 
    “When we get clear of this damn Mad Max town and stop for gas, we’ll check the truck over and clean all this glass out.” 
 
    “Mad Max is right. Food’s got to be running out down here. If they’re not growing their own stuff or hunting or something, there’s got to be thousands dead. Even whatever they looted out of the grocery stores has gotta be gone by now.” 
 
    They rode up the hill and through the dead traffic lights without speaking, stunned into silence by the fact that this was the new reality and waiting for their adrenaline and racing hearts to subside. 
 
    Simon was the first to realize there was a problem. “We’ve got a flat,” he said to Will. “D’you feel it? Truck’s pulling hard to the side, it’s handling bad. Bullet must have grazed the tire.” 
 
    “We can’t stop here to change it. What you wanna do?” Will leaned forward to look in the side mirror, and sure enough, Simon was right. His heart sank. This situation right here could get them killed. “The tire’s still on the rim right now. Keep driving; we’ll stop when we get through town.” He prayed the tire stayed on the rim and knew Simon was doing the same. 
 
    “I don’t reckon I want to come this way home if we can avoid it,” Simon said as he drove carefully. “We need to look at a map. We might could come back down Mentone and Valley Head way.” 
 
    Simon gestured with a finger at the groups of people gathered around the old gas station on the right, to the front of the Food City that was now nothing more than a pile of rubble and twisted, scorched metal. They all had rifles slung over their shoulders, making Will grip his pistol tighter, his finger laid along the barrel, ready to drop to the trigger in a second, but no one made a move to raise one in their direction. 
 
    “Less we can show this truck around, the better. Sooner or later, someone’s gonna kill one of us to take it. Pull that shotgun out from the floor behind the seats,” Simon said. “Let’s keep it where we can grab it easy if we run into more idiots.” 
 
    Will turned and wrangled it from the back seat, laying it across his lap. 
 
    “What in the world is this? This ain’t anything my daddy or grandpa ever used.” 
 
    “Mossberg Shockwave. Ella bought it for me for our wedding anniversary.” 
 
    “Damn. You married the right girl there, man.” He quickly familiarized himself with the safety, turning the little gun over in his hands. 
 
    The group outside the gas station disappeared from view, and Will straightened in his seat, turning back to look down at I-59 as they crossed it. Cars were still stranded across all four lanes, and a Walmart truck that had been headed north had had a giant hole punched in the side, and boxes spilled out of it onto the road. 
 
    They were backtracking the route Violet had taken home, and Will smiled when they passed the Pizza Hut. 
 
    “This was where I saw Vi for the first time, when she was on her way home. I thought I was seeing things. Her and those kids just right there on the side of the road, and I’d come all the way from damn Birmingham in the bed of an old Chevy. Ten minutes either way, and I reckon I would have missed her. Weird world, ain’t it? Wonder where I’d be now?” 
 
    “Are we taking a left here?” Simon interrupted his thoughts, and Will pulled the piece of paper Vi had scribbled directions on out of his pocket. 
 
    “Yeah, where’s the map?” 
 
    “Glove box.” 
 
    Will unfolded it and then refolded to show the area where Vi had circled Beth’s house. 
 
    As Simon made the left turn, the truck lurched slightly and there was a scraping sound, followed by a shower of sparks as the rim hit the road. 
 
    “Damn it.” Simon gripped the wheel. “We need to stop, and soon. Those fireworks don’t mix well with all that gas we’re carrying unless we’re planning on getting blown back to Alabama.” 
 
    They were passing the storage units; several were open, and Will didn’t think that was a safe place to be. It’d be one of his first stops if he was a scavenger looking for useful stuff. 
 
    “There’s the water treatment plant up here on the left. Pull in there and tuck up behind that building there at the front. I’ll cover you with this baby here,” he patted the Mossberg, “while you get it done. Kinda hope I get an excuse to fire it.” He gave Simon a sly, sideways look, and Simon responded with one akin to the kind he would give his children when they were clearly looking for mischief. 
 
    The town was behind them, and there were just a handful of neighborhoods ahead before they started going up Lookout Mountain. There were no people around that they could see; no one walking on the roads, no one out in their yards. Hopefully, everyone was tucked away in their homes, keeping out of the stewpot of trouble that was clearly bubbling away in Trenton. 
 
    When they pulled into the water plant and parked the truck around the back of the concrete building, they saw that the roll-up door of the workshop behind it was partially open, and a large Doberman with pricked ears sat in the opening, watching them. 
 
    Will nodded his head at the dog, who stared at them, alert, but relaxed. “That’s what we need. Need to get us each a couple dogs. God bless that thing of Vi’s; she’s cute as a button, but she’s no guard dog.” 
 
    Simon cut the engine, and they sat there in silence, listening, on the alert and ready to fight or flee at a second’s notice. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get this done. I’m all ready to be back at the farm, and we’ve barely even left.” Simon opened the door and got out, and Will followed, both with guns at the ready. He shook glass shards from his lap, then picked more from the seat while Will gathered what he could from the back. 
 
    Three shots had hit the bed of the truck; two had glanced off, one had gone through, narrowly missing the fuel tank and zinging off the frame. 
 
    “Good Lord sure was looking after us this morning,” he said to Will, who backed out of the truck, his hands full of glass. He dumped it by the side of the building, then ran his fingers over the ugly gash in the metal. 
 
    “You’re right. Your wife is gonna kill you.” 
 
    Simon shot him a sour look as he laughed and went to fuel up. 
 
    “Go on, you get it changed and I’ll keep watch,” Will said. 
 
    Simon tucked his gun back in its holster, and Will stood with his back to him, watching the road and occasionally glancing back behind them toward the shop. Simon had the truck up on the jack and was lifting the spare on when Will caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see a man about their age walking down from the shop, his watchful dog by his side. He had a gun on his hip and a rifle in a sling on his back, but his hands were free and he was approaching with a smile. 
 
    “There’s someone comin’,” Will murmured to Simon. “Doesn’t look like trouble but you never know now…” 
 
    Simon glanced up. “I just need a couple more minutes.” 
 
    “Hey, guys. Y’all doing okay?” The man came closer and held his hand out to Will. “Robert Mackay.” 
 
    Will took his hand, keeping the shotgun loosely in his left. “Will Durham, and this is Simon Casey. Just passing through. Had some problems with a tire.” 
 
    The man nodded at Simon. “I think we’ve met. Our daughters were in cheer together last year.” 
 
    Simon stood, wiping his hands on his pants, and shook the man’s hand. 
 
    “Think you might be right. World sure changed in a hurry, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I heard that. Need a hand with that flat?” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “Thanks, man, but I got it.” 
 
    Robert looked over the old truck, his eyes falling on the shattered windows and the bullet holes, and his eyebrows rose. “You meet that bunch that’s holed up at the old Jefferson’s? Looks like they left you their calling card.” 
 
    Simon turned and took in the sorry sight of his wife’s truck. “Sure did. Feel like we were lucky to get off with just a handful of scars. Are they causing trouble?” 
 
    “Well, they’re the ones burned down the Food City. Took everything they could and stashed it in the restaurant. Stole that big ol’ generator from goodness knows where, and they’ve got a guard on the gas station—that’s how they’re keeping it running. Heard it’s some guy from the old mountain behind Slygo running the gang, but I don’t know him. Guess they kinda own the town now. We stay out here, away from trouble, and they haven’t come over this far yet. Nothing they need out here, I guess. 
 
    “So, where you headed? I came down here to warn you about a situation they got brewing over in Fort Payne I heard about.” 
 
    “Heading over to Lookout. Why, what’s going on down there?” 
 
    “Well, seems a bunch of people gathered at Little River Canyon when it all went dark, living in tents… I got a motorbike that still runs and I was over there in Mentone helping a friend get a bunch of old trucks he has running, and he told me they’ve had an outbreak of something like dysentery. No one is cleaning up after themselves, if you get what I mean, and they’re drinking right from the river without boiling the water…. Now a bunch of ‘em died, and everyone is freakin’ out, trying to get out of the area. What I’m saying is, I don’t reckon I’d take a running vehicle over there all by myself, you know? And if they are all sick, you might want to mind who you stop and talk with—or help if you see someone looking like they’re in a situation. I hate to be telling you not to help people, but I saw dysentery when I was in the Army overseas, and it spreads quick when there’s no flushing toilets or showers.” 
 
    “God. What a mess.” Simon dropped the car jack down and tossed it in the bed with the old tire. “No, we’re not going that way. We’re going over toward Mount Olive, picking up a lady that’s over there by herself.” 
 
    Robert nodded. “Nobody needs to be by themselves with the world like this. Especially not a woman. Well, I’ll let y’all get back on the road. I just saw you from up there and recognized you, and wanted to spread the word. Lord knows what we all don’t need right now is some kind of third world disease. It’s a bad deal. Here’s hoping it doesn’t spread.” 
 
    The men shook hands, and Simon and Will left, pulling back out onto 136, happy to be going in the opposite direction to the town. They drove in thoughtful silence for some time, except for when Will gave directions, then finally Will looked over at his friend and shook his head. 
 
    “Dysentery? Man, even I didn’t see that coming. Guess it makes sense, though. We gotta keep that away from our people, at all costs. We gotta keep that off the mountain.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “We’ll handle it when we get home. Put the word out, try and close our borders, stop anyone from bringing that mess up there. One thing at a time, though. I only got so much room for so much worryin’.” 
 
    Even keeping their speed down to be respectful to the old truck and mindful of their gas consumption, it took them only just under two hours to get close to Beth’s, and Simon decided it was as good a time as any to gas up before they went any further. 
 
    He pulled in behind a shiny new Limited Edition F350 that had been abandoned on the side of the road, the kind that Ella would have sold her soul to own before the EMP, and got out of the truck. He emptied both of the gas cans from the bed of the truck into the gas tank, then carefully siphoned gas from the tank of the truck into the cans. 
 
    “That should be enough to get us there and home. If not, I guess we can stop again.” He paused and looked around, his head cocked to one side. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Will shifted the weight of the rifle and glanced both ways up and down the road before shaking his head. “No, what?” 
 
    “There’s someone coming on a horse. Kinda sounds weird, though.” 
 
    Will listened, and sure enough, he began to hear the sound of hoofbeats coming up the road. “It’s missing shoes, that’s why it sounds weird. It’s only wearing two shoes. One front, one back, sounds like. I wonder why they didn’t take the other two off?” 
 
    The reason why became apparent as the dark chestnut horse came into view—it was alone. It was still wearing its bridle, but the reins had been torn off, leaving just the clips that attached them to the bit dangling, probably as it stepped on split reins and then yanked its head up, and the saddle had slipped around so the horse was wearing it on its rib cage. A long tear in the skin of its shoulder had half dried and healed, and its mane and tail were full of burrs and stickers. Still, it strode down the road like it knew exactly where it was going, and made a soft whickering noise when it saw Will and Simon. 
 
    “You got any rope in the truck?” Will asked. 
 
    Simon laughed. “Whatcha gonna do? Ride that sucker home, cowboy?” 
 
    “No, you’re gonna go back to that house we passed a ways back and steal the old trailer that’s in their yard.” 
 
    Will yanked a coil of rope out from under the passenger seat of the truck and spoke softly to the horse as it approached him. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Simon had loaded the gas cans back in the bed of the truck and was ready to leave. He looked at Will, who was tying the rope to the horse’s bridle, like he’d lost his mind. 
 
    “No. These things,” he gestured at the horse, “are freakin’ valuable now. When we can’t even get any more gas for your truck, how d’you think we’re going to get places? I already, uh, liberated one horse on the way over to y’all’s place, and we need more of them. This is like a gift from God, just walking down the road, saddle an’ all.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. This truck isn’t built to pull a damn trailer with a horse in it.” 
 
    “It’s a small trailer. I saw it; it’s right there beside the barn. There’s not even any cars in the driveway. And if the truck can’t get it up the mountain, then I guess we’ll unload it, ditch the trailer, and I’ll ride—” he glanced underneath the horse, “—her home.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “I guess, but I still think you’re crazy. I’ve already dodged enough bullets for one day. If you get me shot stealing a damn trailer, you can explain it to my wife.” 
 
    “Why would they shoot you for stealing a trailer? They don’t have anything to pull it with anymore. Obviously, if they’re home, go knock on the door and ask ‘em. Otherwise, just hitch up the trailer and get outta there.” 
 
    Simon got back in the truck, barely hiding his irritation, and turned it around and headed back the way they’d come. Will turned back to the horse and undid the cinch, then lifted the saddle back where it was meant to be. He tightened the cinch again, talking quietly to the horse the whole time, then adjusted the breast collar, which had been pulled to one side by the slipped saddle. The horse had a sore rubbed on the soft part of its belly behind its front leg, and another on its withers that was oozing some kind of stinking infection, so, having second thoughts, Will undid the tack, and took off the saddle and laid it on the grass to load into the trailer later. 
 
    The horse shuffled unhappily and tried to pull back against the rope a couple times, then decided that Will probably wasn’t going to let it go and put her head down to eat. Will stood still and listened, hoping he was right and that someone wouldn’t shoot Simon for taking the trailer. Maybe this had been a stupid idea. Maybe they should have just let the horse go on its way and stolen another one from closer to home. 
 
    The worst thing about phones and watches and all that stuff not working anymore, Will decided as he waited, was that it gave a really weirdly distorted sense of time. It felt like Simon had been gone hours, for sure longer than he felt like he should have been gone, and he was beginning to get antsy and second guess the wisdom of his plan. But in reality, it was possible it had only been thirty minutes, and he’d just gone so long not being truly ‘present’ in the moment, that he’d lost the ability to judge time. Will shook his head. Thinking too much was bad for a person. Better to just be, and not question everything that popped into your head. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered to himself. He gathered the mare’s rope into his hands and began walking down the road in the direction Simon had gone. 
 
    He’d barely walked five hundred yards when he heard the sound of the truck starting up, followed by the clattering of a stock trailer. The horse stopped, her head high and her ears pricked, listening to the incredibly loud noise in the silent world. With the racket that trailer was making, everyone for ten miles around would know there was a running vehicle; they’d need to be on their guard for trouble. More trouble. 
 
    Simon rattled back into view with the ancient stock trailer behind the truck, and the mare stopped stock still and stared, her ears so pricked they almost touched in the middle. Will ran a calming hand down her neck, but she seemed in no mood to be calmed. 
 
    “We need to give you a name,” he murmured, and one ear flicked back toward him before resuming attention on the approaching vehicle. 
 
    Simon slammed the truck into park and got out, slamming the door. 
 
    “Well, I found a whole bunch worse than an owner with a shotgun,” he griped, his face red with a sheen of sweat on his brow. 
 
    “Worse?” 
 
    “Ticks. Those itty bitty ones that get,” he paused and swept a gesture across his crotch with one hand, “everywhere. Felt ‘em get on me when I was in the long grass trying to get this sucker hitched up. Brakes were locked on and gave a heckuva bang when I first pulled out. We’re gonna have to be careful going down the mountain.” 
 
    “Oh, damn. Seed ticks. That is worse.” 
 
    “I tried to pick ‘em off, but short of dropping my drawers, I guess ain’t much I can do about it now. They’re worse than any freakin’ apocalypse.” He scratched sourly at one butt cheek. “Well, get My Little Pony there on the trailer and let’s get outta here.” 
 
    The mare loaded obligingly, and Will tied her and then slipped out the side door, doing a quick check around that the doors were latched and the tires were holding air. Then he got in the truck where Simon was already waiting, scowling and scratching his leg. 
 
    “We good?” 
 
    Will nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The trailer lurched and clanked as Simon made his way slowly down the road, and Will have directions from the map. They passed a man who stood in his driveway watching them, presumably curious at the sound of a running vehicle, and they each raised a hand as they passed. 
 
    “Should be somewhere right around here,” Will said, and Simon slowed, both of them looking to the left. “Wait, yeah, here. Back up again.” 
 
    They’d passed the drive by too much to take the turn with the trailer, so Simon backed, swung wide and into the drive, and parked. He shut off the engine and got out, tucking the keys into his pocket. 
 
    Guns in hands, on alert for trouble, or even a nervous Beth reacting to two strange men approaching her house, they made their way up the drive to the porch. 
 
    Walking a couple paces ahead of Simon, Will suddenly froze, and Simon almost walked right into him. One of the front windows was shattered, and on the porch was a body in a spreading puddle of blood.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Mount Olive Road, GA 
 
    Beth 
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    The days after Violet left got progressively longer for Beth. She found herself sitting silently for long periods of time, immobilized, in limbo, waiting for something. Anything. It felt like all her senses were on high alert, as she listened constantly for the sound of a vehicle, a horse, anything to indicate that maybe Violet might be coming back. She didn’t remember being this anxious before Vi arrived, but she supposed then she hadn’t really seen the reality of the situation, the way that things were going to be now. Violet’s appearance in her life, and then the sudden arrival and equally sudden departure of Buck, were an ugly reminder that nothing was the same, and never would be again. 
 
    As the days ticked by, Beth’s belief that her husband might come home gradually began to fade away. He’d been overseas, she wasn’t sure where, as he’d been traveling around a lot, serving in the Army. Their marriage had been far from perfect. He had been plagued by bad dreams and PTSD, and refused to accept the counseling and therapy offered to him by the Army. He’d withdrawn into a shell of the man she had first married when they’d been nineteen and twenty-one, but he’d talked last time he’d been home about leaving the Army and getting a civilian job, so he could spend more time at home with them. Beth had outwardly supported him in this, but inwardly wondered how on earth their lives were supposed to fit back together, full time in the same house, and now with three kids to bring into the equation. She was fearful that they would be nothing more than a loud, disruptive irritation to him. 
 
    She wondered where he was now. Was he trying to make his way home? Had he died trying? Had he died in the EMP? They’d been married so long, shared so many years and experiences and so much life together; surely she would be able to feel if he was dead. But she didn’t feel much of anything anymore. She felt love for her babies when she looked at them and held them, and she felt fear for the future sometimes when she thought about it too hard, but other than that, she was mostly numb, which she was grateful for and afraid of in equal measure. 
 
    How was it that Violet had swept into her post apocalyptic life and turned everything on its head? She wondered what she’d be doing if Vi and the kids had never shown up. She barely remembered what she’d been doing before. She remembered being tired, and really only going through the motions of daily life the same as she always had, just without lights, and with the addition of a whole lot of gathering of firewood. 
 
    But then Vi. And Caleb. And little MJ. And Buck—the dead man, who was buried under a 900 pound round bale behind her barn. At least, she hoped he was. She sure hadn’t been back there to check. 
 
    Annie was still rattled, still refused to let her out of her sight. They all slept in her room, with their mattresses arranged like Tetris on her floor. They tripped over each other on the way to the bathroom at night, but at least they were all in the same room, together, where she could see them and know everyone was safe at a glance. 
 
    They were good for food for a little while longer, but they were running out of candles. Annie hated the dark and begged and cried to be allowed to go to sleep with a candle lit, and they were burning through them—literally—at an alarming rate. When they were gone, they were gone, and her oldest was going to have to learn to live with the dark. But when the food ran out, what then? Could she go to their neighbors and beg for food for her children? Or should she go further afield and try to scavenge some or straight up steal? Would they be better off trying to make their way to Violet’s place? That sure would be a long walk with three kids. She had to feed them, though. Maybe she could go sit in the woods and try to get them a deer. That would feed them for a good while if she could figure out how to get Connor’s old smoker going and preserve some. 
 
    A long, low wailing noise had Beth leaping to her feet, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end and goosebumps racing down her arms. What the heck? It was very nearly dark outside. The little ones were in bed already, and Annie was in the upstairs closet, reading by candlelight. Could it be a fox? She remembered from the nights she’d spent out hunting with Connor that they could scream like a woman being tortured, and it had always freaked her out. 
 
    She cracked open the back door, but left it on the chain and leaned her ear to the gap. All she heard was the distant yipping of coyotes and a cow mooing somewhere. Maybe she’d imagined it. She shrugged to herself and was about to close the door when a long, low moan began, terrifyingly close by, and rose to a pitch that sent a shiver of horror down her back. 
 
    “Luuuuuuuuuuu-caSSSSSS!” 
 
    Beth sucked in a breath and involuntarily recoiled from the door like an icy hand had reached out of the dusk and touched her. 
 
    “LUUUUUUUUUU-cassss! Where aarrreeeeeeee youuuuuu?” 
 
    It sounded like it was coming from just around the corner of the house, so close that she was sure she could hear the person breathing after she called out. Beth slammed the door shut and spun her back to it, sliding down to the floor and bringing her knees up to her chest. 
 
    From just on the other side of the door, the voice came again, closer, chilling her to the bone. This time the voice wasn’t a wail or a cry; it was a plaintive whisper, yet Beth heard it as clearly as if the person was standing next to her. 
 
    “Are you in there, Lucas?” 
 
    She pulled herself into a tight ball, making herself as small as possible, her hands clasped together as she prayed silently for the children to stay upstairs and the person outside, whoever they were, and whoever Lucas was, to go away. 
 
    She had no idea how long she sat there, and she never heard footsteps as the person left, but eventually, she persuaded herself to slide a hand up the door and check once again that all the locks were locked and the chain was still in place, and then she crawled on hands and knees to the stairs, hugging the wall, and crept up them as quietly as possible. 
 
    Annie was already in bed, the candle burning merrily on the floor beside her, so Beth blew it out and slipped in beside her. Annie snuggled her back up to Beth’s front, her small body tucking into her the way it had when she was a baby and had slept in her bed. She lay quietly, still shaking and shivering occasionally, trying to regulate her breathing to her daughter’s. But try as she might, her heart continued to pound, and she lay there in the silence, listening fervently, terrified of what she might hear. 
 
      
 
    She must have fallen asleep at some point because she was woken by someone pounding on the front door, a door they never used, and her eyes flew open. It was barely light. She lay frozen in fright, reliving the night before. 
 
    The pounding resumed, this time accompanied by someone calling her name. She carefully extricated herself from Annie’s grasp so as not to wake her, and sat up. It sounded like Mrs Carter. Slipping out of bed, she opened the bedroom door quietly and listened. 
 
    “Beth? Beth, honey, answer the door!” 
 
    It was her. What in the world could she want at this time of morning? 
 
    She scurried down the stairs, eager to make her stop that banging before she woke one of the kids, and peered through the partially closed curtains on the side window to make sure it was definitely her neighbor before she opened the door and let her in. As she swung the door open, Mrs Carter had just raised her fist to continue the pounding. The older woman’s mouth fell open slightly at the sight of Beth, then she glanced furtively behind her before taking a step forward. 
 
    “Can I come in, honey?” 
 
    Nodding, Beth stepped back to let her come inside, then glanced briefly around the backyard before closing the door, bolting it, and sliding the chain into place. 
 
    Mrs Carter nodded approvingly. “Glad to see you’re staying safe, dear.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Is Mr Carter okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine. But we had a… visitor… last night.” 
 
    Beth shivered. “I did, too, I think. Now that it’s light and I’ve slept, I’m questioning what was real, but there was something weird…” 
 
    “Do you know Becky Wright from the little blue house back down the lane a ways?” Mrs Carter gestured back toward her house, and Beth nodded. The cabin was set back off the road, down a dirt track, and she recalled seeing a girl in her twenties walking down the little road into the trees. “Well, she showed up at our place a little while after dark last night, all kinds of agitated, saying that her boyfriend had left her and moved in with you, and she was going to be wanting him back.” 
 
    “Say what now?” Beth frowned. 
 
    “I know, I know.” Mrs Carter put a steadying hand on Beth’s arm, but that hand was shaking. “Thing is, Beth dear, we might have a little problem. I knew her daddy years back; we went to school together. He lives in Virginia now, but he left her that cabin… He told me she has problems.” 
 
    “What kind of problems?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know the diagnosis exactly, but she’s usually on medication that keeps her in a good place, keeps her mind clear, if you know what I mean, but since all this, I guess she hasn’t been able to get it. So now, she’s, well, she’s imagining things.” 
 
    “And she’s imagining I somehow stole her boyfriend, and I’ve got him hidden away in here?” 
 
    “It seems so.” 
 
    “So, where is this boyfriend?” 
 
    “Well, see, that’s the thing. There isn’t one. Never has been.” 
 
    “I’ve stolen her imaginary boyfriend?!” 
 
    Mrs Carter nodded. “Mmm-hm.” 
 
    “Just when I thought the world couldn’t get any crazier. I suppose I should have thought about this, me being a nurse. There’s going to be patients all over the place off the psych meds, coming off cold turkey and struggling.” Beth sat down heavily in a chair, and Mrs Carter pulled out the one opposite her and sat down at the table. 
 
    She reached across the table and took Beth’s hand. “She had a gun, Beth. I don’t know how else to say it.” 
 
    Beth’s head shot up, and she looked her neighbor in the eye, a chill of fear running down her back. “Are you saying you think she’d…?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “She seemed pretty agitated. She was very sure you’d cut electricity to her house and made her TV and internet and phone stop working, all to lure her boyfriend over here to steal him. I can’t remember what she called him.” 
 
    “Lucas,” Beth said in a whisper. 
 
    “Yes! That’s right. How did you know?” 
 
    “She was over here last night, sneaking around and calling for him. I hid upstairs, but honestly, this morning I started wondering if I’d imagined the whole thing. It was horror movie creepy.” 
 
    Mrs Carter folded her arms and shook her head. “Where’s your husband, honey?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is he coming home?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either.” Her hand fell to her side to touch her revolver in its holster, needing reassurance that it was still there. 
 
    “I think…” Mrs Carter began, and then her eyes focused on something beyond Beth, and her face paled. 
 
    Beth’s heart skipped a beat, and she turned to follow the woman’s gaze. A pale face framed with unkempt blonde hair was peering through the two-inch gap in the curtains, both hands raised and flattened on the glass. 
 
    Beth spun back to face her neighbor, and both women leapt to their feet. Grabbing her arm, she led her to the hallway, just by the bottom of the stairs, and they flattened themselves against the wall. 
 
    “I seeeeeee you in there, Luuuucasssss! It’s time to come hooommmmeeeee!!” 
 
    Mrs Carter squeaked out an involuntary sound and pressed a hand to her mouth. 
 
    “How did you make her go away last night?” Beth whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know. John went out to talk to her. Last I saw, she was walking home.” 
 
    Beth peeked around the wall, and Becky had disappeared from the window. She was just about to glance the other way when the doorknob rattled and the door shook. She held her breath, but nothing else happened. 
 
    “How am I supposed to reason with someone who’s hallucinating?!” she asked Mrs Carter. “She’s just going to get worse, and now we’re trapped in here with her circling like a damn shark, and my kids are going to be awake soon. They’re going to want to know why they can’t go play outside.” 
 
    The front door rattled, and then there was a violent banging, accompanied by what sounded like several kicks from a heavy boot. 
 
    “Damn it, come out, Lucas! You can’t just leave me and go live with that bitch and her brats. We’ve got history; we belong together! Don’t forget I know what you did, Lucassssss. I’m not afraid to come in there and get you…” 
 
    “My goodness.” Mrs Carter pressed her lips together, then nodded definitively. “I’m going out there. I’m going to talk to her.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Beth hissed urgently. “She’s crazy! She could just up and shoot you!” 
 
    “I don’t think she will do that. Besides, we don’t have a lot of other options. Like you said, she has us trapped, and it doesn’t look like she’s going away. We can’t exactly call for help.” 
 
    The older lady stood tall, and before Beth could think of a way to talk sense into her, she strode out of their hiding place, straight for the front door. Beth watched in horror as she unlocked it and opened it, revealing the angry blonde who was striding up and down her front porch, then she turned the inside lock on the door handle and closed the front door behind her, locking herself outside with Becky. 
 
    She could hear them talking quietly outside and crept closer, dropping to the floor right under the window where she couldn’t be seen. 
 
    “I was over here talking to her, Becky, and she says she hasn’t seen Lucas.” 
 
    “She’s lying!” The woman’s voice was high, strained, with a raw edge that frightened Beth. As a young nurse, her psych rotation has been short, but had left an impression. That note in a voice spelled trouble, especially in a world where there was no medication, no inpatient or outpatient help, and no one to call when this delusional, hallucinating woman broke into Beth’s house in the middle of the night, armed and looking for perceived revenge. 
 
    “Now, why would she lie?” Mrs Carter’s tone was placatory, calm, but it didn’t seem to be working. Beth could still hear the heavy boots stomping up and down her wooden porch. 
 
    “Because she wants him all for herself! That’s why she made it so I got no power and my phone don’t work, and she took his phone so he can’t call me, and that’s why he’s not calling me!” 
 
    “Sweetheart, none of us have any power. Nothing works. There’s been an EMP. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “Did she do that, too? Did she?! She did it all to get her hands on my Lucas!” 
 
    “No, I don’t think she did all that. But how about we get you home and I’ll make you some food, and we can wait there for Lucas. I promise he’s not here. I’ve been inside, and I’d have seen him.” 
 
    The stomping stopped, and Beth held her breath. 
 
    “I just miss him…” The words trailed off into a sob, and then she heard them walking together, away from the window, and dared to rise up slightly to glance through the glass. Mrs Carter had her arm around Becky and was leading her away, presumably back to her house, where she would hopefully stay. 
 
    Deep down, Beth knew she’d be back. 
 
    ~ 
 
    But she didn’t come back that day or that night or the next day. Still, Beth didn’t sleep. She lay awake, watching over her children. Another night, another endless, dark night with no sleep while she lay awake listening for sounds, for any indication that Becky might be breaking in to look for the fabled Lucas. She’d started sleeping with the window cracked so that she could better hear footsteps crunching on the gravel, trying to prevent Becky from creeping up on her and catching her off guard. 
 
    Who was she kidding? She was never off guard anymore. 
 
    Having worked nights at Erlanger for many years, Beth was more than familiar with the concept of the witching hour, and it was around this time she decided enough was enough. No way was she staying here to be a sitting duck for Becky’s growing psychosis. They’d spent a miserable day locked in the house, with all the kids climbing the walls and shrieking to be allowed outside, but Beth was too afraid of Becky coming back to let them go out. She was going to get up and start packing the absolute essentials, and they were walking to Violet’s. Maybe Vi hadn’t been able to get the truck, or maybe the gas, or… Holy crap! Maybe Vi had never made it home! What if Violet had never made it home?! 
 
    Not knowing this made it insanity to leave. She could be walking from one nightmare right into another. But if she stayed, what was she going to do about Becky? She couldn’t spend the rest of her life locked in this house, too afraid to go outside, and she needed to get some sleep. God, she needed to get some sleep. What to do about Becky? 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. Obviously, she was going to have to kill her. 
 
    In cold blood, Beth? 
 
    Where had that voice come from? Was it her conscience? Was it God? Was it the fact that she hadn’t slept in…. How many days was it now? 
 
    You have to kill her. 
 
    And then, there it was, far, far in the distance, not in her yard this time, just a thin, reedy voice floating on the wind, making its way to her through the open window. 
 
    “Luuu-cas. Luuuu-cassss!” 
 
    Beth’s breath stopped. She lay perfectly still, waiting to see if it came closer, waiting to see if this was it, if this was the moment she hadn’t had time to plan for. 
 
    How was she going to kill her? There might not be any police, or laws, or any jury of her peers to convict her, but murder was still murder. And, to assuage her conscience and prevent the accusations that would undoubtedly be leveled at her by her neighbors, she needed it to look like self defense. Which meant that she needed to either let the woman get close enough to attack her, or she needed to let her break in, and then kill her. Somehow, without her children being injured or traumatized. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Mrs Carter’s face at her window startled Beth out of her sleep deprived trance, and she leapt to her feet with a scream. The woman raised a hand in an apologetic greeting, and Beth went to the door to let her in. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, dear,” Mrs Carter said as she came inside. “I did knock, but I don’t think you heard me…” Her eyes scanned around the room to the children tearing the place apart with an abundance of energy they were unable to burn off outdoors, their voices a dull roar that Beth had long since tuned out. 
 
    Beth followed her gaze. “Haven’t been able to let them out. Doesn’t feel…” she shrugged, “safe.” 
 
    Mrs Carter scanned her face with concerned eyes. “Did you see Becky again? Did y’all get into some kind of scuffle?” 
 
    Beth shook her head. “No, why do you ask? I’ve heard her, but I’ve not seen her.” 
 
    “Well, she showed up at our palace about an hour ago, all kinds of beat up. Bump on her head, scratches all over her neck and face. She said that Lucas came back and beat her for threatening you.” 
 
    “I can’t even get my head around this. I’m too tired.” She led Mrs Carter to the far end of the kitchen, away from where little ears might overhear. “You’re telling me that Becky is saying her imaginary boyfriend beat her. And she actually appears injured?” 
 
    “Pretty bad,” Mrs Carter confirmed. 
 
    Beth covered her eyes with her hands. “She’s getting worse. No, I haven’t seen her. What do we do?” 
 
    “She needs medical attention for the wounds on her face and neck.” Mrs Carter looked pointedly at Beth until she realized what she was trying to say. 
 
    “No!” Beth held up a hand and backed away. “I can’t believe you’re even suggesting that. The woman is hunting me and thinks I’ve stolen her imaginary boyfriend. I’m not helping her! No way I’m letting her get that close to me.” 
 
    “She’s a victim in all this, too, Beth dear. Don’t you have a duty?” 
 
    “A duty? The heck I do. My only duty is to my kids, to keep them and me safe, and that girl, victim or not, is not safe.” 
 
    Mrs Carter looked shocked, and this just served to fuel Beth’s incredulous anger. 
 
    “I thought you were here to help me,” Beth said, “but clearly you’re not. Please go. Go find someone else to help her. She’s unstable, and I can’t help either of you.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to leave? We’ve been neighbors all your life, Beth. And you’re asking me to leave your home?” 
 
    “You are asking me to help someone who has threatened me and my children, so yes, I am asking you to leave. I haven’t slept in days wondering if she’s going to break in and kill us all, looking for this Lucas guy who doesn’t exist. I mean, how did she get injured? Is there a real person out there who beat her, or did she do it to herself? She sure didn’t get beat by an imaginary boyfriend.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Mrs Carter began to make her way to the door, but she paused on the threshold and turned, as if she had something else to say, but the look on Beth’s face stopped her. 
 
    After Beth closed and secured the door behind her, she turned and sank to the floor, exhausted and alone. While her younger children ran around her shrieking, Annie lay beside her, and Beth prayed. She prayed for safety, for guidance, for help, for an answer to the terrifying problem keeping her prisoner in her own home. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Mama? Mama!” 
 
    Annie was shaking her, and Beth slowly began to regain consciousness, confused and aching. Why, why was she on the floor, and why did everything hurt so bad? She opened her eyes and found herself huddled on the rug by the front door, right where she had laid down, exhausted and praying. She must have fallen asleep, or passed out from exhaustion. It was still light, so she couldn’t have slept long. She pushed herself into a sitting position, confused by the pillow under her head and the blanket over her. 
 
    “Where’s the kids, Annie?” 
 
    “Still in bed. You slept the rest of the day and all night, Mama. I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “I slept all night right here on the floor?” Good Lord, no wonder she hurt so bad. “What time is it?” 
 
    Annie gave a small laugh. “I don’t know, Mama. I’m not sure I even know what day it is anymore. Pretty sure I don’t.” 
 
    She hadn’t slept in so many nights; it must have all just caught up with her, all at once. She rubbed her eyes and looked at her daughter, who was standing by the window now, casting nervous glances out through a small gap in the curtains. 
 
    “What is it, baby?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not real sure why, but there’s a lady standing in the front yard, staring at the house. She kinda looks like she got in a fight with a bobcat.” 
 
    She’s back. 
 
    Beth scrambled to her feet, pushing the blanket and pillow aside. 
 
    “Go upstairs, Annie, and stay with your brothers until I say you can come down.” 
 
    “Is this the person you were fighting with Mrs. Carter about?” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to overhear that. Now go. Quick.” 
 
    Annie shot one last look out of the window and gasped in a sharp breath. “She’s coming up the drive, and she’s got a gun in her hand!” 
 
    “Go!” Beth gave her child a shove toward the stairs, and Annie went, with one last terrified glance back at her. 
 
    When she heard the bedroom door close behind her, Beth snatched up her pistol from where she’d been lying on the floor and sidled to the window to watch their visitor. Becky was heading right for the front porch, with not an ounce of hesitation in her step. She wore skinny black jeans with a partially unbuttoned flannel shirt, several sizes too big, which blew out behind her like a cape. She strode aggressively, her heavy boots crunching on the gravel; she was a woman with a plan. Beth did not have a plan, but if this woman, victim or not, was bringing war to her door, then Beth was determined to be the victor. 
 
    Becky came right up on the porch, directly to the door, and banged on it with her fist. 
 
    “Alright now, lady, I’m done playing. It’s time to send my man home. Lucas! Get out here!” 
 
    That shrill, raw tone was back in her voice, and she was shouting loud enough for the neighbors to hear. Beth didn’t suppose they’d be coming to her rescue, though. 
 
    She kicked the door, then hit the glass diamond in the middle of the window with the grip of the gun in her hand, and the glass cracked from one side to the other. 
 
    “You can send him out, or I’m comin’ in. You hear me, bitch?” 
 
    Beth settled the gun more comfortably in her hand, then flattened herself against the wall, so she’d be less likely to be hit if Becky sent a round right through the door. 
 
    “He’s not here, Becky. I haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “You’re lyin’! I saw him in there with you.” She gave a rough, manic laugh. “You slept on the floor last night. That’s so funny. Sometimes he makes me sleep on the couch, but he’s never made me sleep on the floor. You musta been reeeaaalllly bad. You talk back or something?” 
 
    She had been here, creeping around, looking through the windows, spying on them. 
 
    “He’s not here, Becky. I haven’t seen him. I’ve never seen him. I don’t even know what he looks like.” 
 
    “Lies!!” She slammed the gun into the glass pane again, and this time, it shattered inward, scattering shards across the floor. From upstairs, Beth heard a strangled scream. 
 
    “He’s not here, Becky! You can’t just break in!” 
 
    “Won’t stay long, friend; just coming to take back what’s mine.” She stared accusingly at Beth with her black, swollen eye through the hole in the door, terrifyingly reminiscent of that scene in the Jack Nicholson movie where he busted through the door with an ax. “Aren’t you gonna let me in?” 
 
