
        
            
                
            
        


SURVIVORS OF THE SUPERSTORM



Part One

Part Two

Part Three


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.

RELAY PUBLISHING EDITION, MARCH 2023

Copyright © 2023 Relay Publishing Ltd.

All rights reserved. Published in the United Kingdom by Relay Publishing. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Riley Miller is a pen name created by Relay Publishing for co-authored Post Apocalyptic projects. Relay Publishing works with incredible teams of writers and editors to collaboratively create the very best stories for our readers.

Cover Design by Deranged Doctor

www.relaypub.com

[image: Relay Publishing logo]




[image: Survivors of the Superstorm]


BLURB



A storm like no other plunges the world into chaos…

When an egotistical billionaire’s plan to solve climate change goes horribly wrong, it unleashes a catastrophe with devastating consequences.

Widowed boat tour operator, Kelly Walker, is determined to escape from Florida with her family before the flood waters rise and life as she knows it disappears.

But when disaster strikes her son, Jackson, is missing. She’ll do anything to find him. But as brutal winds and power failures accompany the floodwaters, she fears she may already be too late.

Her landscaper brother-in-law, Eddie, must also brave the maelstrom to find his daughter—promising to meet back up with Kelly at a bug-out location. But the rising water is not the only danger. Vicious gangs revel in the chaos, ready to take advantage of anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path.

Kelly’s dreams of a haven high up at her parents’ retired service dog sanctuary in the Smoky Mountains are dashed, as a deadly plague sweeps the world. And she quickly realizes that their ordeal is only just beginning. A new storm is coming.

Can the two of them reunite their family, as the world descends into madness?
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3 HOURS BEFORE STORM SURGE…



Kelly’s first warning was the flying trash can lid—her first sign today wouldn’t be like the rest. Her first sign her life as she knew it was done.

It started with Eddie pulling into the drive, slamming his car door, yelling over the wind. “Kelly? You in there? I could use a hand, if you are.”

She set down her book and hurried outside, and Eddie’s ass greeted her, sticking out of the trunk. He straightened up, wobbling, and turned around, a garden of potted plants spilling from his arms. One plant escaped, and he caught it with his chin. Then the wind gusted and the whole armful went, a clatter of pots and a wild spray of dirt, a riot of blossoms up in the air. Eddie yelled out, dismayed.

“Aw, man! Aw⁠—”

Kelly lunged forward, arms outstretched. She caught the trash can lid full in her face, a sudden sharp bonk, a clang in her ears. It happened too quick for her head to process, and she whacked it on instinct, straight at Eddie. He whacked it back at her, and she slapped it away, and the wind slung it Frisbee-style into the street. It hit a parked car and the alarm blared on. Kelly sank down with her head in a whirl.

“What—where’d that come from?”

“You okay? You hurt?”

Kelly wiped her sore nose, but it wasn’t bleeding. “Was that from our trash can?”

“No, from the neighbors’. I guess it was loose, and the wind just flung it.” Eddie pushed back her hair, tilted her head side to side. “No bruises I can see. How about me?”

Kelly squinted at Eddie, then shook her head. “You’re good. Just dirty. Soil on your shirt.” She brushed it off him and their eyes met, and the wind snatched up their shaky laughter.

“It came out of nowhere, just⁠—”

“Blam, in my face…” Kelly remembered the flowers and frowned down at the mess. “I think we can save these. Zoe’s birthday surprise?”

Eddie squatted beside her and reached for one of the plants. He dusted it carefully and blew dust off its leaves. “Primula auricula, Lady Zoe,” he said. “You think she’ll like them?”

“You picked them for the name?” Kelly flicked a blossom and watched it bob on its stem. “I think she’ll love them. They’re cheerful, just like her.”

The wind gusted again, and Eddie leaned forward, shielding the blooms with his own scrawny back. “They’re her favorite color, that deep, rich purple. At least, I think she likes that. She’s always wearing that hoodie, the one with the...” Eddie made a vague gesture. His lips twitched and drew into a thin, worried line.

Kelly touched his arm. “She’ll love them, okay?”

“Come help me plant them?”

“Of course.” Kelly patted the last plant back into its pot. “Where were you thinking? Out by the shed?”

“By the rock wall, where they’re out of the wind.” Eddie got to his feet, arms full of flowerpots. “What’s with the wind today? It’s out of control.”

“Worse than usual, you think?”

“You tell me.” Eddie held the front door for Kelly, then the back door. She paused at the threshold and raised her face to the sky—that weird, washed-out sky, like old, faded denim. Kids born today wouldn’t remember blue skies, real blue, bright blue, the kind from a postcard. “Sky blue” would mean this to them, slate, not cerulean. The clouds scudding by were ragged and gray.

“It’s pretty windy,” she said. “But no worse than last week.”

“I saw one of those smart cars blowing up the road.” Eddie let the door go and it slammed at his back. “It kept drifting left, then the guy’d swerve it right.”

“Who’d even drive that on a day like today?” Kelly set down her plant pots along the rock wall. “Planting these now, I should tell you…”

“Tell me what?”

“Tell you—” I’ve been thinking of selling the house. Picking up sticks and just…

Eddie touched her arm. “Hey.”

Kelly shook her head. Saying the words would make it all real, the idea of fleeing the home she loved. The home she and Zach had built. She couldn’t. Not yet.

“I was just thinking, shouldn’t you wait? Plant them with Zoe when she gets home from school?”

Eddie hummed, maybe thinking, but then he shrugged. “Nah, it’s her birthday. It’s got to be special. She’s got to go out there and get the full effect.” He went to the shed and came back with two trowels. “Hey, Kelly?”

“Yeah?”

“When Jackson was Zoe’s age, when he was thirteen...” He paused a moment, then sat on the wall. “He had friends, right? Kids he brought home from school?”

“Well, he had Ray. Those two are like this.” She held up crossed fingers. “And he had his Scout friends, and the kids from next door. But, Eddie⁠—”

“I knew it. Something’s wrong.” He picked at the pink scar across his left palm. “I talked to her teacher and he swears she’s fine, but she needs friends, right? She’s been here six months now, so where are her friends?”

Kelly dug in the dirt—something to do while she gathered her thoughts. The rich, wormy smell brought a prick of nostalgia, a half-buried memory she couldn’t quite place. Planting tomatoes with Jackson when he was just six? Or something more distant, from her own salad days? Summers at Grandma’s, fishing in the creek? Crickets, cicadas, that rich summer hum? A worm on her hook, grubbed up from the field, the sun at her back, the sky blue as⁠—

“Kelly?”

“She’s twelve in ninth grade,” she said. “Well, thirteen today, but that’s still young. Most of those kids are fourteen, fifteen. Riding the edge between kids and adults. They’re getting their learner’s permits, experimenting with...” Kelly cleared her throat. “And it’s got to be weird for her, going from homeschooled to this.” She eased a plant from its pot and snugged it into the earth. “Give her a chance. She’ll make friends, you’ll see.”

Eddie made a huh sound and lowered himself to the ground. “I just wish she’d talk to me. Let me be her dad.”

Kelly tried not to laugh, but a harsh bark broke loose. Eddie shot her a pained look.

“What? What’s so funny?”

“Just, welcome to parenthood. To the terrible teens. I ask Jackson how his day went, and you know what he says?”

“I don’t know. ‘Fine’?”

“That’d be a good day. Most times, he just grunts. Then he grabs a sandwich and goes to his room, and I don’t see him again till I call him for dinner.” Her hair blew in her face and she brushed it away. “You missed the easy part. The part where they’re tiny and you’re their whole world. When you ask how their day went and they can’t shut up—and the teacher said this, and my best friend did that, and Mom, did I tell you... Man, I miss that.” She brushed at her face again. Her throat had gone tight.

“So, what you’re saying is, I’m starting my ski career on the black diamond slope.”

“Pretty much.”

“Only, I skipped the bunny hill, so...what do I do?”

Kelly blew out a harsh breath. “You’re asking me?”

“You did a great job with Jackson.”

Her frown deepened. Had she? Just six months more, and he’d be old enough to vote. A man, fully cooked, and how could that be? Ready to work, to pay rent, to serve his country. A sharp snort escaped her. “He’s been skipping class,” she said. “Him and Ray both, running off God knows where. When I ask where he’s been, he says ‘you know. Around.’”

“Oh, yeah.” Eddie chuckled. “I know around. Round back of the Kwik Stop smoking a jay. Sneaking in nightclubs with my fake ID. Me and Pam Gregson behind the⁠—”

Kelly smacked him a good one upside his head. “Jackson does not smoke. Or go to clubs.”

“’Course not. I’m just saying⁠—”

“I’ve got some stakes in the shed.” Kelly jumped up and hurried inside. She dug out the garden stakes and stood clutching them to her chest. Was Jackson in trouble? Drinking? Smoking? She hadn’t smelled it on him, but that didn’t mean much. He came home black with motor oil more nights than not, from working on Ray’s car, at the Leons’ auto shop. That thick garage stink could hide all kinds of sins.

Uh-uh. Don’t go there. It’s just nerves, is all. Nerves from that trash can lid rattling your cage.

She flicked on the radio. Hunted for weather. WFLA was out again, but she caught Ned and Jim on Laff 108, squeezing in their report at the top of the hour.

“Now, your update on Tropical Storm Barker⁠—”

“Barker? That’s a weird one. Who names their storm Barker?” Ned made a barking sound, or maybe that was Jim. Canned laughter brayed, and a canned ba-dum-tss.

“Well, Jim, till this year, nobody at all. Did you know there’s a list, what to name your pet storm? Yeah, they’ve got this whole list, the World Meteorological Organization—and then there’s a backup list, if they run out of names. Well, they ran through their list, then they ran through their backup, and here’s where we’re at—Tropical Storm Barker blowing up our caboose. We’ve got winds gusting sixty, no, seventy miles an hour, close to hurricane speeds⁠—”

“But stay cool, Orlando. We’ll see some rain, along with that wind, but the worst of the storm’s set to pass us by. Just a regular Snow day, so let’s thank our⁠—”

Kelly thumbed off the radio. Outside, the sky was clear, that dull, vacant blue. But the clouds blew in fast these days, since the Snowstorm hit. She grabbed an old tarp and shook it free of cobwebs. Eddie cocked a brow at her.

“What’s with the shroud? Got a body to bury?”

“Ha.” She dropped the tarp on the grass. “It’s to keep the rain off the flowers. We don’t want them flattened before Zoe gets home.”

“More rain. Perfect. Is it too much to ask, just one nice, clear day?”

Kelly crouched next to Eddie, and for a while, they worked in silence. He’d been to McDonald’s—she smelled it on his breath. That meant he was either broke or upset, in search of a cheap meal or cheap comfort food. She nudged him in the ribs.

“Hey, about Zoe⁠—”

“I didn’t mean that, about Jackson.” Eddie turned to look at her, his brow creased with worry. “I meant me—you know that, right? The crap I got up to when I was his age.”

“I know,” said Kelly. “I wasn’t worried.” She had been, still was, but no sense in dwelling. She nudged Eddie again, and plucked out a blues theme on a trowel-guitar. “Ba-na-na-na.”

Eddie laughed. “Are you serious?”

“Ba-na-na-na!”

“Well, my little girl ain’t so little no more...”

“Ba-na-na-na-nah!”

“Too smart by half; I just don’t—” Eddie broke off so sharply his throat went click.

“Eddie?”

He grabbed her by the collar and jerked her back hard. Kelly choked and flailed. Her feet went out from under her and she landed flat in the grass. Her head hit a rock and she drew breath to scream—and then she saw it creeping out past the shed, a globe of blue light so bright her eyes streamed. It quested like a live thing, darting left and right. Sniffing toward her, like⁠—

“Get back.” Eddie clutched her arm. “What in the⁠—?”

“It’s that ball lightning. Remember, from the news?” She scrambled back crabwise, churning up dirt. The ball followed, unhurried, spitting blue fire. It dipped past the rock wall and her hair stood on end. A high-voltage shiver crawled up her scalp. She clenched her teeth and her fillings thrummed, and she tasted hot metal.

“Zoe’s flowers!” Eddie lunged for the garden hose, but Kelly snatched it away.

“It’s lightning, not fire. You can’t put it out.”

“But—”

The ball hissed and dove, straight into the flowers. It blew apart with a crack and a vile waft of sulfur. Sparks rose and scattered, and Eddie dropped to his knees.

“No way. No way.” His voice caught and broke. “Zoe’s flowers. They’re all ruined. They’re burned to dust.” He reached for the ashen remains of his plants. His thumb brushed the black blooms and they crumbled away.

“Oh, Eddie...”

“Tell me I’m dreaming.” He scooped a handful of ash and let it drain between his fingers. “How does this happen? Just tell me how.”

Kelly shrugged helplessly. “It’s all this weird weather, since the Snowstorm hit—ball lightning, flash storms, hail in July. That fire in Jacksonville, they’re saying that was ball lightning.”

“Ball lightning, man. Where does it end?” Eddie thumped his fist in the dirt. “I’m asking you, really. Does it end? Ever?”

Kelly scowled at the gray sky. “It’s the Snowstorm,” she said again. “This is Donn Snow.”

Eddie threw back his head and let out a bellow, a raw, wounded sound that died without an echo. Kelly stood and watched him, sick with dismay.

The storm’d been blowing up worse every day. How long till it blew her whole life apart?


2







Zoe stood at the bathroom sink and let the cold tap run. The lukewarm tap, if you wanted to stickle. Cold was a dream in here, which was funny, right? That a Snow shelter was boiling—Snow swelter, more like—and a Snow day meant school.

She scooped up warm water and splashed it on her face. It smelled strongly of chlorine and faintly of rust. Out in the hall, the intercom rattled on, the same canned announcement she’d had memorized for months. She mouthed along out of habit, watching herself in the mirror.

Second period begins promptly at ten fifteen. Please swipe your S-card at your classroom’s card reader. For lost or stolen S-cards, see the front desk. Keep right in the halls, and proceed to your classroom in a swift and orderly fashion. And don’t forget⁠—

“You know what I heard?” The bathroom door banged open and Hazel Grant barged in. Her retinue came with her, Shona and Mari, Kendra and Jaye. They spotted Zoe and formed a tight little knot, a circle of backs with her on the outside. Hazel beckoned them even closer, lowering her voice. “So, you know those Coke machines at the Fashion Square mall? Not the ones in the mall, but the ones down the street by that place with the bikes?”

Jaye shrugged. “Dick’s Sporting Goods?”

“I don’t know—are there bikes?”

“Maybe?”

“Well, whatever.” Hazel dug in her purse and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Anyway, so your S-card? If you shove it in the dollar slot, it spits out a Coke.”

“What, for free?”

“No, for a dollar. Of course for free.” She snapped her purse shut and spun on her heel. Her eyes caught Zoe’s in the mirror. “What are you looking at?”

Zoe’s face went hot. She’d been entertaining a fantasy of being part of their group. Of stealing Cokes from Dick’s Sporting Goods and beating a giggling retreat. Running straight to the mall, into a nineties teen movie. They’d hang out, get makeovers, maybe even meet boys. Get banned from the food court for blowing the papers off straws.

“Hello, Earth to Homeschool?” Hazel snapped her fingers. “You done, or what?”

Zoe shut off the cold tap and wiped her face. “Sorry,” she said. “I, uh... I’ve been to that mall. With my dad, to TJ’s.”

Hazel’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry—did you say TJ’s?”

“Yeah?”

Shona nudged Mari, who let out a snort. Jaye covered her mouth.

“That’s not at Fashion Square,” said Hazel, taking in Zoe’s outfit. “But it explains so much.”

The walls rang with laughter. Zoe’s heart sank. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with what she was wearing—a powder-pink blouse with a bow at the collar; loose fitting jeans in a rich shade of purple—but one thing was clear: she’d failed to pass muster. She wouldn’t be stealing Coke today, or ducking bunny ears at the Kwik Snap kiosk.

“Come on,” said Shona. “We’re going to be late.”

The girls trooped out, ponytails swinging. Zoe leaned over the sink, catching her breath. The heat was oppressive, and worse, it was wet. Like a big sweaty hug that soaked through your shirt. It had a weight to it, pressing in from all sides.

Second period begins in five minutes. Please swipe your S-card and find your seat. If you need medical assistance, proceed to the nurse’s office on level B, or pick up any red emergency phone. For lost or stolen S-cards, see the front desk.

Zoe dug in her pocket till she found her inhaler. She didn’t need it just yet, but her chest felt tight. Like she had something stuck in there, a scream or a sob. She forced it down with a smile and left the bathroom behind. Proceeded to her classroom in a swift and orderly fashion, down the gray row of lockers and past the red phone. Past a thick, curled firehose stamped CCS-28. Coastal Climate Shelters, they called them—only, nobody did. Even the teachers said Snow shelters. Even the news.

She found her next class and swiped her card. The reader flashed orange, then yellow, then green. Mr. Reynolds glanced at her, then back at his tablet.

“Okay, we’re green,” he said. “All present and…seriously? Come on, look alive.” He clapped his hands loudly. No one looked up. “Look, I know we’re all hot, but let’s make this work. Let’s...what do the Brits say? Towel off and carry on?”

Zoe laughed politely. No one else did. Someone blew a loud fart, the kind Dad called a seat-rattler.

“Less of that,” said Mr. Reynolds. “Remember, these windows don’t open.”

A faint groan went up. Mr. Reynolds ignored it. Hazel mouthed something at Zoe as she took her seat—Homeschool, maybe. Hazel was many things, but creative wasn’t one of them.

Mr. Reynolds went to the whiteboard and wiped it clean. “Speaking of the environment, today’s debate’s a fun one. Was Donn Snow right or wrong to launch the Snowstorm? Global temperatures are falling—though you wouldn’t know it from the weather today—but sulfur dioxide has reacted with CFCs in the atmosphere, with catastrophic results for Earth’s ozone layer. Sea levels are rising, and our weather is whacked. So, is the Snowstorm a net gain or loss?” He turned, smiling brightly. Zoe slid down in her seat. “Arguing for it, we’ve got Zoe and Braden. Against, we have—okay, save your booing. Debate’s an intellectual exercise, not an excuse to vent your spleen. Against, we have Hazel, and⁠—”

“Sst, Zoe. Over here.” Braden leaned toward her, and Zoe’s mouth went dry. He had one of those TV smiles, like Otto Farrant. She smiled back, uncertain.

“Yeah?”

“I thought we were against. All my notes are against.” He tore out his notes and crumpled them in a ball. “He shoots. He⁠—”

“No!” Zoe jumped up and caught them. She smoothed them out on her desk and traced her finger down the page. “Most of these’ll still work,” she said. “You just take each argument and go with the reverse. Like, he should’ve asked first. What’s the opposite of that?”

Braden chewed his lip. “It’s easier to ask forgiveness than it is to ask permission?”

“Exactly,” said Zoe. “He could’ve asked, and there’d have been committees. There’d have been bills, Senate sessions, debates on debates. It could’ve gone on for years. By the time he got permission, it could’ve been too late.”

Braden took back his notes. “Do you really believe that?”

“Till we win this debate, I do. And so do you.”

Braden’s eyes crinkled, and he burst out laughing. Zoe cringed, embarrassed, but he held up his hand.

“Gonna leave me hanging?”

“What?”

“You’re in it to win it, right? So gimme some skin.”

Zoe slapped him five. He didn’t yank his hand away or laugh in her face. Zoe held her breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop—the part where everyone snickered and her neck went all hot. But Braden was up and heading for the front. No one was looking at her, not even Hazel. Had she actually, somehow...had she got it right?

Mr. Reynolds clapped his hands again. “Debaters, front and center. Zoe, you’re first. You’ll have sixty seconds to present your central argument. Then, Hazel, it’s your turn, so listen to Zoe and be ready to pounce. If she slips up, if her facts are off, you make sure she feels it.”

Zoe stood up, scowling, and took her place at the front. Her head swam and spun. She sucked back a deep breath. “My facts are just fine,” she said. “Fact: before the Snowstorm, we were on the verge of climate disaster. Of a planet incompatible with human life. Of a refugee crisis we couldn’t control.” She paused, gripped the lectern, and filled her lungs with wet air. Her chest felt hot, her skin cold and prickly. Nerves. It’s just nerves. Breathe. You’re okay.

“Fact,” she went on— “we’ve been aware of the greenhouse effect since 1896. We’ve had over a century to fight climate change. To quit guzzling fossil fuels. Replant our rainforests. We haven’t done any of that, not on a scale that’d make—that’d make any difference.” She gulped air. Almost done, but her chest was so tight. “Donn Snow did something. He pumped sulfate particles into the stratosphere to promote global cooling. Did that come with downsides? Yes. Yes, it did. But if the choice is an imperfect solution or no solution at all, the right path—the only path—is the imperfect solution.”

She sat down, breathing hard. Braden pushed a bottle into her hand.

“Drink. You’re all flushed.”

Zoe unscrewed the cap and took a grateful slurp. Water streamed down her chin and she wiped it away. She passed the bottle to Braden, but he shook his head.

“You might need it later. You look kinda⁠—”

“Quiet in the peanut gallery.” Mr. Reynolds wagged his finger. “Hazel, go ahead.”

Hazel stepped up to the lectern, full of righteous purpose. “Donn Snow was wrong, wrong, wrong. So wrong I can’t even.” She glanced at her notes, then set them aside. “He might’ve cooled the planet—we don’t know that yet, in the long term—but honestly, Zoe, I don’t get why this is even a debate. How can you defend him? Do you even watch the news?”

Zoe hunched over. She needed to breathe, to rest, find her calm. Once you relaxed, you needed less air.

“Here’s a fact for you: the Snowstorm tore up the ozone layer like cheap tissue paper. The hole in the Arctic’s nearly doubled in size. Both poles are melting. The sea level’s rising. Tropical storms are up four hundred percent. My dad’s sign blew down and pancaked his car.” She smacked her palm on the lectern. A pen jumped off the side. “He could’ve been in there. He almost was. How can you defend Donn Snow, when my dad nearly died?”

Zoe looked up, blinking. All eyes were on her. She opened her mouth, wheezed, and closed it again.

“Let’s not make this personal,” said Mr. Reynolds. “Hazel, move on.”

“No, I want an answer.” Hazel skirted the lectern and leaned on Zoe’s desk. “How about it, Homeschool? How many dead dads are okay by you?”

“Hazel! That’s⁠—”

“If the Snowstorm’s so great, why is Donn Snow in hiding? Why has nobody seen him since the Australian floods?”

Zoe lurched to her feet, her throat cotton-tight. “You’re making my point,” she gasped. “You love your dad, right? You don’t want— To lose him. If Donn Snow did nothing, we’d all be… Irreversible climate change, we’d all—ah—” The blood sang in her ears, a high, keening whine. She half-fell, missed her seat, and hit the desk belly-first. Hot air whoofed out of her and she was choking, drowning. Someone was holding her. Lowering her to the ground. The ceiling blurred and doubled, a thousand dots swimming like tadpoles in jelly.

“Zoe, your inhaler⁠—”

“She’s faking. She’s⁠—”

“Her lips are turning blue!”

Zoe clawed at her own throat. Someone grabbed her hands and pinned them to her chest.

“The medical cabinet. There’s oxygen in there.”

“Everyone step aside.” A dark figure loomed over her, holding—a plastic bag? A cloth? He pressed it to her face and her heart raced and skipped. Spots burst in her vision, revealing blackness beyond. Zoe bucked and fought, one wild, senseless thought bubbling up through the fog: Can’t die like this. Not while Hazel’s...right.
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“Ijust have one question,” said Jackson. He goosed the gas and felt the engine purr, a low powerful snarl that thrummed in his chest. “How did we die?”

Ray laughed. “Excuse me?”

“Well, we’re dead, right? ’Cause nothing this good happens on Earth.” He tipped his head back to feel the wind in his hair. The road stretched before him, gray as the sky and just as empty. This was it—this was living. Or maybe death.

“We did a Carradine,” said Ray. “You know—” He jerked the air with one hand and clutched his throat with the other. Jackson made a pff sound.

“Maybe you did a Carradine. I died a hero, saving some kid.” He gave the Audi more gas and let out a whoop. “I could do this all day, just drive and drive till we run out the tank.”

“We should.” Ray cracked a Coke and took a long swig. “Dad’s gone till Monday. He’ll never find out.”

“Yeah, but my mom will.” Jackson eased off the gas. “Let’s head back to school before we’re marked truant.”

“Or we could skip school and go paint the town.”

“Sure, we could do that, but Mom’s been on my back. She says if I skip again, she’s taking my phone.”

“Ooooh, not your phone!” Ray cringed in mock-horror. “Come on, it’s a Snow day. And those shelters are gross. Last time I went in there, I came out with BO. And not even my BO—everyone else’s. It haunts you. It sticks to you. It follows you home. I’m not going in there. And besides, I’ve got⁠—”

“I need my phone,” said Jackson. “Plus, it’s not just Mom. She’s got Uncle Eddie on her side too. He’s still got that Stratocaster, and he said I could⁠—”

“Screw his Stratocaster. And screw going to school.” Ray nudged the steering wheel so Jackson missed his turn. “Keep going past the golf course, then west on seventeen.”

“Why?”

“’Cause I’m Captain Morgan and you’re William Kidd.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Yo-ho-ho, baby. And a bottle of rum.” Ray smacked his arm. “We’re going to Pirate Splash. C’mon, get on board.”

Jackson flopped back and groaned. “The Splash is closed. Snow day, remember?”

Ray rolled his eyes. “No sheet, Sherlock. But, you know Faye, from Dad’s barbecue? Well, she works at Pirate Splash, and she’ll get us in. We’ll have the run of the place, whatever we want.”

Jackson frowned. “We don’t have our swimsuits. Or towels, or⁠—”

“Who cares? We can still ride the rides, play the ring toss, whatever.” He tipped his seat back and gazed up at the sky. “So, what do you say? Are we getting our Splash on, or are you a huge nerd?”

Jackson gripped the wheel. “Mom’ll flip her lid.”

“Then she should’ve taken you, and you wouldn’t have to sneak in.”

“Technically, I don’t have to.”

“Yeah—yeah, you do.” Ray sat up straighter, one finger raised. Jackson groaned, sensing a speech coming on.

“Ray—”

“No, you need this. It’s a…what’s the word? A hoop you jump through, and then you’re a man?”

“A rite of passage?”

“Yeah. This is that. You can’t grow up here and not hit the trifecta, Disney, Universal, then Pirate Splash.” He counted off on his fingers. “Space Mountain, the VelociCoaster, then Blackbeard’s Revenge. Gotta puke on all three, or your man card’s declined.”

Jackson let out a chuckle. “I was supposed to go with Elise,” he said. “But then we broke up.”

“So...?”

“So, she said I had to ride the Revenge at least once before I died.” He broke out grinning. “You know what? Let’s do it. Let’s ditch the BO pit and ride us some rides.”

“That’s the spirit.” Ray drained his Coke and crunched the can in his fist. Jackson nosed through the interchange and put on some speed. Tonight would suck, but today would be great—the whole Pirate Harbor all to themselves. Not to mention the Audi, how it sliced through the wind. He’d own a car like this one day, race it down by the beach. Make it roar, make it fly, and wouldn’t that be fine?

“Check out the storm clouds.” Ray nodded east. “Can you imagine if today was the day?”

“You mean the real Snowstorm? Like, Armageddon?”

Ray gazed at the thunderheads, his expression almost dreamy. “I mean, can you picture it—a pirate sharknado? We’re up on Kidd’s Freefall, about to go over, and boom. This great white comes flying and bites off our heads. Our necks are, like, spurting, and the splash cam’s like⁠—”

“Or we’re on the Black Loop and it just blows apart. We’re on the upswing and we fly over the park, this last crazy sleigh ride, then splat. Liverwurst.”

“Or it actually snows, and we freeze to death.”

“Or hail. Big, fat hailstones⁠—”

“Or it rains frogs.”

Jackson laughed. “That can really happen, if there’s a tornado. Frogs, fish, even turtles. A leatherback to your head.”