    Her voice was a screech, piercing and unnatural, guttural. 
 
    “No!” Beth’s heart was racing out of control. She could feel it pounding in her temples, and she felt sick from the adrenaline surge. Above all things, she had to prevent this woman from getting into her house, from getting anywhere near her children. 
 
    Becky stuck her hand through the hole in the door, catching her wrist on a piece of glass that remained in the frame, and blood spurted wildly from the wound. She didn’t seem to notice as it sprayed across the door and the wall and floor, she merely grasped around blindly, feeling for the locks and the chain. Her whole arm was slick with blood by the time she found it, and her hand slipped on the round knob you had to turn to release the deadbolt. 
 
    Panicked, Beth looked for some kind of weapon, then her eyes fell on the closet beside the front door. She dropped her gun on the floor, and darting forward, she opened the closet and snatched up the fire extinguisher she kept just inside, spun, and swung it hard at Becky’s arm. She missed and hit the edge of the hole in the door, giving Becky time and room to snatch her arm back. The fire extinguisher flew from her grasp and hit the floor with a loud crash. With a high, hysterical laugh, Becky met her eyes through the door, fresh blood smeared on her face from her arm. 
 
    “Try again, bitch!” 
 
    Her arm shot through once again, and this time she managed to turn the deadbolt. She pushed, but the door hit the chain, slowing her, and she had to close it again to fumble with the chain. Beth lunged and snatched up the fire extinguisher one more time, still not committed to actually shooting the woman, and swung it. This time, her aim was accurate, and the way Becky’s forearm folded at ninety degrees to her elbow, in the wrong direction, turned Beth’s stomach. 
 
    A spurt of blood splashed across Beth’s face, and she tasted it on her tongue as she panted and gasped for breath; it felt like a violation and made her gag and retch. She doubled over, heaving deep from her stomach, desperately spitting to flush the taste of another person’s blood from her mouth. 
 
    The crunch—the terrible, sickening crunch of the arm breaking, was followed by Becky screaming. She fell onto the porch with a thud, crying and cussing, and blood trickled slowly down the inside of the door. 
 
    Beth slid down the wall, crouched and ready to strike, her breath coming in short, sharp pants, her vision narrowing and spotting with black. She swiped her sleeve across her face, then looked down and grimaced with disgust when she saw it streaked with Becky’s blood. 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you!” Becky howled from outside, drumming her feet furiously on the wood floor. She tried to drag herself to her feet, but fell again, then managed to stumble upright by using the porch rail to steady herself. 
 
    Beth felt around for her gun and closed her fingers around the grip, her forefinger resting against the trigger guard. She stood slowly and cautiously to peer through the curtains, and came directly face to face with Becky glaring in. Both recoiled, and Beth screamed out loud, her hand flying up as if to violently shove Becky away from her. 
 
    Becky’s face was indeed as damaged as Mrs Carter had said; scratches and bruises crisscrossed her cheeks and neck, and one eye was swollen and black. Their eyes locked, and they stared, frozen, and then Becky raised the gun—now in her uninjured left hand—and fired directly through the glass. The window shattered, covering Beth in glass, but the bullet hit the wall on the other side of the room in an explosion of drywall. Beth ducked, then ran from the window as Becky tried to climb in. Her dirty blonde hair had come free from the high messy bun she usually wore it in and was swinging free around her face, darkened and clumped with blood. Beth fired from the kitchen and hit the other woman in the left side of her chest, sending her spinning backward, back out of the window. The sound of gunfire in the house was painfully loud, and the world went silent as her head was filled with the sound of her ears ringing. She ran back toward the shattered window, feeling glass crunching under her feet, her gun trained on Becky. She lay on her side on the porch, her head partially jammed under the railing, bleeding violently from the gunshot wound. She was moaning under her breath, still occasionally bursting out in a flurry of curses and angry threats. 
 
    Beth hesitated. Now would be the time to shoot her and end this, while she was down. No one could condemn her for retaliating, when clearly Becky had shot into the house with the intention of breaking in. But killing her while she was lying there on the porch… Beth’s mind was still hanging on to the old world, where they would have considered this murder. No longer would the castle doctrine that existed in Georgia be in play. Now… now it would be premeditated, right? She tried to reason with herself while she kept her gun on Becky. There were no police to call and come take her away. This was it; this was her chance to solve this problem once and for all. 
 
    The sound of a truck driving along her road made her glance up briefly, and an old pickup pulling an old, rusty white stock trailer crawled slowly past her driveway, then stopped. The back window was shattered, as was the driver’s side rear window. The truck slammed into reverse with a clunk, backed up, and turned in. 
 
    Had Violet really come for her? 
 
    The truck stopped, and two men got out, guns in their hands, moving carefully toward the house. The first, a guy about her age with wild blonde hair sticking out from under a ball cap, set one foot on the porch and then saw the body and the shattered window and froze. He turned slightly to the man behind him. 
 
    “Shit. You don’t think that’s Beth, do you?” 
 
    They knew her name. This was it, surely. Vi hadn’t forgotten her. 
 
    Beth licked her dry lips and coughed slightly to clear her throat. “No, I’m Beth. Did Violet send you?” 
 
    She moved to where they could see her through the broken window, and the man spun back to her, raising his gun. His eyes met hers, and he slowly lowered the gun. For the longest moment, nobody spoke. 
 
    “That your blood on your face?” he finally asked, and Beth shook her head. He gave her a slight smile and nodded; he looked, Beth realized, almost approving. Here in this new world, a person who could defend themself, who was covered in blood that was someone else’s, was a valuable commodity. She wondered if Violet had told this man, whoever he was, what Caleb had done. Finally, the man behind stepped forward, tucking his gun back into the holster. 
 
    “Yeah. Vi sent us to bring you home.” He nodded to Becky’s body, which blocked access to the door. “You’ve had an exciting morning, huh?” 
 
    Beth barked out a humorless laugh. “You could say that.” 
 
    “She dead?” The first man had his gun pointed at Becky now and reached out a foot to kick the Glock she had carried from her reach. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    While the blonde man covered him, the second man turned her over and checked for a pulse. “She’s still alive. What do you want us to do with her?” 
 
    “I don’t care. She’s made my life hell. She’s… unwell.” 
 
    The second man nodded perfunctorily. “Okay. We’ll handle it. Go get ready. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Somehow, the younger kids had slept through the chaos, but Beth had rushed upstairs to Annie and found her crying and shaking, wrapped in a comforter in their bed. She had a pillow crammed over her head, covering her ears, and it took some time for Beth to coax her out and assure her that she was okay. She had remembered to wipe her face, but Annie’s eyes had immediately gone to the blood streaks on her hoodie sleeve, and Beth knew that at some point the girl was going to need answers. The shattered door and window were going to be hard to hide. 
 
    One of the men had found a broom and swept up the glass shards, but the blood streaks on the door remained. Beth saw Annie look at them, then look away and say nothing. 
 
      
 
    She and the kids helped Will and Simon load boxes into the bed of the truck, then added the kids’ bags. She had one suitcase packed with her clothes, and Will regarded her as she dragged it out. 
 
    “Is that all?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Cause, like, you know there ain’t gonna be any running down to Walmart when stuff gets worn out or the weather turns cold or hot or whatever. You need to pack whatever we can jam in this truck.” 
 
    “I guess…” Beth hesitated, and Will sighed. 
 
    “Come on. You got trash bags?” 
 
    She followed him back in the house, past where Becky had laid. “What did you do with her?” 
 
    “You don’t wanna know. Best you don’t know.” 
 
    She nodded, got a box of bags out from under the sink, and gave them to him. 
 
    “Okay. To the bedrooms. One bag for each person, please. Cold weather stuff. Hot weather stuff. Stuff to grow into. Lord knows what we’re gonna do with these kids when they get bigger. Someone’s gonna have to learn to sew. Ain’t gonna be me.” 
 
    “I can sew.” 
 
    Will’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You can? Well now. Ain’t just a pretty face and a good shot, huh?” 
 
    Beth laughed despite herself. “I even have one of those old style sewing machines that you work with your feet.” 
 
    Will stopped walking abruptly. “And you just now thought to mention that? Don’t you think that’s kinda a useful thing in a damn apocalypse?” 
 
    “I never thought about that.” 
 
    “Well, where is it?” 
 
    Beth gestured to a piece of furniture in the corner of the living room, a small wooden cabinet atop a cast-iron frame. 
 
    “Go pack. And bring all the stuff that goes with this thing. Me an’ Simon are gonna put this in the truck, too.” 
 
    Beth took some old cardboard boxes, back from the glory days when Amazon still delivered, and broke them down, then used duct tape to cover the shattered windows in the truck. She taped them inside and out and hoped they’d hold, otherwise it was going to be a cold, noisy trip back to Alabama. 
 
      
 
    It was close to dark by the time they were done, making sure to take every useful item that they could pack into the truck and trailer, and Simon approached Will as he stood alone with the horse, letting her drink from a bucket in the backyard. 
 
    “I don’t reckon we should leave out tonight. There will be even more people out at night looking to do no good, and I just don’t want to risk it with these kids in the truck. If it was just us, then heck yeah, traveling at night is the thing, but we’re so slow with this damn trailer, and we’re gonna have to haul this mess down Burkhalter. I don’t even know if the truck can stop that trailer with the horse in, but I guess we’re fixin’ to find out.” 
 
    “Well, we ain’t leavin’ her behind,” Will insisted, and the two men shared a long, tense look, Simon clearly irritated by Will’s determination, before he gave a sharp nod, and went to talk to Beth to explain they’d be staying the night and leaving in the morning.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Vancouver, British Columbia 
 
    Friday October 28 
 
    Mike 
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    “How are we gonna get gas once we get to where everything isn’t working?” Kirsti asked as they sped toward the border. 
 
    Mike glanced sideways at her. “At the gas station?” 
 
    “Your cards don’t work, remember? That’s how we ended up in this whole stolen car situation. And the pumps won’t be working either.” 
 
    “Shit.” He rubbed his face with his hands. “I suppose you’re going to have the answer to that problem, too, right?” 
 
    “I can have, if you’re interested in hearing it.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” He heard the exasperation in his own voice and thought to himself that he really ought to try to be nicer to Kirsti. 
 
    “Well, if we can find an auto parts store, we can get one of those black plastic oil change pans and something to make a hole in a gas tank, and then we can drain fuel and pour it into our tank.” 
 
    Mike shook his head in disbelief, but he could see the logic to her suggestion. “Keep a look out for one, then. I guess we don’t know exactly where this whole mess begins, so we should probably stop while it’s not so bad.” 
 
    Kirsti was scrolling Facebook, a scowl on her face. “Seems like the most northern parts of the states like Washington and Montana and North Dakota, and parts of Minnesota might not have been hit so hard. South of that, it’s just… gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “No one from south of there is posting, and people who are still online are saying they can’t get hold of their families and friends. Hey, have you ever driven into a rainstorm and hit this, like, wall of water where the storm starts? Where there’s even a line on the road, and it’s wet on one side and dry on the other?” 
 
    Mike squinted, trying to keep up with the apparent grasshoppering of Kirsti’s brain. “Uh, yeah?” 
 
    “I wonder where the edge of this is? Could there be some big neighborhood somewhere where people on one side are all fried, and on the other it’s business as usual?” 
 
    He was still trying to process this when she gave a little squeak and pointed across in front of him. “Look! There’s a hardware store. Quick, let’s go in there and get what we need, then we can cross the border and get ourselves lost in the United States with our stolen car.” 
 
      
 
    Kirsti led the way into the store, the bundle of Canadian dollars they’d managed to scrape together between them in her hand. She selected a large black oil change pan and handed it to Mike as she moved on to the next aisle, where she picked up a small hammer and some kind of pointed tool with a handle. Next was a pair of large gas cans, a small socket set and set of screwdrivers, a box of plastic gloves, and several tubs of hand wipes. 
 
    “You seem like you’ve done this before. Have you lived through another apocalypse I perhaps missed?” 
 
    Kirsti flashed him a smile over her shoulder, and for a moment, he felt a genuine connection with her, and it made him smile back. There were for sure worse people to be living through this with, he thought. If he’d ditched her the way he’d wanted to in the beginning, there was no way he’d have made it this far. 
 
    They paid, counting out the bills, then he followed Kirsti out of the store, looking down into their bag of purchases. He ran into her back as she stopped abruptly with her hand on the door. 
 
    “Crap!” 
 
    “What?” He looked over her shoulder, into the parking lot, and saw a police cruiser parked beside their unofficial ‘rental.’ “Ohh. You don’t think they found us already, surely?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied quietly. “I wouldn’t have thought so. What shall we do?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Not much we can do. Let’s just go on out there and not look suspicious and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Sheesh, I don’t wanna go to jail.” 
 
    “I don’t either, but I don’t reckon we could be lucky enough to steal two cars in one day, so let’s just stick with this one and hope.” 
 
    Taking Kirsti’s hand, mostly so she couldn’t change her mind and bolt, Mike walked confidently over to the car, tossed the bags in the trunk, and held the passenger door open for Kirsti. She slid in, giving him an anxious look, before he slammed the door and went around to the driver’s side, careful not to bump the cruiser with the door as he got in. 
 
    He glanced over at the officer sitting in his car next to them, but the man was on his cell phone, scrolling on an iPad that was propped on his steering wheel. 
 
    “I think they got bigger fish to fry than us, Kirst.” 
 
    “We need to change the plates on this thing. Like, now. Before we cross into the U.S.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s find a big lot somewhere and see what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    The back of the big box store parking lot was the perfect location, and a changeup of plates with the car next to them was exactly what they needed. Kirsti kept watch for someone heading their way while Mike fumbled nervously with the little screws, trying not to drop them. 
 
    “Sure hope the guy we stole these from didn’t steal his car, too,” Kirsti mused as he got back in the car. She shuffled lower in her seat, smiling as Mike gave her a horrified look. “I’m kidding. Well, I’m not, but I am.” 
 
    “Let’s just go, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    The whole way through the process to cross the border, Mike’s heart was in his throat, sure that they’d be dragged out of the car at any minute, cuffed, and held at gunpoint like the felons they were. When asked the purpose of their return to the U.S., he explained that, as a pilot, he had been stranded in Canada after the EMP, and was trying to make his way home to his family. The customs agent, looking harried and exhausted, nodded. Mike imagined that it was the common story of the day. And they were just among the first. Not everyone would have been lucky enough to get the jump start on the road that they had. It could take days for other people to get their things in order and find transport, and without access to money, it was going to be a hard journey, no matter who you were. 
 
    Finally, after an agonizing wait while the agent checked both their passports, he waved them through the barrier and stood back, waiting for the next car to pull up. Mike rolled up his window and accelerated away from the checkpoint, and Kirsti immediately began to giggle. Mike looked over at her, and she covered her mouth self-consciously. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m a nervous laugher. I can’t help it.” 
 
    Mike tried to bite back a smile, but the more he tried, the harder it became as Kirsti giggled louder. 
 
    “My goodness, I thought they weren’t going to let us through. I thought for sure we’d be in a striped jumpsuit and ankle chains by dinnertime.” 
 
    “Me too!” He glanced in the rearview, reassured to find that no-one was following them; no-one had suddenly got a radio call that car thieves were fleeing Canada for the U.S. and were chasing them down. “So. Where are we going? Do we know how we’re getting there?” 
 
    Kirsti pulled out her phone and opened the maps app. “Go ahead. Where are we going?” 
 
    “Bryant, Alabama.” 
 
    Kirsti mumbled to herself as she inputted it, then groaned. “Two thousand, six hundred and two miles.” 
 
    “Seriously?!” 
 
    “Seriously. Jeez. That’s… Wow!” 
 
    “How long does it say it’ll take?” 
 
    “Thirty-eight hours without traffic.” She laughed. “I’m guessing traffic might be a problem in the cities. All those stopped cars and trucks blocking the roads.” 
 
    “Hm. Can we dodge the high traffic areas somehow? Is there an option to avoid highways?” 
 
    Kirsti tapped away at her phone again, then looked up. “Yeah. Makes it two thousand, seven hundred and ten miles. Forty-nine hours.” 
 
    “Let’s do that then. At this point, safety trumps time. I guess it’s better to take a few extra days than not make it back at all.” 
 
    Violet was going to be so pissed off with him showing up with Kirsti in tow, but he didn’t see another alternative right now. He was ashamed of his previous desire to ditch her, even if she was a touch irritating at times, because the woman sure had some valuable skills. And he suspected that his irritation was born more of his personality than hers. So he’d have to deal with Vi later. Truth be told, she was going to be annoyed with him no matter what. It was a no-win situation there. 
 
      
 
    They passed through the mountains of northern Washington, toward Spokane, without incident. The drive was beautiful, and you’d barely know anything had happened way out there. The area seemed unaffected—cars were still running, and in small towns they passed through, everyone was just doing the same day-to-day things that they always did. 
 
    “Before we go much further, we need to stock up on food and water,” Mike said suddenly, and Kirsti looked up from her book. 
 
    “We need a gun,” she added. 
 
    “I guess we do. This car will be hot property the further south we go. Where do we get a gun?” 
 
    “We sure can’t afford a legal one, at least I don’t think so. How much money do we have?” 
 
    Mike dug in his pocket, keeping one hand on the wheel, and took out a scrunched up wad of bills. He handed them to Kirsti without taking his eyes off the road, and she added them to hers, stacked them in value order, and counted them. 
 
    “Five hundred and sixty-two dollars.” 
 
    “What the heck? I know I only had like a hundred bucks on me. Where’d all the rest come from?” 
 
    “I worked first-class on the way into Vancouver. They’re good tippers.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to refuse tips?” 
 
    Kirsti shrugged and smiled sweetly. “It’s a good thing I didn’t refuse, now isn’t it?” 
 
    “Seems like you really did have some previous post-apocalypse training.” 
 
    “Like your ex-wife?” 
 
    “She’s not my ex-wife yet,” Mike snapped, too quickly. Kirsti’s eyes went wide, then her face clouded, and she shook her head in disbelief. “What do you know about Violet, anyway?” 
 
    “I just checked out her Facebook profile, that’s all. No biggie.” 
 
    “Dontcha think that’s maybe a little weird?” 
 
    She shrugged again and picked up her phone to check the GPS. “There’s a town coming up in about fifteen miles. Let’s watch for a pawnshop.” She went back to her book, leaving Mike with the uncomfortable feeling of two worlds colliding. He could just picture the look on Violet’s face when he showed up with Kirsti, a mixture of disgusted amusement and disdain, like he’d just done something exactly as repulsive as she would have expected. 
 
      
 
    The next town didn’t have a pawnshop, nor did the next. They were just little blips on the map, barely a half dozen stores and a stop light each. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky, and they were just over halfway to Spokane when a flashing ‘Open’ sign caught Mike’s eye on the side of the road. A hand painted sign above a barred shop window read ‘God, Guns, and Glory keep us free.’ 
 
    “There,” he said out loud, and Kirsti looked up from her book. 
 
    Her gaze followed to where he was pointing. She tucked her bookmark carefully between the pages and took off her glasses. Dropping the visor, she wiped beneath her eyes to remove makeup smudges, and then fluffed and smoothed her hair. 
 
    When he pulled into the parking lot, she pointed to the far side, away from the windows. “Park there. I’ll go in.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t think you ought to go in alone.” 
 
    “Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes. “Just wait in the car.” She took half the money and stuffed it in one pocket, then put the other half in her other pocket. Then she got out of the car without looking at him and walked confidently toward the entrance. 
 
    Mike watched her go. He wasn’t sure he liked this new, assertive Kirsti. But then, he hadn’t much liked the old, eager to please one either. What did I like about her? he wondered. Then he smiled to himself. He sure did like to watch her walk away. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Kirsti opened the door, and a bell jangled. The man behind the counter looked up. He was easily in his 80s, a torn ball cap on his head, and had a cigar hanging out of his mouth. When he saw her, he hauled himself to his feet and stepped over to the counter, leaning on it for support. 
 
    “What can I help you with, miss?” 
 
    Kirsti fought the urge to cough; a thick cloud of smoke hung in the air at nose level, fragrant and cloying. 
 
    She approached the counter, giving the man a nervous smile. “I’m looking for a small gun, please, sir.” 
 
    The man took the cigar from his mouth and placed it on a plate, and then laid both palms flat on the counter and leaned in to her, frowning. “Some man not doin’ you right, miss?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” She gave a little laugh. “I don’t know if you’ve heard what’s been going on further south of here, but my kids are down in Alabama, and I need to get back to them. I’d just feel so much safer if I could protect myself, you know?” She smiled sweetly at him, then glanced down at the hand guns displayed in the glass cabinet beneath the man’s hands. 
 
    “Hm. I see. I’ve heard there’s something goin’ on down there. Them Chinese let off some kinda bomb that’s knocked out all the power.” 
 
    “That’s what I heard, sir. My kids, you see, they’re with my sister right now, and I just really need to get home.” 
 
    “Pretty girl like yourself, you need to stay outta trouble. Alabama sure is a long way from here. My daughter, she’s over in Oklahoma. I’ve not been able to get ahold of her on the phone or on the email. Well, let me see…” He took a key off the shelf behind him, turning slowly, like every movement hurt, and unlocked the cabinet. He reached in and took out a black plastic looking gun, and laid it on the counter between them. 
 
    “This here looks like a Glock, but it’s not. It’s built just like one, though. Took it in a couple days ago from a boy needing to raise some money fast. Only gave him a hundred bucks for it. I’m guessin’ I could prolly sell it to you for the same.” 
 
    “That would be so kind of you!” Kirsti gushed. “My credit cards aren’t working and I don’t have much cash on me.” She took the money out of her pocket and painstakingly counted out tens and fives to pay the man while he wrapped the gun in a paper bag, then placed it into a recycled Walmart bag. As she put the money on the counter in a neat stack, he reached behind him, almost as an afterthought, and added a box of 9mm ammunition. 
 
    “Take care, missy. World’s gonna be getting harsh real quick.” He stuck out his hand and Kirsti took it, smiling as he squeezed her fingers lightly. 
 
    She gasped in a breath of clean air as she stepped outside, then hurried to the car and got in, sliding the bag onto the console between them. 
 
    “Let’s hit the road. We’re good. Now we just need food and water.” 
 
    Mike started the car and pulled back out onto the road. “Do I even want to know how much that cost us?” 
 
    “Hundred bucks. And there’s a box of ammo in there, too.” 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    “Catch more flies with honey than vinegar,” she said simply, and settled back in to read her book. 
 
    ~ 
 
    They spent the night parked behind a large metal barn just off the road, and at 3:06 a.m., Mike woke with a start, his neck cricked painfully to one side. His heart was racing, and he couldn’t remember the dream that had woken him. He stretched uncomfortably, rolling his right shoulder and tilting his head to the other side in an attempt to get it all moving again. Kirsti slept beside him, curled into a ball like a chipmunk, her arm thrown across her face to block out the light from the moon. 
 
    He turned back the other way and tried to go back to sleep, but he was awake now, and his brain was turning. Pointless. As quietly as he could, he opened the car door and got out to pee. He leaned back against the rear door of the car as he relieved himself on the grass, shivering against the cold of the night. Snow was going to be coming soon, and they needed to get south as quickly as possible. When he and Violet had first met, he’d been living in Minneapolis—now that city would be tough to survive in post-EMP. At least Alabama didn’t get multiple feet of snow in winter; that would be impossible to keep clear without the aid of plows and snow blowers. It would be hellishly hot in summer, however, without air conditioning. 
 
    He zipped up his pants and got back in the car, sitting for a second and warming his hands before starting the engine. 
 
    Kirsti stirred and opened her eyes as he switched on the lights and pulled back out onto the road. He glanced over at her. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep. May as well keep going.” 
 
    She moved into a sitting position and rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?” 
 
    “A little after 3:00 a.m.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Kirsti yawned, tugging her hoodie straight where it had twisted in her sleep. “Need coffee.” 
 
    “We’ll get some the first place I see. We should be in Spokane this morning, but Montana is a really wide state. We’ll stay on the main roads for now, until we reach the big cities or get to where the EMP has knocked stuff out, then we’ll go around. We just don’t need to be running into too many people.” 
 
    Kirsti squinted at him in ill humor. “Are you always this perky in the mornings?” 
 
    “Are you always this grouchy in the mornings?” he countered. 
 
    “Yes. I need coffee.” 
 
    “You mentioned that. First gourmet gas station coffee I see, I’ll be all over it. Promise. We’re gonna need gas, too.” 
 
    Kirsti hunched back down in her seat and closed her eyes again. 
 
    ~ 
 
    She woke up again when he slammed the car door, and the scent of hot coffee hit her nose before her eyes even opened. She smiled and reached for the styrofoam cup, happy that Mike had brought her the largest one they had. 
 
    “I got gas, too,” he said as he settled into his seat and put his cup in the cupholder. “This little car gets awesome gas mileage, thank goodness. If we were in my truck, we’d be stopping to punch a hole in someone’s tank every two hours. I got food, too. Options were… limited,” he said, dropping a large plastic bag in her lap. 
 
    Kirsti opened the bag and looked inside. “Protein bars, chips, jerky, and… honeybuns?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was all they had.” 
 
    “Who knew I’d kick off the apocalypse by getting fat?” 
 
    “Pretty sure we’ll lose it all fast. I thought Violet was crazy with all her prepper talk, but once again, I guess she’s getting the last laugh. She’ll be one of the few people who won’t be dead of starvation within thirty days.” 
 
    “It sounds like you picked a good momma for your babies. Why are you guys getting divorced, anyways?” 
 
    Mike laughed and leveled her a steady look. Realization dawned on her, quickly replaced by sadness, then something akin to distaste. 
 
    “Ohhh, gosh. So I’m just one in a long line of…? Eww.” Kirsti put the protein bar she had just begun to open back into the bag and turned away from him, hugging her coffee to her chest. Everything he’d told her since they’d started ‘dating’ had been a lie, she thought, cringing inside. God, the shame. 
 
    ~ 
 
    They didn’t speak again until the edges of Spokane, when Mike asked her to pull up the Google Maps and navigate. She did so with the barest of conversation, and every time he darted a look at her, she was looking down at her phone. With the city behind them, they crossed into Idaho, headed for Montana. 
 
    He cleared his throat noisily and asked her if she would please pass him something to eat. Without a word, she took a honeybun out of the bag, tore open the wrapper with her teeth, and handed him it. He thanked her, and she merely nodded and continued studying her iPhone, her coffee cup trapped between her thighs. 
 
    Finally, he could stand the silence no longer. 
 
    “What are you reading?” 
 
    “I’m taking screenshots of the route, so when Google Maps quits working, I’ll still know where we’re going.” 
 
    Humbled into silence again, Mike fixed his eyes on the road and just kept driving south. He hated to have his behaviors called out, no matter how subtly, and once again, the concept of Violet and Kirsti in the same room made him squirm. For the first time, he started to wonder if maybe he was the problem… 
 
      
 
    It was just over one hundred miles from Washington through Idaho to Montana, and he pulled in at another gas station just before they crossed over into Montana and started counting their dollars. 
 
    “Do you have any more over there?” he asked Kirsti, and she wriggled, then pulled a fistful out of her pants pocket and gave them to him. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” 
 
    He added them to his stack and continued counting. “I’m going to fill up again, while it’s still an easy thing to do. I’ll get more food and water too. Do you want anything? More coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, coffee, please.” 
 
    “Ah! She speaks!” 
 
    Kirsti turned to look at him, and he saw that her eyes were red and her cheeks pale. “What would you like me to say, Mike?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. I…” He shrugged. 
 
    “It’s very clear to me suddenly that I was nothing more than a temporary plaything to you. Just another girl in a long line of girls, and now here I am, nowhere to go and nothing to do but stay with you, because the damn world ended, and I have no other options. I’m such an idiot!” Her voice broke on the last word, and he felt a brief stab of remorse, wishing he’d lied about the reason Violet was divorcing him. He reached over to touch her hand, but she snatched it away and turned back to look out of the window. 
 
    Mike sighed and went into the gas station. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere just outside of Missoula, as the incredible scenery flashed by outside their windows, Mike said, “I’m sorry, Kirst.” 
 
    She sighed. “For what?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure, honestly. I just feel… sorry.” 
 
    “Have you ever apologized to your wife, Mike?” 
 
    He laughed. “All the time.” 
 
    “And what does she say?” 
 
    “Usually, she says, ‘Whatever, Mike.’” 
 
    Kirsti laughed, but it was a dry, sad, humorless laugh. “How many times did you cheat on her during your marriage?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I’m… not sure.” 
 
    “Oh—my God.” She barked out an incredulous laugh, shaking her head, her hands over her face. 
 
    Mike glanced at her as he drove, deeply uncomfortable and wondering how in the world they’d started talking about this. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She was bent over at the waist, her face still covered with her hands, pressing the backs of them into her knees. “God, I just feel so gross. You and I, we… ugh. I need a shower.” She sat up and looked at him. “D’you think we could stop somewhere so I can take a shower?” 
 
      
 
    Mike found a truck stop just outside Missoula that had showers, and while Kirsti went in, he topped off the gas tank and bought more water, a couple of twelve-inch subs, and a coffee for each of them. They were running critically low on cash. When Kirsti came back out, she was scrubbed entirely clean of makeup in a way that Mike had never seen her before and was dressed in dark pink leggings and a cream hoodie. She looked ten years younger. She tossed her bag in the back of the car and got back in the front. When Mike offered her the sub, she shook her head, but she did take the coffee. He took a large U.S. road map book out of the grocery bag and opened it to the page where they currently were. 
 
    “It’s going to take us most of today and some of tomorrow to cross Montana. Sure is a big state.” 
 
    She nodded, still curled protectively around her coffee cup, and he sighed and started the car. 
 
    “We’ll drive till I’m too tired, then you can take over, if you like. If we switch and one sleeps while the other drives, we can cover twice the ground.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    It was dark, and he’d been sleeping when he heard her cuss not so much under her breath. He opened his eyes and sat up immediately. 
 
    “Where are we? What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Almost to Billings, and Google Maps just quit working… And Facebook.” 
 
    “Is this the edge of it, then?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “Do you need me to drive for a while?” 
 
    “No. I’m good. I like having something to focus on.” 
 
    “You need water? Anything to eat?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    Gone was the sweet, accommodating woman from just frosty-eight hours before, and she had been replaced with this cool, business-like, distant person whose polite disdain he could feel just hovering between them. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The number of cars sitting dead on the side of the road increased suddenly as they approached where Montana, South Dakota, and Wyoming met. People walking along the sides of the road stopped and followed them with their eyes as they passed—their running car was definitely in the minority. For a while, he followed a newer Range Rover with Canadian plates through the stalled out vehicles, until it turned off and headed south. Every time he passed a group of people, he wondered if someone was going to pull a gun and shoot at him in an attempt to steal the car, but it seemed like they weren’t desperate enough yet. He kept his speed up as much as he could, so that any shot they took at him would be likely to miss. If someone did manage to shoot him as he drove, he’d wreck the car and render it useless long before it came to a stop. No, the dangerous times would be when they had to stop for food, or bathroom breaks, or gas. That’s when they’d be sitting ducks, and they’d need to guard the car aggressively. They’d found one last working gas station and topped off the tank before they crossed the state line, but from now on, they were going to have to siphon gas from broken-down cars. They’d switched again, and he was driving while Kirsti napped in the passenger seat. He’d checked the map when they switched and figured they’d get almost to Iowa before they needed to gas up again. They’d need to find a car abandoned somewhere on a side road to get gas, otherwise just hanging around with a vehicle that was obviously working was going to paint a huge target on their backs. 
 
    She was still sleeping 340 miles later when he decided it was time to find somewhere to stop and fill up, so he reached over as he drove and gave her shoulder a gentle shake. She opened her eyes, and for a moment, she smiled at him, then she blinked and frowned, the smile gone. 
 
    “Is it time to switch again?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t want to. But we’re gonna need gas pretty soon, and you seem like you know what you’re doing with that.” 
 
    Kirsti rubbed her hand across her eyes and sat up, tugging her sleeves down over her hands. 
 
    “Sure. Let’s do it.” She looked out of the window. “Oh, wow. So many broken down cars. Have you seen any running?” 
 
    “Yeah, a few. Old ones, mostly, but a few like us that came down from the north, I’m guessing. As we go further south, I’m sure we’ll see fewer and fewer working cars, except those old trucks and beaters that don’t have any electronics.” 
 
      
 
    They fell back into silence until Mike pulled up behind a stopped truck on the side of the road just outside a small town they passed through and cut the engine. 
 
    “How about this?” 
 
    Kirsti unbuckled her seat belt and tugged her hood over her head. “Good as any, I guess. I’ll do it; you cover me. Can I borrow your jacket, please? White isn’t the best color for crawling under trucks in. It’s not exactly what I planned to be doing when I packed.” 
 
    He nodded and she retrieved it from the back seat and shrugged it on, then gathered the tools she needed and got out of the car. Gun in his hand, Mike watched her go to the far side of the truck, away from the traffic, oil pan and tools in one hand, gas can in the other. He felt a swell of admiration for her, and suddenly realized how like Violet she was in this regard; capable, practical. Once Vi got over her initial reaction, the two women would probably get on just fine. Kirsti would probably be an asset. 
 
    No cars passed as he waited, just a group of people walking on the other side of the median, and he hunched down in his seat, hoping they wouldn’t notice him. He watched them in the rearview mirror as they disappeared into the distance, then glanced at the clock on the dash. What the heck was she doing under there? Being stopped here felt vulnerable. True to his nature, it never once crossed his mind how vulnerable Kirsti might be feeling, stuck under the truck in front of them, with someone as intrinsically unreliable as him watching her six. He shifted the gun to his other hand, ran his fingers through his hair, and sighed, then settled the gun back in his right hand. His eyes flicked forward, then back, then to the truck where Kirsti was. He saw movement as she moved under the vehicle, then she began to wriggle out. She stood, gas can in hand, visibly shivering, and he quickly popped the gas door, got out of the car, and went to her. 
 
    “Go get in the car and warm up. I got this part.” He handed her the gun, and with a slight smile, she set the can down and got in the passenger side. 
 
    He carried the can to the back of the car and hefted it up to empty into the tank. She’d gotten the can almost full. He glanced around once, listening to the glug-glug of the gas transferring, and noticed a trail of gas trickling down the road toward them. He put the can down again, took the oil change pan, and pushed it back under the trickle. Might as well gather what they could, while they could. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Kirsti was just taking his jacket off and stowing it back in the back seat when he got back in the car. He blew into his hands, rubbing them together, then started the car and cranked up the heat. 
 
    “It’s going to start snowing soon, I think. We’re getting out of Dodge just in time.” 
 
    Kirsti nodded, then opened a bag of jerky and took a handful before passing it to him. “I’d kill for actual food. I’m so over snacks.” 
 
    “Vi will have food. Real food. She grows it and raises beef and lamb.” 
 
    “Are you sure she’s just going to, like, take us in? Why would she?” 
 
    “That’s just who she is,” he replied, pulling back out onto the road and picking up speed as quickly as possible. “She’d never keep me from the boys.” 
 
    “She’s going to hate me.” 
 
    He laughed. “She’ll get over it. I was just thinking you two are kinda similar. You both just handle things that come your way. Roll with the punches.” 
 
    “Hm.” Kirsti popped more jerky in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. She would need to make sure Mike’s wife didn’t actively hate her. Her options really were limited. If Violet tossed her out, she was as good as dead. No way could someone survive this on their own. And just because their journey had been uneventful so far—well, apart from the whole car theft thing—didn’t mean it was going to stay that way. They still had a lot of miles to travel.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Tuscaloosa, Alabama 
 
    Nick 
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    It hadn’t been light for long, and Nick had been lying awake for hours, watching the dark recede as the sun rose. The stream of patients showing up at the hospital throughout the day had slowed to a trickle during the night, but increased again during the early hours of the morning. Nick had lain in bed and watched it all, thinking about Vi and the kids and his family and friends and wondering if they were safe. And could they stay safe for six more weeks while he healed and figured out how to make it home? What if he got there, back to Violet’s place, and they weren’t there? Where would he go looking for them? How could a person locate another lost person in a world with no cell phones? If she wasn’t at the farm, and she wasn’t with Ella, he would literally have no idea where to start looking for her next. There would be no way of checking with her friends by text or Facebook Messenger, no more police with whom to file a missing persons report. If she and the boys and her momma simply weren’t there, there was no way for him to find them. A chasm of cold fear opened up in Nick’s stomach, and it was all he could do to fight his instinct to climb out of the bed and go looking for her right now. He needed to keep telling himself that she was home, that she’d somehow got there safe, and she was just fine, waiting for him. The alternative… was unthinkable. 
 
    True to his word, Donovan showed up with two other guys as Nick was laying there stressing and panicking, and Nick was happy for the distraction. Doing something other than just sitting in this bed and waiting for his leg to heal, which felt a lot like waiting for paint to dry, was a welcome way to feel like he was moving the process forward. 
 
    “These guys will help you with the stairs. We brought all the people we could manage to carry up to the second floor to keep space open for those we can’t move on the first floor.” 
 
    Donovan helped Nick into a sitting position on the side of the bed, then into a loose pair of shorts that he’d gotten from somewhere, and gave him a white t-shirt that was several sizes too big. 
 
    With one of the men under each arm, and Donovan protecting his leg, they manhandled him down the flight of stairs, then paused at the bottom to allow him to catch his breath. One of the men brought a wheelchair from a side room, and they eased Nick down into it. He pulled his hat down over his eyes and clenched his fists, breathing through the pain in his shoulder and hip and leg. 
 
    “You all right, man?” Donovan asked as he arranged Nick’s leg on the elevated foot rest and snapped the other into the resting position. 
 
    “Yeah. Just sore.” 
 
    “I brought you pain meds. We’ll get you some when we get home. It’s a short walk, but I didn’t want you being sleepy. Here.” He dropped a blanket into Nick’s lap, with something obviously heavy wrapped in it. Nick looked up at him questioningly as his hands made their way inside the blanket, then he nodded his understanding. He spread the blanket across his legs, one hand underneath, holding onto the handgun. 
 
    The doctor shrugged. “It’s a new world. It’s not that dangerous out there yet, but I’m sure it’s going to be.” 
 
    He wheeled Nick out the doors of the emergency room and past the hive of activity under the tents in the parking lot, then took a right around the front of the hospital. The road into the hospital, and the main road, University Boulevard, was bumper to bumper with stopped traffic and swarming with people walking. It was like Black Friday, right there in the middle of the street. People dodged out of the way as Donovan barreled along, threatening to use the wheelchair like a battering ram, but never actually touching anyone or jarring Nick’s leg. They crossed the bridge over the two-lane highway, looking down on the endless traffic jam, then took a right into a nice neighborhood, under a large metal sign that read, ‘The Highlands.’ Some people were out in their yards, talking, and the smell of meat cooking on a grill drifted on the breeze. Donovan sniffed the air appreciatively. 
 
    “Oh man, that smells good. Didn’t realize how hungry I am.” 
 
    A couple people called out to them as they passed, and Donovan waved, but he didn’t slow down or invite conversation, and they made their way deeper into the subdivision. 
 
    “We’re way back here, which hopefully means when people come scavenging and looking for trouble, they’ll hit all my neighbors first. Uncharitable, I know, but this is gonna be a dog eat dog world out here before long.” 
 
    “You oughta be coming back with me, Doc. You’d be way safer up on the mountain than here with all these people.” 
 
    “My wife won’t leave the hospital, or her parents. They live down that way.” He nodded down a side street where large, elaborate homes with pillars and balconies towered over perfectly manicured yards. “Maybe she’ll change her mind when it gets really dangerous. I can’t remember what the percentage is of people who will die in the first thirty days of an event like this, but it’s high, and it’s alarming.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t plan to be one of them,” Nick said. “It took me years to persuade that girl to be my girl, and I’m going home to her.” 
 
    Donovan laughed and patted Nick on the shoulder. “Good for you. So this is us.” He turned into the driveway of a large brick two-story home and stopped at the bottom of two steps that led up to the front door. He put the brake on the wheelchair, took a key out of his pocket and unlocked the house, then pushed the dark blue door inward. 
 
    “Neighbors are pretty cool people. Older. One was a teacher, the other was military. Across the street, the closest three people are doctors; I’ve seen them at the hospital. I imagine they’re a lot like me, and don’t get home much. One is a cardiologist, but without all the monitoring and diagnostic equipment we’ve all become accustomed to using, I don’t know what that would even look like now.” 
 
    He put the foot rests down and offered a hand to Nick, helping him to his feet. They slowly climbed the steps, and Nick sank into a chair just inside in the hallway, while Donovan locked and chained the door. He looked around, down the white hallway that opened up to a spacious kitchen, at the framed black and white photographs lining the walls. 
 
    “There’s crutches in the spare bedroom; I’ll get them for you. They’re left over from when my wife broke her ankle last year.” 
 
    He came back with them and adjusted them to Nick’s height, then stood close by while he took a few exploratory steps. “Try not to fall and bust your ass. I’m gonna come back and check on you as much as I can, but I’d hate for you to be laying on the floor for two days. So just be careful.” He gave Nick a sly smile. “And don’t do anything dumb, like trying to climb the stairs or go for a walk.” 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Cautious, that’s me.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm. C’mon. I’ll show you where the bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen are, and get you all set up, then I gotta get back. A group of our nurses left last night and never came back. I guess that story is going to become more common as the days go by.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Nick chained the door behind him as Donovan left, then paused for a second, his hand resting on the wall, and listened to the silence. There was no hum of an air conditioner or fridge, no ticking of a clock, no planes overhead or cars on the street. Just a total silence that seemed to fill his head. Nick rubbed his face, and then his hand drifted down to the small revolver the doctor had given him. It was in a clip-on holster on the waistband of his shorts. His beloved 1911, which he had inherited from his grandfather, had been left in his truck—the truck that was presumably still at the construction site, dead. Going back to get it once he found transportation would put him an hour or more in the wrong direction from heading back toward Violet. And if Donovan would let him keep the gun he was carrying now, he wasn’t sure he wanted to risk going anywhere except straight back up on the mountain toward Vi. 
 
    He drifted back toward the kitchen, looking for food. After opening and closing a dozen cupboards, revealing useless electrical kitchen gadgets and immaculately stacked and organized plain white plates and bowls, he found a packet of Knorr Broccoli and Cheese pasta in the walk-in pantry, which was beside the door that led out to the garage. He smiled. Caleb loved these nasty things and would beg for them when they shopped at Walmart. There was no milk in the fridge—thank goodness someone had already cleaned it out—but there were two boxes of butter, so he used bottled water and a half a stick of butter. Violet would have killed for a huge double door fridge like this one, with dozens of drawers and shelves and ice and water in the door. She’d bought her last one from the scratch and dent section at a local appliance store, and it was matte black. She’d hoped it might update the look of her kitchen, but then had hated the thing from the first time she’d realized it seemed to attract a layer of Sand Mountain dust, and that tiny sticky fingerprints showed up on it if a kid was so much as in the same room. 
 
    He put the pan with the water and butter on the gas stove, after lighting it old school style with a match. Donovan had said there were several gallons of water in the garage, but he’d have to be sparing with it all the same. Maybe he could rig up some kind of rainwater collection in the backyard; that would keep him busy for a few hours. 
 
    He stirred his pasta unenthusiastically, the smell reminding him of cooking it for the kids, and Violet sneaking ‘quality test’ spoonfuls as she passed. With the bowl in his hand, he turned from the counter to get his crutches, then realized he couldn’t use them and carry the bowl at the same time. He turned back to the counter, exhaling sharply from tiredness and exasperation and leaned on it while he ate his food. 
 
    Exhausted from all the effort and the pain, he put his empty bowl in the sink and hobbled to the living room, stretched out on the couch, and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    When he woke, it was almost dark again outside. Inside, the fading light cast weird shadows in the unfamiliar house. Something didn’t sound right, and he lay still for a moment and listened, trying to figure out what it was. There was some kind of noise punctuating the silence. It wasn’t loud, but it was there. Some kind of buzzing, like a small engine. Normally, it would have been lost in a cacophony of day-to-day life, but in the eerie quiet, he could hear it even though the windows were closed. 
 
    He reached around for his crutches and found them laying on the floor beside the couch. He hauled himself into a sitting position, clumsily swinging his leg around to the floor, then stood, teetering dangerously for a second. He steadied himself with a hand on the arm of the soft leather couch, then started toward the front door. He unlocked and unchained it, then opened the door cautiously, peering outside into the near darkness. The humming continued, and it sounded like a generator. Huh. Someone out there was either an RVer or a prepper. But whichever it was, they’d managed to protect their generator from the EMP. Just as he was trying to figure out which direction the noise was coming from, it cut off abruptly, and the silence rang in his ears. 
 
    Darkness was falling fast. Off to the right, around the curve at the end of the road, there was some kind of glow in the dusk, and as he hopped along the porch, hand over hand on the rail to steady himself, the glow disappeared, like a light being turned off, and all was silent and black again. 
 
    Turning to go back to where he’d left his crutches, he banged his knee on the rail and cursed. 
 
    “Donovan?” 
 
    Startled, he swung toward the direction of the voice and banged it again. Doubled over in pain, he held tight to the rail and tried to breathe through it. 
 
    The voice spoke again. It was a man. “Donovan? Is that you?” 
 
    He tried his best to catch his breath and respond before the speaker decided he might be an intruder and shot him. “I’m a friend of his. He’s letting me stay here.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” The voice sounded suspicious. 
 
    “Nick. Nick Walker.” 
 
    “Where you from, Nick Walker?” 
 
    “Sand Mountain.” The pain was subsiding, and he could breathe again, so he hopped toward his crutches and the direction the voice was coming from. “I was working down in Tuscaloosa when this all happened, and I broke my leg and got stuck here. Met the doc at the hospital. He took pity on me and said I could stay here while I healed up.” 
 
    “Huh. He’s a nice guy, the doc. Sounds plausible.” 
 
    “Well, he said he’d be back to check on me as soon as he could, so I can have him come by and see you when he does.” 
 
    “That’ll do. This isn’t a good world to have a broken leg in, that’s for sure. You landed on your feet meeting the doc. Ha, no pun intended. Landed on your feet.” The man laughed at his own joke. “Say, you armed, Nick Walker?” 
 
    “Am I what now?” 
 
    “Armed, my man. In possession of a firearm.” 
 
    “Uh… yes, sir?” 
 
    “Good. We’re going to be needing them in the coming days. People are going to get hungry and start thinking they can take what doesn’t belong to them. I’m lining up men to defend our little community here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Happy to help. Though I’ve only got one leg, so I’m not sure how much use I’ll be.” 
 
    “You’ll do just fine, son. We can park you here on the porch and you can be our sniper. Some of the other men and I are figuring out a way to block the road, so we have our own little compound going on down here. The community is already fenced all the way around, but the road is just, way open. I’m Clive Levine, by the way.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Clive. Well, I’ll be here for a few weeks, it looks like, so you let me know what I can do to help.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    The man still hadn’t stepped out of the shadows, but Nick saw a shadow of movement down on the lawn at the end of the porch as the man began to walk away. 
 
    “Hey,” Nick called, “you know anything about the person with the generator?” 
 
    The man laughed. “I told that fool he had no business running that thing the way he does. May as well put a neon sign over his house, inviting every no-good-loser in the area to rob him blind. His name is Andrew Hodges. I’m guessing he’s using the generator to run his damn radio, trying to figure out who did this to us. I say it doesn’t matter so much who did it; we just need to be figuring out how to stay alive now.” 
 
    “He has a radio?” Maybe he could get hold of someone on the mountain who knew Violet! He might be able to find out if she was okay and get a message to her that he was coming home as soon as he could. 
 
    “Sure does. He’s in the gray house with the pale green shutters, a ways down there on the right.” He gestured with a flashlight that Nick hadn’t known he was carrying. 
 
    “Thank you. There’s someone I need to find out about, maybe get a message to.” 
 
    “Got a lady who’s worrying about you, son?” 
 
    “I sure hope she’s worrying about me, sir, because I sure am sick with worrying about her.” 
 
    “Hm, I can imagine. You hoping to get home to her after your leg heals?” 
 
    “I am. She has two little kids, sir, and I don’t know how she’s going to be taking care of herself and her momma and those babies all by herself with the way the world is right now. I hate she’s doing it by herself.” 
 
    “Well, best we start thinking of a way to get you back to her, then. If Donovan thinks you’re alright, then you’re alright by me too. Goodnight, son.” 
 
    The man disappeared, the sounds of his footsteps on the grass fading as he went around the back of his house. 
 
    Nick sat on the porch swing, the breeze cool on his face, and listened to… nothing. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Donovan came on day four and day seven to check on him. He brought him food and water that he’d taken from the hospital and made sure he was still taking his antibiotics and pain medication. His leg felt better, and he was getting used to the crutches. He was actually getting quite nimble with them and rarely stumbled anymore. Donovan cautioned him about his growing confidence, and reminded him again how a second, worse break could lead to the loss of his leg. He then gave Nick a graphic description of how legs had been amputated during the civil war, in the absence of appropriate medications and modern technologies like anesthesia, hoping to put the fear of God into him and make him slow down. It kind of worked. 
 
    He spent several days sitting on the front porch swing, watching Clive and six other men pushing cars around the streets to form barricades at each end of their curve in the street and between the houses. Clive was a short man, maybe 5’8” tops, but he was solid muscle and built like a barrel. He had tattoos of snakes curled around his biceps that flexed and writhed as he moved. He seemed to be the de facto leader of the little group that had formed, but he was no hands-off dictator—he waded in with attitude and brawn and got stuff done. Right now he was rallying his neighbors around their dead cars, knocking them into neutral, and pushing them to form a wall between their houses and the ones further down the road, toward the entrance of the neighborhood. 
 
    The little compound was made up of around twenty homes, half of which were empty. While the men were busy constructing their safe zone, a group of women were going from empty house to empty house, dragging collapsible beach carts behind them or pushing wheelbarrows, collecting all the useful food and supplies, and storing them in someone’s basement. 
 
    It was impressive how they’d organized their workforce and were working together to keep everyone safe, but outside of the little community, there was dissent. From his vantage point on the porch, Nick watched the ‘outsiders’ gathering in groups, talking quietly and sending dark glances their way. No one outside of the barrier seemed to be doing anything much except darting envious glances at the industry inside, and somehow, the purpose and direction of those who had decided to take their fates into their own hands had caused nothing but resentment to those outside. He wondered why they didn’t make their own little community and form their own little posse, why the formation of the group inside somehow made the group outside feel unable to do the same. Why would their desire to survive attract envy and apparent ill will, as opposed to inspiration and motivation to do the same? 
 
    Clive appeared below the porch, suddenly, looking up at him and following his gaze to a neighboring house across the intersection. On the other side of the car barrier, three men gathered on a lawn, their heads bent together, occasionally shooting glances at the cars blocking the road and sidewalk. 
 
    “It’s a microcosm of society,” the man commented. 
 
    Nick blinked rapidly. “A what?” 
 
    “Well, even before this all happened, there were people ‘inside,’ those who worked hard and had the things they wanted and deserved, and then there were those ‘outside,’ who wanted the things the other people had, but without them having to do the actual work to achieve or obtain those things. This here,” he gestured sharply with his head toward the men, “is just a smaller example of that. We’re working to ensure our survival, or to at least give ourselves the best chances of that, and they want that, too. But they’re not doing anything to work toward it. They could, just the same as we have, but they’re so busy standing over there, hating on us, that they haven’t done it. Human beings have always been so baffling to me.” 
 
    “Most everyone around Violet’s place is older, way past retirement. I don’t know how they’re going to manage to survive. Even if she’s home, I’m afraid she’s going to be all alone, carrying the weight of taking care of everyone. I sure wish I knew where she was. She wasn’t home when all this happened.” 
 
    Clive looked sympathetic. “We’re going to figure out a way to get you home, son. I’m working on it. But for now, Donovan says it’s not safe for you to travel; your leg needs to stabilize more. So just be patient.” 
 
    Nick resisted the urge to roll his eyes and simply nodded instead. Patient. While out there in this world of no power or cars or law enforcement, Violet was goodness knows where. 
 
      
 
    Three gunshots in quick succession caused Nick to startle awake, his heart pounding. He was upright in bed with his foot on the floor and his gun in his hand before he was even aware of what he was doing. 
 
    It was followed by someone banging on his bedroom window, and he heard Clive hissing his name. He stumbled to the window, leaning on the bed frame for support, and pushed the sash up slightly. Clive was wearing a white wife-beater, and his light colored thinning hair was sticking up wildly. 
 
    “Someone’s come in, and they’re shooting. I saw them heading for Andrew Hodges’ place. He’s had his damned lights on again and he’s just telegraphing to the whole damn world that we’ve got things in here worth taking…” 
 
    Clive was almost panting, but it seemed like nervous energy and agitation more than exertion. 
 
    “Give me a minute.” Nick began to lower the window, and Clive nodded, and stepped back. He tucked his gun in his pants, and used his crutches to make his way to the front door, and when he opened it, Clive was crouched on the porch, looking down the street. Nick lowered himself the best he could beside him, just in time to see a dark figure run across the street, illuminated by the light of the moon. 
 
    “That one of ours, or one of theirs?” Nick asked. 
 
    “I have no freakin’ idea. I was in the Army for thirty-eight years, but I’m the only one who’s military. The rest of these nut cases, if they’re armed, it’s as civilians. I don’t know who’s had firearm training or who’s just winging it. Go on out there right now and someone’s going to get killed in friendly fire.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “You stay here, wait for me. God forgive me, I guess you kill anyone who isn’t ours. Do you know who’s ours and who isn’t if you can see them?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going to make my way around the sides of the houses, keeping out of sight, and see if I can get around to where I can see Hodges’ house. Ralph and Jackson are on their porches covering me. But it’s dark, and none of us have NVGs… what a shit show. Ugh. Just do your best, son. This all went down sooner than I thought it would.” 
 
    Clive crept down the porch steps and disappeared into the shadows between Donovan’s house and the house next door. Nick watched the place where he had last seen him, then movement caught his eye several houses down, and he saw him momentarily reappear as he crossed someone else’s front lawn. Unless you were specifically looking, you wouldn’t have seen his shadow flit between two trees, and Nick felt heavy worry for his new friend settle into the pit of his stomach. 
 
    Turning back to the street, he was surprised to see a figure dressed all in dark colors, with a hood over his head, running down the middle of the street, carrying a large box. The way the person was holding it and stumbling along, trying their best not to fall, was comedic, and although Nick raised his gun, he didn’t fire. At the back of his mind he worried he might be shooting at one of their own, even though this person was clearly heading for the barrier and hustling to get there. He ran past Nick’s porch, and he looked beyond the barrier, to where the man appeared to be running, and saw a handful of moving shadows in a group of trees on the other side. He felt the shot whiz past him before he even heard anything, and then the window behind him shattered at the same time as he heard the bang. He dropped to the floor of the porch, tucking his head tight against the rail, and tried to peer through the small bushes that lined the front of the house. 
 
    There was a pause after the first shot, then all hell broke out. A dozen more people dressed in black came running up the street, and he looked to where the first man had been and saw a dark shape laying in the road. The box he had been carrying had fallen ahead of him and rolled, bursting open, and the contents had spilled onto the asphalt. More shots rang out, and one of the men running paused to aim and fire, but he fell before he’d managed to pull the trigger more than once. Two of the running men veered toward Nick’s hiding spot, presumably looking for cover, and Nick dragged himself back into a half kneeling position. The range on his little revolver was short, it was more of a personal protection gun than a take someone out at a distance gun, and the accuracy dropped dramatically the further away the target. The men were half way up the yard toward the porch when Nick popped his head over the rail long enough to fire off three shots, hitting each man once and missing with the third one, then he ducked back down. Both men were laying in the grass, not moving. He kept his eye on them in case they moved again, but glanced up as more shots were fired, and three more men fell in the road. One had managed to make it to the barrier and was clambering over, and two shots pinged off the cars before he fell forward, over the barrier, and Nick lost sight of him. Then there was silence. 
 
    He waited, breathing heavily, marveling at the fact that, with the way they’d put the car barriers together, they’d effectively created a funnel that the invaders had had to pass through in order to escape, and that had been their downfall. Nick imagined that someone would be guarding the barriers 24/7 from now on, making sure that there were no more unwanted nighttime visitors. 
 
    “Good job, son.” 
 
    Nick startled at the voice; Clive had crept up behind him silently, with no warning. 
 
    “Thanks. What happened?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said happened. Group of men from outside decided to break into Hodges’ place, tried to take his generator and the radio, and ransacked it looking for our supplies. But they’re tucked away safe. There’s fourteen bodies out there we need to dispose of though, I’m tempted to drop them right back over the barricade and let their wives handle them. Fifteen bodies if you count Hodges.” 
 
    “They killed him?!” 
 
    “They sure did. He tried to defend his house, and they shot him on the way in. I tried to warn him, I really did, but he said I was ‘overreacting’. That if he managed to get news, then it would be for the good of all, and people would know that. Optimistic son-of-a-gun. People are idiots. Gluttonous, envious, short sighted idiots. I mean. How many days has it been since this thing went down?” 
 
    “I can’t remember,” Nick murmured, still keeping his eyes on the road in case there were more people hiding. 
 
    “In my opinion, not enough days to warrant full blown destruction of human morals.” 
 
    Clive climbed the porch steps, helped Nick to his feet, then sat beside him on the porch swing, his rifle in his lap. 
 
    From up the street, two men emerged from around the corner of a house, dragging a garden cart behind them. Something large and dark was piled on the cart, and judging by the way they were manhandling it, it was heavy. A wail pierced the silence, making the hair on the back of Nick’s neck stand on end, and somewhere a dog barked in response. 
 
    “They’re clearing the bodies out of Hodges’ house. His wife hid in the basement with his grandkids. A couple of the women are over there with her now.” He sighed. “I sure wish it didn’t have to be this way.” 
 
    The men rolled the cart down the sidewalk, bumped down the curb, and into the road. They ducked through a gap in the car barricade, and went to the tree where the neighbors had gathered days before. Outside, it was silent. No doubt everyone had known about the planned invasion of their neighbors, and for sure everyone had heard the gunshots. Now, they were hiding. The men carefully unloaded the bodies, and left them laying under the tree, then returned for more. 
 
    “What happens now?” Nick asked Clive. 
 
    “I don’t know. They invaded us, they came into our safe zone, they fired the first shot, they killed Hodges in his own damn home. So I guess this is war. I knew trouble would come to our doorstep eventually, I just never imagined it would right on our doorstep. Our own damn neighbors. I played golf with some of those men. It’s sad.” 
 
    Another man with a cart approached the body in the street that had been carrying the box, and started gathering up everything that had been in it and placing it carefully back in the box. Then he carried it to where Nick and Clive were sitting, and placed it on the edge of the porch. Clive thanked the man, and he went back down to haul the body into the cart, and take it to its temporary resting place under the tree. 
 
    “They tried to steal the radio, I sure hope they didn’t break it when they dropped it.” 
 
    “I could take a look,” Nick offered. “I’m pretty good with electronics, and it’d be good to have something useful to do.” 
 
    “Sure thing, son, I’d welcome that. I’ll have a couple of the men take down the antenna off Hodges’ house and bring it over here and put it back up. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “So are you, like, the leader of this community?” 
 
    Clive barked a short laugh. “I’d prefer not to be, but it seems like someone needs to be. These guys, they’ve got great ideas, great skills, great minds, but not a lot of direction. Not a lot of…” he searched for the word and finally settled on, “initiative.” He looked around. “This is a freakin’ terrible place to see out the end of the world. Too many people, all crammed into a tiny area. There’s not going to be any food, or water, or sanitation… it’s going to suck here pretty soon. But I have an idea, and you’re gonna like it, son. Just bear with me a couple days. Now, you go get some rest, and we’ll clean up here. Let me carry this box in for you, and in the morning I’ll come by with that antenna, and you can let me know if you got this thing fixed up.” 
 
    Nick nodded, suddenly exhausted and subdued, and stood to go back in the house. Clive hefted the box into his arms, and followed Nick inside, placing the box on the dining room table, and then closed the curtains so no one could see the radio through the window. 
 
    Once he was satisfied that Nick was safe on the couch with a bottle of water beside him and his gun at hand, Clive went back outside, locking the door behind him. He paused for a moment, looking down over the chaos of his previously quiet, upper middle class neighborhood, and shook his head. Twelve days, and already the streets were filled with dead bodies.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Home 
 
    Violet 
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    Violet had always prided herself on being pretty self-sufficient, but as she watched Simon and Will pull out of the driveway in Ella’s truck, she felt the most profound sense of loneliness she had ever experienced. She sat down on the porch chair, and watched them drive away until they disappeared into the trees at the end of her property, and listened until the sound of the engine faded away to nothing. Then all she could hear was the sounds of birds waking up for the day, and faintly in the distance someone tap tap tapping on something, maybe working on an engine or building something. 
 
    She took the note from Ella from her pocket, and carefully unfolded it. Her friend’s handwriting was unfamiliar, and for some reason this made her laugh. She’d never really had cause to see it before; they’d only ever texted and messaged on Facebook, and they never did birthday cards. 
 
    Vi- 
 
    I can’t believe you made it home. But knowing you as I do, I’m not surprised you made it home. It’s been quiet here since this all went down. I miss you a dozen times a day when there’s something I want to tell you or ask you, and I go to take my phone out of my pocket and of course it’s not there. 
 
    Your momma was only by herself for four days, but by the time I got there, she was out of water. She’s been amazing with the girls, and we’ll miss her. As soon as the boys come home, we’ll come see you. Will said something happened on the way home, but he said you wouldn’t say what. I’m sure we need to talk. 
 
    Nick will come home soon, I know he will. Keep believing in him. 
 
    -Ella 
 
      
 
    Violet wiped away the tears that were running down her face, and tucked the note back in her jacket pocket. She would never have imagined that being alone would feel like this. All the times she had been overstimulated, burned out, exhausted by noise and kids and ringing phones and pinging emails, she had thought that this was what she craved. 
 
    The wind blew gently, rustling the leaves on the trees, and rippling the surface of the pond. There were a half dozen ducks swimming lazy circles in the water, and a cluster of another group of females and their juvenile offspring by the runoff from the spring. She hoped that the predators would leave them alone and they wouldn’t wander off as they got older; they’d be an easy source of food for them over winter. With no way to preserve them if she processed them and nothing to feed them with if she penned them up, she’d need to work a little harder to keep them safe. Perhaps she could lure them closer to the barn with some leftovers, at least at night. 
 
    The extended period of peace and tranquility was something she’d never experienced before in her previous fast-paced modern life, and she had always craved, needed, made time for solitude in the past to recharge and keep her head right, but now it felt like a giant black hole that she was being sucked down into. The inability to reach out and text Ella or Susie or Nick made her feel so alone, so desperate for company, and this feeling that she had never felt before confused her. She needed to do less thinking, and more doing. She needed to find a project, and immerse herself entirely in it. She was a dopamine junkie, she knew this about herself, and she thrived with projects to work on and complete and deadlines to meet and goals to achieve; there was nothing she loved more than a to do list with things ticked off, so she needed to drag her sorry butt out of this funk and into something productive. 
 
    Her eyes fell on the garden that she and the boys had made alongside the driveway where it got sun most of the day, and she nodded to herself. Nothing more productive than the raising of food in an apocalypse. She would find the bag of seeds that Will had lifted from Tractor Supply for her, pick out the ones that would work for late fall, and get them in the ground before the weather turned. The kids would love it, and she would be able to keep her mind and her hands busy while she waited—waited for her people to come home to her. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The kids woke to the smell of coffee, and Violet making pancakes over the propane stove on the front porch. Will had assured her that it was safe to use indoors, but she still didn’t trust it, and preferred to take it outside. There was definitely a November chill in the air, and she had a woolen hat pulled down over her ears, almost touching her eyebrows, and a fleece lined hoodie zipped up to her chin. 
 
    Caleb and MJ slumped onto the porch swing, still half asleep, Caleb with a blanket in his hand, which he wrapped around his shoulders as he sat. MJ held his iPad by the rubber handle of the blue case, hopefully presenting it to Violet to turn it on. She smiled, anticipating the tantrum before it even came. 
 
    “I’m sorry sweetie, the wifi doesn’t work any more.” No point in explaining to him that the circuits inside the little device didn’t work either. 
 
    His wail of frustration cut through the morning silence like a knife, shrill and echoing. He swung the iPad then let go, sending it bouncing across the grass, then threw himself face down on the porch, and pounded his fists on the wood. 
 
    “Well, it’s sure not gonna work now, crybaby,” Caleb said sourly. 
 
    Violet shot him a warning look to not provoke his little brother, making Caleb tug the blanket higher in defense. 
 
    “It’s too early for a tantrum,” he reasoned. 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” Violet said, looking down at her youngest child, who was writhing on the ground in the most quintessential toddler meltdown imaginable. He kicked his little legs, which were encased in soft Paw Patrol PJs, pounding the floor with his little scrunched up fists, and arched his head back so that he could watch his mama while he shouted, “On! On!”, just in case she came close to giving him what he wanted, in which case the tantrum would end as quickly as it started. 
 
    “Want onnnn!!” he shrieked, and Violet flipped the pancakes once more before bending down to pick him up. 
 
    He held himself rigid in her arms, his body stiff and unwilling to be snuggled, pushing her away with clenched fists, before he submitted to the draw of mama, and rested his head on her shoulder, sighing. Violet looked at Caleb with a smile, but he was hunched under his blanket with a scowl on his face, staring at the pond and the cows in the front pasture. Sheesh, she thought. Everyone had got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning. Normally, she would have loaded their favorite shows onto their respective iPads and parked them on the couch and fed them pancakes if they woke up like this, but her electronic babysitter was no more. She needed to find a new distraction. She made a mental note to go up into the attic later and see if there were any old board games stored she had forgotten about. Thank goodness she had hoarded all of Caleb’s old clothes up there in totes, she was going to need them now that a trip to Walmart was out of the question. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that cow, Mama?” 
 
    She turned to follow where Caleb was pointing, and sure enough down by the pond in the small area of grass between the water and the trees, there was a cow laying down. As Vi watched, the cow rolled from a sternal position onto her side, stretching her front and back legs out straight, then rolled back upright and scrambled to her feet. She circled, digging at the ground with one front hoof, then laid back down again. 
 
    “Looks like she’s in labor,” Vi said, putting the baby on the swing next to his brother, and deftly swiping pancakes from the griddle pan onto a plate. “Come in the house with me, and I’ll put honey on your pancakes and then go check on her.” 
 
    They followed her obediently, hungrily, to the dining table where she gave them two pancakes each, and then drizzled them generously with local honey. She sure hoped that Ella had kept her bee hives going; life without honey for pancakes would be a sad thing. 
 
    When she was sure they were settled and eating, she quickly pulled on her muck boots over her PJ pants, then shrugged on her Carhartt jacket, checking that she had a knife and a piece of baling string in the pocket. 
 
    The cow looked up as she approached, and Vi took mental note of her ear number. She was a first time heifer, and she hoped very much that this would be straightforward. She needed all the hope for the future she could get. 
 
    She let Vi run her hand down her back to her tail, and sure enough, there was a nose and two front feet presenting. This was good, it didn’t look like anything was stuck. The heifer shrugged off Vi’s hand and scrambled to her feet again, standing with her back legs stretched out as she pushed. Vi knew that once the shoulders were out, the rest of the calf would follow in a rush. She much preferred when they gave birth laying down, because the way a seventy-something pound calf hit the ground when it emerged from a standing cow never failed to make her heart race. 
 
    The cow walked a few paces away and called to her herd mates, and someone called back, but she was distracted by another contraction before she could decide whether to go over there and find them. This time the shoulders and legs of the calf emerged, then sure enough, with one huge push, the wet, slick calf crumpled to the ground head first, followed by a rush of blood. It lay there unmoving. 
 
    Vi hurried forward and used her sleeve to wipe the calf’s nose, then hauled it up using its front legs, still favoring her injured arm, but relieved to discover that she could actually grip the calf’s leg and pull. She propped its head against her arm, struggling to keep ahold of it due to the slick, sticky covering on the calf. She rubbed it vigorously along its rib cage and neck and face, then was nudged aside by momma, who turned and began to lick her baby with her long, rough tongue. The baby shuddered suddenly, and shook its head, then uttered a small moo, and Violet stepped back, and crouched a little ways away, giving the momma cow time to work her magic. 
 
    She looked up to see both boys making their way down the pasture to her, both still in their pajamas, but now wearing mud boots with them, and Caleb had put a jacket on his little brother. 
 
    “Did she have her baby, Mama?” Caleb called, leading his little brother by the hand. 
 
    “She did!” Vi stood up, and as soon as MJ saw her, he snatched her hand away from his brother and ran to her. She went to meet him, not entirely sure how the new momma would react to all these visitors, and scooped him into her arms. 
 
    “Baby moo?” MJ asked, pointing with a chubby, sticky finger. 
 
    “Is it a boy or a girl?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I haven’t checked. Here, hold your brother.” She handed him to Caleb, then went back to where the new calf was already struggling to its knees, then collapsing back to the floor. It wouldn’t be long before it was up and nursing and running around. 
 
    “It’s a girl!” she called to them, and Caleb cheered. This was a good thing. Girl cows would make more baby cows, even if it would take two years before they had babies on the ground from her. 
 
    She ran her hand over mama’s udder, checking that all four quarters had colostrum, and were available for the baby to nurse on. 
 
    “We need to collect some of this colostrum,” she said automatically, then realized she had no way to store it. Normally she would pour it into a washed out soda bottle and put it in the freezer, but that was no longer an option. 
 
    “Does this mean we’ll have milk and cream and ice cream soon?” Caleb asked, and Vi pulled a sad face. 
 
    “Yes, but no ice cream, I’m sorry. No freezers, remember? I can make custard though! And hot cocoa.” 
 
    Mollified despite his initial disappointment, Caleb smiled. Desserts were his love language. 
 
    ~ 
 
    They spent the rest of the day working in the garden, where they could keep an eye on the calf as it found its feet and learned to nurse. They pulled weeds and prepared the beds for another round of seeds. They likely still had time for some root vegetables before it froze too hard. Over summer, Caleb had planted winter squash and pumpkins, along with beets, carrots, and rutabaga, and they were all ready for harvesting now. They picked the pumpkins and squash whose stems were brown, and moved them using the little hand cart to the basement, where they laid them out on old feed sacks. Hopefully the cats would keep the mice away, and they’d have squash all winter. 
 
    Caleb gathered a bunch of beets and radishes, then broke off the leaves and tossed them over the fence for the cows. The leaves were edible too, but the chances of either of the kids agreeing to eat them were pretty much zero. They’d have to be way hungrier before agreeing to eat green leafy things. 
 
    “Where’s Will?” Caleb suddenly demanded, and Vi stopped pulling weeds and stood up, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Did you only just notice he’s not here?!” 
 
    “Well, there’s been a lot going on,” Caleb replied, on the defensive. 
 
    “Simon came this morning, early, and they’ve gone to get Beth and the kids.” 
 
    “Beth’s coming?” Caleb’s whole face lit up at the prospect of his friends being with him. He sure was feeling the loss of Ella and Simon’s girls. Even though they’d really only gotten together in person once every couple weeks, they’d talked every single night on Messenger Kids while playing Minecraft or Roblox, and shared worlds on their homeschool apps. He needed some social interaction and people his own age to play with. 
 
    “I sure hope so. They should be back soon.” 
 
    “Today soon? When?” 
 
    Violet laughed. “Maybe tomorrow. Maybe the next day. But not long. It depends on how long it takes them to find gas and all that stuff. It’s not like they can just swing by the Circle K any more.” 
 
    “So what are they going to do?” 
 
    “Steal gas from broken down cars. Drain it out of the tank and put it in the truck.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s what Jacob did to get to Chattanooga to find Miss Anna?” 
 
    Vi’s breath caught in her throat. She’d been so focused on the day to day things they were doing, and on getting Beth, worrying about where Nick was and why he hadn’t come home, that she hadn’t thought about Jacob in days. She felt like a terrible friend. His role in their journey home had pretty much saved her life. He’d said he would come check in with her when he got home, but it had been… how long? How many weeks had she been home? Two? Going on three? It would be hard to figure it out now, so much time had passed. Now time was measured in animal gestations, how long it took chicks to hatch, how long it took fruit on the vine or vegetables in the ground to mature. Days came down to how long it stayed light, how cold it was… she stilled and stood, wiping her hands on her pants. How would they know when their birthdays were? How would she know when to celebrate the day that her babies had come earthside, when to add another year to their ages? And Christmas Day. Goodness, if she couldn’t figure out birthdays and Christmas Day, and when the Easter bunny was going to come, there would be anarchy. She couldn’t allow all the little joys of childhood to be swept away by this. 
 
    “Whatcha thinkin’ about, Mama?” 
 
    Caleb had mud on his face where he’d scratched his nose with a dirty finger, after plucking clumps of grass out of their squash bed and tossing it over the fence into the cow pasture. 
 
    “The Easter bunny,” Violet replied, and Caleb scrunched up his nose, and then hooted with laughter, making the baby look up and giggle in response. 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “No.” Vi shook her head. He didn’t need to know she was worrying about how to obtain jelly beans and chocolate eggs. “Just thinking about Jacob and Anna. I’m sure he found her, honey. Jacob’s not the kind of guy who gives up easily.” 
 
    Violet raked the bed she was working on one more time, then dragged the edge of the rake in eight straight lines down the length of it. This was the kids’ favorite part, so she took packets of seeds out of her back pocket, tore the tops off, and held them out. 
 
    “Remember to spread them evenly. Here, MJ, you do the turnips, Caleb, you do the radishes, though it’s a little late in the season, so just do one row, I guess we’ll see if they grow. I’m going to put in some carrots, and a row of spinach. We’ll use these regular seeds that Will got from Tractor Supply, then when we plant in spring, we’ll use the heirloom seeds we harvested last year, and some I already ordered from Baker Creek. I don’t want to use them now, just in case we get a hard frost and it kills them all. We’re going to need those seeds, and the seeds they make.” 
 
    They worked quietly, then when the kids had emptied the packets and wandered off to see what other mischief they could get into, she used her fingers to spread the seeds more evenly in the hollows in the ground, so they didn’t get clumps of seedlings and then have to waste some by thinning aggressively. She covered the rows with compost, marking them with sticks at each end, then draped a wide row cover over the whole bed, and weighted it down with rocks. Hopefully that would give the emerging seeds some protection from the weather. She was also going to start some seeds in her little hoop house greenhouse; this would be something of an experiment, to see what they could get away with growing and when. Spring would be when they’d really need to plant everything they could find, and get food put up for winter. Thank goodness she was a jar hoarder; she’d be canning everything she could lay her hands on. She’d even got a stash of recycled pasta sauce jars that could be used in a pinch. 
 
    “Hey, Mom!” 
 
    She looked up, and saw Caleb standing in the middle of the yard, his hand above his eyes like a pirate scanning the horizon. Had he heard something? Surely it was too soon for Will and Simon to be returning with Beth. If they were coming back this soon, something had gone badly wrong. 
 
    “What?” MJ was beside his brother, mimicking his action, one hand holding a fistful of the front of his diaper. Diaper laundry had gotten really old, really fast. It was time to potty train the boy. 
 
    “Have you noticed those people who live in the yellow house haven’t opened their curtains in, like, forever? Maybe three days, or four or five or six.” 
 
    Vi laughed at his lack of concept of time, but then realized the implications of what he’d just said. She didn’t know their elderly neighbors well, but she waved to them in passing on the road, or when she and the boys were riding in the pasture and they were out doing yard work or collecting the mail. She really should go over there and check on them. 
 
    “Maybe if you’ll mind your brother for me a little later I’ll run over there. Make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    “Why can’t we come with you? We haven’t seen anybody in forever!” 
 
    Vi hesitated for a second as she formulated a plausible reason. She didn’t want Caleb to know the truth, that their neighbors may be dead. “They might be sick, bud. And now there aren’t any doctors, and we can’t just run down to CVS for medicine, I don’t want to risk you guys catching anything.” 
 