“Gruesome,” said Ray. “But I think we’ll be okay. It’s been Snowing how long, and all we’ve had is rain.” He pointed at a golf course just up the road. “Hey, pull in there.”

“Why?”

“Because we can park the Audi in their lot and not get it stolen.” He peered up the long drive, shielding his eyes with his hand. “I don’t see Faye, but she should be here somewhere.”

Jackson found a parking spot and snugged the Audi in tight. He didn’t get out right away, but sat breathing the scent of leather and new car paint. It made him think of Dad—of winter nights in the garage fixing up his old Chevy. They’d dreamed of a car like this, one that went vroom. One with that wildcat purr growling up through its seats.

“You coming, or what?” Ray waved. “Hey, Faye!”

Faye jumped out of her car. A big man climbed out after her, and Ray’s smile faded.

“Oh, great. She brought the Beast.”

“Who?”

“Her boyfriend. He’s the worst.” Ray pulled a face. “He’s got this creepy way of talking, like—well, you’ll see.” He slapped his smile back on as the unlikely pair approached, Faye small and lithe, ninety pounds soaking wet; the Beast six-foot-seven and covered in hair.

“You Jackson?” said Faye.

He nodded. “We’ve met.”

She smacked the Beast on the arm. “I told you. Pay up.”

The Beast dug in his pocket and pulled out a twenty, but when Faye went to grab it, he whipped it out of reach.

“He could still...chicken out,” he said, pausing mid-sentence to look Jackson up and down. “Double or nothing, he won’t get in the trunk.”

“Get in the what?” Jackson glanced at Ray, but he’d turned away.

“Looks like someone didn’t tell him.” Faye’s eyes danced with mischief. “So, here’s how it works. Me and Brian are on skel crew, so they’ll wave us on through. But you two are rubes, so no Splash for you. Unless, of course, you hop in the trunk.” She waggled her brows. Jackson tried to swallow and found he couldn’t. His brain had stalled out some time around skel crew.

“He’s chicken,” said Brian.

“Give him a chance.” Faye popped her trunk. “You coming, or what?”

Jackson cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. Skel crew?”

“Short for ‘skeleton,’” said Faye. “When we close for a Snow day, we still staff the park. Only, it’s just a few of us, to hold the fort. We lock down for the storm, then hole up somewhere safe.”

“So, won’t we get caught if we try to ride the rides?”

“Maybe,” said Brian. “Maybe not. You scared?”

Faye smacked Brian a good one, so good he winced. “We won’t get caught,” she said. “Everyone’s holed up by the time we’d be opening, up in the Palace playing on their Switch. Plus, we know where the cameras are, and where it’s safe. This isn’t our first time. So are you in or out?”

Jackson glanced at Brian. He was kind of strange, the way he rationed his words like he might run out. His eyes were weird too, a flat, slatey gray like dried-up asphalt. He smirked down at Jackson—you chicken? Well, are you?

“I’m not scared,” said Jackson. “But if I puke in your trunk⁠—”

“You’re cleaning it up.”

“You’d better not puke,” said Ray. “I’ll be in there too.”

Brian stood aside and Ray climbed in first. Jackson squeezed in beside him, the first flutter of claustrophobia stirring in his gut. The trunk was hayloft-hot and smelled of stale gas. Worse still, it was tight, so tight he couldn’t⁠—

“Hey, watch your knee.”

“You watch your crotch.” He wiggled and squirmed and hunkered in tight. Faye leaned in, winking.

“You boys nice and snug?”

Jackson tried to sit up and found himself stuck. “Hold on. I⁠—”

“Good.” Faye slammed the trunk and Jackson bit back a whimper. It was pitch black in here, the air thick as soup. He could smell Ray’s breath, the eggs he’d had for breakfast.

“Ray?”

Ray shifted against him, stretching his legs.

“Ray.” Jackson nudged him. “How far do you trust these guys?”

“I don’t know. Faye’s okay.”

“But they won’t—” The engine roared to life and Jackson nearly screamed. “They won’t take off? Leave us locked up all day?”

“You worry too much.” Ray turned his head and belched. Jackson tried to kick him, but he couldn’t move his leg.

“I hate you,” he said, and then they were moving, bouncing and jerking back up the drive. Jackson’s head smacked the lid and he stifled a curse. Mom would have a fit if she could see him right now, packed up like luggage and bound for...was breaking into Pirate Splash a felony or a misdemeanor? Another question he should’ve asked before hopping in the trunk.

“Uh, Jackson?”

“What?” He strained to pick out Ray’s features, to no avail. “You’re not carsick, are you?”

“Not sick, no.” Ray had gone still, his voice low and thin. “I just—can you see anything?”

“See anything? See what?”

Ray swallowed loudly. “Like, through the taillights, or...I don’t know.”

Jackson snorted laughter. “You’re scared of the dark?”

“What? No. Screw you. I just thought we could see.”

The car hit a pothole and Jackson bit his tongue. He licked his lips, tasted blood, and grinned in the dark. Ray’s fear was palpable, the tang of his sweat—and what did you do in the dark? In tents, around campfires, in the black folds of night? You told scary stories and made your friends jump.

“You know what I’m scared of?”

Ray shifted away from him. “I don’t know. Death?”

“Everyone’s scared of death.” Jackson arched back, working his arm free of Ray’s shirt. “But, no, what I can’t stand...it’s gotta be spiders.” He dropped his voice to a horrified croak. “The way they go crawling, or when they fall—those big-body spiders with their thin little legs...”

“Ugh. Shut up, would you?”

“I was camping one time, you know, up north? And this massive spider got in our tent, this huge, bristly, brown thing with tarantula fangs. We thought it was fake at first, it was so big and bad. But then it twitched, and we all kind of screamed, and...hey, you okay?” He worked his hand up Ray’s back, past his tense shoulders. Ray shivered against him and let out a groan.

“So I grabbed the lid off my Thermos, and this big, flat leaf, and I crept up real slow, like howdy-do, spider. And it raised up its forelegs, and it sort of crouched down, and you know what happened?” Jackson went still, fingers poised at Ray’s collar.

“Shut up. Shut up.”

“It jumped,” hissed Jackson, and scuttled his fingers up the back of Ray’s neck. Ray shrieked and flailed like a cat in the bath. His elbow shot out and smacked Jackson’s chin. His knee jerked and pistoned, and Jackson’s world went white. His crotch exploded with fireworks, sparking pain down his thighs. Ray punched his arm, then punched him again.

“I almost just pissed on you. Is that what you want?”

Jackson made a choking sound. “My balls...my damn balls.”

“Jerk. Serves you right.” Ray punched him again, this time not as hard. “Hey, we’re slowing down. You better stop crying, or we’ll get caught.”

Jackson bit back his moaning and breathed in and out. He thought he really might puke, thanks to Ray’s flying knee—their own private Exorcist, here in the trunk.

Two minutes, he told himself. Hold on, don’t...

The car rolled to a stop. Jackson closed his eyes. He thought he heard voices, Brian’s low rumble, then Faye’s mocking lilt. If Brian was the Beast, did that make her Beauty? She was pretty hot, in her bossyboots way. Like a strict babysitter, or Miss Grant from first grade.

“It’s taking too long,” said Ray. “They should’ve let us through.”

Jackson groped for Ray’s face and pressed his hand to his mouth. Up front, a door slammed, and conversation went dead. Boots crunched on gravel, heading for the trunk. Jackson held his breath. If the trunk opened, he’d jump out. Scream and jump out, and run like mad. With surprise on his side, he might just⁠—

“Okay, go ahead.” Something thumped the trunk, and the boots passed on by. The engine caught and backfired, and Jackson choked on a squeal. Then they were home free, and rolling through the park. Jackson shook with laughter, the hysterical kind. It bubbled up from his guts and escaped through his nose, harsh, hitching snorts that soon got Ray going. By the time Faye popped the trunk, they were both howling. She set her hands on her hips.

“What’s so damn funny? And what was that screaming, back at the gate?”

“Spider,” said Ray. He clambered over Jackson and hopped out of the trunk. Jackson followed more slowly, shaking pins and needles out of his leg. He looked up and there it was, the wide, sandy sprawl of Buccaneer’s Bay. The bone-white beach twinkled in the bright morning sun—not a real beach, but one hauled in by dumptruck. Beyond the Bay rose the Smugglers’ Enclave: the Pirate King’s Palace, the Devil’s River. The crags of Corsair’s Mountain towered over the park, fat loops of water slides whipping around its twin peaks. Jackson exhaled a long sigh.

“Is it just me, or is the sky bluer here?”

“It’s not you,” said Faye. “No one goes swimming when it looks like rain. So when the Snowstorm sucked the blue out, they painted everything orange. It makes the sky look bluer, or so they say. Personally, I don’t see it, but⁠—”

“The sky? Who cares?” Ray flung his arms out, nearly knocking Jackson off his feet. “Yo-ho-ho, matey. Let’s go ride some rides!”

Ray took off running, Jackson stumbling after. Far away, thunder rumbled, a faint summer sound.
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The flowerbed was an ashtray. Kelly stood staring, not seeing it at all. She was losing her place again, her sense of time—like a bookmark, she’d said, when she’d tried to find words for these breaks with herself. When she’d tried that grief group after Zach’s death. Flashbacks, the therapist had called them, with a placid assurance that’d made her want to smack him. Flashbacks can trigger those panic attacks. But it wasn’t panic she felt, so much as dislocation. Coming uncoupled from time, from herself.

Like losing your bookmark, and you flip through your life, and you read little snippets, like⁠—

Like Zach’s pipe, Zach’s ashtray. Zach’s fat leather chair with the seat worn soft. Kelly had sat there that first lonely night, draped in his jersey, his pipe between her teeth. She’d breathed in the ghost of him, and then he’d been there, standing behind her, leaning over her chair. She’d felt his presence, his warmth, but she hadn’t dared look.

Kelly blinked hard and wiped her face. She hadn’t come here to wallow. She’d come to clean up. To set the garden to rights before Eddie got back. She knelt in the grass and grabbed the claw rake, and turned the soil over and over till the ash was all gone. The smell still remained, so she kept on digging, grubbing up worms and brown bundles of roots. Her hands shook as she worked, and her heart raced in her throat, because she’d lost her bookmark, and her place in time. She was lost in her life-book, and on one of those pages⁠—

The front door slammed. Eddie was back from the store. Kelly gathered her tools and went to the shed. She hung the rake on its rack and dropped her gloves in their drawer. Zach had kept hooks in there, the big deep-sea kind.

“Hook a marlin with that,” he said. “Maybe a shark.” He nuzzled up to her back, salt in his beard. “We’ll take Jackson next time, let him catch his first⁠—”

She snatched a trowel and flung it. It clanged off the wall and spun across the floor, into the cobwebs under Zach’s bench.

“Kelly?”

Her heart leaped, then plunged. Eddie, not Zach. His voice, sometimes, the way he said her name, she could almost believe she’d dreamed the whole thing. Zach would come home one day, and he’d laugh, and he’d say⁠—

“Hey, you okay?” He set his hand on her arm. She slapped him away. Eddie backed off and leaned in the doorway. “You want to talk about it? Or just sit a while?”

Kelly didn’t move. The old garden shed still smelled of the ocean, of Zach’s grody tackle box and his worn nor’wester, salt spray in his hair, kelp and the sun. She closed her eyes and breathed him in deep. How could he be gone when she could still smell him? When she still woke up, reached for him, and found his side warm? She bit her tongue hard and rifled through the pages—Jackson’s first steps, Zach cheering him on. Zach’s hands, red-rough, kneading the knots from her shoulders. Zach in the bedroom, Zach on the pier. Zach on a cold slab, his eyes white as pearl.

“Kelly, say something. You’re scaring me.”

She drew a long, hitching breath. Had she been breathing at all?

“It’s the ocean,” she said. “That smell, I used to love it. Now, it’s like...”

“Too many memories?”

“I lost everything,” she said. She scrubbed at her eyes. “The ocean took everything, and it still wants more. The house we raised Jackson in, the park where he proposed. Our whole lives, our memories, the ocean wants…” Kelly’s breath caught. “It’s rising up and it’s taking it, and it’s taking him too.”

Eddie made a choked sound. Kelly felt sick.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Sometimes I forget you lost him too.”

Eddie cleared his throat. “You know what I need right now?”

“What?”

“I need lunch. I’m hungry.”

Kelly laughed, more a release of tension than an expression of mirth. Was this what it had come to, her burnout brother-in-law coddling her through her meltdowns? Still, he was right. She needed something to do, something mindless with her hands.

Eddie nudged her. “How about sandwiches? Ham and fried egg?”

“We’re out of ham. But I think we’ve got bacon.”

“How about peppers? We got those peppers I like?”

“Maybe. I’ll check.” She let him lead her inside, to the palm-shadowed cool of her blue-and-white kitchen. Here, it smelled of dish soap and warm bananas, and faintly, beneath that, of last night’s spaghetti. Kelly breathed deep and felt better, her bookmark back in place. Eddie got out the peppers, and the bacon and eggs, and a bottle of tabasco sauce, down to the dregs. Kelly dug in the breadbox and found a good hunk of rye. She sawed it to bits, then started on the peppers.

“You’re really laying into those.” Eddie stole a bite of pepper and crunched it between his teeth. “What’d they do, kill your gramma?”

Kelly didn’t laugh. She wiped her knife down and dropped it in the sink. “I need to get out of here,” she said, and that was the truth. Her panic had faded, leaving cold clarity in its wake. “They say twenty years from now, this’ll all be underwater, just salt trees and ghost towns jutting out from the waves. I need to take Jackson and go before we drown too.”

Eddie cracked an egg into the frying pan and watched it white up. Kelly waited for his arguments, the same ones she’d been clinging to since the Snowstorm hit—but this is our home. What about the kids’ school?—but they never came. Instead, he nodded slowly, licking egg white off his thumb.

“I was thinking the same,” he said.

Kelly stared. “You were?”

“Don’t get me wrong. When it comes to housemates, you’re as good as it gets. Especially these last six months, finding out I’m a dad. I’d have been a disaster, without you around.” He scraped at his eggs where they’d burned around the edges. “It’s been good here,” he said. “But you’re right. We can’t stay.”

“I thought you’d fight me,” said Kelly.

“No. Not on this.” He dropped his spatula in the pan. “You’re drowning already, all those memories in this town. And the kids treat the Snow days like some kind of joke. An excuse to skip school, to hang out at the mall. But Kelly, it scares me, watching Zoe walk into an honest-to-God shelter.” His voice cracked and he swallowed. “How many Snow days have we had this month?”

Kelly frowned. “Six, I think.”

“That’s six times we’ve got lucky, six in two weeks. Six storms passed by us, or blew themselves out. And today, that ball lightning...” He flipped the eggs over and pressed down to make them sizzle. “I’m not a superstitious man. I don’t go for omens. But what would you call that, if not a sign? A big, flashing sign, like get out of Dodge, now?”

Kelly gripped the counter. Hearing Eddie say it made it feel real, the Snow days, the danger, the sense of impending doom. Back at the start of things, it’d been panic and chaos—summer storms in winter, flash freezes, red tides—strange algal overblooms lapping up to the shore. Snow shelters had sprouted like mushrooms overnight, and folks had fled inland or stormproofed their homes. It had felt like the end, but life had gone on, and over time it had all turned routine, the storms, the downpours, the nuisance flash floods. Kids in Snow shelters instead of in schools.

But Australia was drowning, and the Philippines too. Those windstorms in Haiti, those were no joke. Kelly stared at the counter. When had she got so complacent?

“My folks have been pushing for us to come to Tennessee,” she said. “Not just me and Jackson—you and Zoe too.”

“The country, huh?” Eddie scratched his chin. “Zoe would love that, all that fresh air. And it’d be good for Jackson, spending time on the farm.”

Kelly studied her hands, the fine cracks in her skin. “I’m scared,” she said.

“Of going? Or staying?”

“Of either. Of both.” Her laugh came out dry. “It’s just, this house is all I’ve got. COVID ate our savings, mine and Zach’s both. It ate Jackson’s college fund, and the settlement from the boat. If I can’t sell the house, what does that leave? Starting over from nothing, north of forty? How does that work? How does that even—” She broke off abruptly at Eddie’s hoarse laugh. Then she laughed too, a low, coughing sound. “How has it been going, Life 2.0?”

“Not as bad as you’d think.” Eddie flexed his scarred hand. “I mean, I’ll be honest: I’d go back if I could. I miss the road, the fans, the—that whole rockstar life.” A faint flush climbed his neck. “But gardening’s not bad, the sun on my back. Gives me time to think. Time to plan, time to dream.”

“Time to dream, huh?” Kelly gazed out the window, at the gray Snowstorm sky. Black clouds hung low over the roofs to the south. A fresh start, away from this, how would that look? She’d move in with her parents and then...and then, what? Unpack, she guessed. Sit on the bed in a sort of dull shock. Wait for Jackson, for dinner, for life to go on. “I don’t know if⁠—”

The sky tore apart in a hot flash of white, an Earth-splitting crack that sent Kelly diving for cover. Eddie screamed, mouth wide, but Kelly didn’t hear it. Her ears were ringing, a high, rushing hum. She swallowed and her ears popped, and she blinked tears from her eyes.

“What—what was that?”

“Huh?” Eddie smacked his ear like a waterlogged swimmer.

“Was that thunder? Did lightning hit something?” Kelly got to her feet and a broken sound escaped her. The whole house was drowning, black water shadows streaking down the walls. Rain, green and murky, coming down in sheets. Pelting the windows, pounding in her head, the whole of the ocean beating down from above.

“It’s just rain,” said Eddie, but Kelly couldn’t breathe. She could feel it, the weight of it, crushing leagues of water. It filled her head, filled her lungs, and drowned out the light. This was what it felt like, to sink, to die. To suck in that last, burning saltwater breath. Like Zach had done, all alone in the cold.

“It’s okay,” said Eddie. He was rubbing her back, Kelly realized, like he did for Zoe when her asthma flared up. She shrugged him off, coughed, and heaved a deep, whooping breath.

“I’m going to get Jackson.” She looked out and frowned. “No, first we’ll pack, then we’ll⁠—”

“You need to breathe.”

“I need to get Jackson.” She batted Eddie away and grabbed for her keys. Eddie beat her to them and held them out of her reach.

“You can’t drive like that,” he said. “You’ll load up my van, take some time to calm down then you’ll go and get Jackson once your heart’s quit racing. I’ll take Zach’s Volvo and go pick up Zoe. We’ll meet back here and drive out to your folks’.”

Kelly gulped. Tasted acid. “Back in an hour?”

“Or sooner. I promise.” Eddie gripped her shoulders, smearing dirt on her sleeves. His eyes were black with the storm, his hair kinked with static. “Stay safe, okay? Don’t you go speeding just ’cause you’re scared.”

“I won’t,” said Kelly. She drew in a charged breath, sharp with chlorine. “You be safe too. See you in an hour.”

“One hour.” He hugged her, quick and rough, then he grabbed his keys. Lightning walked, blinding, across the black sky. Eddie paused in the doorway and shot her the thumbs-up, and then he stepped out into the end of the world.
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The Beast swung his musket and aimed it at Ray.

“Your turn. Truth or dare?”

“Wasn’t it just his turn?” Jackson grabbed for the barrel, but Brian jerked it back. He jabbed it upward, into Jackson’s chin.

“If I had a bayonet, you’d be stone dead right now.”

“Well, you don’t,” said Jackson. “You’ve got a kid’s water gun, and you’re lucky I don’t⁠—”

“Dare.” Ray’s grin was too wide, a nervous-dog smile. Brian paid him no mind, his gaze fixed on Jackson. He bumped the muzzle over his collarbone and down to his heart.

“I’ve killed kids,” he drawled, Clint Eastwood gruff. “I’ve killed dogs. I’ve killed everything on legs. And I’m gonna kill you, Bill, for what you done to Ted.”

Jackson frowned. “Was that Unforgiven? Because you’re way off. Plus, this is Pirate Splash, not the Wild West.” He brushed the musket away.

Brian shouldered his weapon and looked Ray up and down. “So, dare again? You know what they say about folks who pick dare?”

“I don’t know. They’re daring?”

“They got something to hide.” Brian leaned on the railing and gazed across the lagoon, toward Smugglers’ Island and its riot of green. “See that gator out there, by the rocks up the shore?”

Ray squinted and shrugged. “I don’t see any gator.”

“Right there,” said Faye. “That big, sorta bumpy thing in that one patch of sun?”

Jackson peered where the sun filtered through the dense clouds. Sure enough, one rock rose up blacker than the rest, maybe a gator, maybe an old dirty tire. It lounged in the shallows, water lapping its side.

“I dare you to bounce this off it.” Brian held up a rock. Ray’s eager smile vanished, and he shook his head.

“I’m not doing that.”

“So you’ll take the forfeit?”

“I’m not doing that either,” said Ray. “You can’t dare me to hurt something. That’s not how it works.”

“Hurt it?” Brian snorted. “It’s practically a tank.”

“I’ll tell you a secret,” said Faye. “It’s not even real. It’s animatronic, like Morgan’s parrot. When the power’s on, it snaps at you and whips its tail.”

Ray eyed her, doubtful. He glanced at the gator, then back at Brian. “You swear it’s not real? Like, on your life? Because if I throw that, and I take out its eye⁠—”

“It’s not real,” said Faye. “You going to do it or what?”

“I wouldn’t,” said Jackson, but Ray took the rock. He weighed it in his palm and tossed it up in the air. The gator lay in the water, gray-dry on top, black on the sides where the wet had crept up. Its head was submerged, its tail swamped in the weeds. It looked lost, out of place, too normal by far. It should’ve been cheesy, fat and bright green. Belching fire, maybe, out of its nose.

Jackson narrowed his eyes. “Uh, Ray? I don’t think⁠—”

Ray wound up like Jose Fernandez and pitched the rock off the bridge. It flew unerring and pegged the beast on its flank. The gator erupted in a burst of brown spray, splashing and churning, jaws gaping wide. Brian let out a whistle.

“Look at it go.”

Ray’s shout was raw, sharp with dismay. The gator surged up and launched itself in the air. For an instant it hung there, wreathed in droplets of gold, its long, low-slung form lent a transient grace. Then it crashed down and vanished, and Ray rounded on Faye.

“Really? What’s wrong with you?”

“Wrong with me? You’re the one who just⁠—”

“What’d it do to you? Why—you know what? Screw you.” Ray spun and stalked off. Jackson hurried to catch him. He smacked Brian’s gun into the water on his way past.

“Ray! Wait up.”

Ray didn’t wait. He struck out past the swing boats, toward Sailors’ Square, his breaths loud and harsh in the empty-park quiet. Jackson fell in beside him, letting him work off his pique. They stomped their way through the Cove, up the gloomy lakeshore, not slowing till the Pirate King’s Palace rose overhead.

“It was just out there sunning. Minding its business, and look what I did.”

Jackson jogged his elbow. “You thought it was fake.”

“Because I’m stupid.” Ray slapped himself on the forehead, then did it again. “You think I hurt it?”

“I think you annoyed it. But hurt it? No way. Brian’s a jerk, but he’s right. It’s a tank.”

“So are armadillos. Doesn’t mean you take them bowling.” He mimed tossing a bowling ball and Jackson let out a snort.

“Come on, where’s your phone? We need to get pictures.”

Ray dug out his phone. His smile wasn’t back, but he’d quit hitting himself. He waved Jackson down past the Treasure Café.

“More to your left—no, other left. Get the palace in the background, the skyline...there. Perfect.” He snapped Jackson first, then squeezed in beside him to get them both in the shot. “Dad used to bring me here when I did something good. When I got straight As, or I didn’t cry at the doctor’s. We’d sit where you’re standing and eat funnel cakes.”

Jackson eyed the bare patio. It made him feel lonely—the whole place did, with its wide empty streets and its grim, silent rides. He sat on a bench shaped like two treasure chests, its paint chipping off to show granite beneath. His phone blipped in his pocket, Ray texting him the pics.

“We should’ve come when it’s open. This is—I don’t know.” He craned to take in the palace, its orange-daubed spires. “I think the fun part’s the pirates, the costumes, the shows. The kids eating corn dogs, the...” A lump rose in his throat, and he swallowed it down.

“Hey, check this out.” Ray held up his phone. “Some idiot bank manager tried to rob his own bank. Thought he could get away with it, with the Snow day and all. Only, he parked by a fire hydrant, and the cops...you okay?”

Jackson nodded. “Just texting Elise. She’ll be glad we made it.” He pulled up Elise’s contact and forwarded Ray’s shots. He thought for a moment and added a caption: made it to pirate splash <3 wish u were here.

“What, instead of me?”

“Quit reading my texts.” Jackson hit SEND and tucked his phone away. The sky had gone black, the clouds low and pregnant. Lightning flashed in their depths. It made Jackson think of a nightlight on the fritz, those last buzzing sparks before the bulb blew. He’d got out his old nightlight the night Dad had died. Plugged it in and waited—or maybe waited wasn’t the word. Kept vigil, maybe. Sat a weird, morbid shiva, long past midnight. He’d been fourteen, far from a kid. He’d known Dad wouldn’t be coming to flick the thing off. Still, he’d sat up and waited till his eyes went dry-raw, thinking of what he'd say if he could see Dad one more time. I love you. Don’t go. Remember that time…?

Jackson cleared his throat. “What’s it like when it’s crowded? When everyone’s here?”

“They put out tables,” said Ray. “You sit and eat funnel cakes, and the pirates go by. Sometimes they come up and do their little schtick. Swordfights and stuff. They’re pretty good.” He mimed a swordfight, jabbing the air. “You can eat and watch a sea battle if you time it just right. Fireworks, explosions, it’s quite the show.”

Jackson looked away, seized with resentment. Fireworks with Dad, that could’ve been fun. Could’ve, should’ve, but the old man was gone. Drowning, who drowned? He’d had his life vest, so how had he drowned?

Ray sat down beside him and stretched out his legs. “You hate it here, don’t you?”

“No. It’s not that.”

“But it’s something.” Ray’s shoulders slumped. “It’s your dad, isn’t it? Being here, all that water—man, and that shipwreck sticking out of the bay! I’m so dumb, I never⁠—”

“I just miss him,” said Jackson. “The shipwreck, whatever. I’m okay with that. That’s just how he died. It’s not what I…” He rubbed his dry eyes. “Being here, I keep thinking how much we missed. We had all these plans, fishing trips, coming here. A road trip, the two of us, when I finished high school.”

“I’d share mine if I could. My dad, if—I’m sorry.”

Ray’s awkward sympathy struck Jackson funny. He tried not to laugh, but it came out anyway, first a snort, then a snicker, then an outright guffaw. Ray jerked back, scowling.

“Jackson? What’s⁠—”

“There you guys are.” Faye stormed around the corner, hands on her hips. “Don’t you know they can see you, hanging out here?”

Jackson glanced around him, laughter ebbing away. “They? They who?”

“Security, stupid. Come on, let’s go.” She set off at a brisk trot, leading the way. Jackson and Ray had to jog to keep up. They skirted the palace and cut across Sailors’ Square, scurrying ratlike across the wide, empty space.

Ray stopped. “Where are we going?”

“Blackbeard’s Revenge,” said Brian. “You want to ride the rides, right? Well, that one’s indoors, so no chance we’ll get⁠—”

Brian’s face lit up white, like an old, washed-out photo. A world-ending crack rang out, so loud Jackson felt it in the backs of his eyes. A panicked thought hit him—a bomb; it’s a bomb—then Ray grabbed his arm and spun him around.

“Ray, what the⁠—”

A wall of rain swept toward them, rain like he’d never seen. It roared as it came, like a tidal wave. Jackson stood gaping, his jaw hanging loose. He smelled bleach and his eyes stung, and a chill raced down his spine.

“What’re you staring at? Run!” Faye thumped his shoulder, nearly knocking him off his feet. Jackson turned and ran, but he’d barely gone two steps before the rain engulfed him. It got in his eyes and nose and slicked his hair to his neck. He sprinted, half-blinded, through oily black rain, day turned to night in the blink of an eye. Ray ran beside him, a shape in the dark.