    Caleb nodded sagely. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “You want to go down and check on the calf?” she suggested, eager to change the subject. 
 
    Both kids leapt to their feet, and ran ahead of her, down to the gate to the pasture. 
 
    “I can’t wait till Beth gets here and I can show them all! What shall we call her?” Caleb shouted as he ran. 
 
    For the first time, Violet wondered what they’d do if none of them came back. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The little one was asleep, her mom was also napping, and Caleb was reading a book, so Violet decided to seize the moment, and go over to the neighbors’ place. She tucked her gun into her holster, and slid a 5” folding knife into her pocket. 
 
    “Caleb, I’m just going to run over next door and check on them. I’ll be able to see the house the whole time. Stay inside and keep the doors locked, please. Nana is here of course, she’s in her room. Don’t wake her up unless it’s an emergency.” 
 
    He nodded, not looking up from his book. 
 
    “You won’t forget to listen for your brother, will you?” 
 
    “Uh-uh.” 
 
    “You know, if I’d known all it would take for you to get off that Nintendo and into a book was an EMP, I’d have been lobbying the Chinese to drop that bomb years ago.” 
 
    Caleb finally looked up and his eyes were smiling, but his mouth was set firmly in an unamused line. “You’re not funny, Mama.” 
 
    “Sure I am!” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. You’re like, so cringe.” 
 
    Violet burst out laughing, and finally Caleb’s resolve crumbled and he laughed along with her, then put his hand to his mouth. 
 
    “Shh, you’ll wake the baby.” 
 
    Vi pressed a kiss to his temple, then let herself out of the back door and slid her boots on. 
 
    She walked down the driveway, and opened, closed and locked the gates behind her. It was a psychological thing, the gates, because it wasn’t like anyone would be driving anyways, and someone walking could just climb over, but it made her feel safer, somehow. The world was silent as she made her way the few hundred yards down the road, then crossed to the other side. The county wouldn’t be spraying the blackberries that grew on either side of the road any more, so come early summer there would be cobbler and jelly in abundance. 
 
    Violet had wanted to cry when she’d got home and discovered her thawed freezer where all of the year’s abundance had defrosted and turned to goop. Will had carried it all into the woods in the cart and dumped it in a hole, then dragged the freezer into the yard and washed it out with buckets of rainwater. It would still be useful for storage. The second freezer had been full of her flour and rice and beans and sugar, to keep them safe from the southern bugs, and that was just fine. They’d be living off that for a long while to come. 
 
    Her footfalls up her neighbor’s drive seemed to echo up and down the whole street, and she prayed the whole time for one of them to pop their head out of the door and reassure her that they were fine. There were logical reasons they might be keeping their curtains closed; without AC it would keep the house cooler, for sure. She knocked tentatively on the front door, then louder when no one answered. She tried the handle but it was locked, so she went down the couple porch steps and around the back of the house. 
 
    Up on tippy toes, she peeked through the kitchen window, as the curtains at the back were open, but saw nothing. Her hand was shaking as she placed it on the handle of the back door, and she forced herself to turn it, and felt it give and open inwards. The smell hit her, and she recoiled, her stomach clenching and turning, and she spun and vomited into the grass. She coughed and heaved as her body reacted to what she had feared having come true, and she reached behind her and pushed the door open, hoping to let out some of the smell. There was no escaping the reality of what had happened to her neighbors. 
 
    She slumped to the grass, wiping her mouth on her sleeve, and considered her options. As unpleasant as it was to think this way, in practical terms they needed the house. This place would be perfect for Beth and her kids, and give them the space they needed without being too far away from Vi. And the large lake that was practically in their backyard would provide them with abundant fish, and protein and good nutrition for so many people—especially all these kids—was going to be so important. That meant that she needed to go inside, find out what was going on, and figure out how to get the smell and the bodies out of the house. 
 
    Steeling herself, she got to her feet and pulled her shirt up over her nose and mouth, then cautiously sidled into the kitchen on shaking legs. She felt hugely unprepared for whatever it was she was about to find. Creeping through the dining room, she peeked into the living room and her heart skipped a beat. There on the couch, laid side by side, were her neighbors. They had their arms around each other, and judging by the pill bottles lined up on the table beside them, their deaths had been at their own hands. She stood, frozen with sadness that this elderly couple had seen no way forward for them any more, that the problems in this new world had felt so insurmountable that they had decided death was the easier and kinder option. A wave of guilt that she hadn’t checked on them earlier washed over her. 
 
    Moving past the couch, she looked out of the front window to check her house, and make sure the kids weren’t coming after her. There was no sign of them, so she twitched the curtain back into place, and turned to the couple on the couch. Still trying to breathe through her mouth, she circled them, opening all the windows at the back of the house to try and air it out. She needed to move the bodies outside, but she had no way to bury them, and prevent them from being damaged by scavenging animals. Just abandoning them, uncovered in the woods, seemed so disrespectful. She wanted to leave them where they were until Will returned, and not handle this grim task by herself, but by then they would have deteriorated further, and moving them would be even more gruesome. This was all too reminiscent of the morning that she and Beth had disposed of Buck, and the thought sent a shiver down her spine and lodged an ache in her heart for her friend. 
 
    Holding her shirt up with her injured hand, she pulled the coffee table away from the couch, and one of the pill bottles fell with a clatter, making her jump. She gathered them all up and took them to the kitchen, tossing the empty ones in the trash and stacking the rest by the door to take home with her. 
 
    On a hunch, she went upstairs, opening windows in the hallway and in two bedrooms, then finally found the bathroom. She pushed that window open too, then looked in the medicine cabinet. 
 
    “Oh, lookie here.” An unopened pack of face masks, left over from when everyone was masking up due to covid. She tore the pack open with her teeth, and put one over her nose and mouth, hooking the loops behind her ears. 
 
    But how was she going to get them outside? They were far too heavy to carry, and she couldn’t bring herself to just drag them by a foot or an arm. That was way too… hands on. In one of the bedrooms, she found a cotton comforter on a twin bed, so she scooped that up and took it back downstairs with her. She laid the comforter on the floor beside the couch then, gagging slightly, she took hold of her neighbor’s sweater and gave it a tug, causing her to roll off the couch and onto the floor with a thud. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, God, I’m so sorry, I don’t know what else to do…” She retched again at the smell released by moving the body, steadying herself on the TV cabinet. She waited for a few seconds, until she was sure she was ready, then pulled herself together. 
 
    Bunching the comforter up, she got hold of it in both hands and began to drag it through the living room to the kitchen. Her collarbone ached, but so far her hand was holding up. She dodged the dining table, startling when she accidentally caught a chair leg with the comforter, and made it scrape across the floor with a screech. 
 
    “I hate I have to treat you like this,” she muttered, manhandling the sad bundle through the kitchen and out of the back door to the yard, “but I have to do whatever I can to make sure me and my babies and my people survive this…” 
 
    There was a soft, wet sounding bump as she dragged it down two steps to the grass, and she dry heaved into the mask, then tore it off to catch her breath and be sure she wasn’t going to be sick again. She bent with her hands on her knees, breathing the clean, outdoor air deep into her lungs. Her head spun and her vision darkened for a moment, like she’d stood up too quickly, then it cleared again. She spat once, tasting acid and somehow the revolting smell from inside the house too, then hooked the mask back on. 
 
    “I have to take you back here, and I’m going to try to bury you best I can, and I’m just so sorry…” 
 
    She was tiring already, and her breath was coming in short pants. Somehow this was harder than hauling and stacking dozens of seventy-five pound hay bales. 
 
    In the woods, she found a fallen tree that had been ripped up by the root ball, leaving a large depression in the ground, so she carefully rolled the body off the comforter and into the resulting hole, then stood back and looked at what she had done. This was the second body she had disposed of since this whole thing had happened. The third was waiting for her in the house. How many more? How many more people would she have to bury—or kill? She feared that this was just the beginning. 
 
    She repeated the unhappy process with the husband’s body, and he was significantly heavier and harder to move. By the time she was done she was sweating, and in desperate need of a shower that she wasn’t going to get. Hopefully it would rain soon, because they needed to catch more water. There was a full bucket at home she had washed the kids with when they’d come in from the garden all muddy and gritty; that would have to do for now. 
 
    She made sure all the windows in the back of the house, upstairs and down, were open, and as she walked through the living room, she reached up and tugged the pull cord for the ceiling fan, then shook her head at herself in exasperation. She had thought that old habit had burned out. 
 
    Her eyes scanned the pasture for the new calf as she walked back toward home, and she smiled when she saw it up and nursing as its mama grazed. She knew if she allowed herself to dwell on the sadness of the thing she had just done that it would overwhelm her, so instead she decided to be glad that they had a place for Beth now, even if it would need a little cleaning. That couch would need to be dragged outside and set fire to; hopefully that would help some with the smell too. Maybe there would be some supplies stashed there, though if the couple had supplies they likely wouldn’t have made the choice they made, she reasoned. The little collection of medications in her pocket were a welcome addition to her stash. Beth would know what they were and if they’d need them. 
 
    Caleb was waiting by the window when she trudged slowly up the drive, and he raced to unlock the door, and met her on the porch. He reached for her, then his nose wrinkled, and he stepped back. 
 
    “What’s that smell? Holy cow, Mama, is that you?” He frowned, then stepped back again. She could tell by his face that he remembered that smell from the times they’d passed by something dead in the woods. “Oh, Mama, were they…? Were they passed?” 
 
    She nodded. “They were.” 
 
    His hands flew to his face, and his eyes filled with tears, even though he’d barely spoken a dozen words to the old couple in his entire life. “What did you do with them?” 
 
    “I buried them in the woods.” 
 
    Buried was a generous word, but she’d thrown the comforter over them, then covered the hollow she’d placed them in with branches and all the other small trees and sticks she could find, and hoped that would be enough for now. 
 
    “You were gone forever! I was worried.” He reached for her again, then his arms dropped back to his sides. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I just wanted to get it handled. It was very sad.” She kicked her boots off, and sat down on the steps. 
 
    “No offense, Mama, but you might want to wash up before the baby wakes up. He’s going to want to nurse and you’re kinda stinky.” 
 
    She nodded agreement, suddenly exhausted. Her arm and shoulder hurt, and every time she moved her head, her collarbone ached. She stood and went back down to the yard where she’d left the bucket of water she’d used on the kids and stripped down to her underwear, leaving her nasty smelling clothes in a pile on the grass. Then, with the sponge in one hand and a bar of Ivory soap in the other, she tried to make herself feel clean again. 
 
    She had a feeling that no matter how well she scrubbed herself, the smell was going to linger on her skin and in her nose for a while.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Nebraska
Mike and Kirsti 
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    Just shy of the Nebraska state line, Mike watched Kirsti draining the tank on a Honda Ridgeline, sporadically pausing to blow on her frozen fingers. Thank goodness they were heading south, where it would be warmer, and where snow accumulation would be unlikely. 
 
    There were worse people to be going through this crazy world with, that was for sure. And since she was mad at him, she was barely talking to him, and that made him like her even more. When she wasn’t trying to talk about the things that were going on in her mind, and the things she wanted and liked and didn’t like, and the book she was reading, and what she thought about how things were going with ‘them’, she was far more likable. She was cute, and cutest of all when she wasn’t talking. Unfortunately, neither was she putting out, and that needed to change. He’d tried to touch her a couple times over the last few days, just a passing hug or squeeze here and there, and she’d frozen him out so hard he’d feared he might get frostbite. There were going to be plenty of desperate women around now, and she needed to remember she would be in a bad spot without him to protect her. And if she kept up this whole silent treatment thing, well that was perfect. In the meantime… Kirsti shuffled backward out from under the Honda, her ass in the air, carefully dragging the full oil pan with her. He smiled. 
 
    She slid into the car beside him, blowing into her hands. “Ugh, I stink of gas. I can just about taste the smell. Gross. What are you smiling about?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing. Good job on the gas. I’ll go fill up, why don’t you clean up the best you can and drive a while? I could use a nap.” 
 
    Kirsti nodded, and grabbed a pack of baby wipes from her purse and tried to scrub the smell from her hands, but it lingered. A splash of hand sanitizer somehow made it worse, and she gave up and got in the driver’s seat. As anxious as she was about meeting the fabled Violet, whom she had spent more time Facebook stalking than she cared to admit to, she was looking forward to being somewhere she could take a shower. She needed to make sure Vi liked her, and she wanted an opportunity to apologize to her. She’d had no idea Mike was still married; he’d straight up lied when they’d first met. Maybe best case scenario Violet would understand and forgive her, and they could team up and this sleazy jackass could move on down the road, to some other unfortunate sucker. She needed to secure her place in the world, independent of Mike. 
 
    In the door mirror she saw him screw the cap on the gas tank and wipe his hands on his pants. For a minute she considered starting the engine and flooring the gas pedal, leaving his lying butt there on the side of the road, and went as far as hovering her finger over the start button, but then she hesitated. She wanted to think that it was because she was a better person than that, but the reality was he had the gun in his pocket, and she didn’t want to lose it, and have to try to find another. She grimaced and shook her head. Those kids still needed a father, even if he was a piece of crap. Maybe deep down he had some goodness to impart to them. 
 
    She felt nothing but disappointment and contempt now, quite different from the giddy excitement she’d felt when they first met. His smooth words and sweet talk had won her attention, but now she saw them for what they were: an act, a facade, a way of adding to the apparently considerable body count the man boasted. The disappointment was mostly directed at herself, that she could be so naive as to fall for a man like that. Well, she thought, none of that crap mattered any more. What mattered was staying alive, and having the skills to stay alive, and one of those skills, she was sure, was being likable enough to be accepted into and valued as a member of a group, so she was one step ahead of him in that respect, she thought wryly. 
 
    Mike got back in the car, into the back seat, and bunched his jacket up under his head, against the window. 
 
    “Give me a few hours, and wake me up when we need to refuel again. Then we can swap. Okay?” 
 
    Her eyes met his in the rear view mirror, and she nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    He smiled at her, and she looked away, back to the road. She’d just been rolling with the punches since this happened, but looking at him in the mirror there, it suddenly all seemed so real. This was life now. Her life. God help her, their life. She had somehow tied herself and her very safety and security to this man, more surely than if she had married him back in the old world, and now they were stuck with each other. Somehow she needed to figure out what that would mean in the long term. 
 
    She wondered if her parents in Florida had even survived. Her father had been in poor health for years, and she hadn’t seen them in what, eight, nine years? It was possible he wasn’t even still alive. She didn’t want to be down there with them anyways, even if she could somehow find her way there. 
 
    Her best friend Liz had moved to the UK, married a guy in the RAF, so there was no going to be with her. Overseas travel was over, for now at least, she presumed. 
 
    Digging through the bag of snacks Mike had got earlier, she found a protein bar and tore into it with her teeth. Her appetite had really disappeared, but she couldn’t afford to get sick. Chewing unhappily, she kept her eyes on the road ahead, and just kept driving. 
 
    Somewhere on the long, long road between Sioux City and Fort Dodge, she felt a tell tale stinging in the back of her nose, and it made her eyes water. 
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose to fight back the tears. She was absolutely, completely alone in the world. That hadn’t seemed like such a huge, terrible thing before the EMP, when she had just been traveling all around the world meeting new people and seeing amazing places, doing what she wanted, when she wanted, checking in with friends in different cities for fun, impromptu dinners when she was in town. But none of those people were her tribe, her people, the ones she turned to when she needed something. She called Liz when she needed to talk, and she’d dated casually on and off for the last couple years till she met Mike, and damn it, she’d thought there might be something there with him. 
 
    She glanced at him in the rear view again, sleeping slumped to one side with his mouth dropped open, and her mouth tightened involuntarily. There was no planning ahead for this one. She just needed to go along with whatever, until she figured out what was best for her. 
 
    ~ 
 
    They gassed up right before they started heading southeast toward St. Louis, but they’d skirt it wide, and not go anywhere close to the city. She’d calculated they could pass west of it, and then go way west and south of Nashville, hopefully avoiding all kinds of trouble if they stayed on the smaller roads and passed through towns quickly and without stopping. 
 
    Mike was driving now, and she was laying across the back seat, her head behind the driver’s seat so he couldn’t see the tears on her face. She had balled up her jacket to use as a pillow, and was trying her hardest to sleep, but failing, despite being exhausted. She rolled over and adjusted her position, and hoped that Mike didn’t have to brake sharply, because if he did she’d fall off the seat. 
 
    “It’s gonna be dark soon. Shall we stop for the night somewhere or drive right through?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Let’s just keep going,” she mumbled into her pillow. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said,” she lifted her head slightly to uncover her mouth, “let’s just keep going.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She closed her eyes again and rested her head down, and allowed the hum of the tires on the road to relax her. She felt her body start to soften, and was just on the precipice of dozing off when Mike spoke, startling her awake. 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    Her eyes flew open, and she stared at the leather of the back seat. She didn’t reply for several long seconds as her mind turned over all the ways she could reply. Many of them would open the door for an argument, one she didn’t have the energy to have, and frankly there was nothing to be said. How could he be so ignorant? 
 
    “Screw you, Mike.” 
 
    “Ohhhh-kay then.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and finally went to sleep. Eventually she felt the car stop, but she kept her eyes closed and her breathing even, feigning sleep. She was tired, but more than that she was bone deep weary and sad and, she hated to admit it even to herself, she was scared. Was the world ever going to go back to normal, or was this it, at least for her lifetime? If she died right now, there was not one single person on the planet who would miss her, she had left no mark on the world that she had even existed. She had no kids. No family. And Liz would never even know what had happened to her, whether she was dead or alive. Then there was a rush of cold air as the door opened and Mike got back in, and they started moving again. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know how long she slept for, but something woke her up, and somehow she could feel a threat in the air. In her gut she didn’t feel safe, and she lay perfectly still, her senses on high alert, adrenaline rushing through her veins, listening, assessing. The car had stopped again, and she could feel without even opening her eyes that there was no one else in the car with her. Where was Mike? She opened her eyes slightly, and found it was dark. From the passenger side, by her feet, she heard something solid hit the side of the car, then the sounds of a scuffle. She sat up slowly, and peered out of the side window. By the faint light of the moon, she saw Mike and some other large figure on the ground, fighting. A chill ran down her spine; it had only been a matter of time before someone tried to take the car, and that had to be what this was. Mike was on top of a figure dressed entirely in black, holding his arms down, while the figure on the ground twisted and bucked, trying to throw Mike off balance to regain the upper hand. She slid down from the seat onto the floor so she was less likely to be seen while she figured out what she was going to do. 
 
    Where was the gun? She reached up over the center console, and checked the cup holders and down beside the seat, then inched herself higher and patted the driver’s seat and the passenger seat, but nothing. It didn’t make any sense that he would have gotten out of the car without it, but she had hoped. Though if she had found it and tried firing into the scuffle, she’d be as likely to hit Mike as his attacker. 
 
    Keeping herself as small as possible, she slid between the front seats and into the driver’s seat, checking that the keys were still in the cubby under the radio. They were. 
 
    Something slammed against the rear end of the car again, hard enough to rock it, and she twisted in the seat to look behind her, blinking against the darkness. Mike’s attacker had him against the side of the car, his head leaning way back, away from the knife in the man’s hand. One of Mike’s hands was holding the wrist of the hand that held the knife, the other was around the man’s neck, holding him at arms’ length. 
 
    “Is this car really worth dying over, man?” the attacker shouted. “Just give me your car and walk away.” 
 
    “No way! I’m going home to my… kids,” Mike gasped, struggling, fighting with the man as the knife got closer, and as she watched, Mike kicked hard, and the attacker fell to the floor, dragging Mike down with him. She heard a thud as someone’s hand or foot or head made contact with the lower part of the rear door, but she couldn’t see them any more. It was followed by repeated thuds, and she covered her mouth with her hand, stifling her sobs as she heard Mike shout, “Don’t do this! Don’t do it! I just want to go see my kids! I just want… my kids, my family… please…” 
 
    Someone screamed something unintelligible, then there was silence. 
 
    Tears stung her eyes and her sleeve muffled her wails of horror; she felt like she had been catapulted into exactly the kind of nightmare-inducing movie that she had always gone out of her way to avoid. She sat perfectly still, one hand on the wheel, the other clamped over her mouth to prevent any noise from accidentally escaping. She tried to see what was going on, but it was impossibly black, and too cloudy to have much light from the moon. Then, in the door mirror, she saw a dark shape rise from the ground, and gradually unfurl into the form of a standing man. It wasn’t Mike, this figure was dressed all in black, with a dark hat covering his head and pulled low on his brow. He was close enough for her to see that the lower part of his face was covered in a thick, dark beard, not the scraggly blonde-gray facial hair Mike was growing. He was taller than Mike, broader too. He was resting his left hand on the roof of the car, steadying himself, and he was looking down at the ground, presumably at Mike. He took several steps toward the back of the car, still holding onto it for support, until he was behind it, leaning on the trunk, staring back down the road into the darkness. What is he doing? Is he looking for someone? Are there more people coming? 
 
    She needed to do something, but her body was frozen in fear, and indecision. Her hands shook, and her legs felt so weak she didn’t think they’d even be able to hold her up if she tried to stand. There was no way for her to check on Mike without revealing her presence to this guy. She assumed he didn’t know she was even in the car, as she’d been tucked down into the back seat, and he wouldn’t have been able to see her in the dark. 
 
    Suddenly there was a faint bump against the side of the car, on the passenger door, and the man spun back toward Mike and raised his right hand. In his hand was the gun she had bought, and he was pointing it at the floor, right where the sound had come from. Before Kirsti could fully react, he fired the gun three times, and Kirsti couldn’t contain the scream that erupted from her lips. She made a split second decision; she hit the start button, and the car burst into life. The man wasn’t expecting that, and he turned when the lights came on, and stared right into Kirsti’s eyes as she looked in the rear view mirror. His expression was one of shock, and he froze in place, his gaze locked on hers. 
 
    She’d gotten lucky; judging by the look of horror on his face, this guy was an opportunist, not a straight up criminal. She slammed the car into reverse, and floored the gas, spinning the tires on the gravel, and throwing up a cloud of dust before it leapt backward, slamming into the man, and pushing him to the ground. She felt a scraping and heard and felt the bump as the tire passed over him, then she stamped on the brakes, put the car in drive, and pushed her foot down on the gas again. There was another cloud of dust and spinning of tires as the car caught purchase on the ground, and she felt the bump again, and then she was navigating the car back onto the road. The tires squealed as she hit the asphalt, and the back end skittered out slightly, so she took her foot off the gas and hit the brakes slightly. In the red glow of the brake lights, she could see two forms on the ground, one unmoving, Mike, and the second, his attacker, who was attempting to raise one arm in the air. It wasn’t safe for her to stop and see if Mike was dead. He’d been shot three times; even if he wasn’t dead he would be soon, without medical attention. 
 
    She turned her eyes back to the road, and accelerated away. 
 
    Ten minutes down the road, she pulled over under cover of darkness, and leaned over and vomited violently into the grocery bag that had held their snacks. She heaved and coughed and choked up the meager contents of her stomach, then when there was no more, she sat back, gasping for breath, and took a couple sips of water from the bottle on the seat. 
 
    What had just happened?! How had Mike let his guard down so badly that someone had managed to pull a knife on him in close quarters? He must have stopped to pee or something, and just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and that guy back there had seen the chance to grab himself a working car. Just the same as everyone else, there was probably somewhere he needed to be, and couldn’t get there without a car, and had grabbed at the opportunity to have one. 
 
    She needed to keep moving before the same thing happened to her, so she wiped her mouth on a tissue, then took another sip of water before getting back on the road. Once again, she was without a gun, and she wondered if she should have gone back and run over that sucker again, then taken the gun. For a second, her foot let off the gas, and she considered turning around, but what if the guy hadn’t been alone? What if people had come looking for him? Was it worth the risk? Maybe. Probably. But… ugh. Yes. She was going to do it. She could check from a distance if there looked to be anyone around, and she could pull right up beside the body and grab the gun. She wouldn’t even need to get out of the car. 
 
    Still dry heaving and hiccupping, tasting vomit and tears, and shaking uncontrollably, she turned the car around and made her way back to where she’d left the two men. When she got closer, she slowed right down with her lights on bright, and looked around. The two dark shapes of the bodies were still right where she’d left them, unmoving. She pulled off onto the gravel area they’d been stopped on, and crawled to a stop beside Mike. She rolled down the window and looked out, and what she saw turned her stomach. The light from her headlights was enough that she could see that at least one of the three bullets had hit him square in the forehead, taking off a sizable amount of skull as it penetrated. He was dead, for sure, and she was hit with a wave of guilt for thinking about leaving him earlier. Now she really was going to have to leave him, dead on the side of the road for the birds and animals to dispose of. 
 
    Choking back another wave of vomit, she crawled forward to the other man, and as her lights hit him, she saw his eyes swivel her way, but he didn’t move. The gun had been thrown several feet away from him, and his body was between her and it. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered. He was still alive. She couldn’t run him over again. She’d thought she could, but she couldn’t. Maybe she could shoot him instead, put him out of his misery. 
 
    She drove past him and then turned around, bringing the car up on the other side of him, beside the gun. His head turned to her as she pulled up and his eyes found hers again. His dark beard dripped with blood, and one of his legs was thrown back in an unnatural position underneath him. She opened the car door, never taking her eyes off him, and started to get out. 
 
    “Help me,” he mouthed, and she had to fight the urge to get back in the car and lock the door. She needed that gun, and it was just right there. But what if he leaped up and grabbed her? He was dying, she reasoned with herself. Just about dead. No one with their leg in that position and with that much blood coming out of their mouth was leaping anywhere. 
 
    Two strides took her to the gun, and she snatched it up and ran back to the car, throwing herself back inside and hitting the lock button for the doors. With the gun in her right hand she raised it to him, his eyes still fixed on hers, and he gave her an almost imperceptible nod, like yes, please, do it. Don’t leave me here like this. But no, she couldn’t shoot him. She couldn’t do it. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She dropped the gun back into her lap and put the car in gear. The man’s eyes turned frantic, but he couldn’t move to gesture to her, and while his lips moved, no sound came out. Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she repeated, and pulled away slowly, so his final moments on earth weren’t spent in a cloud of gravel dust. 
 
    She kept her eyes on the road ahead, and didn’t look at Mike as she passed his body. 
 
    ~ 
 
    She drove until the sky began to lighten, and her eyelids began to droop, then she pulled in behind a small church on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere, and made sure she had a clear route to escape if she needed to. Then she lay her head against the window, gun in her hand, and passed out asleep. 
 
    In her dream, she shot the man who’d attacked Mike, shot him as he advanced on her, but despite it being at close range, all of her shots missed. Right up until he was almost close enough to grab the gun from her hand, and then her aim was true and she shot him in the head and it exploded like a watermelon, covering her in a splatter of warm brains and blood. She gasped and jerked awake, screaming silently, her mouth wide and terrified. 
 
    She breathed deeply until her heart rate slowed and she stopped trembling. Then she looked around, and checked that no one was watching before she opened the driver’s door and got out peed on the ground right beside the car, the little black gun resting on the seat beside her. If she had to kill someone with her pants down, then so be it. 
 
    Getting back in the car, she took a moment to look at the screenshots of the Google Map and the route she’d be taking. She hoped she’d be giving St Louis enough of a wide berth to not run into trouble, because it was sure to be jam packed with it. It would be safest for her to travel at night now that she was alone, and find places to hole up and hide and sleep during the day. She realized with a start that now that Mike was dead, there wasn’t really any reason for her to be going to Violet’s. She could go wherever she liked, wherever she wanted. Except… she had nowhere to go. She had an apartment in Chicago, but she sure didn’t want to go there. She’d met a really nice girl who she’d become pretty good Facebook friends with who lived in Atlanta, but the same there. Atlanta was going to be a post-apocalypse disaster. Just as she had concluded yesterday, she was alone, with no one. 
 
    Violet and her children deserved to know what had happened to Mike, and deserved to know that he’d been trying to make his way home to them when he was killed—through no real fault of his own. They deserved to know that he had at least been trying, because this would be their last and enduring memory of their father. And maybe Violet would get some solace from knowing that, for once, Mike had been trying to do the right thing. Then, once she’d told Violet all that, maybe she’d head to her parents in Florida. Their house was pretty isolated, down a small single lane track toward the river, and it was possible she could hide out there until… until when? Until something happened, something changed, until she had a better idea. Yeah. That would do. 
 
    “So. Alabama bound,” she whispered to herself, and popped open a tube of Pringles. She was going to need more food soon, but stopping was so dangerous. It was better to go hungry and hope she could figure something out as she went along. 
 
    Against the odds, she made it past St Louis, and breathed a sigh of relief as she crossed the state line from Kentucky into Tennessee. It felt good to be in a neighboring state. She had no idea how long she’d been on the road, no idea how many days and nights it had been. She’d been driving from just after dark until just before sunrise for… three days? She wasn’t sure. She stopped and fueled up when she found abandoned vehicles on small roads where there were no houses or businesses, and had learned how to do it mostly by feel. She never let her gas gauge get too low, and if she saw a good opportunity, she filled up anyways, and drove with full cans in the trunk, just in case. 
 
    After she was done with the gas, she would usually go through the vehicle, and any others close by, looking for food and water, and any other treasures she might come across. She’d been living off candy bars, partial bags of chips, crackers and the odd protein bar. Once, she’d found a bag of beef jerky under the seat in a Ford truck, and it had felt like Christmas. She was still rationing herself a handful a day, but somehow all eating it did was make her hungrier. Once, she’d found an old box of fried chicken, and it had been all she could do to not sit down right there in the road and wolf it all down in one sitting. But it had been there who knows how long—that was when she realized she didn’t know how many days it had been since the EMP, and she couldn’t afford food poisoning. A vomiting bug would kill her for sure. 
 
    Another time she found a six pack of Gatorade in the trunk of a car, and she had cried happy tears and done a little dance. She also had a flashlight that worked now, and that made her happy too, even though she used it sparingly, so as not to draw attention to herself. 
 
    She rarely saw anyone at night, and just drove for as long as she could until either it got light or she felt herself falling asleep, whichever came first. It was slow going with all the twists and turns on the back roads, and sometimes there were vehicles blocking the way and she had to crawl along to get around them. Once, there had been a huge tractor entirely blocking a single lane dirt road, and she’d had to backtrack for miles to get around it. 
 
    The horizon was starting to lighten, so she needed to pull over soon and get off the road until dark again. Almost immediately that she had the thought, a barn on the side of the road appeared, with no houses in sight. 
 
    “That’ll do,” she said to herself and, checking all around to make sure no one saw, she pulled off the road, and got out to open the barrier gate and let herself through. With the window down so she could listen for intruders, she cringed as her tires crunched on the gravel. She closed the gate behind her but didn’t chain it back up; if she needed to make a quick exit she could bust right through without stopping. She’d probably scratch up the front of the car, but she doubted it would do any real damage. Better that than alert attentive locals to the fact that she was there by leaving the gate open. 
 
    She backed into one of the open stalls of the barn, and cut off the engine, listening to see if anyone was following her, or for any signs anyone else was present. But there was nothing but silence. She sighed. This was a good place to rest. Kirsti treated herself to a handful of jerky, half a bag of chips, and two melted Hershey kisses, then she leaned the seat back slightly and closed her eyes. For the first time in days, she felt something like peace. It was nice here, it felt safe. The breeze smelled like fall and fresh cut grass, and if she just had a pumpkin spice latte and a chocolate chip muffin in her hand, life would be good. Exhausted, she fell asleep.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Tuscaloosa, Alabama 
 
    Nick 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, rise an’ shine!” 
 
    Someone pounded on the bedroom door as they walked past, and even as he was rudely ripped from sleep, Nick’s brain rationalized that an intruder or someone with ill intent would be unlikely to announce themselves in such a cheerful, irritating way, if at all. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, then swung his right leg off the bed, and lifted his left down. He sat for a moment, steadied his head, rubbed his eyes, then fruitlessly tried to reach the itch that was burning on his leg inside the cast. 
 
    He heard heavy footsteps on the wooden floor in the hallway, then the bedroom door burst open and Clive stood there, with a Yeti mug in each hand. 
 
    “Made you coffee,” he announced. 
 
    “Coffee,” Nick repeated, still fuzzy with sleep. 
 
    “Coffee,” Clive confirmed. “Ran down to Dunkin and grabbed you a cup before I headed over here for our run.” 
 
    Nick looked from the cup to the cast on his leg, then back to his new friend, who laughed at his expression. 
 
    “Messin’ with you, son. I made it in an old school style French press, with water I boiled over a little camp stove. It’s good stuff, it’ll put hair on your chest.” He crossed the room in four decisive strides, and put the mug on the end table beside the bed. “We’ve got the antenna down off Hodges’ house, and we’re putting it up on James’s place right now because we’re leaving him the generator when we go. So look sharp, let’s go see if we can get this radio working. Bacon’s cookin’. Hope you’re hungry.” He strode back out of the room again, leaving Nick half awake, dumbfounded, still reeling from the civil war that had erupted the night before, and had left men dead in the street. Yet here was Clive, cheerful and unburdened by the previous night’s events, bearing fresh made coffee and talking about cooking bacon. He wondered what they’d done with the bodies, whether they’d just decompose in the gentle fall heat, stinking up the whole neighborhood and drawing the animals that had previously been displaced by development back into the cities, lured by the smell. 
 
    He needed to get the heck out of here. Surely those ‘outside’ wouldn’t let this pass without some kind of retaliation. He didn’t know what that would even look like. They were clearly desperate, last night hadn’t been a coordinated attack, it had been a chaotic flurry of grab and dash, without much apparent organization or planning. As a result, so many of them had died. Would those remaining regroup and try again, hoping to be able to steal the things they wanted and get better results? He didn’t know, didn’t know the people and who they’d been before the world had changed, and he didn’t especially want to stick around to find out. But they had the radio, and the radio meant that just maybe he might be able to get news about Violet, maybe even get a message to her. Another step closer to being back home, all of them safe under one roof. 
 
    He stood up and pushed open the window beside the bed, then sat back down and sipped his coffee, listening to the sound of the antenna being secured to the house, and enjoying the smell of Clive cooking bacon in his backyard. The man whistled and sang to himself as the bacon spat and sizzled, snippets of songs here and there that Nick recognized. What Sand Mountain needed, he thought to himself, was a Clive. Maybe even the Clive. If he could persuade him to make his way to the farm with him, he would be a crucial asset to any team—and that was what they would need to be now in order to build new lives. While life on the mountain would be nowhere near as dangerous as down here or in any of the other surrounding towns, there were bound to be challenges and threats down the road that would need handling. 
 
    The singing stopped, and after a few minutes Clive appeared in the bedroom doorway again, carrying a packet of foil wrapped in a kitchen towel. 
 
    Nick frowned. “Hold up a second. How did you get in this morning? Wasn’t the door locked?” 
 
    Clive smirked, and winked at him, and Nick sighed. Add that to the list of useful skills this man would bring to the table. 
 
    “C’mon, breakfast is ready. I’ll take your coffee.” 
 
    Clive put the foil package and the coffee down on the dining table, beside the box of radio equipment they’d brought in the night before. Nick sat down, still not feeling completely awake. 
 
    “The propane in here still works, you know. You just have to light it with a match.” 
 
    “Still works at my house too, son,” Clive said with a smile. “But everything tastes better cooked outdoors.” 
 
    Nick got the feeling that a national disaster of this magnitude was what Clive had been made for, and that there was definitely some part of the man that was enjoying it. 
 
    Nick waited until Clive had set the food in front of him and topped off his coffee from a thermos on the table, and sat down across from and began eating, before Nick spoke. 
 
    “Are you planning on staying here?” 
 
    Clive chewed thoughtfully. “Here, like, in this neighborhood?” 
 
    Nick nodded. Clive was right; bacon cooked outdoors was better. 
 
    “Hell, naw. It’s going to be a jungle out there. I’m just hanging out here setting these guys up for at least some kind of life, then as soon as I decide where to go, I’m goin’ there.” 
 
    “You’re not going to go be with your family?” 
 
    “No family.” He popped a piece of crispy bacon into his mouth with his fingers, and didn’t elaborate. 
 
    They ate in silence for a few minutes while Nick tried to decide the best way to phrase the question. 
 
    Clive squinted at him, scrutinizing him under his bright blue gaze. “Something on your mind, son?” 
 
    Nick smiled, and put his fork down. “Just tryna find the right words.” 
 
    “Just spit it out. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “You should come with me. To Violet’s. I think… we’re all gonna need all the support we can get now, and she’s in a good position. We’re in a good position.” 
 
    “And how do you reckon your girl would feel about that?” 
 
    “My girl is a practical girl. I think she’s gonna know what we all need to do to survive, and that someone like you is a huge asset.” 
 
    “Huh. Well.” He shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth and chewed, his gaze never leaving Nick as he thought. “That’s a real nice offer there, son.” 
 
    “It’s not all nice,” Nick said. “We need people like you. We’re good, real, country folks, used to living hard and making it, but we don’t have your military training and experience. If we had you on our side, we’d be one step ahead, it feels like. It’s kind of a selfish offer, if you think about it.” 
 
    “No, not selfish, smart.” 
 
    “Well, whatever you want to call it, just, you know, think on it.” 
 
    “I shall, son. I shall. In the meantime, you reckon you can take a look at this?” He gave the box a little shove toward Nick and, finished with his food, he pushed his foil tray aside and pulled the box closer. 
 
    “Sure thing. More coffee will help the process along though.” 
 
    Clive smiled and took his mug. “On it.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Well, the good news is all the pieces are here. I should be able to set it up and get it running.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic. Good work. How long before we can be up and running?” 
 
    “See, that’s the bad news.” Nick carefully took the casing off the radio, and showed Clive the inside. “When our boy out there dropped it, looks like some soldered connections broke inside, and we’ve got these wires loose.” Using a pencil, he lifted the disconnected wire to demonstrate the problem to Clive. “Unless you can find me a soldering iron, a little one that I can use to fix this, we’re SOL, my friend.” 
 
    “A soldering iron, huh? Okay then. What’s it going to look like?” 
 
    “Here, let me pull you up a picture.” Nick pushed his chair back and reached for the phone that no longer lived in his back pocket. “Well, shit.” 
 
    Clive erupted in a belly laugh, which made Nick roll his eyes and then reluctantly join in, somewhat embarrassed. 
 
    “How ‘bout one of y’all walks me over to Hodges’ place, so I can take a look around his garage. Seems like he was the kind of nerd that would have a soldering iron.” 
 
    Clive slapped him enthusiastically on the back, and stepped back to give him room to stand. Then the older man followed Nick from the house and down the front steps, adjusting his walking to keep pace with Nick and his crutches. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about your offer. And son, I don’t mean to be an ass here, but have you thought about what you might do if you get to where you’re going and your girl isn’t there?” 
 
    Nick kept walking, his head down. “I’ve thought about it. But I don’t know what I’d do. If I think too hard on it, it… puts me in a place I don’t wanna be in.” 
 
    Clive nodded, but didn’t say anything, and finally Nick spoke again. 
 
    “I guess if she’s not there, then we can hole up at her place for a while, till we figure out what to do. If we’ve got to be somewhere, her place is better than most, and I’ll need somewhere safe while I figure out how to find her.” 
 
    “Hm.” Clive went up the steps to Hodges’ house, and unlocked the door, then held it open for Nick. “Seems like a plan, son.” 
 
    “So you’re in?” He shuffled up the steps sideways, supporting himself on one crutch and leaning heavily on the wrought iron rail. 
 
    “I’m in. And, fortunately for you, I have a plan too. Just ironing out some details.” 
 
    “Care to share it?” 
 
    “Not yet. Workin’ on it.” 
 
      
 
    Hodges’ man cave was packed to the ceiling with gear and toys, and Nick swore softly as they walked in. 
 
    “How in heck do you find anything in this disaster?” 
 
    Clive scratched his head, then began pulling boxes and tubs down off the shelves. “Like this, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later they had three stacks of items around them: unidentified stuff, stuff they didn’t need yet, and stuff they wanted to keep. But still they had no soldering iron. 
 
    Nick shifted uncomfortably in the chair he was sitting in, shoving it back to give his leg more room, and hit a stack of boxes behind him, which in turn fell against the wall shelves and caused several items to fall. 
 
    “Damn it, I’m about done here,” Clive complained, sweating miserably in the stifling room with no air conditioning. 
 
    Nick bent and picked up three of the small boxes that had fallen, and put them on the desk. 
 
    “A compass. Useful. Let’s keep that. A small tub of no less than,” he counted quickly, “nine flints for starting fires. Also useful. Put them in our stash. And… oh, hot damn. Would you look at this, old man.” 
 
    Clive stood, his knees cracking audibly, and pinned Nick to the chair with a glare. “Bite me. I could run rings around you every day of the week and twice on Sundays, even when you had two legs. What you got there?” 
 
    Nick held it up triumphantly, and Clive frowned. “I see it, but I’m still no wiser. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a soldering iron.” 
 
    Clive held out his fist and they bumped, then he started gathering all the things they wanted to keep and stuffing them into grocery bags he’d brought with him. 
 
    “Hodges’ wife said to keep whatever it was we needed to help us; she’s gone to live with her sister on the other side of town. So let’s get all this stuff packed and get home and see if we can get in contact with the outside world. Say,” he added, frowning, “have you heard from Donovan? I don’t know why I just thought of him.” 
 
    “No. Not since, like, a week after I arrived. So… five days? Six? I’m not sure. Who knows. I lost count.” 
 
    “Gee, I hope he’s okay.” Clive helped Nick down the steps to the street, and they started making their way back to the house. 
 
    “The hospital must be crazy. Maybe he just can’t get away.” 
 
    “Might go check on him if he doesn’t show up in a few days. Now there’s another one you ought to have join you on your farm. Every group needs a damn good doctor, and his wife is a nurse too.” 
 
    “We talked about it. He said his wife would never leave her parents.” 
 
    “True. It’s gonna get ugly here soon enough, though.” 
 
    “Last night wasn’t ugly enough for you?” 
 
    Clive laughed, but not with humor, more with a dry, certain acceptance that they ain’t seen nothin’ yet. “Son, last night was just the start of the ugly.” 
 
      
 
    Nick tried to focus on the job at hand, the tedious, difficult job of resoldering the tiny wires onto the correct connectors, but Clive was hovering over him so closely that he could feel the man’s breath moving the hairs on the back of his neck. He tried to be patient, and ignore him the best he could, but finally he could take no more and sat up straight, the back of his head almost colliding with Clive’s face. 
 
    “Dude. Why don’t you go cook us some food or clean some guns or something? I’ll get this done as quickly as I can, but you’re makin’ me crazy standing over me like that.” 
 
    Clive ‘harrumphed’, flicked the back of Nick’s head, and stomped out of the back door into the garage, then after a minute Nick heard his usual whistling coming through the open window. He sat for a minute, clenching and unclenching his fists and releasing the cramping from doing such precise work, then went back to work. 
 
    As he worked, he was thinking and thinking about who on the mountain might possibly have a ham radio, and no one was springing to mind. He knew plenty of CB users, as there was a huge community of truck drivers up there, but no one he could think of had ever mentioned ham to him. Except… his head shot up and he stared at the wall, squinting as he wracked his brain, trying to recall the conversation he’d had with Jacob, Violet’s friend from over on Lookout Mountain. 
 
    They’d all been at a fireworks party held by a mutual friend on July 4th one year before he and Violet had become a couple, and he thought he remembered the mutual friend, Chris, and Jacob talking about Ham. Chris had since moved to Montana, but Jacob for sure was still at his place, and just maybe he might be contactable. He was probably too far away to be able to check on Vi, but if there was a man likely to have a working truck, it would be him. The guy was a mechanical genius, he could fix anything. And if he had a truck, and access to gas… Nick knew he was a desperate man, clutching at desperate straws, but he just needed to know that Violet and the kids were okay. 
 
      
 
    By the time he felt like he’d repaired the shaken innards of the radio sufficiently that it was safe to turn it on, Clive had cooked sausages that he’d found from somewhere, made more coffee, and asked Nick no less than four times if he was nearly done. The final time he’d asked, Nick had explained to him that if he plugged it in before it was one hundred percent ready, that the whole thing could short out, and then it would likely never work again. Clive had left, muttering about making sure the generator they’d moved from the Hodges’ house to that of a neighbor with two small children was up and working and ready whenever Nick was. 
 
    He stood up from the table and arranged his crutches carefully; his leg felt a little numb from sitting too long, and he had pins and needles in his foot. He balanced for a minute, wiggling his toes and trying to get the circulation going again, and wondered what he’d do if Donovan never showed up again. How would he know when it was safe to remove the cast? How would he remove the cast? He was pretty sure Clive would have some ideas as to how to remove it, but how advisable those ideas would turn out to be remained to be seen. 
 
    He made his way slowly but steadily through the house to the front porch, then took a seat on the swing to rest for a moment. No point in wandering aimlessly looking for Clive; if he waited here long enough he would eventually hear him. 
 
    He looked over to the outside; the pile of bodies was gone, and there were no people moving around. They must have taken all their dead somewhere before it got light. The curtains in all the houses were drawn, and windows and doors were closed. As he watched, a person looked out from behind one house, peering around the corner, and then scurried quickly across a yard before disappearing in the back door of a neighboring home. To Nick, the silence felt stagnant, like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for something to happen. He doubted that the inside would strike back proactively, and they’d all seen what happened when they struck reactively, so perhaps lessons would be learned. Perhaps. Nick’s faith in humanity was sketchy at best on a normal day, and last night had served to prove him right. Things were only going to get worse. 
 
    But for now, everything was peaceful. He leaned down and scratched absently at the skin at the top of his cast, tipping his head back to enjoy the fall breeze. Sure enough, just as he was wondering if he could get away with taking a nap right there on the porch, enjoying the silence and the gentle motion of the swing, he heard the bark of Clive’s laugh followed by the slamming of a door a few houses down. Sound really did carry now. Before the EMP, he was sure they’d have been able to hear the noise of the interstate and the shopping center from where he sat. 
 
    Clive marched down the street, his footfalls heavy and decisive, then he bounded up the steps to the porch, two at a time. 
 
    “My man. Are we ready?” 
 
    “I reckon we might be.” 
 
    They gathered the parts back into the box, and Clive carefully transported it to the house with the generator, while Nick followed slowly behind. By the time he made it to the kitchen countertop where Clive and James, the owner of the house, had set up the Ham radio, it was already plugged in and the front panel was lit up. The generator hummed away happily outside. Nick breathed a sigh of relief, and Clive turned to him with a smile. 
 
    “You did good, son!” 
 
    Nick stepped up and they made room for him at the counter, and he double checked all the connections, satisfied that everything had held and was working as it should. 
 
    He scrolled up and down the bands, listening carefully, flipping back and forth until he heard a voice, then he froze, and all three collectively caught their breath. For a second the voice was gone again, and into the silence Clive hissed, “Did you hear that?!” and the other two nodded. Nick was about to keep adjusting the frequency when suddenly the voice was back, mid sentence. 
 
      
 
    “...forefathers probably never in their wildest dreams thought we’d be subjected to an EMP attack, but they, in their wisdom, created that great document as a blanket to cover all manners of situations. Every military member and public defender of all kinds swears an oath upon accepting their enlistment that is lifelong... to defend and protect the public against all threats, both foreign and domestic. It affords us, right here, right now, the right to publicly do what we’re doing; discuss this challenge under the First Amendment. It also grants each and every citizen the right to own and bear arms to defend themselves, and, more importantly, to assist the military and the police against those same threats. Both foreign... and domestic.” 
 
    The radio fell silent again for several seconds. “Thank you, Officer, for taking the time to talk to us and the American people. I’ve never heard a more important message in all of my years than the one you just shared. We were prepared for a situation just like the one we’ve been subjected to, here at Prepper Dan’s SHTF Radio Show. That means we hid away and shielded the technology necessary to not only do this broadcast, but to record it in its entirety for rebroadcasting. I’m very sure that everyone in America that we can bring that message to, needs to hear it. As soon as possible. 
 
    “Thank you for listening, America, and for your cooperation during this broadcast. We’ll be back Thursday night at nine o’clock eastern standard time, right here, to discuss how far reaching this thing is, and whether or not lawlessness is going to become the new normal. May God bless America, and each and every one of you. Good night.” 
 
    There was another pause, and none of them moved, or spoke, then the radio burst into life again. 
 
    “You have been listening to a recording of an interview that took place on Tuesday, November 1. We will have live broadcasts every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday at 9pm eastern standard time on this frequency, with any new information we have come across. In the meantime, if anyone wants to try and get into contact with people, we are opening up the last few minutes of our show for y’all to radio in, and we will try to make the connection. We will do this three times a day for as long as we are able.” 
 
    Clive snatched up the mic and turned to Nick. 
 
    “What’s your girl’s name? Violet? Violet what? Hell, what’s your last name?” 
 
    “Vi’s last name is Lee, mine is Walker. Nick Walker.” 
 
    Clive pressed the button, and spoke. “Hello? Looking to find someone in Alabama. Over.” 
 
    There was a pause, then the voice that had spoken before replied. 
 
    “Hi out there. This is Prepper Dan, who am I speaking with?” 
 
    “This is Clive Levine, from Tuscaloosa Alabama, and I want to help my friend Nick Walker from…” he turned to Nick and lifted his hand in a questioning gesture. 
 
    “Sand Mountain,” Nick supplied. 
 
    “From Sand Mountain, Alabama, find his fiancee, Violet Lee, who lives there. We need to let her know that he’s alive, and he’s trying to get home. We need to know she’s okay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clive. If anyone knows Violet Lee from Sand Mountain Alabama, let’s try to get this message to her. Thanks for contacting us, guys. Now. Anyone else before we sign off till this evening?” 
 
    Clive put the mic down, and Nick took a step back and sank into a chair with his head down on the table. 
 
    He felt Clive’s hand rest on his shoulder, and he stood there in silence, waiting for Nick to compose himself. 
 
    When Nick sat up, Clive gave him one last solid pat, then took a seat opposite him. At some point James had left the room, leaving Clive and Nick alone, and Clive briefly glanced around to see if anyone was listening, then spoke in a hushed voice. 
 
    “I don’t reckon either you or I have it in us for a repeat of last night. Am I right?” 
 
    Nick nodded his head. Suddenly he was very, very tired. 
 
    Clive nodded in response. “What that police officer there said on the radio, that was a lot. I reckon it’s time. You wanna blow this joint, son?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “C’mon then. Let’s go back to my place. We’ve got some work to do.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Nick had never been in Clive’s house before, and he surreptitiously looked around as he closed and locked the door behind him. Clive had already gone striding down the hall and disappeared into the kitchen, and Nick followed after him slowly. He was already over being stuck on crutches, and his shoulders and upper arms ached constantly. In his imagination, his leg muscles were rapidly wasting away, leaving him weak and slow and defenseless even after he somehow got out of the cast. 
 
    He stopped abruptly in the kitchen doorway, astonished at what he saw. From floor almost to ceiling, and stacked three deep, were Rubbermaid tubs, meticulously labeled with their contents: medical equipment, medications, freeze dried vegetables, freeze dried fruits, kitchen supplies—and those were just the ones he could see. Then there were white five-gallon buckets, also labeled, apparently filled with rice, beans, and other dried goods. 
 
    “Well, shoot man, this is quite some haul!” 
 
    Clive grinned, and continued stuffing what looked like winter garments into a space saver bag. 
 
    Nick lowered himself onto one of the stools at the bar, and propped his crutches up. “But… how do we move all this stuff all the way up onto the mountain?” 
 
    Clive tapped his temple, smiling like a man who had all the answers. “See, son, that’s the beautiful part. I got us wheels.” 
 
    “Wheels? Like a car?!” 
 
    “Better than that. Someone in the next subdivision over had an old VW camper sitting behind their house. It’s ancient, been there forever. Means there’s room for you to stretch out that leg, laying on the couch in the back. It’s straight up a mess, but I managed to get it running.” 
 
    “Holy crap. Where is it?” 
 
    Clive stepped over to the door beside the oven and flung it open, revealing a garage, in which sat a yellow and rust colored VW van, with two broken windows which had opaque plastic duct taped over them. 
 
    “That really runs?” Nick got to his feet and used the kitchen island to steady himself as he hopped his way to the doorway. 
 
    “Does now. Gave me some trouble, but I won her over.” 
 
    “So how did you get it here if it didn’t run? I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “We pushed it here in the middle of the night. Me and a couple of guys from down the road. In return, I stayed this long to help them get set up here, and I gave them some guns.” 
 
    Nick burst out laughing. “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Thank you, son.” Clive was still grinning, and not taking what Nick had said as an insult in the slightest. “Now. We need to get everything from the kitchen into the van, and anything from Donovan’s place that you need. We’re leaving tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?! Wow, you don’t hang around!” 
 
    Clive fixed those bright blue eyes on him, no longer smiling. “What we hanging around for, son?” 
 
    “I guess nothing.” He shook his head and shrugged. “So we’re gonna hit the road.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    He packed up the few things he had acquired while at Donovan’s, putting them in a small cardboard box that Clive had left by the front door. Then he sat at the dining table with a sheet of paper he had found in Donovan’s office, and wrote him a letter, in case he came back. He wasn’t sure how many days it had been since Donovan had last visited, but he thought it was around six. He needed to do a better job of keeping track of time. He didn’t know why, but it seemed to matter, somehow. He left Violet’s address, and rough directions on how to get there from I-59, then second guessed leaving instructions on how to get to their safe place where anyone who broke into the house could find them. Finally he decided to take the chance, the value of having Donovan join them far outweighed the risks, and folded the letter, wrote Donovan’s name on the outside, and slipped it into the top drawer of the desk. 
 
    There was hardly any food left in the house, he’d been living off Clive’s good will for several days, and he was more than ready to be back in a position where he could hunt and grow and contribute, and take care of his people. Having someone take care of him wasn’t sitting well with Nick. 
 
    With everything ready and staged by the door, Nick parked himself on the porch swing, and waited for dusk to fall and Clive to come get him. By then all the boxes would be packed into the camper, how he was going to make them all fit Nick wasn’t sure, but what he was sure of was that Clive would make it work, somehow. 
 
      
 
    As darkness began to fall, Clive appeared silently at the bottom of the steps, startling Nick. He grinned. 
 
    “Remind me to never leave you on guard duty. You suck.” 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes and dragged himself to his feet as Clive swept up onto the porch, grabbed the box and bounded back down. He had disappeared back into his house before Nick even made it down the steps. 
 
    Sure enough, all the boxes that had taken over the kitchen were packed inside and onto the roof of the van, and secured with ratchet straps. Along one side of the van, behind the driver’s seat, was a long bench, on which Clive had placed cushions that looked like they’d come off his couch. He saw Nick looking and shrugged. 
 
    “Cushions were moldy and damp. Figured His Highness needs somewhere comfortable to rest his royal ass while we drive.” 
 
    Nick sank onto the couch, and moved around to get comfortable. “The royal ass approves. Thanks, man.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go do one more walk through of the house, then we’re gonna hang here till around 3:00 a.m. and we’re gonna blow this joint. By that time, everyone who’s out and about to cause trouble should be at home, or passed out drunk or high, and we’ll be able to cruise right on out of town. That’s the plan, anyways. Come on in, crash on the couch and rest. Gonna need you riding shotgun ready to keep the crazies away in case we have any trouble on the road. Gonna go check in with James, see if he’s heard anything new on the radio. Be right back.” 
 
    Nick lay down and listened to Clive leave, whistling as he headed out, but he somehow doubted that he was going to be able to sleep.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Northern Tennessee 
 
    Kirsti 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The sun was warm on her face, and the breeze caressed her skin gently, carrying with it the smell of someone cooking something delicious outside. Maybe beef, or burgers of some kind. Her stomach growled and contracted. She needed to find food, preferably something that didn’t come from a gas station. Something with actual nutrition. She’d eaten mostly keto before all this had happened, and getting back on the wagon after all this sugar and processed food was going to be torture. The sugar dragon was real, and her body felt thick and fat and sluggish. 
 
    But right now she was warm and rested and relaxed. She sighed and smiled, and finally opened her eyes. And screamed. 
 
    Sitting on a 55-gallon metal barrel less than five feet away from the open window of her car was a man in his early-50s, with slightly longer curly brown hair peppered with gray, and a roughly shaved three day beard. He was wearing a Metallica t-shirt, ripped blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a beat up straw cowboy hat with turkey feathers tucked into the brim. He regarded her with slightly raised eyebrows, and when he didn’t leap up and attack her, or otherwise react at all to her screaming, she stopped. 
 
    “What the hell?!” She fumbled for the gun, which she had dropped in her panic, and raised it through the open window. “Get away from me!!” 
 
    “Hey now,” he drawled, sliding down off the barrel, “careful with that thing. You’re liable to shoot someone.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the idea! Why in the world are you sitting there watching me?!” 
 
    “I wasn’t watching you,” he said, walking over to the car and pushing the barrel of the gun down so that it no longer pointed at him. “I was watching over you. Saw you pull in right before sun up, and came over here to see what was going on. You looked exhausted, so I decided to sit here and make sure you were okay while you slept. Wouldn’t want my sister sleeping out here by herself.” 
 
    Kirsti suddenly realized her mouth was hanging open, and she closed it with a snap. “But… why?! What do you want?” 
 
    “Why? Because it seemed like the right thing to do. World ain’t safe any more, and I figured you must be pretty desperate to be parking in some stranger’s barn to take a nap. What do I want? Hmm.” He leaned back against the barrel and crossed his feet at the ankles, then rested his chin on his fist, one finger pointed up his cheek in an exaggerated ‘thinking’ gesture. “Wouldn’t say no to a cold beer. And I want the power to come back on, but that ain’t happenin’. It really blows that the freezer quit working. I had to build a smoker real fast to preserve all the meat, and it kinda made me wish I hadn’t been so cheap and bought one of those big ol’ smokers you see outside of Tractor Supply, you know?” 
 
    Kirsti was shaking her head, incredulous, and wondering if she was dreaming. This conversation was almost as far-fetched as the fact that a nuke had apparently been detonated above the U.S. and knocked out all the electrical stuff. 
 
    “What time is it?” she asked, thrown for a loop and feeling like it was entirely possible she’d slept for 24 hours straight, though considering she hadn’t known what day it was when she’d parked up here, it didn’t really matter. 
 
    “‘Bout 3:00 p.m. I’m guessing you’re traveling at night, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Do you know how many days it’s been since the EMP?” 
 
    He smiled sympathetically. “Lost track of time, huh? It’s easy to do. Reckon I’d have done the same if I didn’t have a calendar on the kitchen wall; I’ve been marking the days. Probably come New Year I’ll lose track, and the days will eventually all run into one another unless I make a note somewhere. I’m not sure it even matters, though. Do you think it matters? I guess birthdays. Christmas. That kind of stuff. Anyways, today’s day nine.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t realize it had been that long. I have my phone and it works for looking at pictures and stuff, but the date and time don’t work any more.” 
 
    “How’s your phone working?” he asked. “Did the nukes not fry it?” 
 
    “We were in Canada when it happened, and Canada wasn’t affected.” 
 
    He rather pointedly looked past her into the car, and then cocked his head on one side. “We?” 
 
    “Oh…” Kirsti bit her lip, and tears appeared in her eyes. 
 
    “Why don’t you explain to me what’s going on, and maybe we can see if I can help you,” the man suggested. 
 
    ~ 
 
    His face barely changed expression as she told him about the events of the last nine days, though he frowned slightly when she explained that she had left Mike’s attacker on the side of the road to die, instead of shooting him. When she was done, she had tears on her cheeks again, and she wiped them away with her sleeve as he looked on impassively. 
 
    “Phew, that’s one heck of a story. No wonder you needed a nap.” 
 
    She laughed, sniffing and wiping at her eyes. “Understatement of the century.” 
 
    “Hm. Well. I got a suggestion for you, not sure if you’ll want to take me up on it, but I’m gonna offer anyways. My sister and I are living at our family’s old place just behind the trees you can see in the distance. I’ve been there my whole life, I took over the farm from my parents, they’ve passed now, and she just came home after a divorce, right before the EMP hit. Why don’t you come back with me, have some food, sleep in a real bed, and leave on out tomorrow night?” 
 
    Kirsti’s immediate suspicion must have shown on her face, because he almost smiled. 
 
    “Or, how about I go on back to the house, and have my sister come on over here and bring you back with her. Would you feel better about that?” 
 
    “I… I might. Yes. Thank you for understanding. But why are you being so nice? Why would you want to do that for a total stranger?” 
 
    He shrugged. “What do we have left now except each other?” 
 
    She stared at him, lost for words, envious of his calm, rational insight in the face of a literal disaster. He seemed to read her mind. 
 
    “Difference between you and me, honey, is that since this thing went down I’ve been sitting pretty smoking beef and eating pears off the tree, and figuring out which pig irritates me the most so I know who to butcher first. But you’ve been out there apparently fighting for your life, staring this whole mess right in the eyeballs. I guess what I’m offering you is a few moments of my peace and safety, before you have to move on.” 
 
    She didn’t even know how to respond, her stunned silence lasting for several seconds, until he smiled, and prompted, “Well?” 
 
    She gave herself a mental shake. “But what about the car?” 
 
    “It’ll be safe here. I’ll lock the gate and you can lock the car and take the keys, and anyone who sees it will assume it’s just a modern car, fried like all the rest. You can see my place from the road, so it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to have a working vehicle suddenly appear in the yard. It’s a safe little town here, but I don’t ever underestimate people.” 
 
    “What if you underestimated me?” she asked as she began to gather a few things from the car. 
 
    He laughed, and pushed to his feet. “Honey, you dropped the gun when I startled you. I don’t reckon you’re any kind of stone cold killer. Hang tight here, and I’ll go get my sister.” 
 
    He disappeared around the corner of the barn, and a couple minutes later, reappeared on a dark brown horse, cantering across the field toward the group of trees he’d pointed out. Surreal, Kirsti thought. Just utterly surreal. 
 
      
 
    A small dark haired lady presently appeared on a tall gray horse, leading another identical one. She stopped in front of Kirsti, who had been sitting in the grass enjoying the sun on her face, and gave her a wide smile. 
 
    “My brother told me to come collect you. I’m assuming you want to be collected? I mean, he doesn’t have a habit of kidnapping women.” 
 
    Kirsti couldn’t help but smile back, the woman was so warm and cheerful. 
 
    “I’m grateful to him for his offer of a soft place to land for the day. It’s been…” She shrugged. 
 
    “He said you’d had a hard time. Here. Climb on up and let’s go.” 
 
    Kirsti hadn’t been on a horse since she was a teenager, but she threw her bag onto her back and gamely stuck her foot in the stirrup, and swung herself into the saddle. She settled her feet in the stirrups, then picked up the reins. 
 
    “I’m Miriam,” the woman said as they turned away from the barn and began to make their way across the pasture. 
 
    “Kirsti. Gosh I’d forgotten how much I like to ride horses, it’s been so long.” 
 
    “Well, let’s chalk that up to a huge plus for the end of the world. But I agree, I’ve ridden more in the last two weeks than I have in the last ten years, and I can’t say I’m sorry about it. Where are you trying to get to?” 
 
    “Alabama. But I started in Canada, so being in Tennessee feels like I’m nearly there.” 
 
    “You have family there?” 
 
    “No, my ex-boyfriend’s wife. God, that sounds awful. I guess, well, he made out to me that they were more divorced than they are. Further along the path, should I say. We were going there together when all this happened because he has two little boys, and he wanted to be with them, but then he was killed, and I feel like I owe it to them to tell them that their dad was trying to get to them when he died. So they don’t just think that he, like, abandoned them.” 
 
    Miriam was nodding. “You’re a good person. I think that will be important to them.” 
 
    “If I was a good person, I wouldn’t have been sleeping with their not-yet-divorced dad,” Kirsti pointed out. 
 
    “But that’s not what he told you. What were you supposed to do; ask for a copy of the papers to verify?” 
 
    Kirsti laughed. “Good point, I guess. I’m just mad at myself for being so naive.” 
 
    “Never be mad at yourself for believing in someone when they tell you something. Their crappy behavior and lies are on them, not you.” 
 
    “Jeez, you and your brother are just full of wisdom, aren’t you? Is it genetic?” She flashed her a smile to show that she was joking, and Miriam returned it. 
 
    “Well, mine came by the way of an excellent therapist, I can’t speak for him.” 
 
    They rode down into the trees, along a path that wound its way through them, then up the other side to an open meadow with a two story wooden house sitting at the top of it. 
 
    The man that had met her was standing in the yard, poking at something in a hole in the ground, and he stood up as he saw them approaching. 
 
    “Matt’s been running the smoker non stop since all this happened. Whatever’s left in the freezers now is just dog food though.” 
 
    “Aren’t you guys worried that I might be some kind of Trojan horse sent in here to check out what all you’ve got, and there’s an army of marauders waiting to come in behind me?” 
 
    Miriam laughed out loud, and her horse jogged a couple steps before settling back down. 
 
    “Crossed my mind. Matt said I was being paranoid, and that you were okay. He said he could just tell by looking at you.” 
 
    “By just looking at me,” Kirsti repeated. “Is he always like this?” 
 
    Miriam seemed to know what she meant without her having to spell it out. “Let’s just say he’s a big believer in trusting his gut, and he’s rarely wrong. He says that this EMP thing is going to separate the good people from the bad people, no one will be able to hide who they truly are any more, you know, behind social media and all that stuff, and it’s up to the good people to make sure they prevail.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like him.” 
 
    Miriam nodded. “You’re not the first person to say that.” 
 
    “Glad to see you girls back here. Let’s get our guest something to eat, and maybe even a shower. What do you say… I forgot to ask your name. I’m sorry. I’m Matt.” He stuck out his hand. 
 
    “Kirsti.” 
 
    “Well, Kirsti, can I make you some scrambled eggs? Eggs are something we have an abundance of. There’s cheese to go on them too, if you’d like.” 
 
    Kirsti slid down off the horse, and handed the reins to Miriam, who was reaching for them. 
 
    “You’ve no idea how much I would love some real food. I haven’t eaten anything that didn’t come off the shelves at a gas station for days.” 
 
    “Well, how about some spinach and bell peppers tossed in there too?” he suggested, and Kirsti did a little happy dance on the spot, making him laugh. “Go sit by the fire, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She sank into a camp chair, happy to be resting again, relieved to be able to let her guard down a little. Matt came back quickly, carrying a bowl of eggs, the vegetables, a stick of butter, and a large cast iron skillet, and he put them all on the table beside her chair. Then he handed her a slim canteen from his back pocket. 
 
    “Brought you water too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She took it from him, humbled by his easy trust and acceptance, and sipped it slowly as she watched him cook. 
 
    Miriam sank into a chair beside her, and sat back with a sigh. 
 
    “I love fall. I love everything about it. I love the light and the color of the trees, I love the way it smells, and mostly I love it because Matt here takes over all the cooking because he thinks that food made over an open fire is a man’s job.” 
 
    Kirsti snorted, and Matt pretended he hadn’t heard, but Kirsti saw him smile slightly behind the curtain of his hair. 
 
    As they sat around the fire eating what Matt had cooked—which felt like the most amazing thing Kirsti had ever eaten—Miriam gently encouraged her to talk about her trip. When she came to the part where she’d left Mike on the side of the road, she put her empty plate on the floor beside her and buried her face in her hands and cried. 
 
    “I know he was a stinkin’ selfish liar, but I liked him. I’m so stupid. And those babies lost their daddy, and even if he was a terrible man, maybe he was a good father.” 
 
    Miriam reached over and patted her back, full of her own thoughts and opinions about how good a father a man could be when he was teaching his sons by example to treat women badly, but she felt like this wasn’t the time to share them. 
 
      
 
    The sun went down, and they sat quietly by the light of the fire, talking about what the world might come to look like, until eventually the inevitable happened and Miriam asked Kirsti where she was headed once she had delivered the news to Alabama. 
 
    She shrugged, and gave a weak smile. “I’m not sure. Maybe Florida, my parents used to live there. I think they still do.” 
 
    Matt looked up from the fire. “You think? When did you last speak to them?” 
 
    “I’m not completely sure. I think, like, nine years ago?” 
 
    No one spoke for several minutes, then Matt cleared his throat. “Well, I’m guessing you don’t have much in the way of family, but if you were my sister, here’s what I’d be telling you: driving all the way to Florida is a dangerous business. Driving this far from Canada was risky enough, and your boyfriend there paid the price. Now. I understand why you feel like you need to go to Alabama, and I’m not saying that’s the wrong thing to do. If you think you should go, go. But if you wanted, you could always come back up here from Alabama, instead of heading further south.” 
 
    Kirsti looked from Matt to Miriam, and found she was nodding along with her brother. 
 
    “There’s strength in numbers, Kirsti. This is a small town, off the beaten track, and we have the room for you to come stay with us, if you’d like. The town is coming together to grow food, and have regular patrols to keep us all safe, and we’re all sharing our skills to try to build a new life.” 
 
    Kirsti was crying again, tears pouring down her cheeks, and she didn’t even bother to hide it. “I don’t understand why you guys are being so nice to me. I’m just a nobody stranger, stumbled into your world, and here you are feeding me and offering me a home; who does that?” 
 
    “Just doing what I think is the right thing to do,” Matt said, sitting back on his heels and smiling at her. “You were sent to us for a reason, we were sent to you for a reason, and here we all are, sitting around the fire together. So, if you think you might want to stay, or come back to us after you have delivered your message, the door is open to you. Right, Mirri?” 
 
    Miriam nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “In fact, you’d also be welcome to stay a few more days, rest up a little, before you continue on your journey. I’m sure the mental strain on you has been huge, and it’s not like the message is time sensitive. Nothing will change for it being delivered a few days later.” 
 
    She nodded, considering this. “True.” 
 
    “Do you even know if she will be where you expect her to be, this wife? Would she have stayed at her home in Alabama, or would she have gone to be with family?” 
 
    Kirsti frowned. “I never really thought about that. There didn’t seem to be any question in Mike’s mind that that’s where she’d be, and I think Mike mentioned that her mother lives with her there, so I don’t know that there’s anywhere else for her to be. I got the impression she’s a little bit of a prepper.” Still vaguely ashamed about the fact that she had internet stalked Violet before the lights went out, Kirsti decided not to share that she had got this piece of information from Facebook posts Violet had made, and that people had tagged Violet in. 
 
    “So probably she would hunker down at her place if that’s where her supplies were. Where did she say she was?” Kirsti told him, and he nodded. “Sand Mountain. There’s definitely worse places to be in a situation like this. If she’s got any sense she will be holed up up there, riding this out, waiting to see where it all goes.” 
 
    “She must have some sense, because she was divorcing Mike,” Kirsti offered with a small smile, and the other two laughed. 
 
    “You’ll find humor in the situation eventually. Well, maybe not humor, but acceptance, without blame,” Miriam said. “It won’t always feel as raw as it does right now.” 
 
    “More wise words.” Kirsti reached over and hugged her new friend, and Miriam hugged her back. 
 
    “Miriam usually goes to bed at sundown, I like to stay up and look at the stars now that our skies are unpolluted. But seeing as you slept the day away,” he smirked at her protests, “why don’t you go take a shower, the water will be warm after sitting in the sun all day. I’m sure you’re not tired yet; you’ve been forcing yourself to be nocturnal, I imagine?” Matt said. 
 
    She nodded. “Traveling at night seemed safest. But truly, I would love a shower.” 
 
    “I’ll show you where it is on my way in,” Miriam offered. She stood and hugged her brother, then the two women headed back to the house. 
 
    She showed Kirsti around the back to the porch, where there was a small area screened off with a wooden privacy fence, and Miriam opened the door to reveal an outdoor shower with a bag of water hanging from a nail. 
 
    “Don’t hang around in there, else you’ll run out of water, but there’s soap and shampoo you can use, and I’ll bring you towels from the house and leave them on the hook outside the door. The water won’t be hot like we’re used to, but it beats washing in the creek.” 
 
    Any kind of washing beats not washing at all, Kirsti thought, but the idea of soap and shampoo and towels was luxurious. There were many ways to ride this out, but Kirsti thought this, right here with these people, might be the best. 
 
    She could have a family, people who cared enough about her to watch over her, and feed her, and offer her a place to live, and who didn’t seem to want anything more than her company and for her to share their workload through this new life in return. 
 
    ~ 
 
    In the end, Kirsti stayed nearly a week with them, unwilling to leave the safety and comfort of their cocoon and venture back out into the world. Neither Miriam nor Matt mentioned it, leaving the decision entirely up to her, and simply went about their daily business, enveloping her into their life. 
 
    She helped cut and split wood for the fire, learned to can the rest of the pears and apples from the trees, and Miriam showed her how to prepare the ground in the garden for fall planting. Twice a day two of them would ride the pastures checking the cattle, and they would amble along in companionable silence, counting the cows and inspecting the fences. 
 
    It was during their morning ride that she broke the silence and said to Matt, “I have to leave tonight.” 
 
    He said nothing for several minutes, and she turned to look back toward the house where movement had caught her eye, and saw a plume of smoke rising into the air from the yard; Miriam must have put more wood on the fire preparing for their return and Matt cooking breakfast. Her stomach growled in anticipation; not being hungry was such a luxury. She was reluctant to go back to scavenging, even more reluctant to face whatever reception she was going to get at Violet’s. She didn’t want to go, but she knew she had to. She had to explain to Violet that Mike had tried, tried to get home to his kids. Violet already knew he was a total bust as a husband, but his family deserved to know that as a father, he had tried. 
 
    As they turned the final corner of the perimeter fence and rode straight into the rising sun, Matt asked, “You coming back?” 
 
    Kirsti hesitated, then said, “Yes. If you want me to.” 
 
    “We want you to.” 
 
    “Then I’d be honored to come back and join you.” 
 
    His face broke into a smile, and he reached out and squeezed her shoulder, nudging his horse closer to her until their legs bumped. “Another sister. What a lucky man I am.” 
 
    At the back of her mind, Kirsti couldn’t help but think, a sister? Is that really all you’re looking for? And she had to remind herself that maybe, just maybe, not all men were like Mike, and some of them perhaps were just looking to do a good thing. The right thing. She cast a sideways glance at him, as he rode, his body smooth and relaxed, one hand on the reins resting on the saddle horn, the other on his leg. His hat was tipped down over his face, shielding his eyes from the glare of the early evening sun, and he was chewing gum lazily, like a cow chewing cud. 
 
    He noticed her watching him, and squinted sideways at her, from under the brim of his hat. “What?” 
 
    She smiled. “Nothing. I’ve just never met anyone like you before.” 
 
    “Hm,” he grunted, then went back to scanning the fields, always checking, watching. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The siblings stood close to the open car door as Kirsti got inside and settled herself, trying to get her head in the right place for leaving this new found sanctuary. 
 
    The little pistol she had bought was freshly cleaned and the magazine refilled, and on the passenger seat was a small bag, filled with snacks and food for her journey. Miriam had thought of everything. Her new friend was sniffling, and wiping at her eyes with her sleeve. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, reaching down and hugging Kirsti. “I’m just so scared for you. I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like out there, and I know you have to go, but I don’t want you to.” 
 
    “I’ll be back so soon,” Kirsti reassured her. “You’ll hardly know I’ve been gone.” 
 
    “Please stay safe. You’re our family now. Somehow God or the universe or whoever it is that you believe does these things, sent you to us, to share our home and lives and be part of our family.” 
 
    Kirsti clutched her hands, openly crying, until Miriam stepped back and allowed her to close the car door. She hit the start button and the engine came to life, and she rolled the window down to say a final goodbye. 
 
    She put the car in drive, and Matt put his fingers to the brim of his hat in a silent goodbye. She saw them in her rearview, Miriam in Matt’s arms, crying, his hand absently patting her back as he watched her drive away. She fixed her eyes on the road ahead, glancing down at her phone on her lap briefly, to check which direction she needed to be heading at the next junction. She was alone again, but the difference was, now she had somewhere to go back to. The offer of a home. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The route she took kept her away from most towns, and the two lane road meant she could easily get around cars when she came across one. It must have not been a terribly busy road pre-EMP, because the stalled out vehicles were spread well apart, and only once did she have to crawl on the grass verge to get past two chicken trucks stopped coincidentally side by side. She wanted to try to keep a steady 30-40mph, because that way she could be in Alabama by morning, take a nap somewhere, and then go find Violet. 
 