“This way,” gasped Faye. Jackson followed her voice, hooking hard right. Emergency lights blinked on one by one, pallid thumb-smears lost in the gloom. The wind scoured his skin and whipped rain in his face, snatched trash from the gutters and flung it at his head. A sheet of plywood pitched past him and into the sky. Jackson ducked down and something glanced off his elbow, and then it was gone, and Ray had his arm.

“That’s it, the⁠—”

“What?”

Steel crashed on concrete, a hollow clang. Scaffolding crumpled and blew down the street. Brian sprinted past in stop-motion, picked out by lightning. Then he was gone, and Jackson stood dazzled. He pressed his palms to his eyes, and they pricked and burned. His heartbeat throbbed in high-def, pitch black and blood. He ran blind and skidding, straight into a wall—not a wall, but a door. He pushed, then he pulled, and he stumbled inside.

“There you are,” said Brian. “We thought you got lost.”

Jackson blinked, spitting rainwater, and suppressed a shiver. “It’s freezing in here. Why’s it so cold?”

Faye scowled. “Quit complaining. We’ll dry out on the ride.” Her shoes squelched on the floor and the lights blazed to life. Loud music came with them, a pounding synth beat. Faye peeled off her hoodie and dropped it on the floor.

“One of us needs to stay down here and keep the ride running,” she said. “You three go first, then Brian’ll take over.”

“You sure it’s safe?” Ray peered into the tunnel, with its pulsing green lights. “That was intense out there, the lightning, the wind.”

“We’re inside,” said Brian. “No weather in here.” He hopped on the train and pulled down the bar. Jackson flopped in behind him, legs numb from the rain. His left arm felt tender, and he pushed up his sleeve. A dark bruise was forming from elbow to wrist.

“Whoa. What’d you do?” Ray leaned over to touch it. Jackson pushed him away. He stared at his bruised skin—what had he done? What had done this to him? The scaffolding, maybe, tumbling down the street. He hadn’t felt it hit him, but something had, hard. If it’d smacked his head⁠—

“Safety bars down—that means you, Ray.” Faye slammed his bar down and gave it a pat. “Keep your arms and legs in the ride at all times. No spitting, no farting, no...y’know what? It’s just us. Knock yourselves out.” She bent over her console and the ride lurched to life. The music blared louder, and Jackson frowned. Was the track sort of trembling, or was that just him?

“Blast off,” said Brian. Ray did a woo-hoo. Jackson tilted his head back, reluctant excitement unspooling in his gut. This would be his first coaster, not just at Pirate Splash, but anywhere else. He’d been too short at Disney, and he’d skipped Universal. His stomach did a backflip, and he hoped he wouldn’t get sick.

They climbed a steep incline lined with undersea lights, deep rippling blues, seaweed-dark greens. Seizure lights, Jackson thought, and gripped the bar with slick palms. He laughed without meaning to, and then they were flying. Mountainous waves streaked by fast as light. A lighthouse rose, flashed, and was lost in the churn. Jackson’s organs felt weightless, floating in his chest. The speakers were screaming, or was that the wind, its unearthly wailing drowning out the world?

Ray shouted something, but Jackson couldn’t hear. He threw his head back and screamed, not out of terror, but because it felt good—good to fill his lungs, good to roar his throat raw. Good to vent all his sorrows where no one could hear. Even he couldn’t hear himself, except in his head. Outside was all bass and the shriek of the wind.

“I hate you,” he screamed, at no one, at the world. Ray screamed back, or the wind did, and the lights flashed and strobed. Jackson threw his arms up and felt lighter than air. When the roof above him unzipped, his first reaction was laughter. The sound felt synthetic, a disaster-movie screech. Metal on metal, nails on chalkboards. The ceiling peeled back like a tin of sardines, sea blue giving way to soupy gray-green. Rain and grit lashed his skin, and it was real. It was real. Not a special effect, but rain in his face, bits of roof tearing off and spinning away. Bright showers of sparks. Tortured rebar.

A piece of roof flew at him, and Jackson ducked down. Ray screamed, not with outrage, like back in the trunk. This was a new scream, gobbling, unmanned.

A death-scream, thought Jackson, and hitched back a wet breath. Drowning—I’m drowning on Blackbeard’s Revenge.

The ride jerked and rattled and swung down the incline, into a tunnel as black as the grave.
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“Idon’t need to lie down.” Zoe pushed herself up, to no avail. The big paramedic eased her back down, his hand on her shoulder heavy as lead.

“Breathe into this,” he said, and lowered a mask to her face. He fixed it in place, and she took a deep breath. It smelled of medicine and paint thinner and her throat went cold. A shiver of nausea fluttered in her ears. She turned her head, looking for Mr. Reynolds.

“Did you see my teacher? Did he go back inside?”

“No, I’m right here.” Mr. Reynolds leaned up, just enough so she could see him. Zoe rose on her elbow.

“Did you talk to my dad?”

“His phone went to voicemail. But I’ll try again.”

Zoe flopped back, frustrated, as the ambulance got moving. She was fine, breathing easy, good to get back to class. A hospital visit would just freak out her dad. He’d be all over her for weeks—you got your inhaler? Breathing okay? You need to sit down. Let me grab you a chair. He’d give her an asthma attack, all that nervous energy coming off him in waves. Stress was contagious, as much as the flu. She’d catch it off him, then where would she be?

“Your color’s back,” said Mr. Reynolds. “But you should’ve said something sooner, if you needed a break. The world doesn’t turn on you winning your debate. Competition is healthy, but we all have our limits.”

Zoe rolled her eyes. He was worse than Dad, even, a stage-four hoverbot, all up in her face. Okay, whatever, she’d got carried away. She’d let things get scary, and that was on her. But now she was fine, calm and composed. Calm as the blue lake in its cradle of hills. She closed her eyes and she saw it, a cool alpine tarn reflecting the sky. Was that what Dad had pictured when he’d written that line? Had he been to some place like that, in his life before her?

Mr. Reynolds leaned back and let out a sigh. “Yeah, yeah, I know. You’ve heard it all before. But this is serious stuff. Your dad wouldn’t⁠—”

Thunder crashed overhead, cutting him off mid-thought. Zoe jerked upright, a scream caught in her throat. A horn blared, too close. Tires shrieked on asphalt.

“Stop—stop the⁠—”

“Let’s get you strapped down.” The paramedic leaned over her. Zoe squirmed away. She brought her knees to her chest, curling into a ball. She didn’t want to be strapped down. Didn’t want to be trapped. Her blue-lake calm shattered, and underneath was all red, red blood, red panic, red light for stop.

“It’s okay. Let me⁠—”

“No.” She kicked out, pushed back, and a huge sound filled her head. Rocks pounding the ambulance, or rain? Was that hail? Brakes squealed, metal crunched, and her throat closed up tight. Was this how she died, hurtling down the freeway in a hot metal box?

“Lie down.” The paramedic grabbed her ankles and pulled her flat. Zoe’s back hit the gurney and she gave a startled shout. Then the siren was blaring, stuttering up the scale. She cringed at the sound.

“Don’t...I don’t...”

“We’ll be there in a minute. Relax, try to breathe.”

Zoe closed her eyes, but the blue lake wouldn’t come. She saw the veins of her eyelids, spidery-pink. Her chest heaved with panic. She wanted to go home, not back to Dad’s place, but home-home. Her home. She wanted Mom’s kitchen, Mom at the stove. Mom’s hand cupped under her long wooden spoon. Is this too much salt? I think it’s too much.

Tears raced down her cheeks, the fat, salty kind. She reached up to wipe them and someone caught her hand.

“Let go of me.”

Brakes squealed. Someone hollered. The ambulance swerved. A cascade of awful things all happened at once—a terrified cry. A head-splitting crunch. The paramedic pitched forward and sprawled on her chest. Zoe’s teeth clacked together, snap on her tongue. The whole world juddered and lurched off its rails. Zoe was suffocating, and then she could breathe. She was flying, weightless, when the second jolt came. The second impact, because they’d crashed. They were⁠—

“Zoe!” Mr. Reynolds hung over her, and then he was gone. Zoe glimpsed flying bottles, then the ambulance floor. She shut her eyes tight and waited to fall. A second ticked by, and in that second she knew she would be smashed to bits. She braced herself for the crunch, but it never came. Instead, she slammed into something soft. The ambulance skidded and spun on its side, and squelched to a stop in some wet, muddy gulch. Zoe bounced off the ceiling and slid down the wall, and came to rest in the corner, half on her side.

I’m dead, she thought, but she knew that wasn’t true. Her mouth tasted bloody, all copper-sour. Her back hurt as well, a hot, skin-deep burning where she’d slid down the wall. She reached back and touched it, and felt it scraped raw.

“Ow,” she said. No one replied. Apart from the rain and the siren, she couldn’t hear much at all. She pressed her hands to her face. “Mr. Reynolds? Hello?”

Water dripped on her head. Mr. Reynolds didn’t answer. Zoe felt in her pocket and found her inhaler, but breathing wasn’t her problem, at least not for now. That lump in her throat was a question, not a blockage: what would she see when she opened her eyes?

You have to, she told herself. If it’s bad, it’s bad, but at least you’ll know.

She thought of Dad’s blue lake. Counted backward from five. She dropped her hands to her lap and opened her eyes.

The big paramedic was splayed at her feet, face down in a pile of cervical collars. His partner lay next to him, mouth gaping wide. Neither was moving, or responded to her touch. One had a pulse, the other, she wasn’t sure. The back doors were open, and Mr. Reynolds was gone.

“Mr. Reynolds?” She stretched up on her knees, but couldn’t see him at all. Outside, a horn honked, a long, fading blast.

“Sir? Are you there?”

The wind slammed the door shut, then open again. Zoe thought back to her school’s first-aid training. What did you do in a situation like this? Stay with the vehicle or take your chances outside? Inside felt safer, but it wasn’t, because...because there could be a diesel leak. Or she could get hit again. She cupped her hands to shout.

“If anyone’s listening, I’m coming out.”

Nobody answered, so she struck out for the back. The ambulance had landed nose-down, at an awkward slant, so she had to clamber at an angle up the rain-slick floor. It reminded her of something, but she couldn’t think what. It didn’t hit her till she was dangling over the ditch—the slide at the park, behind her old house. She’d always climbed up that slide, though Mom told her not to.

She hit the ditch with a splash, and she wrinkled her nose. The black mud smelled bad, like gas and decay.

“Mr. Reynolds? I’m—” The words died on her lips as the siren cut out. Someone was wheezing, just up the embankment. Zoe made for the sound, scrambling up through the weeds. Her shoes had come off, maybe claimed by the muck, and she dug in her toes to keep from sliding back down. She could see Mr. Reynolds now, or at least his red shirt. He was lying stretched out on the side of the road. Cars went scudding by, spraying rainwater. She hissed her resentment—why weren’t they stopping?

“Mr. Reynolds?” She crawled over the top and straight to his side. He was alive, but he didn’t look right. His skin was like lunchmeat, mottled gray-purple, and when she checked his pulse, she heard his teeth chatter.

“Sir? You okay?”

Mr. Reynolds made a grunting sound, but didn’t open his eyes. Zoe cast about for help, but no one seemed to see her. Across the road, two cars lay nose to stern, crumpled to tinfoil where they’d collided. A third car lay turtle-style, three wheels in the air. The fourth wheel was gone, and so was the driver.

Behind the pileup, traffic had slowed but not stopped, the breakdown lane choked with cars nosing by. A knot of wet motorists stood to the side, some on their phones, others glaring daggers at the cars squeezing through. One man ran up to a big lime green van and pounded on the window till the driver honked his horn. Zoe swallowed hard and looked back the way she’d come. They’d been heading east, for Advent Health. They must’ve jumped the median and crossed the westbound lane, straight through the guardrail and into the ditch. Why was no one stopping? Why had no one come?

Mr. Reynolds coughed and groaned. Zoe loosened his collar, but his breathing didn’t ease. He wasn’t bleeding, as far as she could see, no limbs at odd angles, no wounds to his head. Still, his breath was thick and labored. Veins pulsed in his neck.

“Uh, sir? Can you hear me?”

Mr. Reynolds blinked at her, but he didn’t say a word.

“I’m just going to check for a bracelet, okay?” She groped for his arm and felt under his sleeve. His left wrist was bare, but she found what she wanted clasped to his right, a flat silver bracelet, just like she’d thought. The inscription was worn, but she could still make it out—HEART CONDITION, and a picture of a heart.

“You got meds for that?” She dug in his pockets and found something that rattled, but what she pulled out was a box of Altoids. “Breath mints? Really?”

Mr. Reynolds grimaced, or maybe tried to smile. Zoe found his phone and dialed 911. The line hissed and crackled, then a recording cut in—You have reached 911 services, City of Orlando. Your call is very important to us. Please do not hang up. The next available operator will⁠—

Zoe hung up. She surged to her feet and waved her arms over her head.

“Hey. Hey!” She jumped up and down, kicking dirt at the road. One of the wet motorists cupped his hand to his ear. Zoe took a deep breath and shouted into the wind. “Aspirin. You got aspirin?”

The guy cocked his head.

“Aspirin!” She pointed at Mr. Reynolds. “He’s having a heart attack. We need...” She trailed off, disgusted. The man had turned away. “I guess we’re on our own,” she said, crouching over Mr. Reynolds. “Tell you what, you hang tight. I’ll be back in a second.”

Mr. Reynolds reached for her, but she was moving already. She splashed down the bank into water to her waist, bathwater-warm and clotted with weeds. The ambulance was sinking, settling in the muck, its back end now nearly level with its front. Zoe half-swam, half-clambered in. She let out a gasp, harsh with dismay. The water was rising, flooding the back, pooling along the bulkhead behind the driver’s seat. Her weight made it lap up to where the big paramedic had fallen. It tasted his collar and slurped at his cheek.

“No...” Zoe slid up to him and grabbed a hank of his hair. She lifted his head and nearly dropped it, unprepared for the sight. His forehead was open, white bone showing through. His nose was burst and blackened, his mouth a red ruin. He moaned deep in his chest and cracked one eye open.

“Geh...” He turned his head, spat, and rolled onto his back. “G’oudda here.” He raised his hand, dropped it, and ran out his tongue.

“I need aspirin,” said Zoe. “My teacher’s having a heart attack. At least, I think⁠—”

“Fff...” The man wiped his mouth and bellowed in pain. Zoe shied away.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But we need⁠—”

“Ca—” He jerked his hand up again. Zoe followed the gesture. A shattered pill cabinet hung half-off the wall, one door burst open and swinging in the wind. Its contents lay scattered across the floor, bottles and vials, masks, cotton swabs. A box of latex gloves had ruptured and spilled in a puddle. Zoe raked through the mess and found nothing she could use—Gravol, naloxone, no, no, no⁠—

“Here.”

She turned and saw her new friend had found it, a bright yellow bottle floating near his head. Zoe scooped it up, grateful, and grabbed a blanket as well. Mr. Reynolds would need warmth, and what else? What else?

“Loosen tight clothing, done that. Okay. Aspirin, what else? Keep him calm, keep his legs up—legs up!” She grabbed a wet pillow and tucked it under her arm. It wasn’t much, but it would get the job done.

“G’...luck.” The paramedic made a snuffling sound. “You god dis. Go on.”

“I’ll be back for you,” said Zoe. She took a deep breath and launched herself into the rushing water.
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Everyone had that day, Kelly thought—that day they’d go back to, if time worked that way. That day they’d live on repeat for the rest of their lives, and never get tired of it or want it to end.

For Kelly, that day was Ray’s fifteenth birthday, a month before Zach died. Their last perfect day.

It hadn’t started out perfect. It’d started out crap, Zach in a foul mood, the rain pouring down. His tour group had canceled. He’d be stuck home all day.

“They want a refund,” he said.

“They won’t rebook?”

“They’re headed home to Utah day after tomorrow. That’s next month’s mortgage. Or your car payment.”

Kelly squared her shoulders, braced for a fight. This was the way it always kicked off, money, the business, what to do next. She didn’t want to argue, but Zach would pick and pick, and if he didn’t listen⁠—

That was when Ray washed up at the door, wet, brokenhearted, his birthday plans shot. His dad had crapped out on him, blaming the rain. Sorry, kid. Stuck in Georgia. We’ll try tomorrow—or, no. Next week, huh? Ray played his message so Jackson could hear.

“That’s what he always says, tomorrow. Next week.”

“Man, your dad sucks. Wanna go key his car? Or, we got sugar. We could pour it in his⁠—”

“Hold on. I got this.” Zach was digging in his wallet. Kelly held back a snort. She’d told him a million times, clean that thing out. A Blockbuster coupon? You collecting antiques? Hate to break it to you, buster, but…

“Bingo.” Zach held up a gift card, bent at one corner. “It’s still good till next week, so come on. We’re going.”

Jackson frowned. “Going where?”

“Boot camp.” Zach grinned. “It’s based on Marine training, but it’s just for a day. Come on, we’ll get swole. Hoo-ah, sound off.”

Ray leaned toward Jackson. “He’s kidding, right?”

“Naw, c’mon, listen. It’ll be great. We’ll be crawling through mud puddles, climbing rock walls—we’ll get us a drill sergeant. Make a man out of us.” Zach flexed and winked at her, and Kelly’s heart swelled. She saw him then, the man she’d married, goofy and fun, always up for adventure. “No man left behind,” he said, and clapped Ray on the shoulder.

“Make him stop,” Jackson groaned, but Kelly pumped her fist.

“One-two-three-four, United States Marine Corps!”

“Ugh, not you too!” Ray backed away, but his smile still broke through. “We’re really doing this?”

“Kids? Get in the car.”

Get in the car.

“In the car,” Kelly muttered, and clenched her fists tight. Reality came back to her one piece at a time, the wind and the rain, the sweat on her neck. She was upstairs, in the hall between her room and Jackson’s, frozen between two doors and between two lifetimes.

She’d stopped at the window. That had been her mistake. Stopped to draw the curtains, but instead, instead...

Sheets of rain struck the glass at a horizontal angle. The wind screamed like an express train, tearing through the eaves. An early twilight had robbed the world of color, gray roofs, gray seas, stretching to the south. She flexed her toes and felt carpet. Closed her eyes and smelled salt. She stood half in her hallway and half on the pier, and she had to get to Jackson, and she had to get to Zach. To save one, save both, before the ocean whisked them off.

Jackson’s at school. Safe in his shelter.

Waves crashed, throwing salt spray. It burned her face. Down the hall, a fan whirred, the AC cutting out. Kelly opened her eyes and saw night on the pier. If she turned around, her world would end. That cop would be there, or had he been with the Coast Guard? He could’ve been anyone, pale in the dark. She’d thought he was Zach at first, his vest the same orange as Zach’s life preserver.

The power’s out, is all. You’re in your own house, staring out your own window.

She bit her tongue hard and the waves were just roofs, the storm just a storm. Though, this one was ugly, maybe the worst yet. If it got any worse, it’d be too bad to drive.

That might be better. Hunker down here tonight, leave in the morning.

Rain battered the siding and her bookmark slipped. She flipped back through the pages, back to that night. Back to the waves washing over the pier, the hem of her jacket flapping about her thighs. She turned around⁠—

—“Mrs. Walker?”—

—and drove her fist into the wall. She didn’t have time for this. She had packing to do.

“Five things,” she muttered, thinking back to grief group. She didn’t recall much from those bland, dragging hours, mostly just platitudes and empty buzzwords. But that game, five things, there was something to that. You got out of your head and into your body, into your senses, a countdown to calm. Five things to see, four to hear, three to touch. Two smells, one taste, and there you’d find peace. So said her grief group, and so it must be. Except she saw rain and the shadows of rain, and the stains left by rain in the cracks on the ceiling. She heard it as well, and felt its chill on her face. If she breathed deep she’d smell it, maybe taste it as well. The whole world was rain and the shriek of the wind.

She went back to her bedroom and grabbed her gym bag. Unzipped it and threw out the crap she kept there: an old pair of sneakers, a set of free weights.

“Five to save your life. How about that?” Kelly jogged down the stairs and out to the shed, her empty bag slapping against her leg. She found Zach’s flashlight by touch, in its place on his shelf. It came on, but its beam was weak, so she replaced the batteries with new ones from the drawer. Recharged, it blazed bright, and she packed it away.

In Zach’s boat bag, she found a diving knife and a coil of nylon rope, a full tube of superglue, and a battered flare kit. She transferred it all to her bag and turned to go, and stopped in the doorway, drifting again. The gutters were gushing, saturating the grass. Washing fat worms across the garden path. Kelly watched them squirm. Could they swim? Would they drown?

“Four,” she whispered. It came out half a croak. “Four to eat, back inside...”

She gripped her bag and got moving, squelching across the yard. By the time she crossed the threshold, she was soaked to the skin. Her hair hung in lank ropes, plastered to her face. She shook off like a dog and stepped out of her shoes, and left sodden sock prints all the way to the kitchen.

“Oranges,” she muttered, and emptied the fruit bowl. Came with their own packaging, hard to beat that. She found a box of granola bars and three cans of baked beans, and a big sack of lentils, which she stuffed in the bag. She should’ve gone shopping while she still had the chance. She’d meant to send Zach—send Eddie—but he’d had Zoe’s birthday to plan.

She coughed. What was next? Four to eat, three to drink. She grabbed two gallon jugs and filled them with water. Those didn’t fit in her gym bag, so she left them at the door. Then, she went to the pantry and found a tub of Hydralyte powder. That fit just fine, snuggled up to the lentils.

Outside, thunder crashed, and she jerked where she stood. She clenched her fists, then released them, and surveyed the room.

“Two,” she said, just to hear her own voice. “Two for... For wisdom.” She dug in the junk drawer and found Eddie’s Christmas gift from two years before—100 Deadly Skills: the SEAL Operative’s Guide to Eluding Pursuers, Evading Capture, and Surviving Any Dangerous Situation. Was that the title, or was that chapter one? Into the bag it went, along with a Rand McNally road atlas from 1998.

“Which brings us to one.” She peeled off her wet socks and padded upstairs, and retrieved her first-aid kit from the master bathroom. She did feel calmer, she realized, sorting through its bounty—bandages, burn packs, a new EpiPen. Latex gloves, splints, rolls of medical tape. A CPR pocket mask, a gauze tourniquet. A tube of Polysporin good till 2026. “One,” she said again, and managed a smile. They’d love this at grief group, how they’d saved her after all. Not from her grief, but from a damn summer storm.

She leaned over the bathtub and dropped the plug in the drain. If the storm didn’t clear tonight, they might be here a while. They might need clean water to last a few days. It never hurt to prepare, never hurt to be safe. You could always pull up the drain if the storm passed by. But you couldn’t get clean water if⁠—

The phone rang downstairs, cutting through Kelly’s musings. She reached for the cold tap, poised to ignore it. Only telemarketers called her landline, or Mom and Dad. But Mom and Dad called late, when they knew she’d be home. They’d call tonight, she thought, for Zoe’s birthday. That would be good. She could tell them she was coming.

The phone kept on ringing, four rings, five, six. It cut out on the seventh, then her cell started up.

“Who the…?” She followed the tone to her bedroom, to a pile of clothes by the door. Her phone fell out when she kicked it, and landed on its face. Kelly grabbed it and nearly dropped it—what? Jackson’s school?

“Hello?”

“Is this Kelly Walker?”

“This is she.” She sat down hard on the bed, her guts in a knot. “Is Jackson—is everything okay?”

“Well, that’s why I’m calling, to see if he’s home sick. He isn’t in school, so⁠—”

Kelly jumped up. “He what?”

“He didn’t swipe in, and when I called his homeroom, they⁠—”

“Why am I only hearing about this now?” Kelly glanced at the wall clock, stopped at ten forty-two. “It’s coming on lunch time, so why⁠—”

“Mrs. Walker⁠—”

“Why are you⁠—”

“Mrs. Walker. We have over six hundred students, and as you’re aware, we’re in the middle of a crisis. COVID cases are spiking, and it’s a Snow day. We’ve got kids out sick, kids dropped off at their regular schools instead of the shelter, and a card reader down, marking everyone absent. We’re making our way down the list, but it’s not our job to keep track of your⁠—”

Kelly hung up. Jackson...where had he gone? To meet Ray, that was where. He’d grabbed his lunch off the counter and headed out the door, and from there...

Where did they go when they ditched school? What did kids these days do to get up to no good? She’d skipped class once to go to the beach, but Jackson wasn’t that stupid, and neither was Ray. The beach on a Snow day, they wouldn’t do that.

The rain drummed on the roof, making it hard to think. Kelly bent forward and covered her ears. They’d have gone somewhere dry, somewhere inside. The auto shop, maybe, to work on Ray’s car. But Ray’s granddad would catch them and send them to school. Unless—unless...

She reached for her phone again and dialed the auto shop. Pop Leon answered on the first ring. He hadn’t seen Jackson, and as far as he knew, Ray was at school. Had she tried calling Jackson? He had his phone, right?

Kelly scrolled down her contacts, thumb slick on the screen. She was sweating badly with the AC out. Her pits itched and prickled as Jackson’s phone rang.

“Pick up, pick up...”

The line buzzed and crackled. “Hello?”

“Jackson! Where⁠—”

“Hello? Can you hear me?”

Kelly yelled, frustrated. “Jackson, it’s Mom. Jackson? Hello?”

“Just kidding. You’ve reached the voicemail for Jackson Walker. Unless you’re my grandma, hang up and send a text.” The beep came, smug and toneless. Kelly screamed down the line. She fired off a text, then another, then a string of them, and stood tense and sweating, willing the dots to appear. They didn’t come, and she screamed again.

you’re not in trouble, she texted.

just tell me where you are.

Jackson please. I love you. need to know you’re safe.

Nothing, no dots. No read receipt. Her knees turned to jelly, and she dropped to the bed. Jackson never went anywhere without that damn phone. If he wasn’t getting her messages, that meant...that meant...

“His phone’s dead, is all. Or he’s got it on silent, or he’s out of bars.” She scrolled down her contacts and tried Ray instead. His voicemail picked up, and she took a deep breath.

“Hi, Ray? This is Jackson’s mom. I’m not sure if you’re with him, or if you’re in school, but if you know where he is, could you please call me back? I won’t tell your father if you’re—if you’ve done something you shouldn’t. But if you’re with my son, if you know where he went, please, Ray, please⁠—”

Her phone beeped three times, then the call cut out. She swore and called back, but an error popped up. Outside, the wind howled. A length of gutter tore free and sailed over the fence, into the black sky and out of sight. Kelly’s eyes stung and swam, and she wiped sweat from her lashes. She had to get to Ray, simple as that. He’d seen Jackson this morning. Driven him off. Had they parted at the shelter? Or cut out together?

Kelly shook her head. Leon came before Walker on the truant call list. Pop Leon would’ve known if Ray had skipped school. Which meant he was there, and he’d seen Jackson last. Dropped him off, maybe, on his way to school. Damn kid knew something, sure as water was wet.

“Screw this. I’m going.” Kelly grabbed a pair of dry socks. She hurried downstairs, tugging them on as she went. They bunched up and pinched as she stepped into her shoes.

She was halfway down the driveway when she remembered Eddie. He’d be back any time now, with Zoe in tow. Kelly slowed, then stopped. If she was gone too long, he’d worry. But how long could this take? A quick stop by the shelter, then who could say?

She raced back up the drive and dug through the hall closet, and deep in the back, she found what she needed: a bag of bad Christmas gifts waiting to be returned. She tossed out a stuffed toy and an ugly backpack, and pulled out a set of long-range walkie-talkies, squat ugly things in brown camouflage. She guessed hunters used them, or hikers up north. They felt too light, and when she popped the battery compartments, she found them empty. Still, she jammed one in her pocket and stood the other against the fruit bowl, where Eddie would see it when he walked in the door. She scrawled a note on the fridge pad and stuck it next to the bowl: change of plans. Jackson truant. Gone to track him down. Use this if I’m not back and the phones are still out. She thought for a moment, then added channel 22.

Another section of gutter peeled off and banged on the roof. Kelly dropped her pen and ran. If she wanted to beat the weather, she’d have to move fast.
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Jackson was sitting in water, in a close, dark space. His bladder was bursting, and that was a relief: he hadn’t gone already. He wasn’t sitting in piss.

“The ride stopped,” said Ray, and that was good too. It was the first Jackson had heard from him since that choked, dying scream. He sounded fine now, just terribly scared. “What’s that sound, that thudding? I can’t see a⁠—”

“Faye!”

Jackson jumped, nearly wet himself, and tried a shaky laugh. He’d forgotten about Brian and Faye down below.

“Faaaaye!”

“She won’t hear you,” said Ray. “Not with the wind.”

Jackson twisted around and tried to see up the track. The darkness was perfect, the air thick and moist. Something kept banging in the bowels of the ride, a sharp, flimsy sound like a swinging screen door. Jackson didn’t like it. It made him think of horror movies—you heard a screen door, but what you got was a nightmare. A corpse in the rafters. An ax hitting home. A sheet of scrap metal turned guillotine.

Ray made a coughing sound. “I heard when it’s dark like this, when you can’t see at all, your brain’ll make up stuff for you to see.” He rustled around, jingling coins in his pockets. “Have you got your phone? I can’t find...no, wait.” His face appeared, ghostly, in the light from his screen.

“Call 911,” said Jackson. He felt for his own phone, but it was gone.

“Do that and I’ll cut you.” Brian leaned over and grabbed for the phone. “We’re trespassing, remember? You wanna go to jail?”

“I can’t, anyway,” said Ray. “I can’t get a signal.”

Brian heaved himself up and out of the ride. “We need to get out of here. I need to find Faye.”

“Wait.” Jackson gripped the safety bar. “We don’t know what’s down there, what’s just off these tracks. We could get zapped by a third rail, or fall and go splat. Or what if the ride starts and runs us off the side?”

“That can’t happen,” said Brian. He’d moved off down the tracks, toward that bumping screen door. “Turn on your flashlight and you’ll see what I mean.”

Ray switched on his phone’s beam and flashed it around. Jackson caught glimpses of metal walkways and sloping guardrails. A low, rounded ceiling curved overhead, low enough Brian had to stoop down.

“We’re in the Great Trench,” he said. He gave the ceiling a thump. “Fifty feet of strip lights chasing into pitch black. It’s s’posed to be like you’re shipwrecked, plunging into the sea. Then at the bottom, Blackbeard jumps out.”

“I don’t see him,” said Ray.

“Oh, he’s there. But if we’re quiet, he’ll leave us alone.” Brian’s laugh echoed dully in the tight space. “So, if you’re done freaking out, the exit’s that way. We follow these walkways, we’ll find the stairs out.”

“Sounds good to me.” Jackson climbed out, with his arms out for balance. He slipped, nearly fell, and caught himself on the railing. Brian smirked.

“Forgot to tell you, it’s wet.”

“Jerk.” Jackson straightened up and peered down the slope. Beyond the cone of Ray’s flashlight lay nothing but black. Black and that sound, bump-bump-bump in the night. He edged down sideways, gripping the rail.

“Hurry up,” said Brian. “We don’t have⁠—”

“Wait.” Ray’s flashlight cut out, then blazed back to life. His face was milk-pale, his eyes all whites. “Jackson was right. We should wait till the phones come back and call 911.”

Brian’s brow furrowed. “We can’t do that, I told you. I meant what I said.”

“But we don’t even know if the stairs are still there.” Ray’s voice jumped up an octave and cracked at the top. “We just watched the roof blow off, and who knows what else? We don’t know what’s out there, what’s up ahead. The stairs could be gone, or there could be live wires.”

“Or Faye could be hurt, and we’re sitting here chatting.” Brian started back up the incline, fists bunched at his sides. Jackson moved instinctively to keep him from Ray.

“We’d see a live wire,” he said. “There’d be sparks everywhere.”

“But my battery’s dying. We won’t see much else.” Ray shrank down in his seat. “Listen, I don’t know if you noticed, but on our way in⁠—”

“I don’t care,” said Brian. He shouldered past Jackson and snatched Ray’s phone from his grasp. “You can stay if you want to, but I’m out of here.”

“But, the scaffolding!” Ray’s voice rose to a wail. “I saw, coming in here, it was up the whole wall. Up the whole building, construction, don’t you see? That’s why the roof blew off—because it wasn’t done. What else hadn’t they finished, besides the roof? Were they working on the tracks? The stairs? The guardrails?”

Brian thumbed off the flashlight. “Like I said, I don’t care. I’m going to get Faye. You can come if you want to, or don’t. That’s on you.” His footsteps clumped off, dwindling down the slope. Jackson felt for Ray’s shoulder and found his wet cheek. Ray grabbed his hand and clutched it tight.

“You saw it too, right? Outside, the⁠—”

“I saw it.” Jackson took a deep breath. He’d forgotten about the scaffolding blowing down the street, but now he’d remembered, his hair stood on end. That deep, tortured groaning, was that the wind? Or was it the structure tearing apart? “Listen, I hate to say it, but I think Brian’s right. If this building’s collapsing, we need to get out.”

Ray didn’t say anything. Jackson listened to the wind. The sound was like nothing he’d ever heard, nothing as human, as alive as a scream. It was the earth’s voice, raised in outrage.

“Ray?”

He dropped Jackson’s hand. “I know. Brian’s right.”

“So we’re going?”

Ray’s safety bar clanked. He grabbed Jackson for balance and clambered off the ride. The two of them stood swaying, getting their bearings in the dark.

“Go sideways,” said Jackson. “Slide your feet, so you won’t fall if you hit a drop-off.”

“I know.” Ray had let go of him, and was shuffling around. His palms smacked on metal, and Jackson guessed he’d found the railing. He let him get a head start, then fell in behind him. It wasn’t so bad if he didn’t think too hard. If he didn’t think where that oil came from, dripping down his neck. He could ignore that, and those deep, tortured groans. That weird, quiet splashing was nothing but rain. That growling was thunder, not crumbling concrete. And that banging, what was that, that⁠—

“One step, then another.” He focused on Ray, on the squeak of his soles. They’d laugh at this later, at the auto shop. Over beers stolen from Pop Leon’s fridge. He could taste it already, that musty malt funk, a taste you endured to get the buzz that came with it. That would be good, a nice, frothy brew. He’d go slow, sink into it, let it take him away. If he sipped slow enough, he didn’t get drunk. He just got relaxed, which⁠—

“Augh! Motherhump!” Ray slammed back against him and knocked him off his feet. Jackson scrabbled and slipped, and something plopped on his face. He slapped it, felt fur, and then it was gone. It was gone and he was sliding, grasping at air. Following Ray’s screams down, down, and down.

“Ray! Grab the⁠—”

“Ow!” A clang rang out, then a loud metal crash, then Brian’s laughter bubbling up from below. Jackson slammed into Ray and came to a stop.

“Ray? You okay?”

“There was a rat.” Ray made a gagging sound. “It jumped on my head, the biggest rat ever, the size of a cat.”

“It probably was a cat,” said Brian. He flicked on the flashlight and shone it around. “This whole park’s full of them. That’s why we don’t have rats.”

Jackson rubbed his tailbone and hauled himself to his feet. He didn’t see any cat, but he did see the stairs. Not just the stairs, but a patch of gray light. He could feel the rain, too, blowing in from outside. Brian fixed Ray with a speculative look.

“We need to keep going,” he said. “I hate to admit it, but you had a point.”

“A point about what?” Ray froze where he stood.

“The roof. That hole.” Brian gestured down the stairs. “I just came from there, and it’s not looking good. There’s a whole section down, and the rain’s coming in.”

Ray made a gulping sound. Brian thumbed off the light. Jackson felt for the railing.

“Come on. Let’s go.”

They made their way down the stairs, round a wide, sweeping curve. The hint of gray light became the mouth of the tunnel, opening up on the wreck of Blackbeard’s Revenge. The coaster rose stark and gaunt, flanked by its network of walkways and stairs. Sections of roof sprawled between its black peaks, plywood and concrete and twisted rebar. Overhead soared cracked girders, supporting nothing at all. Nothing but rain and the low asphalt sky.

“Can we even get out this way?” Ray peered into the rain.

“We don’t have a choice.” Brian kept going, shoulders hunched to his ears. Jackson trailed after him. That sound was getting louder, that lonely screen door slamming in the wind. Only, this was no door. This was something much bigger, something solid and huge. It banged and the stairs thrummed, then it banged again. Jackson looked up and saw it, indistinct through the rain—a huge sheet of metal lifting up like a sail, then the wind dropped it and it crashed down again. A shelf of concrete broke loose and crumbled like snow.

“That’s not good,” said Ray.

“It gets worse,” said Brian. He’d edged ahead, and was pointing down the stairs. “We’ve got to get to ground level, under the tracks. That’s our way out, except...” He trailed off as Jackson came up beside him.

“Down there?” Jackson stared. The stairs hung half-crushed under a slab of concrete, still attached to the roof by a skein of rebar. It swayed with the wind and the door banged again.

“It’s all one piece,” breathed Ray. “We put our weight on that, we’ll drop the roof on our heads.”

Brian stared for a long time, as though weighing his options. Then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a book of matches. “We’ll draw straws,” he said. “Whoever gets the short straw goes down and gets a ladder.”

“A ladder? From where?” Ray backed away. “On second thought, forget it. That’s crazy. That’s⁠—”

“Maintenance keeps them under the stairs.” Brian pulled out a flip knife and snapped the blade into place. He ripped a match from the book and sliced it in half. “Everyone draws. If you’re short, then you go.”

Jackson glanced at Ray, then back at Brian. “Isn’t there some other way? Like a back door, or⁠—”

“There’s the way we’re going or the way we came in.” He jerked his head at the tunnel, and the coaster beyond. “You want to climb through that mess? All those ups and downs?”

Lightning burst and flickered. The roof seemed to breathe. Jackson opened his mouth and found he couldn’t speak.

“I’m not drawing,” said Ray. “I’m not. You can’t make me.”

Brian ignored him. He turned away, then he turned back, three fat red match heads poking out of his fist. “You first,” he said, and held them out to Jackson.

“Don’t do it,” said Ray.

Jackson closed his eyes. Someone had to go down, that much was clear. But trusting his weight to that slab, to those crushed, groaning stairs—trusting that smashed roof to stay where it was—he wasn’t sure he could do it. Wasn’t sure he could make himself take that first step.

Should’ve known when they made me climb in that trunk...

He reached out and drew. He got a whole match.

“Your turn,” said Brian, and held his fist out to Ray. Ray made a hurt sound.

“I can’t.”

Brian grabbed him by the collar. “You’ll draw or I’ll push you, how about that?” He jerked him forward, nearly off his feet. Ray screamed and stumbled, and dropped to his knees.

“Last chance,” said Brian.

“Okay, calm your tits.” Ray squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. The rain streaked down his face in runnels and streams. “I don’t trust you,” he said, his voice void of inflection. “I don’t believe for a minute you didn’t rip that third match when you turned your back. You’ve got two shorts in there, and you know what? That’s okay. If you’re really that scared, then it’s best it’s on me.”

“Quit stalling. Draw.”

Ray drew the short match and let the wind snatch it away. Brian flicked the last one back into his fist.

“Let me see that,” said Jackson.

“No, man. Forget it.” Ray got to his feet. “You guys should stand back. If I pull the roof down, it’s going to be messy.” His voice broke and wavered, ruining his attempt at bravado. Still, he brushed past Brian, eyes straight ahead. The roof rose and fell, and more rubble broke loose.

“Wait, Ray—Ray, stop.” Jackson caught his sleeve. “We’re doing this wrong,” he said. “I’m lightest. I'll go.”

“You can’t,” said Ray, but he stopped in his tracks. His blank mask had cracked, and a shiver tore through him. “I drew the short straw. I can’t. I can’t let you.”

“Ray—”

“What if you don’t make it? It’d be like I killed you, if I let you take my place.”

“Then how about you don’t?” Jackson shoved Ray hard. He didn’t go down, so he followed up with a punch, a thundering upper right to his guts. Ray gaped for a moment, eyes round with betrayal. Then he dropped like a rock, retching up air.

“Sorry,” said Jackson. “You can get me back later, back at your dad’s.”

Ray groaned and spat. Brian flipped his knife shut. Jackson turned and stepped off the edge of the world.
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Remember those old computer games, you forget one little thing in the first five minutes, then literally six hours later, you die? Well, that’s the Snowstorm for you. You got your folks who prepared and your folks who let it slide, and your day-one panic buyers building rafts from toilet paper. But you know what they didn’t buy?

“A damn clue?” Kelly slapped at the radio. Her palm hit the volume instead of the power. Apocalypse When? boomed from her speakers, Laff 108’s answer to end-of-days survival. She gripped the wheel tighter and squinted through the rain. It was coming down harder now, scudding across the asphalt in eddies and sheets. Making it tough to spot the potholes, the cracks in the road.

A red van shot in front of her, nearly clipping her bumper. She laid on her horn, a long, angry blast. A kid in the back seat flipped her the bird.

’Cause you know the maximum depth you can drive most cars through? You’d think a foot, right? Ten inches at least? Well, you don’t got ten inches in your Fruit of the Looms, and ten inches of water’ll sweep you away. You see four inches, that’s bad, six you’re gonna stall. You wanna stay off the roads, shelter in place.

Kelly’s wipers squeaked and swished. She kept her eyes on the road. It wasn’t flooded just yet, but the potholes were filling. Would Jackson have the sense to stay off the roads? He didn’t have a car, but Ray had that Audi. If they’d taken it for a joyride...

...which brings us to live wires. You might’ve heard your tires’ll protect you, but that’s a myth. It’s not your tires that’ll save you. It’s all that metal. The jolt’ll go through it and into the ground, but here’s the important part: only if you don’t touch it. Don’t lean on your doors. Don’t grab your gearshift. Curl up in your seat and wait for help to arrive.

Kelly picked up speed. A rock pinged off her hood and hit her windshield. She jerked back on instinct and nearly lost control. The radio blared louder and she hissed through her teeth. Where were those guys, anyway, that they were so safe? Safe enough they could make a joke of the storm?

Another rock hit, then a wave, a deluge—not rocks but hail, zinging and clanging off her roof and windshield. Kelly resisted the impulse to slam on the brakes. Headlights flashed, too close, in her rearview mirror. The car ahead of her pulled over and spun off the road. Kelly hit a pothole and bit back a curse.

And wouldn’t you know it, they’re saying it’s hail. Did I call it or what? Back at the start of this, didn’t I⁠—

“You know what? Shut up.” Kelly slapped the dash again, and the radio cut out. She peered up ahead, searching for some safe haven. Some place to pull off and weather the storm. A Shell station, no good. All that gas in a storm, you just never knew. Beyond that was parking, no cover there.

The wind whooped and gusted, tossing hail like confetti. It caught her back bumper and tried to spin her around. Kelly steered into it and regained control. Her front wheel crunched in gravel, then found the road. Her tailgater honked at her, and she laughed out loud. Like bumper cars, she thought. Bumper cars at the fair. Only, if he hits me⁠—

A solid weight struck her windshield and exploded in red. Her wipers caught on it and stuttered to a stop—something stuck in the molding, a bundle of cloth. A bundle of feathers, fluttering pink. She’d hit a bird, or it had hit her, and now it was gobbets of meat on the glass.

Kelly shut off her wipers and flipped them back on. They jerked and gave up with a snide little hum.

“Come on. Are you kidding me?” Was that a beak?

The hail eased, and her tailgater skirted around her. Kelly leaned down and fumbled under her seat. She came up with a towel and rolled down her window. It caught halfway down, but she lashed the towel through. Whipped it at her windshield in great, clumsy arcs. The rain made it heavy, and she fought to keep hold. She swiped at the mess, but the wind snatched her arm, and her towel snapped back hard, dragging Kelly with it. Her elbow bumped the wheel and she swerved to the left. Tires screeched, horns honked, and she let the towel go.

“No, no, no⁠—”

She screeched back and skidded sideways up the street, ten yards, then twenty, and she did a slow spin—or maybe a fast spin, but time had slowed down. She saw the road behind her, then a green van, then Jackson’s school half a mile up the street. Then she was braking, tires shrieking, spraying gravel. The stench of hot rubber hit her, and she was done. Parked on the shoulder with one wheel in the grass.

“Holy... Damn bird.” She fell back, heart pounding. The mess was still there, an oily pink smudge. That was birds, grease held together with skin. She’d scrubbed enough turkey pans, she ought to know. Thanksgiving, Christmas, shoulder to shoulder with Zach…

Kelly closed her eyes. She hadn’t lost her bookmark, but she was poised on the brink. About to go somewhere she had no business being, flipping through those pages till she arrived at⁠—

“Jackson’s school.” She forced herself to look. The shelter rose, gray and square, from its field of asphalt. It looked like a prison, some landlocked Alcatraz. Bleak, almost windowless, not even a lawn. Maybe that’s why he’d skipped today, the sight of those walls.

She checked her rearview mirror and got back on the road. Wherever he’d gone, she was about to find out.
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“You shouldn’t have come here.” The receptionist regarded her with ill-concealed impatience. “If you’d called, I’d have told you the same thing I’m telling you right now. I can’t share information on anyone else’s child.”

Kelly grit her teeth. “I don’t want information. I just need to see him.”

“And I told you⁠—”

She thumped her fist on the counter. “Jackson’s missing. Do you get that? I sent my son off today, and he never got to school. Sent him off with Ray Leon, so why can’t I see him?”

“Mrs. Walker...”

“He’s not here, is he?”

The receptionist looked at her. Kelly boiled with rage. She was making that face again, sorry, not sorry. The face of a spiteful soul savoring a morsel of power. Or maybe she was sorry, but that didn’t make her right.

“Look, if Ray’s not here, how about...” She racked her brains. What was that girl’s name, the one on Jackson’s phone? The one always texting...Sonia? Simone? Something old fashioned—Emile? “Elise! Elise Gordon. She’s in class, right?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“My God, what...what—” Kelly turned, exhaled harshly. “What if it was your son? Don’t you have kids?”

“I have three.” The receptionist’s tone was even. “Two teens and a toddler. And you know what? They’re scared. Kids need routine. They need to feel safe. These Snow days are hard on them, especially ones like today. They all heard that hail, and they’re hearing that wind. I’m not pulling them from their classrooms because you think they know something.”

Kelly took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. People like this didn’t listen to reason. Once they’d picked a side, that was it. They were done. They dug their heels in and didn’t budge, not till you gave up or pushed them out of the way.

“I’ll scream,” she said. “I’ll run through these halls yelling and banging on doors. Ray! Ray Leon!”

“Mrs. Walker⁠—”

“I’m not kidding. I’ll make such a scene. You can call your security, but by the time they catch up, I’ll be screaming my way around the third floor.” She leaned over the desk. “So, how about it? You going to call Elise Gordon, or am I going to show you how loud I can scream?”

The receptionist stared at her. Kelly filled her lungs. She felt like a five-year-old gearing up for a tantrum, but she’d do it. She would, if that was what it took.

“I’ll send Elise to the library, room 204. You can go up and talk to her, but don’t make a scene.”

Kelly turned and ran. She sprinted down the hall and up the stairs, past a line of gray lockers and an ominous red phone. Room 204 wasn’t much of a library, just a line of old PCs and three shelves of books. Elise hadn’t arrived yet, and Kelly leaned in the doorway. A wave of sadness passed through her, and sympathy for Jackson. This building was full of kids, and it still felt abandoned. No one loved this library, or these bare halls. No memories were made here, except the bad kind—no games, no proposals, no⁠—

“Mrs. Walker?” Elise Gordon peeked out from the room across the hall. Kelly let the door swing closed behind her. She motioned the kid over, but Elise shook her head.

“You’re not in trouble,” said Kelly. “At least, not with me. Jackson’s not either. I just need to know he’s safe.”

“He is,” said Elise. “Why wouldn’t he be?”

“You know where he is.” It wasn’t a question. Elise looked away.

“He’s not running away, if that’s what you think.”

Kelly’s jaw dropped. It had never occurred to her Jackson might run away from home. He had his moments, but he felt loved...didn’t he?

“I didn’t say that,” she managed. “But Elise—” The words caught in her throat. She didn’t want to scare the girl, but today was no ordinary Snow day. She had to see that. “You hear that wind, right?”

Elise glanced behind her. “Mrs. Radcliffe says it’s nothing. It’s passing us by.”

“Maybe it is, but it’s blowing right now. And it was hailing on my drive over.” She licked her lips, fighting panic. “If you were out there in the wind and the hail, wouldn’t you want your mom to know you were okay?”

“He is,” said Elise. “He texted an hour ago. He was totally fine.”

“Texted from where?” She thrust her hands in her pockets to keep from shaking Elise till the truth tumbled out. If the girl didn’t talk soon, she might have to try it. “Please, Elise. I’m his mom and I’m scared, and—and if you don’t spit it out, I’m calling your mom. I’ll tell her Jackson’s gone missing and you know where he is, and you won’t⁠—”

“Pirate Splash.”

Kelly rocked back on her heels. “Did you just say...”

“Him and Ray went to Pirate Splash. They took pictures, see?” She pulled out her phone and passed it to Kelly. Kelly stood gape-jawed—how stupid could they be? Breaking and entering, photographing their crime. Doing it all on a Snow day, under a lowering black sky. She’d raised Jackson better, or so she’d thought.

She handed Elise back her phone. “Thanks for this,” she said.

“You won’t tell my mom, right? You know where he is, so...what was that?”

Kelly frowned. “What was what?”

“That noise. Listen.” Elise cocked her head. Kelly heard it too, a new note in the wind’s song, a deep, groaning bass. It swelled to a rumble, gaining power and volume.

“I don’t think that’s the wind. It’s more like a⁠—”

“Look.” Elise pointed up. Her face had gone white. Plaster rained from the ceiling, a fine shower of dust. Wasn’t this a shelter, a port in the storm? Built to withstand the earth’s worst assaults?

But Donn Snow paid for these, trying to buy some goodwill. Probably cut corners, just like everywhere else.

The rumbling grew to a full-throated roar, an awful vibration surging up through the floor. An earthquake?

“Stay calm,” she said. “We just have to⁠—”

Something struck the building, a staggering weight. Kelly reeled back and a door slammed open. The hall filled with screams, and with running kids. Doorways became choke points, crammed with elbows and panic. A girl in a blue dress fell and was trampled, her friends shrieking in horror as the stampede swept them on. Swept them over her back, wave after wave. Kelly started toward her, then she heard Elise sob.

She spun back. “Elise, run! Get out of here.”

Elise didn’t move. She stood pale and frozen in the path of the crowd.

“Elise.” She grabbed her arm and tugged. Elise jerked away.

“That’s Shelley,” she said. “They’re killing Shelley.”

Kelly snatched a hank of her hair and half-dragged her away. Elise shrieked and struggled, then the mob was upon them, a tide of sweat and terror rushing them on.
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Mr. Reynolds licked his lips, swallowed, then licked them again. He patted his pockets and made a sour face. “Uh, Zoe?”

“Yeah?” She felt his forehead again. He wasn’t as clammy as he had been before, still wet from the rain, but not so oily-slick. He raised himself on his elbow and cracked a sheepish smile.

“This might sound strange, but do you have my breath mints?”

Zoe blinked. “What?”

“My Altoids,” he said. “Chewing up all that aspirin, my mouth tastes like death.”

She felt in her pockets, but the breath mints were gone. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay. I probably shouldn’t eat, anyway, in case...” He clenched his teeth and squinched his eyes shut. Zoe leaned over him.

“Where does it hurt?”

Mr. Reynolds flopped back, wincing. “My back,” he groaned. “As if my heart wasn’t enough, I think I’ve—ah...” He pressed his palm to his side. “Here’s some free advice for you: never get old.”

Zoe thought about telling him she was thirteen today, but maybe he’d laugh at that, and that might hurt his back. She got up instead, and checked on the road. Traffic had thinned out, thanks to the rain. The few cars still driving had their low beams on, cutting brief swathes through the dark afternoon.

“Dey’re cubbing,” said someone, and Zoe spun around. The big paramedic had crawled to the back of the ambulance, and was leaning out as far as he dared. “Rescue,” he said, and patted his radio. The movement seemed to hurt him, and he crumpled on his side. Zoe started toward him, but he shook his head no. He mumbled something, maybe too deep. The water had risen almost to the taillights, dirty brown rapids coursing through the weeds.

“You can’t stay there,” called Zoe. “I can help pull you up, if you—ow!” She clapped her hand to her cheek. Something had stung her.

“Kid? You okay?”

She checked her palm—no blood—and nodded. “Bee sting,” she said. “Can you pull yourself out?”

“Can’t do it. My leg⁠—”

“Ouch!” Zoe jumped up, slapping her neck. Mr. Reynolds made a startled sound.

“Hailstones. It’s hail.”

Zoe looked up on instinct, and a tiny, hard pellet bounced off her chin. She screamed and crouched down, hands to her face. A gust of wind struck her, laden with hail. Points of heat flared to life up and down her bare arms, a thousand fire ants crawling up her wrists. She dove for the ditch, desperate for cover.

“No! Stay put!” The paramedic surged up and clung to the door. “Your shirt. Use your shirt.”

“What?”

“Over your head.” He grabbed the back of his own shirt and gave it a tug. The effort proved too much for him, and he dropped out of sight. Zoe pulled her shirt up and clenched her teeth against the pain. The hail scoured her back, hot and cold both at once. A larger stone struck her, and she stifled a squeal. Mr. Reynolds was howling, an awful, rising shriek. Like a siren, almost—or, no. A siren.

“Here! Over here!” Zoe jumped up and spun in a circle, blind with her shirt pulled up over her head. The wind caught her and buffeted her back toward the ditch. She whirled and stumbled, and nearly fell down. Hailstones struck her arms, her belly, her thighs. She peered out at the storm from under her shirt, and miracle of miracles, the new ambulance was slowing. They’d seen her. She was saved, her and everyone else.

The siren wound down and she called out again. She ran for the doors as the medics piled out, and then they had her, and were hustling her inside.

“There’s more of us,” she said. “One on the shoulder, more in the ditch. Two paramedics, and then there’s the driver.” She shimmied her shirt down and caught her breath. Her arms were scratched bloody, mottled with welts. Her wristwatch was broken, its face smashed to bits. She touched it and got a splinter, and her eyes welled with tears.

“Hey—Zoe, is it?” One of the paramedics leaned over. Her name tag read MIRANDA. “We’re going to be crowded. Could I get you to move down?”

Zoe slid down the bench and made herself small. She watched Mr. Reynolds loaded on, then the big paramedic, then Miranda’s partner thumped the bulkhead.

“Okay, good to go.”

Zoe jerked upright. “No, wait.”

The engine purred to life. Zoe grabbed Miranda’s arm.

“Wait, there were more of us. The other paramedic, and where’s the driver? We have to go back.”

“We can’t,” said Miranda. Her face went tight, maybe with anger, maybe something else. “We can’t fit any more, so we took— We took who we could.”

The ambulance got rolling. Zoe’s stomach turned over. Had she been about to say we took who we could save? Did that mean the others—did that mean they were⁠—

“Here. Try your dad again.” Mr. Reynolds held out his phone. “His number’s in there. You just have to hit dial.”

Zoe took the phone. It hurt to hold it, hurt to move her hand. She pressed the phone icon, but nothing happened at all, no rings, no voicemail, not even a beep. A message popped up, NETWORK NOT AVAILABLE, and Zoe closed her eyes. She’d wanted to hear his voice, even just his voicemail. Hey, you got Eddie. You know what to do. Only, she didn’t. She didn’t at all.

“Zoe?”

“No signal.” The words came out choked, and she made herself smile. She handed the phone back. “Thanks anyway.”

“He’ll still be able to find you,” said Miranda. “We’ll call your Snow shelter and they’ll let him know where you are.”