    She gave Nashville a wide berth, but there were still three larger towns to pass through, and in the distance of each she could see nothing but the occasional glow of fires in the dark. She was grateful the car was quiet, but still the sound must have carried in the absolute silence, and every time she saw she was approaching a densely inhabited area, her heart was in her throat. With no other choice, she simply floored the gas and raced through, hoping if anyone tried to stop her they’d get out of the way—fast. She didn’t encounter any roadblocks on the way through the larger towns, but occasionally when she looked left or right down the smaller roads, someone had blocked them with cars and trucks. 
 
    Once, she heard gunfire as she passed by a Walmart, but she didn’t stick around long enough to find out whether they were aiming at her. With tears on her face, she accelerated, driving as fast as she dared with the car lights off, and only the light of the moon to see by. 
 
    Sand Mountain rose steeply ahead in the distance as she came down South Pittsburg mountain; she was so close to her destination. Perhaps that’s why she had her guard down a little, and she was also distracted by the shine of the moon on the water as she passed over the blue bridge over the Tennessee River. She had slowed, and was looking down off the deserted bridge to her right, where the river widened with the island in the middle. 
 
    Movement on the road caught her attention and she looked ahead to find eight men standing side by side across the road, guns raised. She shrieked, and hit the brakes, narrowly missing hitting one of them. She would look back at this later, and know that she should have accelerated, hitting as many of them as possible, and sped away, but instinct had kicked in, and probably tiredness too, and instead she stopped. In a second she realized her mistake as they swarmed her and surrounded the car, and before she could hit the gas and get away, one of them had tried the door handle and of course found it locked, and so instead he shattered the window with the butt of his rifle. He grabbed her around the throat with one hand, while another shattered the passenger window and got in the other side. 
 
    “Sit still, keep quiet, and we’ll just take the car and you can go,” the man hissed. 
 
    Whimpering, she tried to surreptitiously reach for the gun that she had tucked down the side of her seat, but the other man saw, and snatched it from her grasp. 
 
    “She’s clean, boss,” he told the man holding her, and while the others kept guns trained on her, the first man let her go and opened the door from the inside. 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    With her cell phone clutched in her hand, she got out of the car slowly, and one of the other men jumped in. 
 
    “Don’t know how you got a working car like this, honey, but this is gonna be a mighty useful thing. What a great gift. Thanks!” The other men laughed, and the group stood aside as he did a U-turn in the middle of the bridge, and drove off, back toward South Pittsburg. 
 
    Crying and shivering, she flinched away as a man grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Well, you’re pretty,” he said to her, exhaling tobacco-smelling breath in her face. 
 
    The first man, the one who had broken her window, snatched her away from him by her arm, and gave the other man a shove. 
 
    “Get out of her face, Donny. C’mon.” He tugged her arm, leading her down the bridge in the direction she had been traveling, and when he passed the one who had taken her gun, he took it from him and pocketed it. 
 
    They walked in silence until they were out of earshot of the group, then he stopped and turned to her, his gun still at low ready. 
 
    “Where are you heading?” 
 
    She hiccupped and sniffed, then wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Sand Mountain.” 
 
    “It’s not safe, a woman traveling by herself,” he said. 
 
    She scoffed out a laugh, and gestured to him and the men back on the bridge. “You don’t say. You coulda just let me by.” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t. It’s every man for himself now, and if I let you go by, my men would think I was weak. Ain’t no room for weakness in this world now. We’ve all got families to take care of. And a car, that’s a big deal now. Where’d you get such a new car still working, anyhow?” 
 
    “Canada.” She sniffed again. 
 
    “You drove here from Canada?!” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sheesh.” The man shook his head, and glanced back over the bridge toward the other men. “Keep walkin’.” 
 
    She obeyed, trying to keep out of grabbing range of the man, and wondering why he was walking her down here in the dark, away from the others. 
 
    “There’s guys out here gonna take what they want, you know. It just ain’t safe out here. I ain’t like that, my wife an’ I we got married right out of High School and we’ve got five kids. But there’s others, back there,” he gestured behind him with a thumb, “they ain’t safe for a girl like you to be around no more. C’mon.” 
 
    He stepped down off the bridge into a little wooded area at the end, and after a moment’s hesitation, she followed, but stopped just on the edge of the trees. If she ran, would he shoot her in the back? If she didn’t run, what then? The man had walked further into the trees, where it was dark, she’d have a hundred yard advantage over him. Taking her chance, she turned and fled, her feet pounding on the grass, heading in the direction of Sand Mountain. 
 
    “Stop!” she heard the man yell, and then he was running after her. He was in decent shape, and she was afraid he was gaining on her, but it was like in one of those nightmares where you run but you can’t run fast enough, it’s like you’re swimming in molasses and your arms and legs are moving so slowly. 
 
    “Stop,” he called again, and now he was right behind her, close enough he could grab her if he wanted, but he didn’t. “Damn it, I just want to give you your gun back!” 
 
    She stopped abruptly, and he ran into her back, sending them both sprawling on the floor. She flipped over and jumped to her feet, and he lay there on his back, breathing heavily. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think about what that must have looked like. Here.” He fished her gun out of his back pocket and tossed it at her feet, and she bent to pick it up. 
 
    “Why are you letting me go?” she asked. 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do,” he said. “There’s bad people out there for sure, taking advantage because there’s no cops and jails any more, but there’s still good people too. I’m sorry about the car. So go, just be careful. Get where you’re going, and stay there.” 
 
    She nodded, then turned and kept running, into the darkness.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Tuscaloosa, AL 
 
    November 15 
 
    Nick 
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    Nick was woken by gunfire, and at first he thought he’d fallen asleep with the TV on, and he lay there, warm with sleep and still drifting through its layers. What dragged him to the surface, gasping like a swimmer who’s been submerged for too long, was a long burst of automatic gunfire, followed by the window above the couch shattering, and scattering broken glass all over him. Instinctively he raised an arm to shield his face, and he felt the slice of the glass through flesh, felt the warm blood running down his arm to his neck. He grabbed the thin blanket off the back of the couch and pressed it to the wound, then rolled himself carefully to the floor for protection. It was almost dark outside, which meant that it was hard to see in the house, and he couldn’t remember where he’d left his flashlight. 
 
    Suddenly Clive burst through the back door into the kitchen, a rifle in his hands, and a second one slung over his back. 
 
    “Damn it, I wanted to be out of here before this happened. I was afraid they’d be back, I don’t know what they’re trying to prove. Everyone’s in the same boat, we’re all just trying to survive…” 
 
    He helped Nick to the relative safety of the kitchen, and they sat side by side with their backs against the island, catching their breath. The sound of gunfire continued from outside, intermittently, and every time it stopped for a few seconds they held their breath, hopeful that they wouldn’t have to engage with the group and have a replay of the other night, but it would always start back up again. A handful of times someone returned fire, but then it stopped, and they heard the sound of shattering glass from somewhere close by, and everything fell silent. 
 
    Nick unwrapped the blanket cautiously, and peered underneath to assess the wound, and it immediately erupted again, bleeding profusely enough to drip from his arm to the floor. Clive reached over, quickly clamping the blanket back in place. 
 
    “Keep pressure on that. It’s bleeding way too much. We need to get some QuikClot on it, but it’s all packed in the damn van already. Wait here. Don’t move. You got your gun?” Nick nodded, and pressed his arm to his side to keep the pressure on the wound while he fished the gun out of its holster with his other hand. “I’m going to go get the emergency trauma kit.” 
 
    The shooting started up again, this time some kind of shotgun. 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Nick asked. 
 
    Clive paused right before he opened the door to the garage, and turned back to Nick. 
 
    “Do? Like, now?” 
 
    “Yeah. How do we leave if they’re outside shooting at us? At everyone?” 
 
    “Well, first we’re gonna stop that bleeding. That’s the most important thing. Then I’m going to go on out there and try to figure out what’s going on, and how to handle it. As soon as I can find a way out of here, we’re leaving. I’m over all this, it’s time to roll.” 
 
    Nick sat and waited and listened to someone shooting and someone else returning fire, then heard a third gun join in, then a fourth. He huddled lower against the cabinets, hating not being able to help, hating being dependent on Clive, yet again. He wanted to go out there and help defend their little compound, neutralize the threat, and get the heck out of there and go find Violet. 
 
    Clive came back with the trauma kit, and carefully unwrapped the blanket and poured in the QuikClot. 
 
    “It’s not the perfect solution, but we don’t have a medic, so it’s gonna have to do. What we need is Donovan.” 
 
    “Again,” Nick pointed out sourly. 
 
    “Son, c’mon now. This ain’t no time for feelin’ sorry for yourself. You’ve got to stay focused on the goal, and the goal is finding your girl.” 
 
    “Just feeling kinda useless,” Nick mumbled as Clive carefully wiped away the blood around the wound and checked to see if the bleeding had stopped. 
 
    “Gonna get you set up in the door to the garage and you can guard it while I go out there and figure out what’s going on. That’s a damn important job. Everything we have that decides whether we get out of here and stay alive long enough to find your girl is right there in that garage. You need to guard it with your life.” 
 
    Nick nodded once, and watched as Clive wrapped the wound in gauze, then stood up. He paused, his head cocked. “What’s that noise? You hear that?” Nick listened, then shook his head. “Wait. You smell that?” Clive leapt to his feet and sidled up to the window that overlooked the side yard between his and Donovan’s, peering cautiously out past the blinds. “Oh no. We gotta find a way out. Like, now.” 
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” Nick tried to struggle to his feet to see what Clive was talking about, but he couldn’t get up with his leg unable to bend in the cast. 
 
    “They’ve set fire to the house next to James’s, I guess they tossed a Molotov cocktail through the window after they shot it all up. There’s no fire service now, no cops, it’s all gonna burn. Whole damn thing is gonna burn.” 
 
    “Help me up! I’m no damn use to anyone stuck on the floor.” 
 
    Clive held out his hand and Nick got to his feet, and then he went back to the window, watching the chaos outside. 
 
    “Stay here. I need to go recon, try and figure out what they’re up to. Whether they’re coordinating something, or if they’re just running around spraying and praying and setting fire to shit. I’m gonna leave you this rifle.” He took off the one that he had slung across his back, then unclipped the bag of ammo from his waist and handed that to Nick too. 
 
    He went out the back door and Nick watched as he scooted around Donovan’s house and across the back yard, then out of sight. He glanced around the street quickly as Clive vanished, shifting slightly so he could see the car barrier, and to his horror saw a group of four men climbing over the cars, guns in their hands. No way could Clive risk taking on all four of them at once, all by himself. But if he tried to take them out from ground level, they’d shoot back at him, and he’d get hit, for sure. He couldn’t get out of the way quickly enough. But if he could get up high… then he could just duck down under the window or behind the wall. He needed to make sure that Clive had some backup. He owed him to have his back. 
 
    Hobbling up the stairs as fast as he could, he went into the front bedroom, and looked out of the window at the street. The men were sitting on the curb opposite the burning house, smoking a cigarette, the lit end glowing in the dark. It was dark without street lights, and their faces were lit by the flames from the burning house. They were passing the cigarette back and forth like they didn’t have a care in the world. Very slowly, and very, very carefully, he unlocked the window and lowered the sash from the top, allowing him to rest the rifle on the lowered window, while he rested against the wall. To give himself a little more cover, he closed the curtain slightly, then scanned the area with the scope. Theoretically, he could just take them out right where they sat, he’d probably get two of the four before they realized what was happening, and then he could get a third as they scattered. But that was murder in cold blood… So far these particular guys had done nothing more threatening than sit on a curb. He didn’t know where the ones who had been shooting and who had set fire to the house had gone. There was no sign of them. He turned slightly, listening, when he thought he heard the back door close, and sure enough he heard Clive call for him. 
 
    “Nick? Where are you? I told you to stay right here, damn it…” 
 
    “Upstairs.” 
 
    Clive came up the stairs two at a time, and stopped in the doorway when he saw Nick at the window. 
 
    “The heck you doing?” 
 
    “There’s guys down there, I came up here to watch them so I could see ‘em better, there’s four of them and I was worried they were gonna ambush you.” 
 
    Clive gave a hint of a smile. “Thanks, son. It’s risky up here though, they could have set fire to the house underneath you, or come in the back door and y’all would have gotten into a gun fight on the stairs.” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “I’m dead anyways if something happens to you.” 
 
    Clive shook his head. “No way, son. You’d figure something out. But hey, nothing is happening to me. Here’s what’s going on. They had the same idea as you, they’ve taken over the house on the corner, they’re upstairs, and they’re setting fire to houses, smoking people out, then picking them off in the street when they run.” 
 
    “Are you even kidding me?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    “But why?!” Nick asked, aghast. “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “It’s the haves and have nots again, son. No one wants to work for what they want, they want to burn and pillage and steal, and take it from someone else who worked for it.” 
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    “We’re gonna shoot our way out. I’ve got four guys guarding this house, and James and his family are gonna run over here carrying a bag each. They’re packing up the radio as we speak and we’re taking that too. I don’t think we can fit the generator. It was a tight enough fit with two of us in that little van with all the crap I have packed, another four people is going to be tough. They’re leaving with us, we’re gonna drop them just north of town with family. Lord knows I don’t want to make any more stops than we have to, and more people means more trouble, but I can’t leave those kids here with a clear conscience.” 
 
    “That’s insane.” 
 
    “You got a better idea?” Clive turned a challenging gaze on Nick, and uncharacteristically he felt himself shrink slightly. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Then let’s get downstairs, we need to be ready. That fire is going to spread fast.” 
 
    They were half way down the stairs, with Clive helping Nick with his unbending, awkward leg, when the back door burst open and James and his family all but fell inside, laden down with bags and the radio stuffed back in the box. 
 
    Clive lowered his gun which he’d raised before Nick had even realized someone was coming in the door, and sighed with relief. 
 
    “Go through to the garage, guys, and get loaded up. When it’s time, we gotta go go go. Okay?” 
 
    James hustled his wife and kids through into the garage, and Nick heard them putting their belongings in the van and reassuring the kids that everything was going to be fine, and they’d be on the road soon. Nick hoped very much that they were right, on both counts, but he didn’t see how shooting their way out could be anything other than a war zone disaster, but he trusted Clive’s judgment. 
 
    The smell of burning was making its way into the house now, and the smoke was getting thicker, blowing past the kitchen window and billowing in a thick column into the air. 
 
    James came back into the kitchen, where Clive was busily stocking ammunition and an extra hand gun into his vest pockets, and stood close to him, speaking quietly and glancing furtively back toward the garage to make sure his kids weren’t listening. 
 
    “I remember when these houses were built, and they’re nothing but dimensional lumber on block foundations. They’re gonna go up like a box of matches. We need to leave now, Clive.” 
 
    Clive nodded his understanding, but he had a plan, and no amount of anxiety from someone else was going to make him deviate from it. 
 
    “Right now, there’s cars blocking the road, we can’t get out this end. Here’s our options.” He tugged his vest down into position, and lifted his rifle sling over his head. “If we move the cars from this end, we’re in full range of the guys holed up in the big house on the corner while we’re doing it. But. If we go past that house, and cover them with fire so they’ll be less likely to fire at us, we can get to the other end of the road that we blocked off, and they won’t be able to see us from that house. Someone can jump out, hook a rope up to one of the cars and to the van, we’ll pull the car out of the way, and we’ll be gone. What d’you think, James?” 
 
    “What if there’s guys further down the road gonna shoot at us while we’re moving the car out of the way?” 
 
    “That’s the gamble there. See, what we know is that there are for sure guys gonna shoot at us if we move cars from this end. This is where they’re setting stuff on fire, and where they’ve got their wannabe sniper setup. It’s me they’re after. I guess they figure it’s me telling you guys to put together this little compound. I just don’t get why they’re taking it so personally. Stupid. Anyways, we know they can’t reach us with their rifles if they’re shooting from that house and we’re at the other end, and when I checked it out, there’s little to no cover for them to get a shot at us while we move the car. We’re gonna have your wife behind the wheel, James, you’re gonna get out and tie the ropes, and me and Nick here are gonna provide cover.” 
 
    James looked skeptical, but nodded anyway. 
 
    Clive clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s gonna be fine, my man. We’re gonna take out those losers sitting on the curb and blast past them so quick that by the time they get outta their hidey hole in that house, we’ll be halfway out of town.” 
 
    Nick wondered how much of Clive’s confidence was authentic and how much was bluster, but it seemed to be working to keep James’s head right. If he lost it, for sure his wife and kids would be right behind him, and they needed every functional adult pulling in the same direction right now. 
 
    “Go get back in the van. I need to do one more sneaky sneak to check out what’s going on out there, then we’re gonna be gone.” 
 
    “Okay.” James still didn’t sound entirely convinced, but he left, and Clive rubbed his face with his hand, and gave Nick a fake bright smile. 
 
    “Hey, pass me those keys, would you? I’ve got a little backup plan, but I don’t know if I can pull it off. I need a few minutes. Keep us covered here, yeah?” Clive tucked the keys in his pocket, and scooped up a black backpack from the floor. 
 
    Nick went back to the side window and watched the boys on the curb, who were now passing a bottle of something clear back and forth. Maybe vodka. Maybe Everclear. Maybe ‘shine. Whatever it was, it was sure to make their poor choices even poorer. The flames were higher now, brighter, lighting up the boys’ faces with a warm glow, and had spread to the house on the other side. The wind was blowing it away from Clive’s house, which worked in their favor for now, but it wouldn’t last for long. 
 
    Unchecked, the flames were going to spread no matter what. The shooting hadn’t resumed, everyone just seemed to be waiting for something, but two other houses down the block were now engulfed, and the three houses between the two were on fire as well. Nick wondered why they hadn’t just set fire to Clive’s place to smoke him out, but then immediately realized that someone probably knew he had supplies stored there, and that was what they wanted. They also probably figured that was where the radio was stashed, and it was also possible someone had seen him moving the old VW. 
 
    Where the heck was Clive? He’d been gone way too long. Nick hobbled back to the kitchen window to look out the back, and James appeared in the garage doorway, still looking agitated and concerned. 
 
    “We all good here? Where’s Clive?” 
 
    “Just getting a few last minute details together. He’ll be right back.” 
 
    “The kids can smell the smoke… You sure we’re not gonna get trapped in here?” 
 
    “I’m watching it,” Nick reassured him, though the thought had crossed his mind too. “Clive isn’t wasting any time, he’ll be right back.” But I’d be a lot happier if he hurried it the heck along, Nick thought to himself. He tugged at the neck of his shirt. Is it getting hotter in here? 
 
    One single gunshot had Nick startling and shuffling his way to the front again as fast as he could; did Clive need backup? If it was Clive who’d been shot, he was sure they were all done for, despite what the man had said to reassure him. With two legs, yeah, he’d have a chance. But one leg, crutches, a nervous man and his wife and two kids… they were sitting ducks. 
 
    James stuck his head back out of the doorway as he passed. “What was that?” 
 
    “Gun shot. Going to check it out now.” He peeked around the window frame, scanning his eyes across the street, and he frowned as he saw the boys. Now three of them sat on the curb, laughing and still drinking from the bottle, and the fourth stood over a body laying in the street. The body was dressed in jeans and an orange t-shirt, so it wasn’t Clive, Nick realized with relief. As he watched, the boy flipped the body over, and patted it down, taking something from a pocket in the jeans, and picking up a dropped hand gun from the street. 
 
    “Jeez.” 
 
    “What?” James hovered anxiously by the oven. 
 
    “Those kids shot someone in the street.” 
 
    “I know those kids,” James said. “I taught them at the high school, they’re barely sixteen.” 
 
    “What do you teach?” Nick asked absently, watching the kids high five and pass the bottle back and forth. “I guess, what did you teach?” 
 
    “Music. Two of those boys were in the marching band.” He came over and squinted at them. “The two on the far end. The one in the middle, I guess he’s the one who shot the guy in the road, he’s been trouble since the day he was born. I don’t know how he’s made it this far without ending up in military school.” 
 
    Briefly, Nick saw movement, and Clive slid between the houses, then disappeared before reappearing in the kitchen doorway. He closed it quietly behind him, and turned the lock. He no longer carried the black backpack, and the gun and holster were missing from his vest. 
 
    “Alright, we’re good to go.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nick asked. Clive looked way too pleased for a man who was about to drive into a wall of gunfire. 
 
    “I got us a little… diversion,” Clive told them with a grin. “So here’s what’s gonna happen. There’s two guys from around by the other roadblock, the one we’re gonna break and go through, and they want out of here too. So I gave them a few pointers of places they might head, and a couple guns and some ammo. Oh, and the keys to this house. Told them they could have whatever supplies I left behind. In return, they’re waiting behind the house where those ‘snipers’ are,” he literally put the word in air quotes, “so when we’re ready to go, we’re going to all stage in the van. I’m going to lift the garage door, and we’re going to come out shooting, to take out those four idiots who shot the guy in the street. Then we’ll haul ass to the barricade. When my men behind the house hear the gunfire, they’re going to toss a couple grenades in the house the snipers are in, and then they’re gonna run toward the barricade too. All the chaos with the grenades is going to cover us while we move the car—and the guys will be there ready in case anyone fires on us while we’re doing that. So there will be four of us keeping watch, while you hook up the ropes, James, and your wife is gonna drive the van. Me and Nick will be in there with her, so we can direct her. Then we’ll be gone, and the other two guys can come hole up in the house while they look for a working car, or grab what they can and run, or whatever it is they decide to do. That’s not my problem any more. I’m done here. You guys done too?” 
 
    Nick and James both nodded. 
 
    “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    James’s wife Belinda was in the driver’s seat of the van, while the kids huddled on the floor beside the couch. Nick was perched on the couch, his leg jammed uncomfortably sideways to accommodate the cast, but he had a good range of movement out of the broken side window, so he could cover the whole side of the van and still get a shot off behind and ahead of them. James was at the back on the other side, holding one of Clive’s Glocks, but clearly uncomfortable doing so, though he had assured them he knew how to shoot and had done so fairly recently. Nick hadn’t missed the skeptical cut of Clive’s eyes, but whether he was being truthful or not, there wasn’t much they could do about it now. 
 
    Clive was by the garage door, ready to fling it up, then he’d run back to the van as fast as he could, stage himself just behind Nick, ready to handle the kids on the curb, and from then it would be all systems go. If they survived this, they’d be on the road in less than fifteen minutes. It was all going to go down quick and dirty and deadly, and it didn’t matter how many times they went over the plan, Nick didn’t think he’d feel ready. 
 
    Clive made the gesture for Belinda to start the van, so she turned the key and the old engine burst into life. 
 
    With his fingers in the air, Clive counted down three, two, one, then threw up the door and ran back to the van. He scrambled inside, slamming the door behind him. Keeping the noise down was pointless by now; the whole neighborhood would have heard the engine start up. 
 
    Nick must have been telegraphing his unease, Clive reached over and squeezed his shoulder as he braced himself between Nick and the end of the couch. 
 
    “It’s all good, son. This is the best of a whole stack of crappy options, but I won’t let you down. We’re gonna get you home. Find that girl.” 
 
    Nick tried to smile, but it didn’t quite work, and he shifted his weight ready to zero in on their targets. 
 
    “Hopefully they’re drunk enough their reactions will be slowed,” Clive murmured to Nick as Belinda, who had been waiting with the van in gear, lifted her foot of the clutch a little more aggressively than was necessary, and the little camper lurched forward. Emerging from the garage, they could hear the roar of the fire just down the street, snapping and popping as it devoured everything in its path. Belinda recovered well, slammed it into second gear and roared out of the driveway. Clive steadied both of them with one hand against Nick’s back, then the second the boys came into view, they started firing. 
 
    The four were on their feet already, looking around for the source of the noise, but only one saw them in time to start shooting. He missed with three rounds, then fell with one shot from Clive. Nick took out one guy in the time it took Clive to take out two, then they both hit the fourth at the same time, and he spun as he fell across two of his companions. 
 
    There was a two second pause where they all held their breath, waiting for the grenades to explode, and Clive had just begun to say, “Wha…” when there was a crack and a boom that made the kids shriek and start to cry. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Clive yelled, and Belinda took him at his word, making them all grab for something to hang on to as she careened along the street, grinding the transmission as she hit third gear. 
 
    The tow rope for the car was on the passenger seat, and James walked unsteadily to the front of the van, ready to leap out as soon as his wife stopped at the barricade. 
 
    As they blazed past the house on the corner where the men had been hiding, they saw their guys run from behind the house to a neighboring yard, but there was no movement inside, and no one attempted to shoot at them. Clive moved from beside Nick to where James had come from, staggering as he moved down the van, and stepping carefully over the wailing children. 
 
    Belinda stopped at the barricade, and James jumped out, attaching the rope first to the shackle under the front of the van that Clive had showed him, and then to the rear tow point of the car that was blocking the road, with another shackle already on the end of the rope. 
 
    Clive looked down the length of the van, past the boxes and tubs. James was hunkered behind a larger truck parked on the side of the road, using it for cover, and no doubt feeling unbearably exposed, Nick thought. He scanned the street constantly for threats, his eyes constantly returning to James, who was red in the face from fear and exertion and adrenaline, and looking like he might vomit. 
 
    “Alright Belinda, back up slowly, try not to gun the engine too much or spin the tires. All we need to do is move it enough to get past.” 
 
    Belinda reversed, and the car moved slowly, painfully slowly, but the back end came around and it rolled toward them, out of the way. 
 
    “Okay! That’s enough. Pull forward, put some slack in the rope.” 
 
    James darted forward to take the rope off the car, then unhooked it from the front of the van, and leaped back in. 
 
    “Go be with the kids,” he told his wife, and she hurried back to them while he got in the driver’s seat. “Clive, tell me where to go.” He pulled through the barrier and headed for the entrance of the subdivision. As he drove away, one of the two men who’d been covering them stepped out from behind a house and raised a hand to Clive, and he raised his own in reply, grateful for the part they had played in their so far safe escape. He hoped the men would survive, and make it to wherever they were heading. 
 
    “Well, I don’t wanna go through Birmingham for anything, so head north, and get on 69 going up to Jasper. We’ll cut across dodging the big towns toward Guntersville and get up on the mountain that way. Work for you, Nick?” 
 
    Nick nodded; he could barely even visualize the roads, he needed to take a look at a map once they were out of town and they’d dropped James and Belinda and the kids off, and then he could breathe. 
 
    Belinda had folded her sobbing children into her arms and was laying on the floor with them beside Nick, and they had quieted for now. 
 
    They kept the guns visible in the windows as they drove, hoping to deter anyone who might be planning on trying to take the van from them. There were two other running vehicles on Hospital Drive that they passed as they headed to 69 north, and the drivers raised their hands, their faces grim and clearly expecting trouble. There was a scattering of people walking, several more on bikes, and they all turned at the sound of an engine, but nobody challenged them, and they drove as fast as they were able while dodging stopped vehicles. 
 
    James barely paused at the intersection of 82 and 69, passing between the two shopping centers with the Publix and the Walmart, where small crowds of people were gathered. 
 
    “What the heck are so many people doing out after dark?” James asked no one in particular. “And how much stuff can there really be left after all this time?” 
 
    Clive grunted in reply. “It’s not about what’s left. It’s about no one knowing what else to do. Won’t be long and a good percentage of these people will starve to death.” 
 
    Nick heard Belinda catch her breath at his pessimistic but accurate prediction, and it seemed to him that James sped up some more, as eager as the rest of them to put some miles between them and this built up area. 
 
    Clive met Nick’s eyes across the van, and he gave him a weak smile, his eyes tired. They’d cleared the first hurdle: getting out of the subdivision. Now to make it all the way up the mountain to Violet’s without running into trouble. It suddenly seemed like a very long way.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Sunday November 15 
 
    Sand Mountain, Alabama 
 
    Kirsti 
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    Kirsti ran wildly into the dark, with little thought as to where she was going or what she was going to do, except for getting to cover as quickly as she could. She needed to sit down safely and gather her thoughts and her nerves. She felt like a cat running out of her nine lives for close calls. She ran past the factory on the right, with all the pallets stacked outside, until she reached a wooded area just past it, and she slipped inside and sat down, trying to catch her breath. Huddled behind a tree, and flinching every time she heard a noise in the dark, she clutched the gun in both hands, and breathed deeply to try to slow her racing heart. 
 
    As she breathed, the sobs came up from deep inside her, ripping the breath from her lungs and forcing it back out in wails that she struggled to silence, her hand flat against her face as if to prevent them from erupting. She’d never be able to get back to Matt and Miriam now. That four-hundred-and-something miles she’d traveled may as well be a million, she couldn’t possibly make it back there without a car. Maybe she could steal one, or perhaps a horse or a bike or something, but right now it seemed so impossible, and her chance of happiness had been ripped away so harshly, that she wanted to just lay down right there under the tree and go to sleep and never wake up. 
 
    She slumped down on her side in the dirt, feeling the cold and the damp seeping through her clothes, and closed her eyes, her mouth wide in a silent, tortured, heartbroken keening. Matt and Miriam had loved her, cared for her, she was sure of it, and they were the only people left in her world who did. And she had driven all the way down here to find a woman who was sure to hate her, to deliver news of that worthless, selfish, cruel man who wasn’t worth either of their time. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Try as she might, the sadness after disposing of her neighbors’ bodies stuck to Violet in the same way the smell had. She felt like she was inhaling the odor of decay with every breath she took, no matter how much she scrubbed herself, or how much time she spent outside. It had gotten so bad she had even taken to putting a tiny dab of Vicks under her nose, to cover up the smell, but even then she felt like she could taste it, and that was when she decided it was probably psychological. 
 
    She sat down next to Caleb on the swing in the early morning light, and couldn’t help but notice when he wrinkled his nose slightly, and shot her a sideways look from under his bangs. 
 
    “Do I smell weird?” she asked, suddenly self conscious, and itching for a warm shower and a bottle of sweet scented body wash. 
 
    “You smell like that mentos on steroids,” he said, and she laughed. 
 
    “Oh, I was rubbing peppermint oil on the cow’s udder,” she explained. “She’s got a little edema.” 
 
    “What are we doing today?” Caleb asked, shifting under his blanket and marking his spot in his book with a leaf. 
 
    “There’s rain coming, I can feel it. I wouldn’t be surprised if we had a storm. We probably should get as much wood in as we can before it gets here. It’s going to be cold before we know it, and then everything will be too damp to burn.” 
 
    Caleb stood, and stretched. “I’m going to go to the barn and check on Mavis and Lilli. MJ and Nana are still asleep.” 
 
    Vi nodded and watched him disappear around the side of the house, then sat back and looked at the sky. It was barely light, and dull, with dark gray clouds hanging low in the sky, heavy and thick, and the air was perfectly still. It was eerie when there was no wind, not a single leaf or blade of grass was moving, and the world was silent. She strained her ears to listen for any sound, but the cows were so far away down the pasture she couldn’t even hear them chewing or moving around, and oddly she missed the sounds of cars on the road and the train blowing its whistle on the tracks at the bottom of the mountain. 
 
    Somewhere off behind her a dog barked, and she heard Caleb slam the barn door. She shivered in the stillness. It was creepy, somehow. She hoped that Will and Simon would be home today. And Beth, oh, how she wanted to see Beth. But deep down she knew that even with a house crammed full of people, it wouldn’t ease the loneliness in her heart. Only Nick coming home could do that. She hadn’t given up hope, not by a long stretch, but it had been so long, and she couldn’t even imagine where he was or what he’d been doing all this time. Every time the devil on her shoulder whispered maybe he’s not coming back she silenced him with sharp words and a quick, fervent prayer for Nick’s safety, wherever he was. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Somewhere just after first light, Kirsti stirred and woke, and found her cold fingers still wrapped around the gun, her body curled into a protective fetal position. Her mouth was dry and her body stiff, the skin of her face rough with dried tears. She felt dizzy and dehydrated, and she had a sharp pain in her left hip from sleeping on the cold ground. 
 
    She sat up and rubbed her sore, gritty eyes, grimacing at the gritty, dirty taste in her mouth. She lifted her shirt to wipe her lips on the clean inside, but it didn’t seem to help. It seemed a million years ago that she’d slept warm and safe in a bed at the farm, yet it had been only hours ago. She wondered if she had been stupid to come. She had risked her whole life for this, to deliver a message that the recipients probably didn’t even want to hear. 
 
    Getting to her feet, she inched her way down the slight slope that she had been nestled on, toward the road. She could see for a little ways in both directions, and she couldn’t see anyone, so she slid down to the grass, then began to make her way in the direction of the road up the mountain, and Violet’s. It was cold and gray, and the air felt damp, like it was going to rain. She literally had the clothes she stood up in, plus her cell phone that somehow she had managed to hide from those idiots on the bridge, though without the charger that had been in the car, she didn’t know how long the battery would last. She took a second to memorize the address and the directions; it seemed pretty straightforward, and Vi’s place was right off the main road that went through the little town. 
 
    She walked quickly, on the grass, ready to dart for cover if she saw anyone, and equally ready to pull the trigger at the first sign of trouble. She had nothing left to lose now, so she was going to deliver her message, come hell or high water, then she guessed she would turn herself right back around and try to make her way back to Tennessee—or die trying. 
 
      
 
    The sun wasn’t visible in the sky, so she didn’t know how long it took her to cross the train tracks and then follow them all the way to the road that led up the mountain, but it felt like hours. She moved carefully, cautiously, alert for trouble at all times, and she knew she needed water, but only once did she cross a running creek that looked clean enough to drink from, and then when she reached the lake that had formed before the dam, one look at it told her that drinking from it was a certain death sentence. Trash and white foam bobbed at the edges as the small waves lapped against the shore, then on the other side of the road, a handful of boats and kayaks were out on the water, as people fished for food that they probably shouldn’t have been eating. Kirsti remembered reading that contaminants and heavy metal levels were high in fish, and there was no doubt that this had been a high traffic area for boats and barges moving goods up and down the Tennessee River before the event. 
 
    Hugging the left side of the road, she kept as far away from the little village that had popped up beside the small lake on the mountain side of the road. Several large tents, the kind that you can buy at Walmart, were pitched in a row alongside the water, then there was a cluster of trees between them and the road. In front of three of the tents were rock circles with fires in them, smoking lazily, waiting for the inhabitants to catch fish to cook over them. Kirsti couldn’t see any people there, but she didn’t want to take any chances, and scurried as quickly and quietly as she could past them, up the first stretch of the mountain road, then once she was past, she crossed over and walked between the road and the trees, all the better to disappear if she needed to. She didn’t even feel like the same person as the Kirsti who had ridden into the sunset with Miriam just days before, checking the cattle and the fences, and looking back toward the house where Matt tended the fire and prepared food for them. He had waved to them as they rode back toward him, and they had waved back, laughing at him as he shook a bag of marshmallows over his head, his face full of childish glee. 
 
    She shook her head, angry at the small smile that had crept across her face at the thought of the people who had been her family so briefly but so powerfully, and kept striding on. 
 
    Presently, a light rain began to fall, and the trees began to sway in the wind. The rain wasn’t so bad, but the wind had increased, and when she had to stop part way up the mountain to rest and catch her breath, she tucked herself way back into the trees and sat on the ground looking up into the swaying canopy. This wasn’t just wind, she decided, this was a storm building. The tops of the trees were now whipping wildly, and small branches were falling. Even though she was exhausted, and the top of the mountain seemed to be nowhere in sight, Kirsti got up and kept walking, the rain now battering her face and half blinding her. 
 
    The trees lined both sides of the road, thick forests to the left and right, and even if she walked in the middle of the road she wouldn’t be safe from falling trees. So she just kept going, taking what shelter she could from the rain, when she could, and stopping every so often to lean on her knees, and take a few moments to recuperate. She was wearing jeans, a long sleeved t-shirt, and a hoodie, and she was soaked through to her skin. Her feet in her sneakers squished when she walked, and her wet socks rubbed her feet painfully. But stopping seemed a worse option than keeping going, so she kept walking, hoping that the terrible weather would at least keep people in the shelter of their homes, and she would be left alone. 
 
    Finally, the trees thinned, and she reached the top of the mountain, where there were more houses, but as she had hoped, they were all sheltering from the storm, which had intensified with every passing moment. Now the rain was coming sideways, stinging her face, and the wind threw tree limbs, trash, and anything else it could scoop up and scatter, including a large trampoline, which skittered and tumbled across the road in front of her. 
 
    Abruptly, the sky to the northwest turned dark, and a rumble of thunder shook the skies. Shaking her head and wiping her face, she considered looking for somewhere to shelter and wait it out, but the chances of running into someone else who’d had the same idea, or stumbling into a house that was already occupied, were too high for her liking, so on she walked. Surely it couldn’t be much further? She took her phone out of her pocket to check the screenshot of the map, but the rain had found its way all through her clothing and into the charger port, and the iPhone was now dead, as dead as everyone else’s electronics. With a sigh, she dropped it on the side of the road, shucking off her very last memento of a civilization that she and about everyone else she knew had utterly taken for granted, and kept walking, barely flinching when a flash of lightning lit up the sky, roaring from the heavy gray sky to the ground across the fields to her right. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Sheesh, Mama, that was a close one,” Caleb remarked from his seat by the front window. MJ was huddled with Nana on the couch, half a minute away from sleep, but fighting it, and Violet and Caleb were in the front window, watching the storm take hold outside. Already a tree had fallen in the woods, crashing heavily and falling part way into the pasture, and Vi hoped that wherever the cows were sheltering, they were safe from anything else that might come down. 
 
    “Stay here,” she said to Caleb. “I want to just go make sure the horses are all up in the little pasture. We can’t afford them getting hit by a tree in the woods.” 
 