Zoe didn’t say anything, just nodded and smiled. She’d got through worse than this, and she’d get through this too. She was just having what Mom would call one of those days, the kind that started out wrong and kept getting worse. Today’d been a doozy since she climbed out of bed. She’d stepped on her hairbrush and banged into her desk, and knocked her pencil sharpener off the side. It had spilled graphite across her white carpet. If she’d been smart, she’d have gone back to bed. She wouldn’t have gone down to breakfast, just in time to watch Jackson scarf the last Pop-Tart. She wouldn’t have gone to school, wouldn’t have tangled with Hazel. Wouldn’t be here right now, covered in welts.

The siren blooped and cut out, and the ambulance slowed. Zoe stretched up and tried to see out.

“Is this it? Are we here?”

“No—hold on.” Miranda pushed her way to the front and called up to the driver. “Problems ahead?”

“Just a second.”

Zoe heard a door slam, then voices outside. Someone was shouting, not in anger, but over the wind. Snatches of conversation found their way to her ears, a phrase here and there, none reassuring.

“—clear the road?”

“No, it’s out.”

“—around it? We’ve got patients in here. We⁠—”

Miranda’s radio chirped, and she unclipped it. “Go ahead.”

“Looks like a culvert’s burst, and the road’s washed away. We’re redirecting to ORMC.”

Zoe stopped breathing. She felt cold all over. The road washed away? Like a bunch of old driftwood caught in a stream? She tried to picture it and couldn’t, the force of water it’d take to break up asphalt. To sweep it away like nothing at all. Her throat was going tight again, and she forced herself to breathe. Freaking out wouldn’t help her. It’d just make things worse, fretting herself into an asthma attack. She sat up straight.

“Mr. Reynolds?”

He turned her way, but barely. His face had gone gray, his eyes dazed and distant. Zoe reached for his hand.

“Sir? Are you scared?”

He made a strangled sound, not quite a laugh. “Maybe a little. Might be in shock.”

Miranda leaned over and checked his pulse. “Your heartbeat’s okay. Try to breathe—one...two...three... Did you hear about that bank robbery near the Florida Mall? Guy comes out with the cash and he’s getting a ticket, and what does he do? Takes his own accomplice hostage, gun to his head. World’s dumbest criminals, am I right?”

Mr. Reynolds huffed laughter, a thin, breathy sound.

“There, see, you’re laughing. You’ll be okay.” Miranda squeezed past him to check on her colleague. The big paramedic was gasping, his mouth open wide. His chest made a strange sound, a wet, messy rattle. Mr. Reynolds looked at him and went paler than ever.

“Sir?” Zoe tugged at his hand.

“Yeah, Zoe?”

“You should talk to me,” she said. “To regulate your breathing. It helps me calm down sometimes, when I’m freaking out.”

Mr. Reynolds stared for a moment, then tried a smile. “What should I talk about?”

“Um... Your family. Do you have one?”

“I’m married, yes.” He breathed deep and held it, then let it out. “My wife’s name is Sandra. We have two boys, Scott and Joe.” His smile softened into something more natural. He looked away, and Zoe thought he was picturing them, maybe somewhere nice.

“Do you go on vacations?” she asked. Mr. Reynolds cocked a brow.

“Vacations?”

“You know, as a family?”

“Well, we...yeah, sure.” He closed his eyes. “We’ve got a cabin on Lake George. We take the kids every summer, go fishing, inner tubing. Or Sandra’ll barbecue, and we’ll eat till we pop. She’s a chef, so...” He coughed.

“My dad barbecues,” said Zoe. “But he burns the burgers. He says if he doesn’t, we’ll all get E. coli.” That was a lie, but it got her a laugh.

“Joe’s the same way,” said Mr. Reynolds. “I got him a microscope for his tenth birthday. He took one look at the beasties living on our kitchen table and, hoof, that was that. He’s about your age, turning thirteen next month.”

Zoe half-listened, nodding and smiling when the timing felt right. But in her head, she was up at Lake George, in a blue-sided cabin hugged to the lake. The air smelled of pine sap and pungent mesquite, of sizzling hot dogs and lemon iced tea. Dad was out grilling—or, no, that was Mom. Dad was on the porch swing, tuning his guitar. Writing a song, maybe, a song just for her.

“—and the boys were like cats and dogs, fighting all the way. But we got to the lake, and I guess they were just hot. One dip in the lake, and they cooled off like⁠—”

Jackson was there too, back in his room. He came out in his swim trunks, a towel over his shoulder. Hey, kid, he said. Wanna come swimming? He ruffled her hair like he’d done that one time when she’d first moved in. Dad had let him have it—she’s twelve, not two—but secretly, she’d wished he’d do it again. It had felt sort of...homey. Like having a brother.

“I bet your dad’s the same, huh?”

Zoe frowned. “What?”

“Wanting to share these things? You know, his hobbies? You kids roll your eyes, but one day you’ll find⁠—”

“He’s teaching me to play guitar.” Another lie. It rolled off her tongue even smoother than the first. Dad might not cook much, but he had been a rock star. Actually famous, at least with old folks. “I can play Blue Lake already,” she said. “He says if I keep going, I can be famous like him. And he’ll be my roadie, and we’ll go on tour.”

“On tour, that’s fantastic.” Mr. Reynolds coughed again. “You know, I played drums. I wasn’t even that bad.”

Miranda’s radio crackled, a brief burst of static. A tinny voice came through, and Zoe strained to hear.

“—can’t take you at ORMC. They’re jampacked with COVID, and some pileup on I4. Lake Nona has beds, but the road’s looking bad. If you can get there, they’ll take you, but don’t take any risks.”

Mr. Reynolds made a puffing sound.

Zoe lowered her head. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“This. All of this.” She gestured around her—at Miranda and her radio, at the dying paramedic. “If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be at the shelter. If I hadn’t got mad at Hazel. If I’d used my inhaler.”

Mr. Reynolds turned and looked at her, so long and hard she had to look away. “If is a useless word,” he said at last. “At least when you use it in the past tense. What happened happened. There is no if.”

Zoe swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

“We’ll be fine, you’ll see. No ‘if’ there either. By this time next week, this’ll be a funny story to tell in the halls.”

Zoe nodded obligingly, but this time, she couldn’t smile. Nothing about this was funny. Nothing at all.
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It was funny, sometimes, how your body took over. You’d drop a glass and catch it without stopping to think. Pull a kid back from traffic before you’d registered the danger. Or you’d step onto a slab of concrete balanced over the abyss, and watch your fear get eclipsed by your need for the bathroom.

Jackson stretched out his arms and sought his balance. The stairs creaked and groaned, and, man, he was sloshing. He could hear something trickling, a fast stream far below. It had to be raining. Couldn’t have stuck with wind.

“Are you going, or what?”

Jackson flinched at Brian’s phrasing. “About to be,” he muttered, and chanced another step. His foot slipped and he toppled, flat on his ass. The whole tangle swung—the staircase, the walkway, the cracked shelf of roof. Jackson slid sideways, right to the edge. His left palm slipped over and he let out a squeak. Thirty feet straight down, and who knew where he’d land? Maybe in water, maybe on spikes. Who knew what they kept down there, under the ride?

He eased back from the precipice, legs stiff, back straight. Could you die from not peeing? Could your bladder just...pop?

“Try sliding,” called Ray. “Push off and just go.”

Jackson grimaced. He could try it, but it’d be a long slide. He’d pick up speed, maybe too much. Maybe lose control. One more swing, one more shudder, and he’d sail over the side.

He pressed his hands to the concrete and pushed himself up. Inchwormed forward, one bump at a time. The stairs swayed beneath him at each shift of his weight. He had an idea there wasn’t much holding them up, maybe a single rail, bent out of shape. Maybe a coil of rebar hooked between two steps. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t hold forever. And when it let go⁠—

His bladder gave a twinge. Jackson focused on that and his terror eased back. He pictured how he’d tell it at school on Monday. There I was on this wet slab, thirty feet up. It’s swinging like crazy, about to go down, and all I can think of is, where’s the men’s room?

“Hey, Jackson?” Ray’s voice floated down, buffeted by the wind. Jackson glanced back at him.

“What?”

“Does the sky look weird to you?”

Seriously? Jackson tipped his head back and squinted into the rain. The rain clouds hung low, blotting out the sun. They looked almost bruised, shades of deep purple and green. That was weird, he guessed, but not half as weird as the rest of this day. He craned back to tell Ray that and his hand shot out from under him. Lightning flashed overhead, and the roof rose and fell. The stairs heaved and shuddered, and Jackson went splat, face to the concrete, arms splayed out.

“Jackson!”

He choked on his own spit, and gagged on a scream. Metal groaned and the stairs dipped, and gravity took over. Jackson slid feet-first into darkness, picking up speed, faster and faster down the streaming incline.

“Ray!” He grabbed at a shadow, a torn coil of metal. It broke off in his hand and he roared his dismay. His foot caught on something, and in the next instant, he was flying, tumbling head over heels into blackness and nothing. He had time to think Dad, and then he was down, whump on his back in a pile of something wet. Something sloppy and earthy and⁠—

“Jackson?” Ray’s face appeared at the top of the stairs. “Hey, you alive?”

Jackson sat up. Wet mud dripped off him and plopped on the pile. “I’m fine,” he called. “There’s some kind of mud down here, a big pile of⁠—”

“What?”

“Mud! Never mind.” He squelched himself free and peered into the gloom. The ladders were there, just like Brian had said, the big telescopic kind that stretched up for days. He’d grab one in a second, but first⁠—

“See the ladders?”

He ignored Brian’s shout. The water was high down here, nearly ankle-deep. Jackson splashed through it till he found a dark stretch of wall, hidden on three sides by pallets stacked high.

“Hey! See the ladders?”

He unzipped, closed his eyes, and, ah. Sweet relief. This part, he decided, he’d keep to himself. There wasn’t much glory in splashing the walls, though he guessed, on a coaster, people did much worse.

“Jackson!”

“Okay!” He shook off, zipped up, and went for a ladder. It took him a minute to figure out how to extend it—a minute full of creative abuse from above—but soon the ladder was up, and Ray was on it. Brian came next at a much quicker clip, forcing Ray to move faster or get his hands crushed. Ray jumped down the last few feet and jogged over to Jackson.

“Why are you all muddy?”

“Because I landed in mud.” He combed his hair with his fingers, shedding thick glops of earth. “We should almost be out, right? Brian said⁠—”

“Hey, about what you did up there...” Ray glanced at Brian and lowered his voice. “I owe you, okay, and not a punch in the gut. Anything, name it—if I’ve got it, it’s yours. I’d give you my Audi if my dad wouldn’t freak.”

Jackson laughed at that. “I don’t need your Audi. I just need a shower.”

“You’re standing in one.” Brian hopped down and shook himself like a dog. “Now, come on, let’s⁠—”

A bloodcurdling shriek rang out, so loud Jackson jumped. Brian took off sprinting, yelling for Faye. She screamed again, and this time, there were words: What are you doing? Get back!

Ray took off after Brian and Jackson followed, weak-kneed. It was all catching up to him, the trunk and the storm, and his slide down the stairs. And now...were they caught? Had Faye been arrested? He bit his tongue hard to keep from passing out.

“Brian!”

“Right here.” Brian charged up a short flight of stairs. Jackson chased after him, and they were back at the start—that green, flashing tunnel, the way they’d come in. Faye came splashing to meet them, silhouetted against the dim light from outside. She was alone, or at least not in handcuffs, and when she saw Brian, she leaped into his arms. He caught her and held her, his chin on her head.

“Babe, hey, you’re good. It’s us, see? Just us.” He stroked her hair gently, but she slapped him away.

“I wasn’t yelling at you.” She slid out of his arms and pointed across the room. “There’s someone back there. In the ticket booth.”

“I don’t see anyone,” said Brian. “Just a trash bag, I think.”

“Then why was it moving? Why did it sneeze?”

“Maybe a cat,” said Ray. “There was one on the ride.”

Jackson edged forward, past the low barrier where the riders queued up. The ticket booth stood in the dark by the wall. A painted sea battle raged across its façade, a fiery-eyed Blackbeard charging into the fray. His beard framed the window where the register sat. Jackson peered through it, squinting to see. He picked out the ticket desk and a cheap plastic chair, a fake plant, a coffee mug, and there. There, in the corner, a dark, huddled shape, maybe a trash bag, maybe something alive. Jackson reached through the window, and it scuttled under the desk. He jumped, nearly stumbled, heart in his throat.

“Hello?”

No one answered. Brian pulled his knife. Jackson held his arms out, blocking his path.

“Listen, uh...I don’t know your name, but mine’s Jackson, okay? I don’t want any trouble, and I’m unarmed. Would it be okay if I opened the door?”

The huddled shape shifted. Jackson cocked his head. He heard fast, panicked breathing and the squelch of wet clothes.

“I think it’s a kid,” he said. “That right? You a kid?”

Jackson heard more squelching, then a quiet uh-huh. Ray made a hah sound, almost a laugh.

“It’s okay,” said Jackson. “It’s only a kid.” He cracked the door open and his chest went tight. There in the shadows crouched a tiny girl, five or six tops, in a pink princess dress. She was cuddled up to a huge parrot plush, half-hidden behind it, sucking her thumb. Jackson clutched the doorframe. “Man, she’s so little. She’s...uh, kid? What’s your name?”

The girl stared up at him with big, inky eyes. She hugged her parrot plush tighter and didn’t say a word.

“How’d a kid get in here?” Faye pushed past Jackson and peered inside. “How’d you get in? Did your folks bring you here?”

The girl let out a whimper. Pulled her knees to her chest.

“You’re scaring her,” said Ray. “Give her some space.”

“We don’t have time for that.” Faye jabbed a finger at the ceiling. “See that crack? That’s a bad thing, and so’s that groaning you hear. We need to get out of here before the whole place caves in.” She crouched down and held out her hand. “Give me that parrot, and we’ll⁠—”

The girl kicked out and caught her in the chin. Faye cursed and jumped back.

“You know what? I’m done with this. Get out here, or—” She raised her hand, and the girl shrank back. Brian jumped too.

“Hey! You can’t hit her!”

Faye rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t going to, just pulling her out. But if you think a slap’s bad, how’ll she feel getting squashed like a bug?” She grabbed for the kid again. “I’m counting to three, then you’re on your own. One...one and a half...”

Jackson glanced at Brian. He was just standing there, gaping at Faye like she was a stranger. Like she’d slapped him and knocked him for a loop.

“Let me try,” said Jackson. He sidled past Faye and crouched on the floor. He winked at the girl, and her lip sort of twitched.

“That’s two,” said Faye. “We’re leaving on three.”

“Let’s wait by the doors.” Brian came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist. “It’s this guy’s neck, right? Let him risk it if he wants.”

Faye made a huffing sound, but she let Brian take her arm. He led her away, and Jackson’s chest loosened. She had something about her that made it hard to be near her. Something repellent, like a bad smell.

“I don’t like her,” said the girl.

“Me neither,” said Ray. He’d circled behind Jackson, and was squatting on his heels. “I’m Ray, by the way. Ray Leon, like Leon Automotive.”

The girl perked up. “Your estimate’s free-on when you get your car checked at Leon.” She held out her hand. “I’m Mira.”

“Mira, pretty name.” Ray shook her hand. “Mind telling me how you ended up here?”

Mira retreated, snuggling into her parrot. She grabbed its big floppy wings and pulled them over her eyes.

“It’s okay,” said Jackson. “We’re just curious, is all. We had to sneak in, with the park being closed, but you look like a good girl. You wouldn’t do that.”

“I didn’t,” sniffed Mira. “Mom said we were going to Disney. She promised. But then we came here, and I hate it. It’s scary. I said, ‘let’s go home,’ but she had to go shopping. She made me wait at the place with the slides.”

Jackson glanced at Ray. “The place with the slides?”

“The kid pit,” called Faye, from her place by the exit. “The Pirate Tots daycare, by the putt-putt golf course? They’re a Snow shelter, so they’re still open when the park is shut down.”

“I waited,” said Mira, and wiped her nose. “I waited and waited, but she never came back. And then it got boring, so I went for a walk. But no one was here, and it started to rain. And I want my daddy, and I hate it here.” She abandoned her parrot and flung herself at Ray. He caught her in his arms and rocked her back and forth.

“We’ll get you home,” he said. “You wanna go right now? Maybe grab something to eat, then we’ll find your dad?”

Mira just sobbed, her face buried in his shoulder. Ray stood up slowly and settled her on his hip. High above, something rumbled, deeper than thunder. Metal twanged and crashed down, and Jackson shivered all over. In his head, he could see it, the ride imploding behind him—that section of stairs crumpling and giving way.

“Come on,” he said. “We’ll be okay, promise.”
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Kelly was drowning.

Can’t swim. Can’t breathe.

The waves crushed the air from her and swept her off her feet. Set her down flailing, and she stumbled, nearly fell.

Zach. Don’t let go.

She bit her lip hard and came back to herself. Running, not swimming, Elise’s hand clutched in hers. Bodies slammed up against her, reeking of fear. The air hung thick and greasy, but she could still breathe. Couldn’t hear herself think, but she’d survive this—break free.

Someone screamed, thin and reedy. Her stomach felt sour. Where were the teachers, the guards, the adults?

“Everyone—everyone...” The intercom crackled, then whined with feedback. The stampede swept on, toward the stairs. Kelly fought and struggled, but the tide was too strong. It caught her and tossed her like a bag in the wind, up off her feet, through the big double doors. The kids charged down the stairs and bottlenecked at the landing, and still they kept coming, a dense, lethal crush.

“Elise.” Kelly tugged on her hand. Elise pulled away. She’d joined with the crowd, her eyes fixed straight ahead. She rammed the kid ahead of her, full speed into his back. The kid made an oof sound and his body went limp. He didn’t fall, though. The crowd held him up, the terrible pressure closing in from all sides. Kelly could feel it too, her breath squeaking out of her, her chest boxed in tight. Soon, she would suffocate, drown on dry land.

Zach...Zach⁠—

“Elise!” She gave her arm a good wrench. Elise fought her hard. She struggled and squirmed and tried to throw an elbow. When that didn’t work, she used her head, slamming it into Kelly’s, scattering her vision with stars.

Damn it, Elise. The kid was in shock, running on autopilot. Fighting on instinct, with all her strength. Kelly hauled her across the stairwell, a breathless back-and-forth. Elise spat in her hair, then tried to bite her. Her breath smelled of vomit, a rich acid tang.

“Stop—”

The stairs swayed and shook, and the lights cut out. A chorus of screams rose up, ghostly in the dark. Kelly felt for the railing, and by some miracle, she found it. She dragged Elise toward it, nodding over the side.

“Jump.”

Elise stared, blank-faced.

Kelly shook her hard. “Jump.”

Elise recoiled, but Kelly was done.

“Get over that railing, or so help me, I’ll throw you.” She seized Elise by the belt and tried to sling her across. The effort was futile—she couldn’t bend deep enough to gather momentum, nor could she bend her elbows for a proper toss—but then Elise got it, and she went by herself, one leg, then the other, and then she was gone. Kelly tried to follow, but the current had shifted, kids trying to force their way back up the stairs. She was pinned, trapped in place, and all out of air. The railing dug into her belly, and she coughed and gagged. Her head had gone swimmy, her legs full of sand.

Breathe...gotta breathe.

She jammed her hands in between the railing and herself. It hurt, but it loosened the pressure on her belly. She managed a quick gasp and a sip of warm air. Her head cleared a little, and she knew what to do.

Don’t fight them. Move with them. Let them push you over.

Kelly stopped struggling and let herself go loose. The crowd surged and heaved. They pushed her up one step, then dragged her down two. They moved like one creature, some massive, trapped thing, first jerking one way, then—yes, yes, yes. They rammed her into the railing and she leaned into space. Her legs were trapped, then they weren’t, and she kicked like a swimmer. One of her shoes flew off, and she went over. She plunged into darkness, a scream in her throat—landed hard, cracked her knee, and blundered to her feet.

“Elise?”

No answer. Kelly felt her way forward and the crowd swept her up, out of the stairwell and down a dark hall, across an echoing gymnasium and into the rain. She gasped at the feel of the warm wind in her face, all that air, all at once, after the closeness of the shelter.

“Mrs. Walker?”

Kelly turned at the sound of her name. The receptionist was standing there, soaked to the skin, up to her ankles in gray, dirty water. Her eyes were round and glazed, like a startled goldfish.

“They panicked,” said Kelly, seized with the need to explain. “The earthquake hit and they panicked, and⁠—”

“It wasn’t a quake.”

“What?”

The receptionist pointed past the end of the shelter, where a stand of magnolias had once shaded the drive. The trees were all gone now, ripped out by their roots. They lay by the roadside half covered in dirt, the same dirt that had swept them out of their bed. The same dirt that had rumbled into the shelter, engulfing its backside and spilling around the walls. A swing set stood foolishly perched on its roof, the one from the park that had once topped the hill.

“A landslide,” she whispered. “That whole hill just...”

“Hey. Where’s your shoe?” The receptionist had rallied, and was glowering at her feet. Kelly ignored her. Screw her shoe—had Elise made it out?

“Elise? Hey, Elise?” She did a slow turn, scanning the kids milling about. One of them glanced at her.

“Gordon or Lane?”

Kelly blinked. Was he talking to her?

The kid’s brows drew together. “Elise Gordon or Lane?”

“Gordon,” she said. “Is she here? Have you seen her?”

“Right over there.” He pointed at a green BMW, parked near the road. Elise was in the passenger seat, head back, eyes closed. Her father was trying to get in the driver’s seat, but a big, burly teacher was blocking his way. The two of them squared off, and Kelly wondered if they might come to blows. Instead, they shook hands, and the teacher stepped aside. Mr. Gordon drove off, and Kelly watched him go. He jolted over a speed bump and splashed through a puddle, and just how deep was that? Three inches? Four?

“I’ve got to go,” she said, though no one was listening. More parents were arriving, clogging the drive. Kids were knotting together, some crying, some quiet. One boy was trying to get back in the school. Two teachers had hold of him, one on each arm.

His girl must be in there. Or his best friend.

Kelly looked away, sickened. She thought of the girl who’d fallen in the frenzy. Shelley, Elise had said. They’re killing Shelley.

She turned and ran. Shelley’s fate was some other mother’s heartbreak. Jackson’s, on the other hand, was in her hands. She could still get to him, still make this okay. She’d grab him and go, and they’d meet up with Eddie. They’d pile in his van and drive through the night, and tomorrow would find them safe on the farm. Snug in the lap of the Great Smoky Mountains.

“Eddie, dammit...” She pulled out her phone, but the network was out. Eddie would be back by now, waiting with Zoe. Wondering where she’d got to, what was taking so long. She jogged to her car and popped the trunk, and dug in her duffel till she found her radio. The casing was cracked, probably from her near-crash, but nothing rattled when she shook it. The antenna still slid out as smooth as you please.

“You’re fine,” she said, and willed it to be true. All she needed was batteries, and she’d be good to go. She tucked the radio into her pocket and slammed the trunk shut. A quick stop at Walmart, and then...and then...

Her vision went spotty, and she leaned on the car. The rain was beating down harder, thundering in her ears. Spilling between her fingers and streaming down the trunk. Her pulse raced, her mouth went dry, and she was in two places at once—here in the present, outside Jackson’s school; caught in the same storm four years back. It had rained that day, too, an endless downpour. She’d stood in it how long, outside the morgue? Long enough she’d got soaked. Long enough she’d half frozen. Someone had come, someone she didn’t know. Someone practiced, sympathetic, who’d done this before.

Mrs. Walker?

She didn’t want to be here. She chased after the ghost of another rainy day, her last perfect day. Her and Zach in the front seat, the kids in the back, the rain on the windshield, the wipers going wild. The kids were singing that damn army song, the one about the paratrooper whose chute never opened, making up their own verses when they ran out of lines.

They scraped him off the runway with a blunt entrenching tool, and he ain’t gonna jump no more!

“Okay, that’ll do,” she said, but Zach had joined in, and what could she do? If you can’t beat ’em⁠—

“Gory, gory, what a helluva way to die!” She joined in loud, and the boys broke out cheering.

“Yeah, Mom!”

“Mrs. Walker!”

“Mrs. Walker?”

She shivered: this new voice didn’t belong, a sharp female voice, somewhere off to one side. Mrs. Walker, Mrs. Walker⁠—

“Leave me alone.”

By the time they ran out of verses, they were deep in the woods, pulling up on the boot camp with its high barbed wire fence. A man in fatigues jogged up to greet them, and Zach rolled down his window.

“This Sergeant Burly’s?”

“Yes, sir. That’s us.”

“I hope it’s okay we didn’t call ahead. We got this gift card⁠—”

“No one comes when it’s raining. We’re wide open, come on.”

They piled out of the car, and their adventure began, and at first it was brutal, wet and gross, full of mud. Ray did a faceplant and dragged Jackson down with him, and the two of them wrestled till the sergeant broke them up. Kelly got a worm down the front of her shirt, and screamed when she felt it squirm into her bra. She got stuck on the climbing frame, halfway up, halfway down. The ropes were all rain-slick, her footing uneven. If she moved, if she breathed, she would fall. She would break.

“You maggots keep squirming! Hand up, grab the beam.”

“I can’t,” she whispered, too low to hear.

“I said move,” yelled the sergeant. “Get your ass in gear!”

Kelly clung on tighter, and then Zach was there, close enough she could feel his beard tickling her ear.

“You’re good,” he said. “Keep climbing. You got this.”

Her eyes watered. Keep climbing.

“You’re gonna be fine. Look, Jackson made it, and Ray…squirmed under.”

Kelly laughed without thinking, and her panic shook loose. She just had to keep climbing, keep going, keep⁠—

“Mrs. Walker!”

She gasped. Spun around. That receptionist was there, the one she’d threatened with an embarrassing scene.

“Sorry,” she said. “Just catching my breath.”

“I just wanted to tell you, if you’re going after your son, the expressway’s a parking lot. Some kind of pileup.”

“Thank you,” said Kelly. “And I’m sorry for before. I just⁠—”

“No, I get it. Go on. Get your boy.”

Kelly nodded, throat tight, and got in her car. It started, but barely. The engine caught and whirred. Driving off the lot felt soupy and weird. Like driving through Jell-O on a sheet of black ice. If the roads got much worse, she’d be swimming to Pirate Splash. But, damn it, she would swim, or row if she had to. She’d pick up a dinghy when she stopped by Walmart. Whatever it took, she’d make it to Jackson. They had more great days waiting, him and her, Eddie and Zoe. She just had to find Jackson, and they’d all be okay.
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Eddie Walker’s first run-in with the end of the world came at six minutes, thirty-eight seconds past midnight on his ninth birthday. He’d fought with his dad just before bed, and snuck down, out of spite, to watch TV by himself. Dad hated when he did that. It messed with the TV, being left on all night. The test pattern burned in and left its ghost on the screen. Plus, it left Eddie cranky, staying up past bedtime.

That night, he’d sat up till his eyes went square, past LA Law and Miami Vice, into the late-night lineup on cable TV. He was surfing the channels (with his big toe—no remote), when he’d lit on what looked like the start of a movie. It wasn’t a kids’ movie, but one for adults, the kind where they argued and maybe got divorced. The couple in this one, they weren’t doing so hot. They’d gone to the churchyard to stick flowers on some grave, but all they could do was pick, pick, pick. They didn’t even seem sad, just mad to be there.

Eddie yawned. This was boring. He stretched out his toe to flip channels again, and that’s when the zombie took a bite at the wife. It ambled up casual and went for her head, and Eddie jerked his foot back so hard he tipped his chair. He sprawled on the carpet and gaped at the screen, high on adrenaline, heart in his throat.

He’d never forgotten that moment, the way it felt—the transition from normal, boring even, to something unthinkable, a dreadful unknown. The world changing the rules on you in the blink of an eye. You could prepare for disaster, but not for that feeling. It always snuck up on you, knocked you on your ass. Like it had in Dad’s basement on that long-ago night. Or like this morning, with the ball lightning. He’d known that was bad. He’d felt it in his gut. And now—and now⁠—

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Could you repeat that?”

“She had an asthma attack. They took her to Advent Health.”

“When—no, scratch that. Why didn’t you call me?”

“All the networks are down. We tried your landline.”

Eddie stared at the principal, at his prissy blue suit. “I was stuck in traffic,” he said. “There was some bank robbery, some cop taken hostage. The streets were all closed, so, uh... How bad was it?”

“Sorry?”

“The asthma attack.”

“She was sitting up, talking, when the ambulance came.”

Eddie nodded. Okay. That wasn’t so bad. Unexpected, a hiccup, but not the end of the world. He flexed his left hand and rubbed at his scar.

“Can I use your landline?”

“Sure. Just dial nine for an outside line.”

He pulled the phone toward him and punched in Kelly’s home number. She didn’t pick up, but her voicemail did. Eddie left a message, quick and to the point: he’d hit a snag, but she should sit tight. He was on his way, or would be soon. He left out the details so Kelly wouldn’t worry. She had enough on her plate without him piling on.

Five minutes later, he was back on the road. The traffic was bad, but not as bad as before. What was worse was the storm, and the road up ahead. Cars swerved and fishtailed, caught in the wind. Rain blew in ripples across his windshield. It came in through that window that never quite closed. Worst of all, it was dark, visibility near zero.

Eddie slowed, coming up on a line of flashing lights. He could barely make out a wreck up ahead, one car on its back and one crumpled up, a third being hooked to an orange tow truck. A cop in a reflective vest waved him off the road. He pulled onto the shoulder and rolled down his window.

“Help you, Officer?”

“Your right headlight’s flickering. That’s not what you want on a day like today.”

“Sorry,” said Eddie. He dredged up his widest aw-shucks grin. “This is my brother’s car. Guess he forgot to warn me.”

“Well, I won’t keep you, but you’ll want to get that fixed. See that guy right there?” He jerked his thumb at the car with its wheels in the air. “He slammed into an ambulance going full speed. Knocked it over the median and into the ditch. That’s what’ll happen when you can’t see the road.”

Eddie peered through the storm, across four lanes of traffic. “What ditch? That ditch?”

“Yeah. It was bad. So get that light fixed.”

Eddie licked his lips. His ears were ringing, a high, insect hum. The buzz of adrenaline, sounding its alarm. Zoe would’ve come this way, headed for Advent Health. What were the odds that was her in the ditch?

“Did you happen to see, was there a girl in that ambulance? Thirteen years old, black hair, brown eyes?”

The cop shrugged. “Not that I saw, but I rolled up pretty late.”

Eddie pressed his lips together. That wasn’t a yes, but it wasn’t a no either. He hit the gas and took off. Zoe was safe or she wasn’t, no sense taking odds. He’d get to Advent and take it from there.
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Eddie’s next clash with the apocalypse hadn’t come till his thirties, after his accident, but before he’d met Zoe. With his rock career dead, he’d set his sights on movies—if Rob Zombie could do it, why not Eddie Walker? He’d gone with a zombie flick because zombies were hot, The Walking Dead going gangbusters, Z Nation too. Everything was coming up zombie, so why not? Why not? It seemed a safe bet, except somehow it wasn’t. The production was cursed right from the start, budget woes, falling klieg lights, an actual corpse found swinging on set. Eddie ate a bad clam and launched lunch on his co-star—a take which, to his horror, made the final cut.

After all that, the film was a dud. It won a Golden Raspberry and spawned a few memes, then it vanished into obscurity and took Eddie’s hopes with it. Acting wasn’t his thing, writing even less so. But zombies, he liked zombies. He had a zombie plan (head north, freeze ’em out), but a rainy day plan? He’d never quite got to that.

Traffic slowed up ahead, and he rolled to a stop. The real apocalypse was a nuisance, just everyday headaches cranked up to eleven. Wet clothes and traffic jams. A million mosquitoes. He slapped one away and wiped blood on his pants. Traffic moved up an inch, and he moved with it. His balding tires lost purchase, and he felt himself slide.

“Come on...come on...” He drummed his fingers on the wheel and moved up again. The road was blocked, he saw, about thirty yards ahead. He couldn’t pick out a wreck, but he guessed there must be one.

He dug in his glove box and found a roll of Life Savers, popped one off the top and crunched it between his teeth. The thing was, his zombie flick hadn’t been the real disaster, not the Golden Raspberry, not the scathing reviews. Not even the food poisoning, though that had sucked hard. The bad part had come after, around six months later. Eddie had escaped death on several occasions, but when it came to taxes, he wasn’t so lucky. He owed more than he had. More than he could get. That was another day he’d never forget, opening his mail over breakfast, and bosh. There it was. He’d puked that day, too—not there at the table, but a few hours later, when it finally hit him he’d have to sell the house. He hadn’t planned for that, either. Couldn’t fit it in his belly. He’d tried to eject it, but⁠—

A horn honked. He moved up. Was Zoe trying to call him? He checked his phone—no signal—and tossed it on the seat. The wind had gotten louder and taken on a strange note. It sounded almost human, like fans at a concert. Thousands of fans screaming and stamping their feet. Eddie could feel it trying to lift his car, battering gusts rising from underneath.

He moved up again. This time, the cop pointed him off the road, down a dark exit leading who knew where. Eddie rolled down his window.

“What’s the deal, man?”

The cop didn’t smile. “The deal is, keep moving.”

“I need to get to the hospital. To Advent Health.”

“Advent Health?” The guy glanced at his radio. “Hold on just a minute.” He turned away, and Eddie couldn’t hear him, just the howl of the wind and the honking of horns. When the cop turned back, he was shaking his head. “Unless it’s an emergency, you’d better turn around. Lee Road’s washed out, and the 414’s a mess. Only way you’ll get to Advent is if you loop around. If you’re lucky with side streets⁠—”

“What about ambulances?”

The cop cupped his ear. Eddie leaned out farther.

“Ambulances,” he bellowed. “My kid came up here around ten, eleven. She was headed for Advent Health. Did she make it through?”

“Not this way, she didn’t. She’d have been redirected, probably to ORMC.”

“ORMC? How do I⁠—”

“You need to drive through.” The cop stepped back. Eddie resisted the impulse to jump out and choke him. He finally got it, why all those apocalypse flicks devolved into violence. It wasn’t some Lord of the Flies thing, the veneer worn off and the beast showing through. It was pure frustration, rage trapped and bottled. Anyone would snap, even the mildest of⁠—

“Sir? Drive through.”

Eddie drove through. He drove through dark suburbs with the streetlights all out, past houses locked tight, storm shutters pulled down. One house was missing a chunk of its roof. One had a sinkhole in the front yard, torn strips of sod flapping in the wind. A foul smell rose up—the septic tank, maybe—and then it was gone, and Eddie drove on. He stopped for a Harley blown into the street, dragged it upright and wheeled it out of the way. Half a block after that came a flotilla of shopping carts, still locked together and rolling in line. They hit Eddie’s car and fell on their sides. He hadn’t seen them coming. The rain was too heavy, the wind full of dirt. He could make out five feet ahead of him, ten at a pinch. If someone ran in front of him, it’d be too late to stop.

He hunched over the wheel and slowed to a crawl. A riding mower blew past him with no one at the wheel. It trundled ahead, through a flooded intersection, and angled toward a stretch of parkland. Coming up on the tree line, it tipped to one side. The road seemed to tip with it, a melting Dalì road drooping into the earth. Eddie swerved, too late. His front wheel dipped and the trees bent to meet him, boughs grazing his roof, then trying to smash through it.

He had time to think sinkhole, and then he was rolling, his car bumping and tilting down a sudden steep slope. Out his window, he could see a sheer shelf of earth, and cracked bits of blacktop like peanut brittle.

Eddie yelled. Stomped the gas pedal. His wheels spun and churned, and his slow-motion slide became a sharp plunge. The soil folded over like a soggy pita. A branch crashed through his back seat, in one window and out the other. Twigs slapped his face and caught in his hair. He heard his car crumpling, the tinkle of glass. The torn-Velcro snapping of roots wrenching loose. He heard himself screaming, and the rushing of dirt, and a wave of black soil swept across his front seat.

Zombies, he thought. It couldn’t have been zombies? Then his seat crumpled forward, and he thought no more.
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The wind had dropped a dinosaur on the big Walmart sign, an inflatable T. rex with half the air let out. It hung over the MART half, its floppy green tail slapping against the post. Kelly drove past it without looking up. She was on a mission, no distractions allowed.

She parked neatly out front, though the lot was deserted. The store being abandoned didn’t bother her at all. In fact, it was good. It meant whoever had smashed their way through the front doors, they weren’t here now. They’d grabbed their iPhones and big screen TVs, their laptops, their earbuds, their sneakers and Fitbits, and then they’d sped off and left her the rest. Black Friday deals for the blackest of Fridays.

The T. rex reared up, its pink mouth agape. Kelly looked away. Windborne nonsense, that’s all that was. Nothing to worry about, just the wind playing games. She stepped out of her car and her feet crunched on glass hidden under the water—her right shoe, her left sock, because her left shoe was...

Jackson had gone through a dinosaur phase when he’d been five or six. He’d thrown a tantrum once, over a dino eraser. Had that been at Walmart? Or had it been Target?

Jackson. Her mission. She picked up her left foot and examined the sole, searching for blood seeping through her sock. There was none, and she smiled. About time her luck turned.

She would need batteries, and life vests if they had them. A new pair of shoes, and a can opener. All those baked beans she’d packed, and she hadn’t brought that. Ten minutes tops, and she’d be on her way.

She went to the trunk and grabbed her flashlight, but when she straightened up, she spotted something else lucky. The store wasn’t dark, or at least not completely. The emergency lights were on, probably to discourage looters. Not her, of course—she wasn’t a thief. She’d pay for what she took, even leave a note. Given the circumstances, they’d understand. And if they didn’t, well, let them sue.

She headed inside, past the shopping carts and baskets and Rascal scooters. Whoever had come before her, they’d left quite a mess. Whatever they couldn’t take, they’d tossed on the floor, a big pile by the entrance and more down the aisles. Teenagers, probably, cutting class just like Jackson. Kelly guessed she could trace their path by the wreckage they’d left, the racks tipped and ransacked, the bulk bins dumped out. They’d pried a register off one counter and smashed it on the floor. It had a handwritten note taped to its back⁠—

FOOD STAMPS & WIC PLZ HAVE UR CARD READY

* * * DO TO THEFT, NO FONE CARDS/BATTERYS AT CHECKOUT * * *

Kelly stood there a moment, then set off down the aisle. Her feet went squeak-slap on the freshly waxed floors. Every fourth light was on, and between them was dark. She didn’t mind that at all—she was fine with the dark—but after a while, the silence got loud. It came alive all around her, every tiny disruption a jolt to her ears. Water trickled from somewhere in quick bursts and streams. A fluorescent bulb buzzed, went out, and came on again. Something felt wrong, but she couldn’t place it, exactly. A case of the oven-ons, Zach would’ve called it, when you left on a long trip and paranoia set in. Was a light burning somewhere? Was the oven on? She thumbed on her flashlight, but that just made it worse, casting weird, jerky shadows across the ceiling and walls.

“Stupid,” she whispered, and flicked it back off. Thunder broke overhead, and the lights waned and sputtered. Kelly stopped between aisles and turned in a slow circle. The hairs rose and prickled on the back of her neck. She’d seen something, sensed something—movement. A presence.

“Hello?”

Something slithered, smooth as crumpling silk. A sundress, maybe, slipping off its rack. But what had dislodged it? Who was there in the dark?

“Is somebody there?”

Cloth stirred. Hangers rattled. Kelly held her breath. Something whirred and she whirled, and let out a bark. A fan—a damn fan, left on and swinging side to side. It swept past a rack of scarves, making them whisper.

“Windborne nonsense,” said Kelly. She slapped the fan off. Just a stupid old fan, and it’d scared her half to death. She’d been sure, for a minute, she wasn’t alone. Worse, she’d felt hunted, frozen like prey.

She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, and gathered her calm. Better to keep moving and let the sounds be, that rainwater trickle, the hum of the lights. The echo of her footsteps, like a second set behind her. It all blended together and then fell away, and Kelly went over her short shopping list: batteries, double-A. Life vests and shoes, and a can opener too. It had a nice beat to it, a sort of slow swing. Kelly swung with it, under the ELECTRONICS sign, past what was left of the wall of TVs.

“Batteries, double-A...” She hooked a right and stopped dead. The carpet in front of her glittered with glass, and a scatter of phone cards in colorful packs. Batteries too, knocked down and kicked aside. The cabinet they’d come from was smashed and picked bare. Kelly crouched down and dug through what was left, nine volt, triple-A, a package of Ds marked fifty percent off. No double-As, but she could pad the triples with tinfoil, and they’d still work fine. She’d just have to⁠—

“Get your hands on your head and stand up slow.”

Kelly didn’t move. Her hands had gone cold. This couldn’t be happening, not with Jackson still out there.

“I said, stand up slow, hands on your head.”

She dropped the batteries, or they slipped through her fingers. “I’m not stealing,” she said. “The cabinet was like this when I—when I...”

The words died on her lips at a sharp double click, metal on metal, just north of her ear. Cold terror spilled through her, and she shut her mouth with a snap. That sound—she knew that sound, a gun being cocked. The last sound you heard before your skull blew apart. You didn’t hear the shot that killed you, because⁠—

“Hands on your head.”

—because bullets flew faster than sound. By the time the bang reached you, you were already dead. She raised her hands slowly and laced them behind her head. “Whatever you want, I⁠—”

“Get up.”

Kelly almost couldn’t. Her knees shook and buckled, and she caught herself with an effort, clinging to the last of her desperate calm. Losing it now could only spell death. She had to focus, stay present, and wait for...wait for what? How many were there, just the one guy? Or more?

“Get her car keys.”

A boy about Jackson’s age stepped out of the dark. He had thin, sullen lips and a scraggly mustache, a spatter of acne up his jawline. Kelly recoiled, but he caught her by her belt and rifled through her pockets. He took his time doing it, and Kelly’s skin crawled.

“What’s this, a knife?” He pulled out her nail file and worked it open. “Why’s it all rough? What’d you do, sand it?”

Kelly didn’t answer. He dropped the file on the floor. He was dressed like he worked here, or somewhere like here—plain khaki pants, a pressed polo shirt. The smell wafting off him made Kelly want to gag, a thick mix of garlic and cheap cologne. She turned her head away as he groped her breast pocket.

“I have a son your age,” she said. “His name’s Jackson. He⁠—”

The kid found her keys and looped them around his finger. He wound up and slapped her, full in the face. He did it like he hated her, as hard as he could. Blood streamed down her cheek and pattered on the carpet. Kelly glanced at it, then back at him. His name tag read Ernest, then TELL ME HOW I’M DOING. He was grinning, gap-toothed, jingling her keys.

“That’s enough,” said his partner. “Her purse. Where’s her purse?”

Ernest jerked her closer and slid his hands around her back. His name tag caught on her shirt. He plumbed her back pockets and dug out her wallet.

“That all she’s got?”

Ernest shrugged. He took her cash, folded it, and tucked it away. He took her credit cards too, and her driver’s license. The rest, he went through and dropped on the floor—a dry cleaning ticket, a receipt from somewhere. Jackson’s school photo in its white cardboard frame.

“Guess that’s your kid,” he said. He looked down at Jackson, then he hawked and spat. His spit hit the photo and he ground it in with his heel. Kelly let her hands drop.

“Why’d you do that?”

“Dunno,” said Ernest. “Didn’t like his face?”

Well, I don’t like yours. Kelly pressed her lips together so hard it hurt. They’d got what they wanted, her money, her car. She just had to wait, and this would be over. She’d restock, regroup, and⁠—

“Okay, tie her up.”

A bundle of zip ties dropped at her feet. Kelly kicked them away and dropped to her knees. A shot rang out, deafening, and she rolled to the side—rolled, crawled, and ducked behind a rack of TVs. She glimpsed Ernest’s partner in the next muzzle flash, older, pale, and scrawny, and his name tag read Dave. She threw herself flat and Dave fired again. Shards of glass and plastic rained on her head. The carpet stunk of bleach, and she breathed it in, nose to the pile as she squirmed away.

“Get her,” said Dave.

Ernest dove after her and grabbed for her leg. Kelly rolled over and kicked him in the face. He caught her socked foot and surged to his feet, hauling her with him, helpless on her back.

“You don’t have to do this.” She kicked out again, hitting nothing but air. “I can’t call the cops. My phone’s in my car.”

“Shut up,” said Ernest. He hitched her foot up and frowned. “What’s with this, anyway? Where’s your other shoe? No shirt, no shoe—what’s that? No service?” He laughed at his own joke, a thin, wheezing bray. Kelly stared at the ceiling, at the flickering lights. They’d go out soon, she thought, and she’d be in the dark, in a busted-out Walmart at the end of the world. No one would find her, except maybe more looters.

“I need to use the bathroom,” she said. “If you’re going to leave me tied up⁠—”

“Should’ve thought of that sooner.” Ernest dragged her to a sturdy rack and gave it a shake. “What do you think? Ought to hold her, right?”

Dave shrugged. “Whatever. Hurry up.”

Ernest hugged her leg to his chest and grabbed a zip tie. He looped it around her ankle, and Kelly thrashed with all her might. She flung herself side to side and clawed at his ankles. Ernest turned to Dave. “Shut her up, would you?”

Kelly tried to sit up and made it halfway. Then a boot swung from nowhere, and her world went red. The lights blurred above her and dipped to one side. She fell back, stunned and bloody, and her eyes drifted shut. She felt the zip tie go on, then she felt it pull taut. It dug into her ankle, sharp through her sock. Ernest let go of her and she hung by one leg, all her weight on her shoulders, neck cricked to one side. It hurt and she whimpered, and Dave kicked her again.

“Let’s go,” he said. “Get our stuff in her car and I’ll meet you out front.”

Kelly hung limply, half-conscious, eyes open. The lights throbbed with her pulse and made her teeth ache. She could see Jackson’s photo, just out of reach. One corner was torn, the frame ripped away. She walked her fingers toward it and moaned when she came up short.

“Please...please...”

The wind sighed and keened. She thought she heard footsteps, and then she didn’t. Time jumped ahead, then slowed to a crawl. A deep itch set in, just below her neck. When she tried to scratch it, her ankle bloomed with pain.

Gotta move that, she thought. Get the pressure off, or...

She closed her eyes and lay still. She didn’t want to think about or. About what would happen if she couldn’t break loose. Better to rest a while, to gather her strength. To let her mind drift, back to...

Jackson.

She needed to get to him. That was it, all that mattered.

Her vision went blurry, and she closed her eyes. The rain drummed on the roof, and she felt herself slipping. Losing her grip, but she couldn’t. Not now. Zach wouldn’t let her, if he was here. He’d tell her, keep climbing, and⁠—

Jackson’s picture.

She opened her eyes. Jackson was smiling at her, almost a man. She stretched out her arm, but she still couldn’t reach. Rolled up on her shoulder, and her zip tie bit her ankle. This time, the pain felt dull and far away, reaching her nerves through a thick layer of numbness. That wasn’t good, but maybe, maybe...

One little zip tie, how much strain can it take?

She rolled out even farther, but it wasn’t enough. Her ankle twinged and burned, but the tie didn’t break.

Need to get off the floor. Give it all my weight.

She took a deep breath and rolled back. Glass bit her shoulders, digging in deep. Her head felt full and heavy, pulsing with blood.

“On three. One...two...”

She pushed off with her palms and curled up off the floor. Her abdominal muscles protested, and she grasped at her leg. Grabbed her pants and hung on, scrabbling as they bunched up. Nausea rippled through her and she choked back puke, breathing her way through the spasm in short, shallow bursts. She hung for three seconds that stretched out forever, and then the tie snapped and she crashed to the floor. Pain barreled through her and she screamed her triumph.

Free. Free, I’m...

She rolled on her belly and crawled to Jackson’s photo. Close up, it looked bad, a section chewed up just below Jackson’s chin. Still, his face was okay, his smile still intact. Kelly cradled him in her palm and wiped him clean with her sleeve. She was crying, she realized, and she tucked the portrait away.

You got this, said Zach, somewhere deep in her head.

Kelly sniffed, wiped her face, and rose up on her knees. Her left leg woke up and she knelt there, riding out the pins and needles. When she stood, her head spun, but she didn’t fall over. She was still good to go. She just needed...what was it?

Batteries. New radio. New shoes, life vests...food, water. A car, a way out of here. Jackson⁠—

The lights sputtered out, and this time, they stayed out. Kelly stood swaying, alone in the dark.
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The bath was warm and fragrant, a rich mountain scent. Pine cones and juniper, hints of wet soil. All that was missing, he thought, were some tunes. Some Black Crowes, some Zeppelin, a few good old bangers to set the mood. He wiggled his toes, but they caught on something scratchy. A towel, he figured, must’ve dropped in a towel.

The best bath time song, it’d be hard to pick one. November Rain, maybe. That one ran long. You could lose yourself in it, let go and dream. Or if your mood was more downbeat, maybe The End. He loved him some Doors, but man, they got dark. Like they’d been places you wouldn’t want to follow.

Eddie let himself sink. The water lapped at his chin. His seat belt was hurting, digging into his hip. What he really needed was⁠—

His eyes flew open. He shouted and flailed. The car. He’d been driving. The road had...he’d sunk. Into a brown lake that’d sprung from nowhere, its steep, crumbling banks rising high overhead. A frog sat and watched him from a snarl of roots.

“Damn it, what...?” He fumbled for his seat belt and found his lap full of mud. A curl of panic unspooled in his gut. Mud—he remembered now, dirt rushing in. His seat crunching forward, the steering wheel rushing to meet him. Must’ve cracked his head good, to conk out like he did. That explained the headache, but not the sinkhole. How did that happen, out of the blue?

Maybe it didn’t. Maybe it’s been sinking, and the storm just...

Eddie kicked out and churned up a swirl of filth, grass and dead leaves and roots choked with dirt. He could move, which was good, but when he dug out his buckle, he found it stuck fast. The car groaned and settled and slid in the mud—slid forward and sank, and water burbled in. Eddie groped through his pockets and found his Life Savers, half a pack, wintergreen, good for nothing at all. He needed a knife, something sharp, anything. A cracked piece of plastic. A bottle to smash. He cast about and found nothing, and his throat closed up tight. Was this how he died? Drowned in a puddle, by his own seat belt?

He thrashed back and forth. Tugged at his buckle. The water was rising, bubbling up past his chin.

“No, no—Zoe...” He spat out black water, and⁠—

Think, Eddie. Think.

But he’d never been good at that, not proper thinking. Not the kind that could save you, the kind that took smarts. The kind from the movies that made you go riiiight, because nobody thought like that, not in a jam.

He bucked up his hips and thrashed in his seat. His seat belt caught and pulled, and it wasn’t thinking that saved him, just pure instinct, his hands springing to action ahead of his brain. He yanked out his seat belt till it hung loose down his chest, then he jerked up the lap band and set his legs free. After that, it was easy, a kick and a wiggle and up he came, out of his seat belt and out of the soup. He rolled down his window and half-climbed, half-swam through. His car belched and sank deeper, and he gave it a thump.

“Some help you were—safety features, my ass.” He tried to stand up and sank in the mud. That made him stumble, and he fell on his face, crawling and paddling his way to the bank. He tried to climb up, but the ground was all loose, sending him scrabbling and sliding back down. Clumps of earth broke off and crumbled in his hands.

“Need some help down there?”

Eddie yelped. “Huh? Who’s that?”

“I’m Jeb. And you?”

“Eddie, uh...yeah. Yes to the help. You don’t have a rope up there, or a ladder, or⁠—”

“Sure, I got both of those. In my garage.”

“Your garage? Where⁠—?”

“Just back a ways, other side of the street. I saw you go over and thought I’d best see what’s what.” Jeb leaned in just far enough to peer down the slope. Eddie caught a glimpse of blond hair in wild corkscrew curls. Then he pulled back, and Eddie’s heart sank.

“Wait, Jeb⁠—”

“Keep your pants on. I’m going for my ladder. And my rope too, in case that don’t do the trick.”

Eddie sank down on a tangle of roots. The storm was still raging, the sky sick and bruised. He flung his arms out to let the rain scour him clean. When this was all over, he’d take a long shower, scrub the mud from his toenails and out of his crack. He liked a good shower, liked to feel clean. Liked to hole up in there, the one room in the house where no one could bust in. Zach had made fun of that when they were kids. Told Mom he was jerking it so she’d give him The Talk. Which, to be fair, sometimes he was, but squealing on your own brother, come on. Who did that?

Tires crunched above him, then came to a stop. Eddie heard a door slam, and he got to his feet.

“Jeb? That you?”

“Sure is.” He came up to the edge again, and squinted at Eddie. “Look, the ground’s pretty shaky. A rope’ll sink into it, and so will a ladder. First thing we do, we need to shore up that bank.”

“Shore it up how?”

Jeb disappeared again, and Eddie heard thumping. Then a huge sheet of plywood sailed over his head. The wind snatched it and spun it and dumped it in the water. Eddie waded in after it and dragged it back. He leaned it up endwise against the wall of wet earth and dug it into the mud to keep it from moving.

“Okay. What now?”

Jeb dropped another sheet of plywood at the edge of the pit, barely protruding over the side. Moments later, a rope tumbled down.

“Now, you climb up.”

Eddie eyed the rope, dubious. It wasn’t far to the top, maybe ten or twelve feet, but the wind was fierce, the rope thin and frayed.

“Uh...what’ve you tied that to? You know, at the top?”

“Don’t think too hard. Climb!”

Eddie leaned back and half-climbed, half-walked up the bank, his plywood ramp settling into the mud. The wind caught him and swung him, but he hung on and kept going, hand over hand, eyes fixed on the sky. On a tear in the clouds off to the east, and the thin beam of sunshine filtering through. There was a song in that somewhere, or at least a good line. Darkest days, something, something...still find your light...

“That’s it, you got it. Over the top!”

Eddie hauled himself to the brink and nearly lost his grip. Jeb loomed above him like some storybook giant, bearded, barrel-chested, seven feet tall. His pale hair puffed out in defiance of the rain. His big biker jacket gleamed with studs and chains. He stood grinning, legs splayed, loose loops of rope slung around his waist. When he saw Eddie looking, he wiggled his hips. Eddie wobbled and yelled.

“Wah—hey, don’t...”

“Relax,” said Jeb. He gave the rope a good tug and Eddie lurched over the top. Mud squelched, wood cracked, and Eddie went skidding, arms windmilling as the ground rushed to meet him. He belly-flopped at Jeb’s feet and lay catching his breath.

“Whoa. You okay?”

Eddie spat muddy water and struggled to his knees. “I’m good,” he said. “Hey, did I climb up, or did you pull me?”

“I might’ve helped some. But that was mostly you.” He held out his hand to help Eddie to his feet. “Say, you need a ride somewhere? I can’t help but notice your car’s kinda toast.”

“You wouldn’t mind?” Eddie’s heart leaped as he got a load of Jeb’s truck, oversized just like he was, riding high off the ground. He’d left it parked on Grant Street, in the intersection. “I was headed for ORMC. For the ER.”

“I can get you there.” Jeb coiled up his rope and started toward the truck. “Not trying to pry, but you look pretty healthy. If I had to guess, I’d say you’re looking for family.”

“My kid,” said Eddie. He paused at Jeb’s truck, one hand on the door. “You got a trash bag in there to put over the seat? I’m still pretty muddy, so⁠—”

“Don’t worry about that.” Jeb slung the rope in the back and gave the tailgate a thump. “I take this girl hunting, fishing, all over. She’s had a lot worse up front than your muddy butt.”

Eddie chuckled at that, and climbed into the cab. It did smell of fish a bit, and beard oil and sweat. The glove box was open and crammed with old books. Eddie nudged it shut, but it just fell back open.