    She pulled on her long waterproof poncho and her rain boots, and ventured out into the storm with the hood pulled low over her eyes. The rain was coming sideways now, and the sky to the northeast was as black as night. She felt the first stirrings of uneasiness; the mountain was well-known and well documented for having its own strange microclimate, and for being a magnet for extreme storms and tornadoes. And now there was no TV, no James Spann, no radio, and no tornado sirens. Whatever came, there would be no forewarning. With no basement in the house, she and the kids had always just made a nest in the hallway, away from the windows when bad weather came, and they needed to do the same today. The boys viewed it as an adventure, although Caleb was getting old enough to realize that if the house was in the path of a direct hit from a tornado, the hallway would provide scant protection. The crawl space that they used as a root cellar would be worse, Violet always felt, because it seemed so possible that the house would simply blow down on top of them and they’d be buried alive. 
 
    The horses were at the back of the barn, three butts turned into the wind, heads down and in the shelter of the back wall and the trees. Vi threw open the gate to allow them to go in, but they simply cast her looks over their shoulders and stayed where they were. The gray horse that Will had brought home the day he went to Ella’s was tucked between Lilli and Mavis; the two mares had accepted him into their herd easily, and he went along with whatever they wanted with no arguments. 
 
    The cows were just inside the tree line at the bottom of the hill behind the barn, and Vi figured that was the best place for them. The rise to the north would be an effective windbreak, and it wasn’t like she could bring them in the barn; she’d made that mistake once before and one of the cows had trashed it, knocking power outlets askew and taking down an entire wall with a giant beefy butt. 
 
    She turned, walking back through the barn to the front, and felt a sudden change in the wind. It became softer somehow, and as she emerged into the yard, she looked up and saw the telltale sign that made her stomach sink. The sky had turned an eerie greenish-gray, and the trees were moving as one, like dancers in a chorus. 
 
    She latched the door quickly and ran for the house, slipping and sliding in her boots, nearly falling once as her foot met a hole the dog had dug. 
 
    She burst in through the back door, tearing her jacket off and kicking out of her boots, and fell through the kitchen door with more force than she had intended, making it slam back against the dresser. Her mom looked up from the couch and frowned. 
 
    “He was about asleep. What in the world…?” 
 
    “I think there might be a tornado coming,” Violet gasped, running for the couch and slipping her hands under MJ, lifting him from her mom’s lap, and he let out an angry cry at being shocked from his slumber. “We need to go into the hallway, c’mon.” 
 
    She helped her mom to her feet, and cradled MJ against her shoulder, bouncing him consolingly. 
 
    Caleb had already started grabbing cushions off the couch and was dragging them down the hall, then he ran into the bedroom and took the heavy feather comforter off the bed and arranged it on top of the cushions. 
 
    “Here, Nana, this should be nice and soft.” 
 
    Nana sank onto the pile of cushions, and Violet hastily put MJ beside her, and Caleb sandwiched the little one between them. 
 
    “I’ll bring you some books to look at with him, and a flashlight. Stay here. I’ll bring snacks too.” 
 
    She ran back to the living room, and pushed the couch across the end of the hallway to try to contain MJ, and went to gather some supplies. Outside, the sky was darkening rapidly, still with that greenish hue. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Kirsti was running now, the wind to her back thank goodness, the rain pelting her relentlessly. 
 
    She had come up yet another long, steep hill, and was desperately out of breath, but afraid to stop. She needed shelter, but Violet’s place was so close; if she was right, the road should be just right up here. There was a blue sign up ahead with the road number on it, and as she got closer, gasping for breath and wiping the rain from her eyes with her soaking hand, she realized that this was it. She cut across the grass, and ran into the trees that arched over the road, and sheltered her from the weather a little. She paused, breathing heavily, but an entire tree crashing to the ground in the front yard of the house on the corner made her keep moving. The sight of another hill ahead of her made her sob with frustration, but now the trees were whipping overhead, and leaves were falling like snow. A branch fell from a tree, partially blocking the road, and spurred her on into a run again. She passed two other houses, neither of which seemed to be occupied, then she was at the top of the hill, and the road opened up again, with two more houses on the right, and farmland to the left. There was no sign of a house to go with the pastures, but a solitary mailbox at the end of a gravel driveway with a double gate across it had old, worn gold numbers on it—this was it! The road ahead was blocked by a huge fallen tree that had taken half the bank with it, scattering the road with mud and broken limbs, and crushing a fence on the opposite side of the road. 
 
    Kirsti balled her hands into fists; she was here, and maybe, hopefully, at the top of this driveway, would be Violet. She wondered what she would be like, if she would be angry, if she’d throw her back out into the street, and if she did, what would she do? 
 
    She set one foot on the bar of the gate and swung herself over, then trudged slowly, fearfully, up the driveway toward the house that was slowly becoming visible. She couldn’t see any animals, and there were no dogs coming out to meet her, but as she got closer, she saw movement through one of the windows. She ran her hands across her face and through her hair as she stepped onto the path to the house, and suddenly a woman became visible in the window, and locked eyes with Kirsti. They both froze, staring at each other. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Violet was filling water bottles over the sink when she looked out of the window, and the last thing in the world she had expected to see in her front yard was a woman, inappropriately dressed for the weather, and absolutely soaked through. Her hair was plastered to her face, and she had a cut on her temple that was bleeding down her cheek. 
 
    Her first instinct was to go out there with her gun in her hand, and demand the woman leave, but then she remembered Beth, who had taken her in at her lowest point, so she slid open the kitchen window, and shouted over the noise of the storm. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The woman was pale and shaky, and looked like she could barely catch her breath. 
 
    “Are you Violet?” 
 
    Vi frowned. “Yes…” 
 
    The woman pressed her hand to her mouth, and gave an audible sob, then bent over and rested her arms on her knees. After a moment she stood again, and turned fully to face Vi at the window. 
 
    “My name is Kirsti. I need to tell you about Mike.” 
 
    Violet visibly recoiled. “Mike?!” 
 
    She nodded, not even attempting to wipe the tears from her face. 
 
    “I was with him when this all happened. I was there when… when he called you that morning.” 
 
    Vi looked for a moment like she didn’t want to hear anything Kirsti had to say, as she recalled that last conversation with Mike, and the woman’s voice in the background, which had apparently belonged to the soaking wet, bedraggled woman before her. Then she nodded once, sharply. “You best come in.” Violet met her on the front porch, looking the woman up and down as she climbed the steps. “You got a gun?” 
 
    Kirsti nodded, and pulled it out of her waistband and handed it to Vi. “Here. I understand if you don’t want me here, but I need to tell you something, and then I’ll leave if you want.” 
 
    Kirsti was interrupted by a loud, sharp crash from the yard, and a tree fell on the upper part of the driveway, branches shattering as they hit a second tree when they fell. 
 
    “No, come in. Sending you out in this would be a death sentence.” She held the door open for Kirsti, then hesitated. “Don’t mention him until we’re alone. My kids are in here.” 
 
    Kirsti nodded, and followed Violet through the house to the kitchen. 
 
    “Who’s there, Mama?” Caleb called from the hall. 
 
    “Just a lady who needs to shelter from the storm. Like Beth took us in when we needed someone.” She gave Caleb the water bottles and the snacks, and he disappeared back into the hallway. 
 
    Vi sat down at the table in the kitchen, and gestured to the seat opposite her. “Sit, please.” 
 
    Kirsti sat, then Vi got up again and got a towel from the countertop and handed it to Kirsti, followed by a baby wipe and a tube of triple antibiotic cream. “You’re soaked, and you need to clean that cut on your face. On second thoughts…” She took the baby wipe back and carefully cleaned the wound and Kirsti’s cheek, then gently dabbed Neosporin on it with a corner of the wipe. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Canada.” 
 
    “You came from Canada?!” 
 
    Kirsti wiped her face and began drying her hair. The wind was now audible from inside with the windows closed, and a piece of guttering had been torn from the roof and was banging on the siding beside the window that looked out onto the barn. 
 
    “That’s where we were when this all happened. We, uh, we took a car, and we started driving down here, because Mike wanted to be here for his kids. For you too, I think.” 
 
    Violet frowned. “Well, if Mike wanted to be here for me, there’s a first time for everything, I guess. Are you his girlfriend?” 
 
    Kirsti draped the towel over the chair beside her, and shrugged. “I don’t really know. We were seeing each other, but… well. He’s Mike. You know what he’s like. I don’t think I was really that important to him.” 
 
    “So why in the world are you here? Don’t you have anywhere else to go? Wait, where is Mike now? And where’s the car? Tell me that piece of crap didn’t ditch you and run.” 
 
    Kirsti took a deep breath. “Mike was shot. Killed. I left him on the side of the road somewhere just outside St Louis. I’m here because I thought you and your kids deserved to know that Mike was trying to make his way back here to take care of you guys, and do the right thing, and it’s not really his fault he didn’t make it.” 
 
    Violet gasped, her hands over her face. No matter what had happened between her and Mike, her children loved their father, and somehow she would have to tell them that he wasn’t coming back. But the closure, that would be huge for them, especially Caleb, who mentioned Mike often, and feared for his father’s safety. 
 
    “You’re a better person than Mike deserved,” she told Kirsti quietly, willing her tears not to fall. “I can’t believe you came all the way here to tell my kids that, when you could have just gone on with your life. Where’s the car? Did you leave it at the end of the drive?” 
 
    “I lost it at that big bridge over the river at the bottom of the mountain.” 
 
    “And you walked all the way here from there?!” 
 
    Kirsti nodded, and Violet looked steadily at her for several seconds, until Kirsti looked down, ashamed. 
 
    “Mike told me y’all were divorced. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.” 
 
    Vi shook her head. “That doesn’t even surprise me. It’s not your fault he…” She looked up sharply at a noise, and leapt to her feet, grabbing Kirsti’s arm. Half of the roof of the barn had peeled back, and was flapping up and down in the wind, and as they watched one piece tore free and flew across the yard, somersaulting over a fence and skidding down the hill into some trees. “C’mon.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Violet shoved the couch out of the way and hustled Kirsti through just as something heavy and loud hit the side of the house, and glass shattered. 
 
    Kirsti, two little boys, and an older lady huddled in the hallway, and the smaller of the two boys gave a shriek and started crying at the sound of the breaking glass. 
 
    “Mama…” He reached out for Violet and she sat beside him, pulling him into her arms. She made room for Kirsti next to her, and she tucked herself between Violet and the wall. Vi wasn’t at all what she was expecting; this woman was kind, understanding, not the angry, critical woman that Mike had described. 
 
    She saw Mike in the older boy when he smiled at her, the way his eyes crinkled, and the upturn of one corner of his lips, but mostly these boys were all their mama, rounded faces and bright blue eyes. Kirsti smiled back at him, and watched as he tucked into his mom’s side. 
 
    “Is it a tornado, Mama?” he asked, and Violet reached out a hand to him. 
 
    “I’m not sure, honey. I’m not brave enough to go out to check, but whatever it is, we just need to stay here until it’s passed.” 
 
    The wind roared and battered outside, with the three women and two children sheltering together in the dark hallway, the old wooden house shaking and creaking, and somehow, inexplicably, Kirsti leaned her head against the wall, and fell asleep. 
 
    ~ 
 
    When she woke up, she was alone in the hall, curled into a ball in a nest of softness, and someone had covered her with a blanket. She got to her feet, and followed the hallway toward the sound of voices in the kitchen. Violet was in there, standing at the sink, and her mother sat at the table. When she saw Kirsti, she stood up and made her excuses, and left Violet and Kirsti alone. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I can’t believe I fell asleep. I guess I was exhausted.” 
 
    “It can’t have been an easy journey. You deserve to rest.” 
 
    Kirsti sat at the table, and Violet put a mason jar of water in front of her. “Why are you being so nice to me?” 
 
    Vi smiled. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Well, I was… involved with your husband.” 
 
    “He’d have been my ex husband by now if he’d cooperated with the attorneys. Besides, you didn’t know. I expect you were probably just collateral damage in Mike’s self-absorbed little world.” 
 
    Kirsti nodded, but the harsh truth brought tears to her eyes, and Violet turned away, but not before Kirsti saw sympathy on her face. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Vi asked, and Kirsti shrugged. 
 
    “I have no idea. I met people in northern Tennessee that I was supposed to be going back to, to live with, but I don’t know how I’m going to get there without the car. The people at the bridge took it, though the leader did give me my gun back, so I suppose there’s that.” 
 
    “Well, you should stay here, until you figure out what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “Why would you do that for me?” Kirsti was astonished; this wasn’t the greeting she had been fearing the whole time they’d been making their way south. 
 
    “Why not? You came all the way here, to give my babies closure. To tell them what happened to their daddy. That’s…” Violet paused. “That’s a lot. And I’m grateful to you.” 
 
    Kirsti looked down into her water glass, lost for words, overwhelmed. 
 
    “Anyways, there’s a crap ton of damage outside. We lost half the roof off the barn, there’s two broken windows in the house, at least a half dozen trees down, and I haven’t been out to check on the cattle yet. Come. Walk with me. You can explain to me exactly what happened to Mike.”

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    November 15 
 
    Will 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    There was barely room for six people to fit in the cab of the old truck. Her youngest kid, Eli, was bouncing with excitement sitting in the front between the two men, while Annie and Beth and Davey jammed themselves into the back with the little jump seats. The bed of the truck was piled high, then covered with a tarp and ratchet strapped down. Beth wondered briefly why they had brought a horse in a trailer all this way with them, but she was exhausted and barely had the energy to speak. She’d ask Vi later. 
 
    Simon was driving, and as he pulled out of her driveway, Will turned and caught her eye. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    It was like he’d read her mind; she knew the likelihood of her ever seeing her home again was tiny. She’d packed everything of real or sentimental value, and left a note for Connor in the event he ever made it home and wanted to come looking for her and the kids. 
 
    She wasn’t sorry to leave the decomposing corpse of Buck; she’d had nightmares almost every night about him rising and coming looking for her and Violet, or about the police turning up at her door to arrest her for helping Vi hide the body. That man had deserved what he’d got; in her mind what they’d done was no more than taking out the trash. All the same, him not just being right out there, at the other side of her property, would be a relief. Maybe some distance would help. 
 
    She nodded to Will, not trusting her voice. Annie reached out and took her hand, and Beth wrapped an arm around each kid, then resolutely faced forward, ready to move on, ready to be reunited with Violet. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Lord have mercy, Will thought as Simon drove them slowly away from Beth’s place, that might be the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. 
 
    He couldn’t help stealing looks at Beth every chance he got as she huddled in the back seat hugging her children. 
 
    “Where’s your husband?” he finally asked her, and Simon shot him a smirk; it seemed he hadn’t been as discreet with his admiring glances as he’d hoped. Will surreptitiously flipped him the bird where Beth couldn’t see, and the smirk turned into a full-fledged grin. 
 
    “He’s in the Army, deployed overseas. I’m not sure exactly where he is right now, I’ve not heard from him in… a long while. I left him a note, in case he manages to come home.” 
 
    “I miss Daddy,” the little one said, and climbed into the back to curl up on Beth’s lap. She smiled apologetically at Will, who shook his head, and turned back around to look out of the windshield. 
 
    “Kinda wish we could go all the way to Valley Head and around, so we don’t have to go through Trenton, but I’m sure Ider and Flat Rock have their own set of problems. I guess we just put the kids down in the foot wells and roar on through, agreed?” 
 
    Beth looked horrified, but Will reluctantly nodded in agreement; none of the options to get back up the mountain were good ones. 
 
    “Can you shoot?” Will asked Beth, and when he turned around and her eyes met his he blushed, and then shook his head. “The chick on the porch. Of course you can shoot. My bad. Well, soon as we get down Burkhalter…” 
 
    “Assuming we make it down Burkhalter,” Simon cut in sourly, still annoyed about having the horse and trailer behind the old vehicle. 
 
    “As soon as we make it down this mountain, we need to get these kids secured and we need to be armed and ready to fire. We’re just gonna haul ass through, and shoot anyone who gets in our way.” 
 
    “That sounds like a really bad plan,” Beth began, and Simon stared at her in the rear view. 
 
    “Got a better one?” 
 
    She thought for a second, then shook her head, and he looked away. 
 
    Simon’s mood got worse and worse as they approached the steep road down the mountain, and more than once he considered making Will unload the darn horse and ride her home if he felt that strongly about keeping her, but if anything happened to him, he’d never forgive himself, and neither would his wife forgive him for whatever happened to her cousin. 
 
    “Shoot, look at the color of the sky over there,” Will commented, looking across the valley to the other mountain. “We’re gonna be driving right into that.” 
 
    From their vantage point, high above the valley, they could see the dark clouds hanging overhead, a blur of gray rain coming down from them. 
 
    “I hope the girls are okay,” Simon murmured. 
 
    Taking the right off Scenic Highway, he downshifted, and began to pray in his head. He didn’t want to alarm the kids by praying out loud. He could definitely feel the push of the trailer on the little truck; before the event he’d driven an F-250, and he missed it more at that moment than ever before. He let the engine braking do its thing, and tapped the brakes only sporadically, fearful of overheating them and burning them out. This was the last serious downhill; it was literally all uphill from here on back home. Whenever he dared, he let off the brakes and let the truck take the weight of the trailer, until the speed picked up beyond his comfort level and he was forced to slow down again. 
 
    Finally the worst was over and he could breathe again, and he involuntarily let out a sigh of relief. Just that mess in Trenton to handle, and then the worst would hopefully be over. 
 
    “Weather is getting worse,” Will observed. Beth shifted in the back seat and leaned into the front to try and see out of the window, her long blonde hair falling forward into Will’s face. 
 
    How did she smell so clean and fresh in a world with no showers? Will wondered, and flattened himself against the door to try and get away from her. 
 
    “Did Violet ride all this way, through this town and everything to get from my place to hers?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is where I met up with her,” Will said. “She was riding through town right at the same time I arrived, I hitched a ride back from Birmingham in the bed of an old truck.” 
 
    “Her boyfriend, Nick, is he with her now?” 
 
    “No. He’s… he’s not back yet.” 
 
    Beth retreated into the back, and began settling the kids in the footwell, surrounding them with the bags and totes they were bringing with them. 
 
    “Vi was right here when I saw her,” Will explained as they neared the flower shop, then he stopped talking and leaned out of the open window. “What the heck, do you hear that?” 
 
    “What?” Simon rolled down his window and let off the gas for a moment to quiet the engine some. 
 
    “All that shouting! Holy cow. Like, a whole huge group of people.” 
 
    They passed the funeral home, and as they came to the top of the slight rise at the lights, which now swung lazily, uselessly in the wind, a swarm of people became visible, standing around the CVS, arguing and shouting with a group holding guns. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Simon suddenly said. “We can’t drive into that.” 
 
    As one, the people had turned to look when they heard the truck, and making an on-the-spot decision, Simon took an abrupt left at the lights, and accelerated as hard as he could away from the people. A hundred yards down the road they approached another five people walking, who were carrying a sixth. They were wearing dirty, torn clothes, and their faces were pinched and angular, their skin gray. 
 
    “This must be the group Rob Mackay was telling us about. Jeez, why’d they have to head this way instead of toward Birmingham or Fort Payne? Ugh. That’s gonna spread like wildfire. Wind your window up, Will.” 
 
    The people walking tried to flag Simon down, but he kept driving, swerving when one of them stepped out into the road, his thin arms above his head. Beth looked out the window as they passed, and the man tripped and almost fell as he dodged being hit by the trailer. He stumbled, already unsteady, then managed to get his balance, but fell to his knees on the side of the road. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Beth asked. 
 
    “While we were driving up to you, we got a flat and while we were changing it we met up with a guy we used to know who told us that there was a group of people who had made a little camp village at Little River Canyon. Apparently a bunch of them have come down with dysentery—and now it looks like they’re heading this way, I guess they’re looking for doctors and hospitals.” 
 
    Simon turned on the windshield wipers; the rain had turned from drizzle to blowing sideways pretty quickly. 
 
    “Where we goin’?” Will asked, as Simon squinted through the downpour. A gust of wind caught the tall trailer and blew it and the truck sideways, and Simon struggled to keep it on the road. 
 
    “I don’t know, just somewhere out of this mess, and away from the crowd in town.” 
 
    “But if this keeps up maybe they’ll all go looking for cover and we can sneak on through,” Will pointed out. “Why don’t you turn around somewhere, and we can go check it out. I don’t know anyone would want to be out in this. If it’s still bad, we can go back the way we came, back to Rob’s place, and hunker down there while we figure out what to do next.” 
 
    The wind caught the trailer again and they hit the rumble strips on the side of the road before Simon managed to correct it. “That ain’t the worst idea you’ve ever had,” he replied, and took the opportunity of a wide driveway to make a u-turn, and head back toward town. 
 
    They approached the intersection cautiously, with Simon struggling to keep the truck and trailer in a straight line. In just the few minutes since they’d passed through, the crowds had dispersed as the weather worsened, but there was still one man with a rifle sheltering in the doorway of the CVS, and five dead bodies lay in the street. The rest of the sick people had holed up somewhere, perhaps in the burned out shell of the Ingles, which, unlike the Food City, had not burned completely to the ground. Clearly the armed group owned the CVS as well as the restaurant; the people from Little River would be lucky to get any medications from there, but they might get lucky and find a doctor or nurse somewhere in town. 
 
    “Keep the Mossberg on him, Will,” Simon instructed, “and take him out if he so much as flinches.” 
 
    But the man didn’t raise his gun, he kept it low with his eyes on them, and they made the left turn onto 136, carefully avoiding the bodies in the street. Trash swirled across the road, and a plastic bag caught on the windshield, and hung there, then was swept away by the wipers. The suspended lights over the intersection now swung wildly, and as they passed underneath and through, Beth watched the wire holding the lights across Main Street snap like a whip crack, and the traffic light box crashed to the ground. 
 
    “Holy crap, if we’d been five seconds slower…” she began, and Simon scowled, his mouth a tight line as he fought the wind to keep the vehicle on the road. 
 
    “Keep the kids down,” he said. “This storm is definitely working in our favor, but we need to stop and wait it out as soon as we can.” 
 
    The wipers weren’t keeping up with the rain any more, and he could barely see through the blur on the glass. 
 
    “Make sure Beth has her gun,” he murmured to Will, “and have her peel back the tape on the back window on the driver’s side, just enough to see through and stick the gun out of, just in case she needs to use it. I’ll drop mine so you can shoot over me if you have to, I’m gonna get soaked, but that’s the least of our problems right now.” 
 
    Beth did as instructed, perching over the kids to look out of the window, ready for when they passed the restaurant where they’d run into trouble earlier. 
 
    Simon had his gun on his lap, but he needed both hands to keep the truck steady, especially as they went up the steep grade up the side of Sand Mountain. 
 
    Something smoldered up ahead, the smoke thick and black in the heavy downpour, and it turned out to be the gas station opposite the restaurant. It looked like it had burned hot and fast, as the pumps and canopy over them were melted into a pile of metal askew on the concrete, and to the side, where the tanks were located, there had been an explosion which had left a massive crater in the parking lot. 
 
    But the restaurant was quiet, the parking lot deserted but for one solitary bike on its side, the generator silent, and the lights off. 
 
    “We got lucky,” Simon said, and floored the gas to bully the old truck up the mountain. He crossed over into the left lane to avoid a downed tree across the road, and the truck began to slow, battling both the weight of the trailer and horse behind it, and the wind. 
 
    They made it to the first switchback and struggled around it, and headed up for the second hill, the engine roaring, but making only slow progress. 
 
    “I want to take the back road, but I think we need to stop by the store at the top of the mountain, and let them know what’s going on down there. We can’t have sick people just coming up the mountain, and anyone going down needs to be aware so they can make sure they don’t come in contact with it and bring it back up here.” 
 
    Falling branches clattered on the truck roof and bed, with Simon cringing with every crash, knowing his wife was going to take inventory of each scratch and dent. 
 
    They chugged through the four way stop without slowing, and then Simon was able to ease off the gas, and allow the engine to cool a little. 
 
    “I gotta stop and refuel, I just didn’t want to do it up there. But this is a freakin’ mess, let’s just wait it out a little while. I can hardly see.” 
 
    He pulled into the mobile home lot and tucked the truck and trailer behind one of the large buildings to give them some shelter from the storm, then cut the engine. Without the noise of the engine, they could hear the storm howling and the rain battering the truck, and it rocked violently in the gusts. 
 
    “I gotta pee,” Eli announced, and Simon met Beth’s eyes in the rearview and couldn’t help but smile when he saw her lower her head into her hands. 
 
    “Like, right now?” she asked him, and he nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “We’re only just potty trained,” she explained apologetically, and began moving boxes and bags so she could get out of the car. 
 
    “Simon, cover me.” Will immediately opened his door, pushing it against the wind and letting in a gust of chilled rain, then ran around to the driver’s side. He opened that door just a crack, and reached for the child. 
 
    “Here, give him to me. He can pee right here where you can see him, but then you don’t have to get wet.” 
 
    Eli scrambled out happily, with Will using his body to shield the child from the rain, then dropped his pants, dipping the hem of his shorts in the puddled rainwater, and peed on the gravel, splashing his foot once. Will bent and helped him pull his pants back up, then let him back into the car and closed the door. 
 
    Simon gave him a smirk as he got back in, and once again Will silenced him with a death stare. 
 
    “Ain’t no harm in bein’ nice,” he hissed at his friend as he leaned in close, and Simon laughed out loud. 
 
    Beth, engaged in trying to dry her smallest child, seemed not to hear. 
 
    The siding on one of the older mobile homes was flapping crazily in the wind, in time with the rocking of their truck, and as they watched, it ripped off half the length of the side of the trailer, sailed across the lot toward them, and ricocheted off the hood of the truck, over the roof, then hit their horse trailer, making the mare inside kick and shift her weight. It caught briefly over the bumper hitch, then dislodged itself and blew against the chain link fence, where it stuck, pinned by the wind. 
 
    Simon rubbed his forehead. “My wife is gonna kill me. There’s no way that didn’t leave a mark.” 
 
    “We’d not even know if there was a tornado heading this way, would we,” Will pointed out, and Beth gave him a ‘not in front of the kids!’ look that silenced him immediately. 
 
    The storm eventually blew itself out, with nothing more than some extreme wind and rain, and it calmed enough that Simon felt safe to drive. He hoped that there weren’t any trees blocking the road that would need to be cleared so they could get through. He hadn’t thought to pack a chainsaw, and he should have. Trees fell across the roads on the mountain all the time, in far lesser storms than the one they’d just weathered. 
 
    But by some stroke of luck, it was clear up past the feed store, and to the top of the mountain, where Simon pulled into the parking lot of Bonnie’s, the small grocery store. He got out while Will waited with the truck and Beth and the kids, ran in the rain across the parking lot, dodging puddles, and knocked on the door of the store. After several minutes, he was let in by Bonnie’s husband, Derek, and he stepped inside. 
 
    The tail end of the storm was still hanging around, and every so often the wind would rock the truck, or the horse would kick and shout, restless and probably soaked. 
 
    It was a while before Simon re-emerged, and the kids were beginning to bicker unhappily, with Beth trying to keep everyone calm. Simon got back in the truck, smelling of biscuits and fresh air, and pulled a bag out from under his jacket and handed it back to Beth. 
 
    “Bonnie thought the kids might be hungry.” 
 
    Beth unwrapped the small packet and pulled out six biscuits with butter on, to squeals of happiness from the kids. She handed them around, passing two into the front for Simon and Will. 
 
    “So what’s the deal?” Will asked as Simon started the truck. 
 
    “I told them about the people in Trenton, and they’re going to start putting the word out. They’re planning to start a market here for people to barter and swap things they raise, and Derek said we’d look at getting some watches and patrols set up on the roads up the mountain. Maybe even get some roadblocks set up. Said to meet back here two hours after sunrise in three days.” 
 
    “Wow…” Will blinked rapidly, his brain struggling to catch up with what he was hearing. “We’re really not using days and times any more.” 
 
    Simon gave a short, sharp laugh, more from shared disbelief than humor. “I guess not, cousin.” 
 
    “Are y’all really cousins?” Annie asked from the back seat, and Will smiled at her. 
 
    “Sure are, by marriage. Simon’s wife Ella is my cousin.” 
 
    “You’re Ella’s husband?” Beth asked. “Vi talked about her all the time when we were together. I’m so happy for her that you’re both safe. She was so worried.” 
 
    “Well, she’s talked non-stop about y’all,” Will told her. “But we’re less than ten minutes away now, and I know she will be happy to see you.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see Caleb,” Annie said, and Beth hugged her daughter to her side. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Violet and Kirsti sat side by side on the front porch, the wind having died down and the rain just a slow drizzle now. A French press of coffee was on the table between them. They were watching the kids playing on the grass, both filled with excitable energy after being cooped up in the hallway for so many hours. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re being so nice to me,” Kirsti said, for the tenth time. 
 
    Vi smiled and shrugged. “Like I told you earlier, you’re just another victim of Mike’s personality, the entitlement he feels toward women, just for existing. We’re not so different, you and me. Except… I don’t know if I’d be a good enough person to do what you did. Driving all the way down here. You could have stayed up there on the farm with those people you met, where you were safe, but you didn’t, you came down here to tell us what happened to Mike. I don’t know I’d have been that unselfish.” 
 
    “Sure you would,” Kirsti protested, but Violet made a skeptical noise that implied she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Suddenly, Violet sprung to her feet and stared down the road. Kirsti leapt up, clutching at Vi’s arm. 
 
    “What is it?!” 
 
    “I hear a truck!” Vi exclaimed, and Caleb looked up from where he was pushing his brother on the swing. 
 
    “Are they back?” he called, and Kirsti looked at Vi, confused. 
 
    “Who? Are who back?” 
 
    “Simon, Will, Beth… Oh my God…” 
 
    Kirsti didn’t know who those people were, but the excitement and anticipation and tears on Violet’s face told her that this was important, these were Vi’s people. 
 
    The truck came slowly into sight, pulling an old horse trailer, and Vi’s smile turned to a frown. “What the heck? Where did that come from? Hey, Caleb, go open the gate for Simon!” 
 
    Caleb ran, with MJ close behind him, never wanting to be left out, and a minute later, the truck pulled up the driveway with a large chestnut horse kicking ill-humoredly in the trailer. The front of the truck was badly dented, two of the windows had been shot out, and there were bullet holes all down one side. Holy crap, Violet thought, Ella was going to freak out. It had barely come to a stop when the back door flew open and the three children burst out like unruly puppies, joining with Caleb and MJ in a group hug, tumbling and stumbling, shrieking and chattering like it was a regular day’s playdate, before they took off across the yard to the swingset fort. 
 
    Violet started down the steps, leaving Kirsti sitting in a chair on the porch, unwilling to intrude on whatever this was. Beth got slowly out of the truck, leaning on the door for support for her aching knees. Violet ran, and threw herself into her friend’s arms, sending her backward into the door with a bang, and both of them were crying, Violet sobbing uncontrollably as she clung to the other woman. 
 
    Simon and Will watched, still not entirely sure what had bonded these two so firmly, unused to displays of such deep emotion from practical, down-to-earth Violet. Beth held Vi at arm’s length for a moment, brushing her hair from her eyes, and speaking quietly to her, and Violet nodded several times, then burrowed herself back into her friend’s shoulder, Beth’s pale hair falling across her face. Her hands rubbed up and down Vi’s back, soothing her, calming her, her own tears falling freely into Violet’s hair. 
 
      
 
    Will went to unload the horse, leaving the two women to their reunion. As she stepped down off the trailer, calling loudly, Lilli responded from the barn, followed by Mavis’s lower pitched whinny. 
 
    Violet pulled away from Beth, and wiped her face on her sleeve. 
 
    “Where did that come from?” Violet asked Will. 
 
    “Found her on the road, tacked up and just running loose.” 
 
    “Mama!” Caleb called, running over to join them, “Isn’t that Buck’s horse?” 
 
    Violet laid a soothing hand on the mare’s neck, and briefly inspected the wound on her withers. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it is. Looks like it. Well, good call, Will. We need all the horses we can get now. You can put her in a stall in the barn for now, let her settle for a while before we let her out with the others.” Will began to lead her, and Violet heard the uneven footfall from the missing shoes. “If you look in my tack bucket, there’s tools to pull those shoes, too. If you wouldn’t mind. Hopefully she won’t blow abscesses in those two bare feet the way Lilli and Mavis did. They’ve taken forever to start looking better.” 
 
    Will nodded, and let the horse through to the back yard, where the other three were already watching over the fence. 
 
    “Who’s the lady on the porch?” Beth asked. “Is that Ella?” 
 
    Vi turned, and looked at Kirsti, who was cradling her coffee cup in her hands, and leaning her elbows on her knees. She was watching the kids playing, and smiling. 
 
    “No, that’s Mike’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “Say what?!” 
 
    Violet laughed. “It’s a long story, but she seems okay. Come meet her, you’ll like her. She can tell you all about it.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The kids played past dark, then finally allowed themselves to be lured inside where they all piled onto a nest of blankets and comforters in the playroom and fell asleep. The three ladies stood at the door and looked at the kids, looking for all the world like a pile of kittens sleeping. 
 
    “They’re so cute,” Kirsti whispered, and Beth and Violet both smiled. Beth leaned into Vi and tucked her head against hers, making tears prickle in Violet’s eyes again. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, and Vi slipped her arm around her friend’s waist and hugged her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied. 
 
    “Annie didn’t ask for a candle tonight,” Beth whispered, and Violet smiled. Even the kids knew there was safety in numbers. 
 
    They drifted back to the front porch, where Vi had lit a fire in the firepit, and they sat in chairs around it with blankets on their laps, close enough together that they could talk without raising their voices. Will had gone to bed early, and would be up again in a couple hours, when they went to bed, and would keep watch over the night. He had explained to them about the people from Little River, and planned to patrol to make sure none of them came into contact with anyone at their farm. 
 
    Simon had hooked a chain from the truck to the tree that had fallen earlier, and dragged it off the driveway, headed home in the battered and bruised truck, back to Ella. He took the trailer with him, as he was the only one with a vehicle able to pull it. Who knew when they might need it again—though no one had any plans to go anywhere any time soon. Will and Simon were both of the opinion that they’d had enough excitement and adventure in the last 48 hours to last them a lifetime. 
 
    Violet had found a bottle of vodka at the back of the pantry, one that she used to use to make tinctures, but now was calling ‘medicinal’. She poured a small shot for each of them in an 8oz mason jar, and they sat in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts and the dancing of the flames. 
 
    Vi glanced sideways and saw tears rolling slowly down Kirsti’s cheeks, so she reached over and took the younger woman’s hand, squeezing her fingers. 
 
    “Was everything okay while we were gone, Beth?” Violet asked. 
 
    Beth didn’t reply for several minutes, then finally she shook her head. 
 
    “Had a little run in with my neighbor, Becky. She, ah, came off her anti-psychotic meds, hadn’t really thought about how this whole thing would affect the people on mood stabilizers. She got it into her head that I’d stolen her boyfriend, Lucas. Her imaginary boyfriend Lucas. She tried to break in to make him go home with her. It was like something out of a Stephen King book.” Beth shuddered at the memory. 
 
    “Sheesh, honey, what did you do?!” Violet asked, chilled at the thought of a crazy lady hunting her friend in her own home. 
 
    “Did Will not tell you?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t say anything…” 
 
    “I shot her, right before they showed up. They pulled into my driveway, and found her bleeding to death right there on my porch.” She laughed, almost incredulous, like she couldn’t believe she was talking about something that had happened to her. “They took her away, I don’t know what they did. I’m trying not to think about it too hard.” 
 
    Vi reached out with her other hand, and took Beth’s hand, twining her fingers through hers. There were no words to express the things each woman had seen in the last several weeks, the things they had experienced and had to endure, but for now there was this, here, and they were safe. Three unlikely friends, brought together under unfathomable circumstances. 
 
      
 
    That was how Will found them when he woke up from his nap, and he watched them for a moment from the doorway before going out onto the porch and down the steps. 
 
    “Ladies,” he greeted them, and all three looked up and smiled. “I guess we’re kinda short on beds now, but I’m going to be napping here on the porch when I’m keeping watch on y’all here, so if anyone wants to sleep in my room you go ahead.” 
 
    Kirsti stood up, yawning. “I think I’ll turn in, if you guys don’t mind. Thank you, Will, I hate to take your bed, I’m happy to sleep on the couch.” 
 
    “No way,” Will protested. “Here, let me show you the way, it’s dark and I have a flashlight.” 
 
    The two disappeared back into the house, and Violet turned to Beth. 
 
    “I think he would prefer if it was you sleeping in his bed,” she teased, and her friend rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t make trouble, Violet. I’m a married lady.” 
 
    “Married or not, that doesn’t stop that poor man being all kinds of smitten by you. He looks at you like a lovesick puppy.” 
 
    Beth reached out and gave her an exasperated shove, making Violet laugh quietly. 
 
    “How’s your hand?” Beth asked, and Violet flexed her fingers in response. 
 
    “It’s been worse. I can pick up my coffee cup with that hand now, and I have way more movement in the shoulder. I think it’s getting better, slowly.” 
 
    “I’ll look at it tomorrow, when it’s light.” Beth yawned, and stretched. “Jeez, I’m tired. Shall we turn in?” 
 
    “You can crash with me, that way we’re right next to the kids’ room, and at least if we bunk together we won’t freeze to death. I’m putting off lighting the fire in the house, splitting wood by hand is going to get real old, real fast. This is just trash wood scavenged from the ground that we’re burning here, but we’re going to need actual hard wood for the woodstove, or we’re gonna be up every hour all night making sure it doesn’t go out, because if it does, the house will freeze solid.” 
 
    “Thank goodness we don’t get hard frosts and snow here,” Beth said. “My husband’s family are from upstate New York, it’s going to be terrible cold up there. I don’t know how they’ll even manage without electric heat.” 
 
    When Will came back out and sat by the fire, they went in, checking one more time on the kids, but no one had stirred, so they rearranged blankets on those who had kicked them off, then went into Violet’s room and changed into fleece pajamas that she had brought down from the attic. 
 
    They lay in the dark, each just breathing in the relief of not feeling so alone any more. 
 
    The door pushed open, scuffing slightly on the edge of the rug on the floor, and Violet turned her head. 
 
    “Mama?” MJ climbed up into the bed, tucking himself in close to Violet, and she breathed the scent of him in, holding him tight against her. Then seconds later, Violet felt the mattress sink again, and Eli pulled himself onto the bed and crawled across her to get to Beth. She heard Beth talking softly to him, and felt some of the tension leave her body for the first time in weeks. She smiled, and fell asleep.