“That’s broken,” said Jeb. “But, hey, thanks for trying.” He threw the truck into gear and reversed down Grant Street, away from the sinkhole and Eddie’s wrecked car. Eddie leaned back and watched the gray lawns go by, the shadows of houses shrouded in rain. His head was still aching, but not as bad as before. He didn’t feel dizzy or sick or confused. That meant no concussion, or he hoped it did. Maybe it just meant he had a hard head.

“Hey, I was wondering...” Jeb caught his eye in the rearview mirror. “You’re that guy, right?”

Eddie straightened up, wary. In his experience, this could go one of two ways: Jeb could be a fan, or he could’ve seen the movie. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Which guy do you mean?”

“That rock star guy.”

Eddie sagged with relief.

“The one who puked on Cameron Diaz.”

Oh.

“It wasn’t Cameron Diaz,” he said. “But, yeah, that’s me.”

“I thought so,” said Jeb. He slowed for a turn, and Eddie thought his eyes narrowed. “That must be a sweet deal, that rock star life. Fast cars, free swag, and I bet you’re never lonely. Bet you got a mansion as big as this block, tennis courts, swimming pools, maybe even a butler.”

Eddie snorted at that. “Wouldn’t say I’m the butler type. But I did have a house⁠—”

“So, I was thinking, I just saved your life.” Jeb’s grin had widened, showing too many teeth. “I was thinking, guy like you, you might be grateful. Grateful to the tune of...oh, fifty large?”

“Fifty—” Eddie coughed. Was this happening? He drew himself up and tried to look bigger. “I don’t know what you heard, but I don’t have fifty dollars, let alone fifty grand. I live with my sister-in-law, above her garage.”

“Well, that sucks,” said Jeb. He flexed his right hand, heavy with rings. “Still, you must have, y’know, memorabilia. A gold record, a Grammy, something tucked away?”

Eddie gulped. “I, uh⁠—”

“Or, how about that sister-in-law? What’s she look like?” His lip quirked upward, and Eddie shouted, outraged.

“Are you messing with me right now?” He shook Jeb by the arm. “You are, aren’t you?”

“Course I am.” Jeb’s easy laugh rumbled up from his belly. “What did you think, I’d save you, then mug you? Plus, that janky old Volvo, you obviously got zip.”

Eddie looked away, embarrassed. “You should know I am grateful, for what it’s worth. If I wasn’t flat broke⁠—”

“Nah, we’re all good.” Jeb picked up speed as the road widened out. “I’ll be telling this story the rest of my life, how I fished Eddie Walker from a hole in the ground.”

Eddie just laughed. He guessed that was fine. He’d probably be telling this one a fair bit, himself, minus the part where he got stuck in his seat belt.

They got to the hospital just after one, but when they pulled up, a nurse rushed to meet them, goggled and masked and waving her arms. Jeb cracked his window, but didn’t roll it down all the way.

“What’s going on?”

“We’re at capacity. You’ll need to move on.”

Eddie leaned over to peer past Jeb. “We’re not here for us,” he called. “My daughter came in here an hour ago, maybe two. Zoe Walker, you seen her?”

The nurse shook her head. “She wouldn’t have come here. We’ve been turning patients away since ten thirty this morning. She might’ve gone to Lake Nona, but they’re flooded. I heard⁠—”

“Try the airport.” A man in blue scrubs leaned past her. “They’ve got a Snow shelter with a full clinic. If she went to Lake Nona, she could’ve ended up there.” His brows drew together, and he adjusted his mask. “Hey, not to scare you, but you guys should mask up. This new strain of COVID’s the worst we’ve seen yet. Between you and me, we’re not sure it is⁠—”

The nurse pushed back in. “You two need directions?”

“We’re good,” said Jeb. “But this bug, this new strain⁠—”

“You need to clear the drop-off zone.” She crossed her arms and stepped back from the truck. Jeb rolled up his window and blew out a long breath.

“There’s masks in the glove box,” he said. “Behind all the books.”

Eddie dug with cold fingers and found a pack of masks. He took one for himself and passed one off to Jeb. His hand shook, and Jeb glanced at it.

“We’ll find your kid, okay?”

Eddie nodded, but for the first time since his blackout, he thought he might puke.

Just hold on, kiddo. I’m coming. Hold on.
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They ran helter-skelter toward Sailors’ Square, Faye in the lead and Brian behind her, then Ray and Jackson in a four-legged huddle, bent over Mira to shield her from the storm. The street was a river frothed white by the wind, nearly knee-deep and foul with debris.

Lightning flashed, too close. Mira went rigid and screamed into Ray’s neck. Ray blundered into Jackson and the wind waltzed them on, lurching and skidding through the rising flood. A table bobbed by with its legs in the air. Two chairs came after, and an empty trash bag. Ray shouted something into Mira’s hair.

“What?” Jackson bent closer, straining to hear.

“I said, we’re not going to make it. We need to find⁠—”

A length of piping swung into them and cut their legs out from under them. They both clutched at Mira, hoisting her up as they went down. Jackson’s knees hit the pavement and he spread them for balance. Ray’s hand shot out, his thumb in Jackson’s eye. The wind stole Jackson’s yelp and Mira’s shriek of terror. Ray got up first and pulled Jackson with him, under the awning where the Pirate Bus stopped.

“We can’t stay out here,” he said. “That lightning hits the water, we’re all gonna⁠—”

“Shh.” Jackson nodded at Mira, whose eyes had gone huge. “Look, you two wait here, and I’ll find us some shelter. And, uh...” He spotted a concrete planter and dragged them toward it. “Get in here. It’s still above water, so⁠—”

“Gotcha.” Ray set Mira in the planter, then got in himself. The few scraggly bushes didn’t offer much shelter, but if lightning struck, they’d be out of the water.

“Be right back,” said Jackson. He waded into the current, fighting disbelief. Where had it come from, so much, so fast? This morning, it’d been sunny, not a cloud in the sky. The streets had been streets, not rivers and streams. He searched for Faye and Brian, but they’d gone on ahead and out of sight. Up the road was a teacup ride choked out with junk, and a scatter of storefronts with no way inside. High metal grates blocked every door, bolted down tight against looters and thieves.

Jackson took off running, splashing upstream. The wind howled and gusted, blowing him back. He caught at a signpost and somehow kept his feet. The voice of the gale had found a new note, high, almost human, screaming his name. Or, no, that was Mira, and⁠—

“Jackson! Look out!”

Jackson half-turned. Grit blew in his face. He squinched his eyes shut, and then it hit him, a massive, soft weight. Some huge, bulky object, tossed by the storm. He registered pain, then sick vertigo. Then he was tumbling, a leaf in the wind, twisting midair, legs flailing wide. He hung for a moment, then came down with a splash, face first in the water with a huge, stinging slap. Water shot up his nose and out through his mouth, and he choked and spluttered and gasped for air. His face was exploding, full of red, full of pain. When he tried to breathe in, the red turned to gray.

“Jackson. Jackson.” Ray was hovering over him, Mira in his arms. “Can you hear me? Jackson?”

Jackson coughed and sneezed. He sat up, fell back, and retched up more water.

“Come on, get up.” Brian swooped in from nowhere and hauled him to his feet. Jackson hunched over and clutched at his face.

“Wha—what⁠—”

Brian got him moving, holding him up with an arm around his waist—dragging him, carrying him, a sloppy forward march. Jackson caught a sneeze in his palm, bright gobs of red. He spat and tasted pennies all mixed up with snot. His nose hurt, his ribs hurt, even his ass.

“Buh...”

“Hurry up.”

Jackson did his best, stumbling half-blind. His eyes stung and watered. His breath whistled and popped. His nose felt enormous, like a summer tomato. Pulpy and swollen, skin thin as gauze.

“C’mon, almost there.” Brian hooked left and Jackson’s eyes streamed. He caught a vague flicker of light up ahead, and then they were ducking into a black indoor space, under a grate that’d been forced open halfway. The flashlight swung round again and glared in his eyes.

“Ho-ly,” said Faye. “What happened to you?”

“Got hit by a mattress,” said Brian. He lifted Jackson and laid him on a low counter, then hopped up next to him and crossed his legs. Jackson sat up and hunched over, catching fat drops of blood in his cupped hands, drops that mixed with water and dribbled away. He watched and felt faint, and closed his eyes. All this pain, all this agony, was thanks to a mattress? Where had that even come from, when they were nowhere near a bed?

“Jackson? You okay?” Mira had hopped up beside him, and was tugging his sleeve. Jackson wiped his face and manufactured a smile.

“Nosebleed. Just a nosebleed.”

She frowned. “Does it hurt?”

“Mm-hm. But I’ll live.”

“You need a Band-Aid.” She dug in her pocket, and somehow she had one, a pink Barbie number covered in bows. Jackson bent down to let her stick it to his nose.

“How do I look?”

“Ugly,” said Ray.

Mira scowled at him. “He didn’t ask you.”

“Yeah, Ray, you heard her. Mind your beeswax.”

That made Ray laugh, and Jackson laughed too. Mira kept fussing, dabbing blood off his chin. He watched Faye over her shoulder. She’d found a flashlight somewhere and was holding it to her cheek to make her mouth glow pink. Brian had his knife out, and was carving something into the back of a chair.

“They’re like kids, aren’t they? Couple of kids at camp?”

“Don’t go to sleep. They’ll dunk your hand in warm water. That, and you probably have a concussion.” Ray peeled off his shirt and wrung it out. Mira watched him solemnly, then wrung out her skirt.

“It’s still wet,” she said, and smoothed it over her knees. She reached for a menu forgotten on the counter. “Captain Kidd’s Brig Café,” she read, stretching the words long. “I wish they were open. I want a sloppy joe.”

“You can read?” Ray took the menu and looked it up and down. “Faye, shine that over. I can’t see a thing.”

“I’ve got crackers,” said Brian. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled packet. “They’re no sloppy joe, but you can have them if you’re hungry.”

Mira jumped down off the counter and splashed across to Brian. Jackson started after her, half-convinced Brian meant to play some mean trick, but he just opened the packet and handed it down. Mira sniffed it and smiled.

“Are these peanut butter?”

“Hope that’s okay.”

“I love peanut butter.” She crammed one in her mouth, then remembered her manners and sprayed a messy thank-you.

“We should tell ghost stories,” said Faye. She slid off her seat and jumped up next to Ray. “Come on, make a circle. Brian, you too.”

Ray groaned, and so did Brian, but they both circled up, Ray shifting over, Brian pulling up a chair. Mira sat next to Jackson, nearly in his lap. He put his arm around her.

“Not too scary,” he said. His nose had quit gushing and settled to a slow drip.

“I’ve got one,” said Ray. He took the flashlight from Faye and held it under his chin. “So, okay, it was summer, and I was like...how old are you?”

Mira blinked. “Me? I’ll be six in three weeks.”

“Well, I’d just turned eight, and Dad got me this tent. I couldn’t wait to use it, so he said I could set it up in the back yard. So I did, and I slept there, and at first it was great. I stayed up reading comics, snarfing junk food, and it felt like, you know. My own private vacation, out in the yard.”

“With your own private maid service, thanks to your mom.”

Ray scowled at Jackson, but Mira laughed. Ray tipped her a wink and carried on. “Mom or no mom, I was out by myself. And our yard’s really long, with trees at the end. Once it got dark, well, it really got dark, only the moonlight peeking down through the leaves. I’d lie there and watch the shadows go by, and it was so peaceful, I’d fall right asleep. Except, this one night...”

Faye leaned in. “Woooooo.”

“This one night, I don’t know, I woke up around three. No, something woke me, a sound from outside.”

“What kind of sound?” Mira nestled closer to Jackson’s side. He smiled at her—don’t worry. It comes out okay.

“A rustling,” said Ray. “But not like the leaves. Like footsteps in grass, someone prowling outside.” He glanced over his shoulder, back the way they’d come in. “So I pulled the covers all the way to my chin. I lay and I listened and I heard it again, whish...whish, sneaky footsteps. I was shaking all over, hair standing on end...and then I saw it, up on the wall. A shadow, a man, creeping out from the trees—except, he had claws and a big hairy head, and a tail like a dog. And he was panting, his tongue hanging out. He was⁠—”

Mira gasped. “A werewolf?”

“No, it was him.” Ray pointed at Jackson. “My so-called best friend in his Wolverine costume.”

Mira smacked Jackson’s hand. “That’s mean,” she said.

“I was seven!” He laughed. “And it wasn’t three in the morning. It wasn’t even full dark.”

“Was too.”

“Was not.”

“Not bad,” said Faye. “You get points for suspense, and for the surprise ending. But no real ghosts, so you lose points for that.”

“I saw a ghost,” said Mira. “But it wasn’t a person.”

“Not a person?” Brian frowned. “What was it, a dog?”

“Not a dog either.” She crossed her arms, as though daring him to defy her. “It was a spider, and it was real.”

Faye cocked her head. “Okay, a ghost spider? I’ve got to hear this.”

“It was at my mom’s house, in her garage. It was big and white with, like, mushrooms growing off it. I tried to catch it, to show it to Mom, but it turned into ghost stuff and crumbled away.”

Jackson tried not to shiver. The story was so strange it had to be true—but if it was, it was awful, ugly, and wrong.

“I think that’s a fungus,” said Brian. “Like, a parasite. It takes over a spider or sometimes an ant, busts out of its shell till it⁠—”

“Ew, shut up.” Faye grabbed the flashlight and shone it in his face. “How about you? You ever see a ghost?”

“Not me,” said Brian. “I tried once, but...no.”

“That sounds interesting, though. How do you try to?”

Brian turned his head, shielding his eyes from the beam. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Once someone’s gone, that’s it. They’re done. If they go somewhere, they can’t come back. Or they don’t want to, so, either way...” His brows drew together. “Did you hear that? That splash?”

“Don’t change the subject.” Faye brandished the flashlight, but he snatched it away.

“I’m not kidding,” he said. “There’s something... Shut up.”

The circle went quiet. Jackson scooped Mira into his lap. He could hear water rippling, lapping at the walls. Mira’s breathing was quiet, Faye’s loud and harsh. Ray started to say something, and then he fell silent.

“I don’t hear anything,” said Faye. Brian ignored her. He swept the flashlight along the rear wall and down to the floor. Water gleamed blackly in the faltering light.

“Probably something outside,” said Ray. “Another mattress, maybe.” He gestured at the hurricane shutters blocking out the windows. “Probably made them rattle, and it sounded like⁠—”

“There.” Brian spun around, and the light arced with him. It caught something sinuous, a long, rippling shape. Jackson leaped upright, Mira in his arms.

“What—what was⁠—”

Faye screamed. Lightning flashed. The walls flickered white, and Jackson saw it—a huge snout in shadow, cast across the wall.

“Gators,” moaned Ray, and Jackson’s blood turned to ice.
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Kelly’s new shoes were pinching. They’d been pinching a while. How long exactly, she couldn’t say. She’d been sort of floating, drifting in and out, her thoughts like cobwebs blowing in the wind. She didn’t want to grab onto them, in case...in case.

Cobwebs held spiders, and spiders could bite.

She fixed her eyes on the road to the south. The ground was high here, but the water was rising, rushing down the tarmac in dirty brown sheets. Thinking wasn’t important, at least not right now. Now she was walking, one step, then the next. Soon she’d be driving, if all went to plan. She’d seen the used car lot a mile or two back. That truck by the office looked just about right, wide bed, big tires, high off the road. It would get her to Jackson, or at least get her close. One step, then the next, and the next after that.

Dizziness swept through her and she rode it out, teeth bared with effort, nails scoring her palms. Her pack chafed her shoulders, full of booty from Walmart. She’d restocked by flashlight, slicker, first-aid kit, knife, food and drink. Batteries, tinfoil, a new radio. She’d wanted to take more, but her bag was getting heavy. Heavy like her head, like her legs, full of sand. Her knee throbbed where she’d hit it, back at Jackson’s school.

She stumbled, went down, and got up with an effort. If she squinted, she could see it, the SAFE AUTO sign. It wasn’t lit up, but it beckoned her all the same. How many steps till she got to that truck? One, then the next, then⁠—

She went to her knees again, and doubled over. Her breakfast came up in an awful, sour rush. Hot flecks of oatmeal sprayed the backs of her hands. For a moment, she knelt there, staring at the mess. Then she moaned and pulled back, and scrambled away from the road. What had she been thinking? More to the point, what had she been doing, tramping down the shoulder in a screaming storm? Anyone could’ve hit her, or she could’ve collapsed. Drowned in the weeds by the side of the road.

She picked her way through the weeds, up a low, grassy slope. A big pile of boulders divided an empty lot from the road, forming a natural shelter against the wind. Kelly nestled into it, her back to the rocks. She just needed to...what? First rest a while, then—then...

Assess.

A scene, half-remembered, bubbled up from her past, the pool near her parents’, always cold, always gross. She’d gone every morning the year she’d turned sixteen, for lifeguard training, first aid. CPR.

“First aid,” she muttered. Assess, plan, what next? Well, once you made a plan, you put it into action. Implement, evaluate, then back to the start.

She pulled her knees to her chest and assessed her situation. She was safe for the moment, out of harm’s way. Her head had stopped bleeding where Dave had kicked her. Or, had she stopped bleeding? She probed at her forehead—sticky, but clotting—then at her cheek, where her key had cut in. She felt slick warmth and pulled her fingers away red.

“Still bleeding,” she whispered. “Dizzy. Concussed.” Speaking aloud helped her think, but her voice made her cringe, all cracked and frightened and small as a child’s. When she spoke again, it was louder, over the wind. “I’m hurt and I’m stuck on the side of the road. My plan, uh...”

First, stop the bleeding. Then deal with the rest.

She shrugged out of her backpack and got it unzipped. Her first-aid kit gleamed up at her, but she pushed it aside. Underneath, she found the Super Glue, and that made her smile. Zach had sworn by Super Glue like some folks swore by duct tape, not just for first aid, but for anything that went wrong. Smashed vase? Super Glue. Popped dinghy? Super Glue. Punctured tire? Jam a nail in the hole; seal with Super Glue. It wouldn’t last forever, but it’d carry you home.

“This whole boat’s held together with hope and Super Glue.” Zach slapped the hull. “Come on, come aboard.”

Kelly fumbled with the package and tore her way through. The tube inside was the kind that needed scissors to open. She didn’t have those, but nail clippers worked fine.

“Hold on,” said Zach. “Can’t glue that wound with dirt still inside.”

“Thanks, Zach,” she said, and maybe that wasn’t smart, talking to herself, to her own memories. But it felt good to pretend, just for a while. She took a bottle of clean water and rinsed out the wound. It stung, but she grinned and didn’t make a sound.

Now the glue.

She pushed her hair out of the way and dabbed it on, not too thick. Pinched the torn skin together to make it stick. It pulled when she let it go, but didn’t come apart. Her plan ended there, so she put the glue away, and the water, and she sat hugging her pack to her chest. Next came the car, but was she safe to drive? She turned her head and her stomach clenched, and she guessed not.

“Hitchhike, then.” A harsh laugh escaped her, loud in her ears. Hitchhike in this, on her own, all beat up? But what choice did she have? Stay here? Try to walk?

“Zach?”

He didn’t answer—because she couldn’t—and she got to her feet. She slung her pack over her shoulder and half-slid down the hill. Her legs felt less shaky after her break, but her head was still fuzzy, clouded with pain. She wanted so badly to lie down and sleep, her pack for a pillow, the grass for her bed. Just for five minutes, then she’d go. She’d move on.

A red car swept past her and showered her with water. Kelly spluttered and cursed, and edged back from the road. The next car along was too small to be safe, skidding and hydroplaning and losing control. Then came the RV, and Kelly didn’t think. She saw it coming, long and beige, big and solid, and she stepped in front of it, arms outspread. Somewhere inside of her, Zach yelled a warning, but Kelly ignored him. This was her chance.

“Hey...” She jumped up and down. Pain lanced through her knee. The RV kept coming, doing twenty-five, maybe thirty. The driver was distracted, half-turned from the road. Kelly could just make him out through the rain, an older man, balding, and thin as a rail. His passenger—his wife, maybe—was absorbed in her book.

“Hey. Over here.” Kelly shouted louder, into the wind. Her head spun and she staggered, and it was too late now. Too late. Too late to change course, to get out of the way.

Please...

Kelly waved her arms and shook her fists in the air. The wife looked up and saw her, and clapped her hands to her mouth. She must have made some sound because the driver snapped forward. His eyes locked with Kelly’s, and his face drooped with horror. The RV swerved wildly, then straightened its course. Brakes squealed, then ground, and Kelly closed her eyes.

This is it, then. I’m sorry. I tried. I⁠—

The RV bumped her gently, sending her skittering back. Her feet slid out from under her, and she went down on her ass. She sat there, half-stunned, staring up at the sky.

“What are you doing, standing out in the road?” The wife crouched in front of her and grabbed her by the chin. Swung her head side to side, inspecting her wounds. “What happened to you? Where were you going?”

Kelly swallowed. Good question. She’d been going...where?

“Jackson,” she whispered.

“What, Jacksonville? You don’t want to go there. It’s six feet underwater.” The driver was out now, leaning on his RV, a yellow rain hat slouched over his ears. His teeth were the bland white of mail-order dentures. Kelly stared at them, blinked, and shook her head.

“Jackson, not Jacksonville. My son. Pirate Splash.”

The driver frowned at her, then he glanced at his wife. “Let’s get her inside,” he said. “Get her out of the rain.”

The two of them lifted her onto her feet. Kelly went without protest, and let them guide her inside. They took her pack from her and laid her down on the floor, on a strip of shag carpet so soft she groaned. The driver went up front and pulled off the road, and when he came back, he was clutching a pillow.

“Here, get this under her. Get it under her head.”

Kelly lifted her head and the pillow slid under, fat and cool, welcoming, promising sleep.

“Can’t sleep,” she muttered. “Gotta...Jackson. The pirates.”

“What’s your name?” The wife leaned over her, full of concern. “I’m Annette. This is Peter. We’re headed for Macon.”

“Macon, no.” Kelly struggled to speak, holding on by a thread. “I’m going to Pirate Splash. Gotta get to my kid.”

“Hey, it’s okay. Lie back. Calm down.” Annette eased her back down to the pillow. “I don’t know what you heard, but sweetheart, nothing’s open. It’s a Snow day, a hurricane. Raining cats and dogs.” She turned to Peter, and he nodded his assent.

“If Noah was out there, he’d be building an ark.”

“Today’s not the day to go on the water slides. There’s enough splash right here, and we’re⁠—”

“My son snuck in.” Kelly sat up again, and pinched herself to alertness. “He cut school and snuck in, and I need... You’re heading west, right? To get out of the city?”

“We are, but⁠—”

“But nothing. It’s on your way. You can drop me off there, and I’ll do the rest. I just need a ride, so I’m begging you, please⁠—”

“No need to beg,” said Annette. “We’ll give you a ride, but honey, are you sure? You don’t want to stop by a clinic? The ER? Get that head checked, get those scrapes all patched up?”

“After,” said Kelly, and fell back with a grunt. “I’ll do that, but after. Once I’ve found my son.”

Annette and Peter exchanged glances. Something passed between them, and Peter gave a nod.

“Okay,” he said. “You rest back here, and I’ll get us moving.” He turned to Annette. “Get her a blanket. I think she’s in shock.”

Kelly lay and let Annette tuck her in. The blanket was scratchy, but she pulled it close anyway. It had a good smell to it, sweet like dessert. She breathed it in deeply and her body went loose, all warm and cozy and snugly cocooned.

Can’t sleep, she thought, but the RV was swaying, rocking her to and fro like a babe in a cradle. Music spilled from the radio, soft, twanging country. She felt herself slipping, going somewhere else, and this time she lay back and let it happen. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she spun back through time, back to that perfect day, Ray’s fifteenth birthday. They’d finished their run on the obstacle course, staggering over the finish line in a tired, aching knot. The rain had stopped and the sun had come out, and the kids were squabbling over their MRE lunches.

“C’mon, gimme yours. Mine’s just potatoes.” Jackson pulled a face. He licked goop off his thumb.

“They’re all potatoes,” said Ray. “That’s kinda the point.”

“No, yours says roast beef.” Jackson grabbed for Ray’s ration. Ray held it up high. Kelly leaned into Zach. She ached all over—but it was a good ache, the kind that meant you’d played hard. When Zach pulled her close, she cuddled into his side.

“What made you think of this?”

Zach’s brow knit. “Huh?”

“You know, coming out here, a day like today. That gift card was ratty. You’d had it a while. What made you think of this, doing this for Ray?”

“Hmm, I don’t know.” Zach picked a pine needle out of his beard. He flicked it away and sat thinking, watching the boys. “It wasn’t for Ray, really,” he said at last. “I wasn’t serious, even, till you hopped on board. I meant it as a joke, to wipe that frown off Ray’s face, but when you lit up like that, when you wanted to go…it hit me right then, when’d we last do this? When was the last time we went out just for fun? I thought we could use it, you and me. Jackson.”

“You thought right,” said Kelly, and sipped from her juice box. The taste was disgusting, some sickly fruit punch. It made her feel like a kid again, inhaling school lunch.

“We should take the kids out after. For a real meal.” Zach moved away slightly, his expression turning strained. “I know, with our budget⁠—”

Kelly gripped his hand. “Let’s not start down that road. Let’s say today’s special, do dinner, the works.”

“Olive Garden,” said Zach. He squeezed her hand back. “It’s cheap, but it’s good, and there’s bottomless pasta. The boys’ll love it, eating their weight in spaghetti.”

The boys’ll love it.

Jackson…

She swam back to consciousness in the space between songs. Caught the end of the weather report and tried to focus on that.

—hurricane Barker and tropical storm Cassandra. That’s called the Fujiwhara effect, two storms colliding, potentially merging. So, what we’re looking at⁠—

Kelly frowned. That was bad. She needed to stay sharp, but her head was pounding, her vision blurring again. Outside, the wind howled, and the weather report droned on.

—flooding at the airport, and Hunter’s Creek. Flights have been grounded, and travelers are advised⁠—

She hadn’t thought about that day in such a long time, that long, perfect day with Zach and the kids. It’d hurt too much going there, now she couldn’t go back. Let’s make it a tradition, Zach had said, and that had been hardest, the worst to remember. She’d wanted that. Grasped at it like a raft in a storm—a future for her and Zach and Jackson together. A future where they made it, and everything was okay.

I still want that for you, said Zach, in her head.

Kelly smiled, and she realized she wanted it too. She wanted to live again. To look forward, not back.

“Let go,” she whispered, and wondered if she could. Would Jackson forgive her if she moved on with her life? Would he want that for her, or would he resent her? They needed to talk. To start rebuilding bridges.

The RV hit a pothole. Kelly’s head thumped the floor. The world tilted and she slid off the side, back into a space between waking and sleep. In that space, she had made it to Pirate Splash, and she waded up the lazy river through a vortex of rain. It wasn’t so lazy, not anymore. White water roared and crashed up on the banks. She heard Jackson yell, and she made for his voice. She caught glimpses of him through the rain and the spray, sprawled on a raft made of bottles and planks. Each time she got close, he spun off again, always so close, always just out of reach. Then Zach was with him, and he flashed her a smile. “I found him,” he said. “He’s with me. He’s safe.”

Kelly reached out, pleading, but the raft whirled away. She sank into deep sleep and was lost to the world.
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“She’s not here,” said Eddie. He tugged at the door, but the wind snatched it from him. It banged back and forth till Jeb leaned over and caught it. He slammed it shut and flopped back in his seat.

“I’m guessing no joy?”

Eddie shook his head. “It’s wall-to-wall COVID. The shelter’s locked down.”

“They can’t have gone far.” Jeb flicked on his wipers and peered through the storm. The airport lay flooded, its terminals rising from an angry black sea. Like long, low-slung ships—like they might float away.

“Thanks for trying,” said Eddie, a lump in his throat. “You did more than you had to. More than most would.”

Jeb cocked a brow at him. “What, you giving up?”

“Giving up? No, I can’t. I’m her dad. But you should get home, get yourself someplace safe.”