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    November 15 
 
    Nick 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Clive thought it was probably somewhere around 11:00 p.m. when, just outside of Wiley, north of Tuscaloosa, they took a right toward the river, and James navigated them down a county road that led to a dirt road, which stopped at a padlocked gate. Like dogs recognizing as they approached home, the kids woke from their adrenaline dump induced naps, and sat up to look around. 
 
    “Are we at Uncle Ronnie’s?” the little girl asked, and both kids broke out in cheers when their father responded in the affirmative. 
 
    James got out of the van, and went to the gate. He fiddled with the combination lock, then swung the gate wide, and Clive, who had slipped down into the driver’s seat, drove the van through. James re-locked the gate, then climbed back in and sat beside Nick on the couch, one arm around his wife, who was still on the floor with the kids. 
 
    Clive drove slowly down the sandy road, with only the feeble light from the ancient headlights to guide him. He dodged the deep potholes and places where it had washed away to practically nothing, leaving holes that would ground the little two wheel drive vehicle out. 
 
    “Lord, I’m glad it hasn’t rained,” he muttered, steering up onto the grass and slowing down to a crawl. 
 
    “Wait. Stop here,” James said, and when Clive hit the brakes, he got out of the van, walked to the middle of the driveway by a handmade zig-zagged wooden fence, and stopped. He was illuminated from behind by the headlights as he stood with his back to them. 
 
    “The hell is he doing?” Clive asked no-one in particular, and watched with bemusement as James spread his arms wide, and then turned a full 360 in front of them, a huge smile on his face. 
 
    “Belinda,” Clive said, turning to her with a frown, “has your husband’s cheese slid clean off his cracker?” 
 
    Belinda stood up and walked to the front, beside where Clive was sitting at the wheel with his hands placed on the dash and his face arranged in an expression of complete confusion. 
 
    “It’s the cameras,” she explained. “His brother is one of those straight up, end of the world, rice and beans in buckets, solar panels on his roof type preppers. He’s got cameras in the trees there and there,” she pointed to a pair of huge, shadowy oaks, one on either side of the drive, “and he’s letting him know that it’s him who just drove through his locked gates, and that he comes in peace. The alarms would have gone off as soon as he opened the gates back there.” 
 
    Clive was nodding in understanding, his frown being replaced with an admiring smile. As a man who was hauling an entire van’s worth of supplies with him, preppers were something he could understand. 
 
    As they watched, a man wearing a tactical vest with a rifle slung across his back emerged from the darkness of the trees, jogging down the driveway, and waving to his sibling. He ran to James and enthusiastically chest bumped him, then gathered him into a bear hug, making James’s arms shoot out to the sides to catch his balance, before he hugged his brother back. 
 
    “Eric was always the larger-than-life one,” Belinda offered. “James is more…” 
 
    “Nerdy?” Clive suggested, and Belinda rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I was going to say ‘intellectual’, actually.” 
 
    Clive nodded. “Nerdy, for sure. I think I’m gonna like this dude.” 
 
    He opened the door and got out, stretched, and walked over to the brothers, his stride relaxed and confident, and stuck out his hand. Eric shook it, then they clapped each other on the back, and were instant friends, it seemed. 
 
    “I wish I was more like him,” Belinda said. “You picked the right guy to walk into an apocalypse with, Nick. If anyone is going to survive this, it’s him.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly pick him. He kinda picked me. He just, like, swept me along in his masterplan.” 
 
    “Well, whichever, I think you two are going to be okay.” 
 
    “What about you guys? Do you think you’re going to be okay?” 
 
    Belinda stepped aside so that the kids could scramble down and run to their uncle, then answered when they were out of earshot. 
 
    “I think we probably will be now, thanks to you and Clive. We wouldn’t have made it much longer back at home, and we couldn’t figure out how to get up here. I’m glad Eric didn’t try to come get us, he’d have gotten caught up in all that mess back at the subdivision, and someone would have taken his car for sure.” 
 
    “He has a running car?” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, he has an Oldsmobile he bought for exactly this situation. He’s had it hidden up in the barn for years, and we’ve all mocked him endlessly about it. I guess he gets the last laugh now, right?” 
 
    “Huh. He’s a real deal prepper then,” Nick observed, and Belinda nodded. 
 
    “Oh, for sure. And no doubt he has a bunch of stuff hidden away that we don’t even know about. He’s a riot. We’ll be okay here with him. I was so worried for the kids…” She cut off abruptly as the children came back to the van, one on either side of their uncle, swinging on his hands. 
 
    “What’s up, Bel?!” he roared, stepping half into the van and scooping her into his arms. “Good to see you, sister! Been all kindsa lonely here all by myself, happy to have you join me!” 
 
    James introduced Nick, and Nick gave Eric a brief rundown on his broken leg, and how he’d come to meet Clive, and later James and Belinda. 
 
    “It’s a wild old world we’re livin’ in, that’s for sure. Come on in and have some coffee, before you get back on the road. I ran out of beer five nights ago, it’s been a rough week, I can’t even tell ya. Don’t know why I didn’t think to stockpile more of it, guess I’m gonna have to develop a taste for vodka.” 
 
    They all piled back in the van, and made their way slowly up the bumpy driveway to the house. 
 
    “You could, just, I dunno, stay off the liquor entirely,” Belinda suggested, and Eric exploded with a laugh that made Nick jump. 
 
    “Ha! You’re a funny one, sister. Yes you sure are.” He slapped her on the back and pulled his little niece into his lap to hug her tight. “Gonna teach these little ones the art of fermenting, and they’re gonna keep us all in wine, right kids?” 
 
    The kids responded enthusiastically, while Nick caught Belinda’s eye and smiled at her affectionate, exasperated expression. Yes, the little family would be just fine here, he thought. Now it was time for them to go find Violet. 
 
    ~ 
 
    They stayed with James’s family long enough to eat some rice and beans and drink some coffee, then loaded back in the van and headed out, with their new friends waving them off from the front porch of the house. 
 
    “Well, it’s just you and me now, son,” Clive said into the dark as he navigated the potholes in the driveway. 
 
    “Should we have gone to the hospital looking for Donovan?” Nick asked, but Clive was shaking his head before Nick had even finished his sentence. 
 
    “Didn’t he say his wife would never leave her parents?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he did, but…” 
 
    “But what? We had to get out of dodge, son. Remember everything that happened? That was just the beginning!” He stopped at the gate and got out to open it, then got back in, drove through, and got back out to close it. Once back in the driver’s seat, he consulted the map with the aid of a little tactical flashlight, and turned out onto the road. 
 
    “I just feel bad leaving him there in town, and even if he does manage to get back to the house, it’s probably going to be burned to the ground by now,” Nick said. “He saved my life.” 
 
    “I know, son,” Clive said, gentler now, “but we could have gotten into a real mess going into the hospital with a running vehicle. It was too dangerous. You left him details of where we’re going, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. If it’s not just cinders at this point,” Nick shifted slightly on the couch to accommodate his aching leg, and tucked his rifle down the side, within easy reach. 
 
    “Maybe it’ll burn itself out,” Clive suggested. “The wind was taking it the other way when we left. He can follow us if he wants to. I sure hope he does, Lord knows a doctor would be a useful person to have on our team. As it is, you’re stuck with me and my hacksaw skills when the time comes to remove that cast on your leg.” Clive met his eyes in the rearview and gave him a wild, crazy grin that made Nick smile, despite his uneasiness at feeling he’d abandoned Donovan. 
 
    “Jeez, I hadn’t even thought of that.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. We don’t need a backyard amputation to add to our post-apoc bingo card.” 
 
    Nick cringed at the thought, his stomach churning with anxiety. 
 
    Clive glanced at him again, though he could barely see him in the complete darkness of the back of the van, and frowned. “You doin’ okay back there, son? You ain’t gonna barf on my upholstery, are you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good; I’m just… nervous. I dunno.” 
 
    “Nervous about what? I reckon the worst is behind us. We’re gonna be back with your girl in less than five hours if everything goes our way.” 
 
    “Because everything has gone our way so far, right?” 
 
    “You’re still alive, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Then you’re doing better than a whole bunch of people right now. Including those ones feeding the worms back in that hellhole we just vacated.” 
 
    “But what if… what if she’s not there?” 
 
    Clive slammed the flat of his hand on the steering wheel. “You can’t let yourself think that way! We’re gonna think positive, and we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Ain’t nothing we can do about any of it now, except drive.” 
 
    “I guess. Sorry.” Nick gave himself a mental shake, and sat straighter, ignoring the pain in his leg. “I’m good. I’m all about this. Let’s do it!” 
 
    Clive grinned. “That’s my boy.” 
 
      
 
    Clive was right; the back roads didn’t pose any problems, and it wasn’t until they were just past Holly Pond that Clive showed any signs of concern. He tossed Nick the map, and it landed flat across his legs. 
 
    “I need you to navigate for me. We’ve got two crappy options: we take the Scottsboro road, and have to deal with the whole area through there, and the bridge over the river, which is where I’d build an ambush point, if I was waiting for people to come along, trying to cross. Kinda like the Billy Goats Gruff. Or… we cut through to Highway 75, and we have to tackle Albertville. It’s no Birmingham, but it’s no small town either. Bound to be a whole world of trouble goin’ down there. What other towns does that road go through?” 
 
    Nick pulled his little flashlight out of his jacket pocket. “Um, Rainsville, Henegar… then we’d have to go through Ider and Flat Rock to get to Violet’s.” 
 
    “Huh. So no good options. Alright… Well, that bridge makes me nervous, so we’re goin’ the other way. Okay?” 
 
    “You’re the boss.” 
 
    “Hmm. Whatever. Navigate me around Albertville. I don’t wanna go right through the middle. That sound good to you?” 
 
    “I just want to get home alive. That’s all I want.” 
 
    Clive reached behind him, and offered Nick a fist bump, which he returned, then Clive blew it up. “I got you.” 
 
    Nick shifted the map on his lap, following the tiny roads with his finger. 
 
    “We’re gonna go around the northwest side of Albertville, not the southeast side. It’s built up pretty well between there and Boaz, too many people for my liking. Not that between there and Guntersville is a whole lot better, but some.” 
 
    “You just tell me where to go, and I’ll go there,” Clive replied, his eyes constantly scanning for trouble. He had a gun in a crossbody holster, another on the dash, and a rifle on the floor beside the seat. He wasn’t taking any chances. Despite a smattering of people on foot as they skirted Albertville when they crossed the main highway that ran from Albertville to Guntersville, they didn’t run into any problems. The late—or, rather, early—hour was definitely working in their favor. They took a lot of turns through winding roads and back streets, before finally taking a right onto Hustleville Road, which would bring them back to 75, north of Albertville. Finally they were back on Sand Mountain, so close to Violet that Nick could hardly stand to think about it. He was impatient and excited and terrified in equal measures, and despite Clive’s insistence that they only address what was right there in front of them, he was busily formulating plans A through Z for what to do if Violet wasn’t there. 
 
    “What time you reckon it is?” Nick asked, squinting at the sky. 
 
    “Early morning, I think. Some time around 2:00 or 3:00, probably. What’s the next town coming up once we get off this little road and onto 75?” Clive asked, and Nick pulled his head back into the present and checked the map before he replied. 
 
    “Geraldine.” 
 
    “Let’s stop before we get there and just take a quick break. I need something to eat and, what the h…” 
 
    Clive hit the brakes, nearly rocketing Nick off the couch and onto the floor, but he braced himself and half stood to look out the windshield to see what had Clive so alarmed. It was hard for him to see, because the headlights were dim and they barely cast enough light to see six feet ahead of them, but across the road were two pieces of 2x4, with nails sticking up out of them. 
 
    “It’s a damn ambush!” Clive shouted, slamming the van into reverse, and throwing Nick back onto the couch. 
 
    Nick spun to look out the back, and saw the shapes of two men rushing from the trees on the side of the road, carrying something long between them—another two pieces of wood. They were going to drop them across the road behind them, trapping the van between their homemade spike strips. If they tried to escape their tires would be punctured, so he and Clive were effectively penned. 
 
    “Stop!” Nick shouted at Clive, and the van lurched to a stop. Glancing up at the van, instead of looking where he was going, the man who was still in the grass on the side of the road stumbled, slowing them, and caused the guy at the other end to drop one of his boards. He bent to pick it back up, and there was Nick’s opportunity. He took it. Reacting more out of instinct than anything else, he half stood, kneeling on the couch with his good leg, stuck his rifle out of the side window, and fired five shots, hitting both men at least once. They fell, dropping the spike strip before it was fully across the road. 
 
    “Go! Quick!” he snapped at Clive, eager to get out of there before whomever was hiding in the bushes came out to investigate the gunshots. “But keep to the passenger side of the road. Do you see those 2x4s in your side mirror? It’s so freakin’ dark back there. We gotta dodge those.” 
 
    Clive reversed carefully, but quickly, avoiding the bodies and the spikes sticking out of the boards. The van bumped off the road onto the verge, dipping briefly into a drainage hole in the grass, then bumping back out again, and the ancient suspension gave a bang of protest. The tubs and boxes in the back rattled and shifted, and a bag they’d stuffed last minute onto the top of the stack by the back hatch thudded to the floor, but Clive had strapped most of it carefully, and nothing else fell. Nick lost his balance and stumbled against the window, then steadied himself, afraid of falling and rebreaking the hopefully healing leg. But the threat of more people emerging from the darkness, armed and ready to kill them for whatever they could take, made him reluctant to sit down and lose his wide field of vision. 
 
    “Do you think it’s just the two of them? Can you see anyone? You reckon there’s more, waiting to see if we stop?” 
 
    He kept scanning both sides and behind them, as best he could past all their luggage. “I don’t see anyone else, but I don’t think we should risk it. Keep backing till we can find somewhere to turn around, and I’ll take a look at the map when I can.” 
 
    Clive kept backing all the way to the crossroads they’d just come through, as quickly and efficiently as he could, given the condition of the road and the pitch blackness, keeping to the middle of the road and assuming that it was unlikely they’d meet any traffic coming in the other direction. He turned the van and stopped, looking back down the road they’d come from, half expecting to see someone running after them, ready to fire on whomever had just killed the two ambushers. 
 
    Satisfied that no one was coming after them, Nick sat back down and picked up the map. “Cover us while I look at this.” 
 
    But Clive already had his gun in his hand, the window down in case he needed to take a shot, and was watching. 
 
    “Take that road ahead of us,” Nick said. “We’ve got a little ways around to go, but it’ll get us back to 75 all the same.” 
 
    Clive did as he asked, keeping his gun in his lap this time, and Nick arranged himself half crouched on the seat, best he could with his leg unable to bend, and watched out of the windows. It had all been going too well, and that experience had been a gentle reminder that life wasn’t what it used to be. It was a dog eat dog world now, and like Clive had so starkly pointed out when they’d been back in the subdivision, it was the haves versus the have nots. And as they were one of the very few who were in possession of the holy grail of the post EMP world, a working vehicle, suddenly they were the kings of the haves. 
 
    “That was a good plan, executed by idiots,” Clive eventually observed dryly after they’d driven for several minutes in silence. “If they’d been just five seconds faster they’d have got us, and then we’d have had to shoot our way out. They must have someone sitting out there 24/7, waiting for someone to pass.” 
 
    “We did shoot our way out,” Nick pointed out, and Clive shrugged. 
 
    “I guess so, but if they’d got them all the way across the road, we’d have had to get out to move them before we could escape. Good shooting, by the way. Wasted three bullets though.” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Seriously?” 
 
    “No. I’m messin’ with ya.” 
 
    He sat down, suddenly short of breath. “Holy crap, I just killed someone. Again.” 
 
    Clive glanced over his shoulder. “You killed someone the night of the looting at the subdivision. And last night too.” 
 
    “I know, but… I just feel like it’s all adding up, you know?” 
 
    “Hmm. And it’s gonna add up some more before all’s said an’ done. These were regular guys who made stupid decisions, and if you hadn’t shot them and had given them another minute, then they’d have had guns pointed at you.” 
 
    They drove in watchful silence until they reached the junction with I-75, where at Nick’s instruction, Clive took a left. 
 
    “We need to find somewhere to pull over for a few minutes,” Clive said. “Wait, that looks promising.” 
 
    An old falling-down house set just back from the road had almost been swallowed by overgrown bushes and vines, and was shielded by huge trees that grew so close to the house that in the event one of them fell, the house would be torn to pieces. 
 
    Clive scanned round quickly, checking that no one was watching, then pulled into the driveway of the house and drove around back. There was a detached garage behind it, with just enough room between the falling-down back porch and the other building to tuck the van between the two. 
 
    “This should be okay. We can back out or drive out, so we’re unlikely to get trapped even if someone does see us. Good field of vision around both sides of the house, foot traffic unlikely this far out of town. Yup. This’ll do. I just need to get out and stretch my legs for a minute. Drink some water.” He looked down at Nick, who was slumped on the couch, his face a pasty gray color. “Hey, you doing okay? You look like crap.” 
 
    “Just bumped my leg earlier in all the excitement, and it’s suddenly started to hurt pretty bad.” He shifted his weight, trying to get comfortable, hoping that the pain was no more than a twinged muscle down inside the cast that couldn’t unknot itself. 
 
    “You got any pain meds left?” 
 
    “No. Haven’t needed them in a while. Guess this is why Donovan told me to stay put, he didn’t want me getting shook up.” 
 
    “How does it feel?” Clive asked, suddenly concerned, as a film of sweat broke out on Nick’s forehead. He suspected he’d been running on the adrenaline of those men ambushing them and the subsequent shooting, and now his body was dumping it, and the pain was beginning to seep through. 
 
    “It’s hard to describe. Feels like a cramp, but it started right after I hit it on the box over there. Didn’t even realize it at the time, but it’s hurting pretty good right now.” He rubbed at the part of his thigh he could reach, trying to soothe the pain just above his knee. 
 
    Clive began rooting through the backpack he had brought, located a small silver tin, and opened it, taking out a baggie of white pills. “These are Tylenol 3. Nothing too serious, but they’ll help.” 
 
    Obediently, Nick took the pills that Clive held out, and swallowed them with a swig from a bottle of water. 
 
    “Now, lay down and rest. We’ll get back on the road in just a few minutes.” 
 
    Suddenly too exhausted to do anything but comply, Nick laid down on the couch, and pulled the hood of his sweater up over his head. He began to shiver, unable to control the convulsions of his upper body, and he wrapped his arms around himself to try to hide it from Clive. 
 
    Clive rolled down the front windows of the van, then got out, closing the door quietly behind him. The kid was either mentally hanging on by a thread, and fixing to snap, or they had a problem brewing with the leg. If he’d rebroken it, by hitting it harder than he realized, or if there was an infection starting somehow, he was going to need medical attention. 
 
    He adjusted his rifle sling, and patted the gun in his holster, more for reassurance than anything else. “Like I told the kid, one problem at a time,” he muttered to himself, strolling around and checking around first one side of the house, then the other. The world was quiet, and he neither saw nor heard anything that concerned him. 
 
    He settled into a crouch on one corner of the house, scanning the only house he could see through the scope on his rifle. The curtains were open, and he didn’t see any movement inside or out. He could hear a cow mooing from somewhere, and he tried to remember whether Nick had said Violet had cows. He sure hoped she did; he’d kill for a steak right now. With garlic mashed potatoes, and buttered carrots. His stomach cramped and growled audibly, and he stood, and shook a bug off his leg. He downed a bottle of water, peed, and got back in the van. Time to hit the road again. 
 
      
 
    Somehow Nick had fallen asleep in the five minutes that Clive had been outside, and now he sat on the couch, his bad leg up and straight out in front of him, the other bent at the knee and bracing him against the movement of the van. He felt foggy and hot and confused, but Clive had produced a room temperature Dr Pepper from somewhere, and the caffeine and sugar was perking him up. 
 
    The world was quiet and seemingly uninhabited, and they drove slowly north on 75, occasionally having to go around a dead car or truck, but even in the little towns everything was quiet. 
 
    “Usually takes about an hour from here,” he commented as they passed through Fyffe, then thirty minutes later smiled to himself in the darkness as they passed Limon’s, the Mexican restaurant in Henegar. 
 
    “I used to bring Violet here all the time,” he said, and Clive glanced sideways at the darkened building just off the road. 
 
    “I’d chew off my left arm for a plate of tacos right now,” he said, and Nick nodded in agreement. “This girl of yours, she can cook, right?” 
 
    Nick laughed. “She can. She’s pretty resourceful.” 
 
    “Well, good. Cause I’m gonna be needing some breakfast when we roll up, and pancakes and coffee are sounding pretty good right about now.” 
 
    “No kidding.” A nap in Violet’s soft cozy bed was sounding pretty good to Nick, even if he had to share it with MJ, with the toddler’s hot, sweaty little feet in the small of his back. 
 
    Through Ider, Flat Rock, and finally on the last stretch home, Highway 71, which would take them right to the end of Violet’s road. Nick’s nerves were quivering, increasing with every mile that passed. The old van trundled on, past the pizza place, past the gas station and the school, past the medical center and the pharmacy. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Clive said suddenly, and let off the gas. The van slowed. 
 
    “What is it?” Nick tried to rise to look out the windshield, but he was positioned awkwardly, and had to pull himself to his feet using the back of Clive’s seat. 
 
    “We got us a problem,” he said, and as the van came to a stop, Nick saw what Clive was looking at. Past the bank, and just before Bonnie’s grocery store, the road was blocked by a semi trailer dragged across the road, with a half dozen cars parked in front of it, and extending either end of it, to form a wall from the fence on one side, to the chain link fence surrounding the car lot on the other. Several armed men emerged from behind the trailer, and four of them approached the van with rifles raised and ready. 
 
    “Ah, crap,” Clive muttered. 
 
    “No, wait, it’s okay, I should know these guys. Unless some group from out of town has taken over, I’ve known these people all my life.” 
 
    “State your business, and keep your hands where we can see them!” one of the men shouted, rapping on the driver’s window, while the other three surrounded the van. 
 
    Nick scrambled to the front, leaning down so he could see out of the window. 
 
    “I live here!” he called. “Nick Walker!” 
 
    “Wait here,” the man said, and walked away toward Bonnie’s. Two other men came from the road block and stood, guns trained on the van. 
 
    “You sure these people are friendlies?” Clive asked. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell, they’re all wearing hats, and it’s so damn dark. But I probably went to school with half of ‘em, I’m just scared to get out in case one of ‘em gets trigger happy.” 
 
    The guards watched them silently, while Clive and Nick waited in the van, trying not to move in case someone opened fire. How awful it would be, Nick thought, to make it so far, through some many obstacles, to then be shot on the outskirts of town. So near, yet so far. 
 
    The man returned with another person, and as they came closer, they passed through the beam of the headlights, and Nick could have cried with relief. 
 
    “Derek!” he shouted, and the man looked up. 
 
    “Damn, it really is you. Will and Violet have been going crazy with worrying about you. Where you been? Get out of the van! Let me see you.” 
 
    “Violet’s here? You’ve seen her?! Oh, my God…” his voice broke, and for a moment he had to take some deep breaths, steadying his mind and his heart. He clutched at the back of the front seats, swaying, his head spinning. She was home, safe, and Will was with her. What the heck was Will doing with her?! 
 
    Clive opened the door and got out, and then helped Nick down. 
 
    “Oh man, what happened to your leg? C’mere, son, damn, we were worried about you.” 
 
    Derek grabbed Nick in a hug, and he hugged him back, one hand steadying himself on the door. When they broke apart, Nick gestured to Clive. 
 
    “Derek, this is Clive, Clive, Derek. I don’t think I’d be alive without this man. He helped me get home to Vi. I can’t believe she’s here, I know she wasn’t home when it all happened, and I was so worried…” 
 
    Derek nodded. “She’s fine, but she’s got one heck of a story to tell you, that’s for sure. She somehow met Will on the road home, and he’s been here, taking care of her and the kids. She’s gonna be mighty happy to see you.” Derek turned to the man with him. “Clear a way for the man to get through, please.” 
 
    “I’m going to be mighty happy to see her,” Nick murmured, still fighting back tears of relief. 
 
    “Where did you come from, and have you come into contact with anyone on the way here?” 
 
    “Tuscaloosa and no, why?” 
 
    “Been an outbreak of dysentery down the mountain, we set all this up to monitor who comes into town, and make sure no sick people make it up here. There’s another one down the road by the feed store, and at the other end of town, just past the school. Simon came and helped us with moving some cars around, after the storm, when he got home from getting that friend of Violet’s from over on Lookout—but of course you wouldn’t know about her yet. Well, if y’all aren’t sick, you go through, you guys have got some catching up to do.” 
 
    “There’s been a storm? We didn’t get anything where we were.” 
 
    “Earlier today, pretty bad one, most everyone I’ve spoke to has some damage, but I don’t reckon it was a tornado. Just wind, bunch o’ rain. But get gone, Nick, get home to your girl there. She needs you there with her.” 
 
    They loaded back in the van, and drove through the gap in the barricade that the others had opened up. 
 
    “They done a good thing,” Clive said. “Smart. Limiting who can come in. If there’s sickness around, gotta make sure that doesn’t spread.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” Nick replied, still not trusting his voice. 
 
    “She’s here, son. She’s safe. It’s all gonna be okay. The rest of it, we can handle it.” 
 
      
 
    Nick wished there was some way he could call ahead, and warn them that he was coming. He’d have preferred to arrive in daylight, even if it meant that they had to wait, but there they were at Violet’s gate, and Clive was unlocking it with the code Nick had given him. They pulled through, and as Clive was locking it behind them, a figure came slinking down the side of the driveway, gun raised. The figure was using the shadow of the trees to their advantage, approaching with caution, despite the fact that they obviously had the code to the gate. 
 
    He shuffled into the driver’s seat, moving his leg sideways carefully, and stuck his head out of the window. 
 
    “It’s me! Nick!” 
 
    There was a pause, then the figure stepped out of the shadows and began to run toward him, rifle in hand. Nick shone his flashlight at the person, then moved back, so Will could leap into the van. 
 
    “Cousin.” 
 
    Nick grinned. “Cousin.” 
 
    “Vi always told me you’d come home.” 
 
    “And here I am. Wanna explain to me why you’re livin’ with my girl?” 
 
    Will gave a short laugh, then climbed into the passenger seat so that Clive could drive. 
 
    “I think it’s best she tells you that story herself. It’s… yeah. It’s somethin’, alright.”

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    November 16 
 
    Home 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Sleeping, like any normal person would be at this time of the morning.” 
 
    Clive appeared at the window and shook hands with Will, then got back into the van. 
 
    They slowly made their way up the drive, and Nick saw the shadow of the house, in total darkness except for the glow of orange flames in the fire pit. 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
    Will shook his head. “I don’t reckon anyone is okay, but she’ll be more okay once she knows you’re home. You guys are going to have some catching up to do; a lot’s happened in the last few weeks.” 
 
    They stopped outside the house, and Will and Clive helped Nick out of the van and then up the path to the front door, guided by the faint light from the fire. Nick inhaled deeply when he stepped in the front door; it smelled and felt like home, and he wanted to race down the hallway and grab Violet and hold her to him and never let her go. 
 
    “Let me go wake her,” Will said. “If she sees you she’s going to shriek and shout and cry and wake the whole damn house, including the kids. And we have extra kids here, but that’s a whole nother story.” 
 
    “Whose kids?” Nick asked, sinking carefully down onto the couch. 
 
    “Beth’s kids.” 
 
    “Who’s Beth?!” 
 
    “Like I said, y’all have a lot to talk about. Look, just sit there and wait a minute while I go get her, then we’ll give you guys some space to catch up.” 
 
    Will went down the hall and turned the handle to Violet’s bedroom door carefully, quietly, then stepped inside. Vi was laying on her right side, one arm around MJ, then on the other side of him was Caleb. Eli lay with his back to Caleb’s back, his face curled into Beth’s shoulder. He bent down and put his hand on Violet’s arm, and gave her a little shake, then another. Finally she opened her eyes, saw him, and immediately tried to sit up, assuming something bad had happened. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he whispered. “Everything’s fine. Can you get up real quiet and come in the other room?” 
 
    She nodded, and he backed out of the room and waited in the hallway. She appeared a few seconds later, dressed in fleece PJ pants with a hoodie over the top, her hair fluffed to one side. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, confused and ripped from a fitful sleep. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, but Nick’s back. He’s home, Vi!” 
 
    “What?” She didn’t move, she stood frozen to the spot, staring at him like she didn’t understand what he’d just said. “He’s here?!” 
 
    “Sitting on the couch. I wanted to…” He stopped talking, because Vi was gone. She had sprinted down the hall, using her hand on the wall to steady herself as she went around the corner into the living room. 
 
    She stopped abruptly when she saw Nick sitting on the couch, pale and sick-looking, his leg in a full cast. Her hands flew to her face and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Oh… my God. What happened to you?! Where have you been?!” 
 
    Nick tried to stand, but she ran to him and threw herself on the couch beside him, her arms around his neck. He hugged her back, burying his face in her hair as she sobbed against him. Over her head, he saw Will and Clive quietly let themselves out the front door. He turned so he could lay against the arm of the couch, and Vi shifted to lay with her head on his chest. 
 
    “I missed you so much,” she murmured. “I was so afraid you were never coming back.” 
 
    He sat her up and took her face in his hands, smiling into her tear-filled eyes. Then he kissed her, and felt her whole body relax into him. 
 
    “I’m sorry it took me so long. The leg… it slowed me down.” 
 
    “How’d you break it?” She sat up and wiped her face on her sleeve, then laid back down, snuggling into him. 
 
    “Fell off a silo. The day this all happened. Like, right after it happened. The guys took me to hospital, and the doctor there let me stay at his place while I healed, and that’s where I met Clive.” 
 
    “That’s the guy who came with you?” 
 
    “That’s the guy who stole us a camper van so he could bring me back here to you. We left right as a bunch of neighbors tried burning the subdivision down around us.” 
 
    “It’s all so crazy. I can’t believe what’s happened the last few weeks. Sometimes I think I’ll wake up and it’s all just been a nightmare. But now you’re home, that makes things so much better.” 
 
    “Were you here when all this went down?” 
 
    He felt Vi shake her head. 
 
    “No, we were at the arena with Suzie, the truck broke down on the side of the road and I had to leave it here. Caleb and MJ and I rode home on Lilli and Mavis.” 
 
    “Holy crap. Are you, were you… okay?” 
 
    Vi went still and silent, and Nick just held her for a few moments, knowing there was something she wanted to say, but not wanting to pressure her. 
 
    “Someone was killed,” she finally whispered, and Nick tightened his arms around her. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He tried to…” She coughed. “He tried to attack me, and Caleb shot him.” 
 
    “Caleb shot him?!” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m his momma and I put him in the worst position by letting that happen and having him need to protect me…” 
 
    “Oh, no. No!” Nick pushed her into a sitting position, and forced her to look him in the eye. “You did nothing. None of that was your fault. Any man who tries to do that to a woman deserves a bullet, and I’m so proud of Caleb, but I’m sorry he has to live with that in his heart. Is he doing okay?” 
 
    “I guess. He doesn’t really talk about it much. Not at all, actually.” 
 
    “He will when he’s ready. He may only be a kid, but he’s a guy kid. He’ll talk when he wants to talk. What else happened?” 
 
    “I met a girl, Beth, she’s here now…” 
 
    “Will mentioned her.” 
 
    “She helped me get rid of the guy, but I had to leave her when I came back here. Will and Simon went to get her. They just got back yesterday, I think it was yesterday, all the days kinda run together now. And Mike’s girlfriend is here too. Kirsti.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, who’s here?!” 
 
    She laughed quietly, and sat up a little so she could see his face. “I know, I know. It’s… odd. Short story is she and Mike were on their way here, to be with me and the kids—Lord, what a mess that would have been, can you even imagine?!—but he was shot and killed. Kirsti came anyway, to tell me that Mike had been trying to get here, to do the right thing for the kids.” 
 
    Nick shook his head; it hadn’t even occurred to him that Mike might have come back to the farm. His interactions with the man had been short, curt, and rigidly polite, but for sure there wouldn’t have been room here for both of them. Nevertheless, the kids had lost their father, and that was a terrible thing for a child to experience. 
 
    “How are the kids taking the news?” 
 
    Violet sighed. “I haven’t told them. Right after Kirsti got here there was this crazy storm that blew everything everywhere, and the roof off the barn and all kinds of nonsense, then Beth got here with Simon and Will and her three kids, and then the boys were distracted. I… I just haven’t found the right time. There doesn’t seem to be any hurry. I guess I’m chicken.” 
 
    “Honey, the last thing you are is chicken. I can’t even believe you made it home. You’re amazing.” 
 
    “I don’t feel amazing.” 
 
    “What do you feel?” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. 
 
    “Tired. So tired. I feel like I’ve been sleeping with one eye open for weeks, even with Will here. He’s been so good, kept us so safe…” 
 
    Nick settled her down between his body and the back of the couch, and pressed her head to his chest. “Why don’t you rest, baby. Sleep… I’m here now.” 
 
    “There’s blood on your arm…” she said sleepily. “You need to have Beth look at that…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Within seconds, her breathing had slowed, and her body had become heavy. She must have been exhausted, he thought. He lay his cheek down on the top of her head. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Nick realized he must have fallen asleep. too, because he suddenly startled into consciousness, aware that there was someone else in the room. A blonde woman in pink camo pajamas was standing in the doorway, watching them with an indulgent smile on her face, and when he met her eyes, she stepped into the room. 
 
    “I hope you’re Nick,” she whispered, and he smiled. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I sure am happy to see you. I’m Beth. This lady here has been holding herself together with duct tape and baling string since the world went dark, but she never doubted you’d make it home to her.” 
 
    “Will said the same thing.” 
 
    “Will is a good man.” Beth nodded definitively, and turned to leave. “I’m going to make coffee. You want some?” 
 
    “Mmmm, me too,” Violet said sleepily, and Beth turned back. 
 
    “Well, good morning, sleeping beauty. The kids are still in bed, so we’ve got a few minutes of peace before the noise and chaos starts.” 
 
    “Uh, how many kids are there here now, exactly?” 
 
    Beth and Violet both looked at him. “Five,” they said in unison, and laughed at his expression. 
 
    “The good thing is they’re mostly self entertaining now,” Vi said, and Beth nodded. 
 
    “We can just send ‘em out to play or pick up firewood or whatever, and they’ll go do it. The bigger ones look after the smaller ones.” 
 
    “Five kids. Wow. We’ll be running out of space soon.” 
 
    “The house across the road is empty now,” Vi said, “but that’s a whole ‘nother story. For later,” she added when Nick looked at her questioningly. She’d relayed enough trauma for one morning, she felt. 
 
      
 
    They sat on the porch with coffee, and watched the world get light. 
 
    “Sure is quiet out here,” Nick said, and Clive nodded. 
 
    “It’s like a little slice of heaven. Feels like a million miles from where we came from. Sure do appreciate you, Miss Violet.” 
 
    “It’s just Violet,” she reminded him, and he inclined his head in her direction. “Are you planning to stay, Clive?” 
 
    Nick and Clive shared a quick glance. “Well, I don’t have anywhere else I need to be. If you think you could make use of me, I’d be honored to stay.” 
 
    “I think the more strong, smart, able-bodied people we have here, the better off we’ll be,” she said, and Nick gave her a gentle, playful shove. 
 
    “Hey now, you just had to toss that ‘able bodied’ in there, didn’t you? I won’t have a broke leg forever.” 
 
    They all laughed, and Clive looked over at Nick, sitting with his arm around his pretty girlfriend. If he had a woman like that waiting on him, he’d have moved heaven and earth to get home from Tuscaloosa, too. Nick looked better already, he had some color back in his face, and he looked less gray and sickly. He hadn’t complained about the pain in his leg since they’d arrived, but it was very possible he was hiding it so as not to worry Violet. 
 
    The front door opened, and another woman stepped out onto the porch, her hair pulled up on top of her head in a tie. An oversized t-shirt fell off one shoulder, and she wore a pair of leggings decorated with dancing santas. He blinked three times quickly, then shook his head and looked away, down into his coffee mug. The hell kinda gathering place for crazy cute women was this, anyways? 
 
    Violet stood up. “Guys, this is Kirsti. She’s… a friend. She’s going to be staying with us for a while too.” 
 
    Kirsti said her hellos all round while Violet fixed her a cup of coffee, and then topped up everyone else’s cups. 
 
    One by one the kids drifted out, the boys headed right to the fort in the front yard and climbed up in there, their hands full of pancakes and pokemon cards, while Annie sat down beside her mama and peeked shyly out at the newcomers from under her arm. 
 
    “Well,” Will said, getting to his feet, “my job for the day is to dig an outhouse. Who’s with me?” 
 
    Clive stood, and Nick looked like he was going to get to his feet, but Will waved his hand at him. “Nah, man, you stay here. We need you back at one hundred percent, so I reckon digging holes is a no go for you.” 
 
    “You could make yourself useful and watch the kids while the girls and I do our stuff. If you like,” Violet suggested with a sweet smile, and Nick rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Women’s work,” he complained, but he hugged Violet tight, and didn’t look like he minded staying close to wherever she would be one little bit. 
 
    Clive and Will went to find shovels and start digging, Kirsti went with Violet to the barn, and Beth headed for the kitchen to start preparing food for the day. Nick sat on the porch, watching the kids run and play, and couldn’t quite believe he was home. He closed his eyes, and breathed.

  

 
   
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Look for more from Katy Light soon! 
 
      
 
    Browse the entire Raventhorne Books Disaster-Fiction catalog. Learn about our authors, other genres, and new worlds coming soon at the mobile friendly website we’re constantly adding to! 
 
      
 
    …and, look inside the Raventhorne Books’ group on Facebook. We’d love to hear your thoughts and/or ideas. See you there! 
 
      
 
    Katy Light on Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/booksbykaty 
 
    Boyd Craven Jr. on Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/boyd.craven.jr 
 
    LA Bayles on Facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/Author.LA.Bayles 
 
    Thank you for reading ALABAMA FALL 2 
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