“And, what, leave you here?” Jeb rumbled laughter. He threw his truck into gear and pulled away from the shelter. His treads churned up water and thick, greenish mud. “We still got some time—not a lot, but enough. We’re high enough up our engine won’t flood, and the water’s not deep enough to sweep us away. I say we check north of here, all those hotels.”

“The hotels?” Eddie frowned. “Aren’t there more hospitals, or a clinic, or...”

“An ambulance is low slung. Can’t drive far in water. If they ended up here, it’d be any port in a storm.” Jeb nosed the truck north. Thunder burst overhead. The overpass stretched before them, ugly and narrow, exposed to the wind in all its fury. Eddie’s chest tightened, and he looked away.

“You got, uh, binoculars? Or a scope for a rifle?”

“Not on me,” said Jeb. “Why do you ask?”

“I thought I’d keep an eye out, y’know, for the ambulance. It’s hard to make out much through all that rain.”

Jeb dug under his seat and came up with a gym bag. He dumped it in Eddie’s lap and focused back on the road. “Try that,” he said. “Should about do the trick.”

Eddie unzipped the bag and pulled out a camera, its long, heavy lens showing signs of hard wear. He popped off the lens cap and raised the camera to his eye. Blurry clouds filled his vision, then a white, foggy tower.

“How do I focus?”

“On the side, there’s a switch. Put it to auto, and it’ll do it by itself.”

Eddie thumbed the switch as they climbed the overpass. He aimed the lens over the railing and his breath caught in his throat. Gone was the interchange, with its tangle of roads: below them lay water and the backs of drowned cars, the expressway beneath them a faint, submerged line. A truck had stalled sideways over two lanes, heading a traffic jam straggling off to the east. Eddie spotted a man on the roof of his van, gesturing wildly as Jeb’s truck zipped by. When Eddie swung back, he had vanished from view.

“There’s people trapped. Trapped in their cars.” Eddie turned to Jeb, but he just shook his head.

“Point that thing west,” he said. “There’s an inn over there, between those two restaurants.”

Eddie gripped the camera tighter and swung his lens west. He was sweating, hands trembling, his stomach in knots.

“Lots of cars,” he said. “No ambulance, though.” He scanned the lot, dry-mouthed, hardly breathing at all. The wind had picked up, turning the streets to rapids. Debris scudded by, the bewildering detritus of a hundred small disasters—car mats and trash cans, a doll, a guitar. A desk with a swing lamp still clamped to the side. A jacket sped by, arms out to the sides, and Eddie nearly shouted. He’d thought he’d seen⁠—

“Renaissance to your left...DoubleTree...Wingate...” Jeb circled slowly, calling out the hotels. Eddie’s arms ached from the weight of the lens. His stomach felt leaden, tight with despair. Zoe could be anywhere, anywhere at all. A car spun by, empty, and he made a choked sound.

“She’s not here,” he said. “She—ambulance. Ambulance!” He dropped the camera and squinted through the trees.

Jeb followed his gaze. “I don’t see⁠—”

“That hotel, turn back.” Eddie craned backward, over his seat. “The one with the scaffolding and the giant red sign.” He peered through the trees, straining to see. It had been there, it had, backed through the front doors, its flashers still on, blinking red through the storm.

“I see it,” said Jeb. He bumped over the median and pulled a U-turn, and his front wheels plunged over some hidden drop. Eddie fell back, and his elbow struck the dash. Jeb yelled and flung the truck into reverse. His rear wheels spun, spraying twin spires of water. His engine whirred, choked, and cut out with a sputter. Water swirled in, rising over their feet.

“We’re sinking!” Eddie lunged for the door, but Jeb pulled him back.

“Don’t do that,” he said. “Hold on, let me...” He sat for a moment, then tried the engine again. It caught, whirred, and died, and he let out a curse. Eddie unbuckled his seat belt.

“So, we’re swimming, I guess.”

“I don’t think we’d make it. Not with that current.” Jeb nodded ahead, where the road had washed out, along with a swathe of the hotel’s front lawn. The water was deep there, and moving fast, whipped to a frenzy by the rising wind. Eddie stared at it and his scalp crawled. He’d thought a lot about drowning after Zach died. Googled it, even, what does drowning feel like? He’d held his breath till his head swam and his lungs hitched and burned. Felt his limbs turn to jelly and his stomach cramp up.

“Zoe’s in there,” he said. “Do we have a rope?”

Jeb craned over his shoulder. “Our rope’s floated off. We could tie our shirts together, and our socks and our jeans, but I’m not sure we’d⁠—”

“I saw this thing on TV once, these two guys took turns—like, I’d tie the rope round my waist and jump into the current, and let it take me to that car over there. You’d hold onto the other end, and once I was secure⁠—”

“I’d swim out past you and grab the next solid object. Take turns till we make it across that churn.” Jeb nodded. “I get it. It’s risky, but we can’t stay here.” He shrugged out of his jacket and peeled off his shirt. Eddie raised a brow at the Guernica inked across his chest, then he yanked off his own shirt and set to work on his jeans. Soon they sat in their skivvies, in a pile of wet clothes. Eddie glanced at Jeb again, and pulled a sour face.

“It’s like you’re still dressed,” he said. “Tattoo shirt, tattoo pants.”

“It’s still just my skin,” said Jeb. He grabbed Eddie’s jeans and tied them to his own, and tested the knot with a vigorous tug. Eddie took the other leg and tied it to his shirt.

“Lace your boots together and hang them around your neck,” said Jeb. “Assuming we make it, we’ll be dealing with glass.”

Eddie did as Jeb said. Across the parking lot, the doorway flashed red. Shards of smashed windows sparkled and gleamed. He looped his and Jeb’s socks around his waist and tied them tight.

“I’m going,” he said. “Don’t let me drown.”

Jeb didn’t say anything, just looped his jeans around one huge fist. Eddie crawled out the window and the current snatched him away. It dragged him under and spun him, and tumbled him like wet laundry. A thick loop of cotton circled his throat, tightening, squeezing, making him gag. Eddie’s eyes bulged and he clawed at the fabric. Drowning or strangling, which was worse? Which hurt more?

The current flipped him over and the fabric came loose. Eddie kicked for the surface, through thick, murky water. Shapes floated past him, indistinct in the gloom. His boots floated up, then the current tossed them back, a toe to his forehead, a heel to his teeth. Was he swimming up, or was he swimming down? He blew a string of bubbles and they went everywhere, up and down, all around, whirling with the current. Eddie whirled as well, in a wide, sweeping arc, and struck something solid, and scrambled up its side. He popped up like a cork and gulped in wet air.

“Jeb!” Water filled his mouth, and he spat it out. He clung to his sanctuary, not the car he’d been aiming for, but a splintered palm tree. Jeb hollered something he couldn’t make out.

“What?”

“—let go. You’d die.”

“Huh?” He twisted around as far as he dared. Jeb had his hand up, palm out, like stop. But Eddie wasn’t moving. He was stuck, out of rope.

Jeb shrugged his huge shoulders and squeezed out the window. The current caught him, as it had with Eddie, but Jeb kicked his legs up and backstroked across it. He splashed past Eddie, churning up foam, and latched onto a trailer half-sunk in the flood.

“Let go,” he called. Eddie took a deep breath. The current tugged at his ankles, trying to drag him below. Had Zach felt that same tug, the grip of the tide?

“Lie back. I’ll pull you.”

Eddie tried to obey, but the wind gusted up and tossed a bag in his face. He shouted and snatched at it and went under again, but this time he bobbed up and Jeb reeled him in.

“I saw solid ground just north of this trailer. You think you can make it around the back side?”

Eddie spat water. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Just don’t drop the rope.”

Jeb nodded tightly. Eddie eased past him and clung to the trailer, inching his way along its rear gate. It swayed and bobbled under his weight, but the current was weaker here, and he didn’t go down. Soon, he felt thick mud and roots between his toes, then a drooping shelf of asphalt, and then he stood straight.

“I made it,” he called, and tugged on the rope. Jeb swam around and lumbered over to join him.

“We best get inside,” he said. “That wind’s picking up.” He bent and pulled on his boots, and Eddie did the same, and they waded across the parking lot through water to Jeb’s knees. On Eddie, it came up to nearly mid-thigh. The ambulance had quit flashing, its lights shorted out. Beyond it, the lobby lay empty and black.

“Shoulda brought a flashlight,” said Jeb. Eddie ignored him. He kicked out a window and scraped the glass from the frame, then ducked through and listened, but all he heard was the wind.

“Zoe?” He cupped his hands and yelled louder. “Zoe? You here?”

“We need to find⁠—”

Eddie took off running, his patience frayed through. He crashed into a low wall—a wide, blue-tiled fountain, its basin bone-dry—and circled around it, calling Zoe’s name. Pale light filtered down from a skylight above, revealing vague shapes, curved planters, long desks. Eddie zigzagged among them and ricocheted off the walls, past a bank of dead elevators and a fallen boom lift, an ungainly painter’s tarp floating in a clump.

“Back here,” called Jeb. “I found us some stairs.”

Eddie spun around, sprinted, and barged rudely past Jeb. He hurtled up the staircase, one flight, then two, then a gray door burst open and bright light streamed through. A flashlight beam caught him full in the face.

“Dad!”

“Zoe—God, Zoe—” He charged to meet her, arms outstretched, then recalled his state of undress and stopped in his tracks. He stood swaying and dripping, weak-kneed with relief. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’d have got here sooner, but the roads were all out. I went in this sinkhole, and⁠—”

“It’s okay. You’re here now.” Zoe’s light swung past him, and over his shoulder. “Where are your clothes? And who’s your friend?”

“That’s Jeb,” he said. “He saved my life. As for my clothes, well, we needed a rope. We didn’t have one, so... You’re not alone, are you?”

Zoe shook her head. “Mr. Reynolds is here, and the ambulance crew.” Her voice faltered, and she scrubbed at her eyes. “I kept trying to call you, but I couldn’t get through. I thought⁠—”

Eddie’s heart cracked. “Oh, Zoe.”

“I thought I might never see you again.”

“I’m here. I’m here now.” Eddie crouched down and took her face in his hands. He thumbed her tears dry, smudging her cheeks with dirt. Zoe leaned into him and choked back a sob. Eddie pushed her wet hair back from her face.

“I wouldn’t leave you,” he said. “Whatever happens, I’m here.”

Zoe grabbed his hands and held on tight. Outside, the wind howled, and the building swayed with it.

“I’m here,” whispered Eddie, but the storm drowned him out.
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Kelly swam up through a thick, soupy sleep, all choked with voices and the tatters of dreams. Her head felt too full, her mouth stuffed with cotton. Her cracked knee throbbed sickly with the beat of her heart. That was what had woken her, that hot, rotten pain. That and the bickering drifting back from up front.

“I’m just saying,” said Peter, “I would’ve asked.”

“That’s your problem, right there. When was the last time you made a choice for yourself?”

“I chose these pants this morning.”

“Well, you chose wrong.”

The radio came on and flicked between stations, country, then gospel, then weather, more weather. Flooding up the coast. Jacksonville evacuating, panic in the streets. Bank robbers—in this weather?—running off with a cop.

“We shouldn’t have waited,” said Annette. “We should’ve done this six months ago, back when I said. Now, we’ll be lucky if we make it through. All those lakes up through Belleview...”

Kelly blinked. Belleview? She sat up with a groan.

“Annette?”

Peter cleared his throat. “You said we should go, but you never said where. We didn’t have anywhere till your sister came through. What would you have had us do, live on the road? Camp out forever like a pair of old hippies? I don’t know about you, but my back would⁠—”

“Annette.” Kelly sat up straighter and kicked the blanket off her lap. Annette swiveled back, leaning over her seat.

“Good to see you awake! How are you feeling?”

Kelly scowled. “Where are we? How long was I out?”

“Not long, an hour? You’re looking much better. Can I get you a drink, or something to eat? We have bagels, granola bars⁠—”

Kelly stood up. “Where are we?”

“Just west of Lake Apopka. Do you like tuna spread?”

“Lake Apopka?” Kelly gripped the counter to keep from falling over. “That’s—you went past it. I told you, I need⁠—”

“What you need is a doctor.” Annette unhooked her seat belt and made her way down the aisle. She swayed with the motion of the RV. “We wanted to find you one back in the city, but the roads were all out, so...”

“So you drove straight past Pirate Splash? Straight past my son?”

“That whole area’s flooded. You wouldn’t have made it.”

Kelly shouldered past Annette, up to the front. “Pull over,” she said.

“Now, let’s not be hasty. Let’s lie back down, get some ice on that head.” Annette caught her arm, but Kelly shook her off.

“I said pull over, or so help me, I’ll make you.” She lunged for the wheel and Peter yelled in alarm. Annette spun and stumbled and let out a shriek. Peter grabbed a crowbar from under his seat. Kelly snatched it from him, and suddenly everyone was shouting at once.

“Pull over!”

“You’re crazy.”

“Don’t—don’t—get back⁠—”

Peter slammed on the brakes and Kelly went flying. She skidded into the dashboard and fell on her rump. Annette rose on one elbow and jabbed a finger at the door.

“Out.”

Kelly closed her eyes, spots dancing in her vision. Annette slapped her arm.

“Did you hear me? Get out.”

“I’m going. I’m sorry.” Kelly struggled upright and fumbled at the door. The handle stuck and she shook it, and Peter popped the lock. Annette had circled around to shelter behind him, and now she leaned forward, her eyes narrowed to slits.

“That’s what you get for picking up strays.”

“Me? How’s this my fault? I was just⁠—”

Kelly jumped out and dropped to her knees. The door slammed behind her, caught in the wind. Peter drove off in a spray of wet grit. Kelly stayed where she was, breathing through her nose. Her head was still muzzy, her knee full of lava. But nothing new hurt, and nothing hurt worse than it had on the drive. She could still stand, still walk, still carry her pack.

Her damn pack.

“Son of a...”

She thumped her fist on the ground. Of course, her pack. She’d left it in the RV, everything she now owned, her first-aid kit, her food, her supplies for the road. And now, here she was—and, where even was here? She got up slowly and squinted up the hill, nothing but fields and orchards stretching to the north. When she turned around, she yelped with surprise: wherever she was, she wasn’t alone. A dog had come up behind her and stood grinning wide, a scruffy brown mutt of indeterminate breed, prick-eared, long-nosed, with a spot on its tail. Its paws were too big for it, and she smiled. Just a puppy.

“Well, hello. Where’d you come from? You live around here?”

The dog ventured closer and sniffed at her hand. Kelly rewarded it with a scratch on the head.

“You a good boy? Who’s a good boy?”

The dog did a happy dance, chasing its tail. It ran up to Kelly and then ran away, and stood looking back at her, its tongue lolling out.

“You want me to come with you? Is that what you want?”

The dog did a ruff and ran back and forth. This time, Kelly followed, and it whuffed with joy. It took her hand in its mouth, tugged, then let go, and went bouncing around her like it had springs in its paws. Kelly laughed at its antics and gave it more pets. It led her downhill, then up a dirt road, past a deep puddle, where it stopped for a drink. Through the trees, Kelly spotted an old, run-down house, its walls faded from yellow to a flaking eggshell. Hints of the original color still clung to the gaps in the siding, reminders of a time someone had cared for this place. Someone who still lived here, or someone long gone?

“Hey, boy. You live here?”

The dog yipped, excited, and bounded into the woods. Kelly crept forward, keeping to the trees. She spied a garage, yellow like the house, one window boarded, another patched with tape. Next to that sat a rabbit hutch empty of rabbits, and a wooden feed bin with the lid all caved in. The driveway was bumpy and choked with weeds, though tire tracks still lingered, wide tracks from a truck.

Kelly drew a deep breath and edged closer still. The house had that lonely feel, that sense houses get when no one’s been home for a while—stale air and cobwebs, dark, empty rooms. A fallen porch swing sat in the garden out front, yellow geraniums poking up through its slats.

“No one’s here,” she whispered, then louder, “No one’s here.” She stepped into the open, heading for the garage. Maybe there’d be a bike, or at least some supplies. Something heavy to swing, to use as a weapon. People took advantage when they thought you were⁠—

“I don’t know where you came from, but you best turn around and head back there right now.”

Kelly went rigid, skin prickling down her neck. “Who’s there?”

“None of your business. This is my place, not yours.” An old man stepped out from between the house and the garage, a bolt-action rifle aimed at her head. His knuckles looked stiff, knotted up with arthritis, but his eyes were clear and unafraid. Kelly raised her hands, but she didn’t step back.

“I’ll go,” she said. “But before I do, I need to use your phone.”

“No phones here, lady.” The old man jerked his rifle back toward the road. “You turn yourself around and go back the way you came.”

“I can’t do that. My son⁠—”

“Go on, git.”

“Please. My son’s out there, missing, and⁠—”

“We’ve all got our sob stories. I don’t need to hear yours. I’ve got nothing for you, so...” His brows shot up. “Rascal?”

The dog burst from the woods and pranced up to Kelly, jamming his long snout into her crotch. She laughed without meaning to, and pushed him away. The old man lowered his rifle, barrel to the ground.

“You found my dog,” he said.

“More like he found me, just up the road. He brought me to you, though I guess you’d rather he didn’t.” She scratched Rascal’s ears and he wriggled with glee.

“He was out on the road? Bad Rascal. Bad dog.”

Rascal just grinned at him, and ran up for pets. The old man hesitated, then set his weapon aside. He crouched down in the grass and hugged his wet dog.

“Such a bad boy. Don’t you know there’s coyotes? You want to get eaten?” He glanced up at Kelly. “He got scared of the thunder and ran away. I’d just been out looking when you popped out of my woods.”

“So you’re not going to shoot me?”

“In front of my dog?” He rose slowly, knees popping, and shook his head. “Look, I might’ve misjudged you, might’ve jumped to conclusions. I’ve had folks up here lately stealing fruit off my trees. Some kids took my car, drove it into the lake. It’s just never ending since that Snowstorm hit. Folks think it’s the end times and they go hog-wild, and next thing you know—hey, you okay?”

Kelly slumped against a live oak and pressed her face to its trunk. Her vision went spotty, and she let out a groan.

“You’re hurt,” said the old man. “You’d best come inside.” He took her by the arm and led her to the house, Rascal gazing up at her with slack-jawed good humor.

“I’m Kelly,” she said, as he helped her to a chair.

“Stanley. Wait here. Gonna grab us some lights.”

Kelly sank into leather as soft as new skin. Stanley’s cramped living room felt almost homey, chock-full of bookshelves and overstuffed chairs, a dog bed in the corner brimming with toys. Rascal grabbed a chewy wishbone and stretched out on the rug, tail thumping happily as he gnawed on his prize. Beyond him, a back room sprawled off to the east, but the furniture in there was covered in sheets.

“Here we go,” said Stanley, and hung a lamp on a peg, an ancient brass thing with a sputtering wick. He set candles on the mantel and on the end tables, and soon the room flickered with a warm, golden light. Kelly felt herself getting sleepy and forced herself to sit straight.

“I can’t stay here,” she said. “My son⁠—”

“Your son would want you to reach him in one piece.” Stanley pulled up a chair and bent to examine the gash on her cheek. “What’d you do, glue that?”

“It’s fine. I’m fine.”

Stanley gave her a long look, then scratched his chin. “You brought my dog home, so I owe you a favor. But, first things first, let’s make sure you’re okay.” He held up his hand to keep Kelly from interrupting. “I know, your son. You need to go get him. I’ve got an old truck, ought to get you where you’re going. I’ll trust you to borrow it, but only once I’m certain you’re fit to drive.”

“I’m fit,” muttered Kelly, but it came out mm fi’h, swallowed up by a yawn.

“You just sit back,” said Stanley. “I come from country folk, going way back. I know a few tricks, ought to get you on your feet.”

Kelly closed her eyes and let his words wash over her. His voice was low and soothing, and she was so tired, her whole body screaming for the release of sleep. Ten minutes couldn’t hurt, to let him look her over. Ten minutes, then she’d get up and prove she was fine.

Ten minutes, tops, and she’d be on her way.

Ten minutes, just ten, then Jackson...

Just ten.
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Eddie studied his reflection in the storm-dark window—a middle-aged man in a makeshift toga, his scrawny bare arms hatched with scratches and welts. Like some skeevy frat boy aged past his prime, tossed from the party to fend for himself. So, this was it, apocalypse fashion—bedsheets and curtain pulls, not leather and spikes. Animal House in place of Mad Max.

“You shouldn’t stand there,” said Zoe. “You’ll get struck by lightning.”

Eddie backed away from the window and found a seat next to Jeb. A tense, pinching headache had settled behind his eyes. Zoe was flitting about like a bird on the lawn, checking on her teacher, then that big paramedic, then back to her teacher to ply him with juice. She followed Miranda between the two beds, pelting her with so many questions Eddie’s head spun.

“How do you know if someone’s unconscious or if they’re just sleeping?”

Miranda bent to check on her fallen colleague. “Well, when I tap Mike, here—” She flicked his ear. “See how he snorts and twitches away? That means he’s responsive, which tells me he’s sleeping.” She shook him by the shoulder and made him groan. “Hey, Mike, you good?”

Mike made a coughing sound.

“Can you tell me what day it is?”

“Worst day of my life.” He spat in his hand and wiped it on the sheet. “Friday, last I checked.” The words came out in whistles, lisping through cracked teeth.

“And who’s our President?”

“That’d be Donn Snow. At least, he seems to think so.”

“Very funny,” said Miranda. “Conscious, aware, and making bad jokes.” She smiled down at Zoe. “How about you? Holding up okay?”

Zoe grinned. “I’m good. Can I try the radio again? I think I could fix it, if⁠—”

“Come sit with me,” said Eddie. He patted the couch next to him, but Zoe turned away.

“They won’t know we’re here,” she said. “How’ll we get rescued if they don’t know we’re here?”

“They will know,” said Eddie, a hint of irritation creeping into his voice. “Ambulances have GPS, and yours is downstairs. It’ll lead ’em right to us, any time now.”

Miranda glanced out the window, and Eddie thought she frowned. Zoe skipped over to check on Mr. Reynolds. The man was just fine, as far as Eddie could see, sipping OJ from a kiddie juice box. He had angina, was all. No one died from angina. You thought you were dying, but nope, just angina. Zoe’d had questions about that, too, about a million. How bad does it hurt? How do you get it? Couldn’t she wait and Google it like everyone else?

“Come sit down,” said Eddie, and slapped the couch again. “You’ll stir up your asthma, bouncing around like that.”

Zoe didn’t listen. She’d gone to the nightstand and was digging through the drawer. She came up with a magazine and flipped through its pages.

“Zoe.” Eddie snapped his fingers. “Sit down. I mean it. I won’t tell you again.”

Zoe went rigid and dropped her magazine. “I was just helping,” she said. She glanced at Mr. Reynolds, and then at Miranda. Neither said anything, and her cheeks flushed bright red. She grabbed her flashlight and made a break for the door.

“Get back here. Get—damn it.” Eddie surged to his feet. Jeb half-rose, as well, but Eddie brushed past him. “Zoe, where are you going? Zoe⁠—”

“Looking for water, okay?” Zoe whirled to face him, her eyes bright with tears. “In case they don’t come for us. In case we’re here all night. We might need fresh water, and the taps aren’t running.” She hugged herself tight, and Eddie saw she was trembling. He took a slow breath and let it out through his teeth.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay, that’s smart. But I’m coming with you, and we’re sticking together.”

Zoe bobbed her head, and they set off down the hall. Now Eddie was looking, her fear was plain as day. It was there in her breathing, in her stiff, jerky gait. In the way her eyes darted to every thump and ripple. She wielded her flashlight like a weapon, stabbing it at the shadows to chase them away.

“We’re safe here,” said Eddie. “The storm’s outside.”

Zoe made a hm sound, a distracted grunt. She pushed through the glass doors, out to the atrium, and paused for a moment, as though gathering her nerve. Then she went to the railing and peered over the side, down to the lobby three floors below.

“It’s getting deeper,” she said. “The water, I mean. When we came in, it was only up to my knees.”

Eddie followed her gaze and swallowed hard. The dry fountain he’d stumbled on was now submerged. The water stood hip-deep, maybe even higher. A duck had swum in, and was dabbling in the planters. He pointed it out to Zoe, but she only frowned.

“There’s gotta be vending machines,” she said. “Or one of those ice boxes like you get at motels.”

Eddie scanned the walkway, but he couldn’t see far. “Where’d you get that juice box you gave to your teacher?”

“Miranda had that in her lunch.” Zoe moved ahead, swinging her light side to side. “We need enough for all of us, and we need food.” She tried one of the doors, but the room was locked tight. “This place is creepy, too empty. Too big. Anyone could be in here, all these rooms, all these doors.” Her voice had risen to a high, strangled pitch.

“No one’s here,” said Eddie, though he couldn’t be sure. “Me and Jeb would’ve seen them. Seen their cars outside.”

Zoe didn’t seem to hear him. “We didn’t want to come here,” she said. “We tried other hotels, but they were all either full, or they were evacuating already. They’d all locked their doors, and I thought Mike was dying. He kept making these noises and spitting up blood, and then he was⁠—”

“Hey.” Eddie caught her arms and held her still. “He made it, though, right? He’s sitting up. Talking.”

Zoe’s chin jerked up, then jerked back down. Her eyes were fixed somewhere above Eddie’s head. He cupped her cheek carefully and offered a smile.

“How’d you get in here?”

Zoe wiped her eyes. “We skidded,” she said. “Or, I don’t know, floated. We got swept up the drive, and we couldn’t back out. But no one was here, so we had to break in.”

“You did good,” said Eddie. His mouth had gone dry. Of course she was jumpy—she’d just come through a nightmare. And he’d gone and yelled at her like some kind of jerk. He cleared his throat. “We should try near the stairs. They always put vending machines next to the stairs.”

They made their way around the walkway, taking in the sights. The hotel was mid-renovation, and huge rolls of carpet stood stacked against one wall. A box cutter lay near them, and Eddie scooped it up.

“What’s that for?” asked Zoe.

“If we get trapped in a box.” Eddie winked at her, but she stalked on ahead. She was whistling, he realized, softly through her teeth, snatches of some tune he thought he should know. Something familiar, but⁠—

“I found the vending machines.” She ducked into an alcove and shone her flashlight around. “They’re not the glass-front kind. Can we still break in?”

Eddie thumped the first one. It made a hollow bonk. He tried his box cutter in the keyhole, but it wouldn’t fit.

“There must be some way,” he said. “Hinges, or something. Try around back?”

Zoe fingered the dollar slot. “I could get into them if we had power. At least, I think I could, if they’re like at the mall.” She grinned, almost proudly, and pulled out her school ID. “You take your S-card and jam it in here, and it lets you have anything, totally free.”

Eddie sheathed his box cutter and tucked it away. “Is that something you do?”

Zoe’s grin faded. “Well, no, not me. But I heard you could⁠—”

“Because you know that’s stealing. You can still get in trouble, even for a dollar.”

“I know. Just...forget it. Let’s go back to the room.” Zoe turned to go, but Eddie called her back.

“Hold on—hold on.” He held up his hands. “I didn’t mean that, okay? I know you’re not a thief.”

“Then what did you mean?”

Eddie opened his mouth, then closed it again. What had he meant? He’d been sniping at Zoe almost since he’d got here, but what had she done, besides trying to help? She wasn’t a thief—he knew better than that—and even if she had been, come on. A dollar?

“I’m going,” said Zoe.

“Wait, no. Hold on.” Eddie darted to catch her, toga sliding down his chest. He hitched it up, scowling, and blurted out the first thing that popped into his head. “It’s just, I’m your dad, right? But you don’t... I don’t know how to say this without sounding bad.”

Zoe shrugged. “Just say it.”

“Well, sometimes it seems to me like you don’t need one. Like you don’t need me. You’re so independent, so smart, grown up. You’re thirteen years old, but you cook for yourself. I try to check your homework and it’s over my head. You read books I don’t get, speak Spanish and French, but today, I don’t know. I don’t know, I thought…” He pinched the bridge of his nose, where his headache was worst. “I found you, and you were—you just seemed so scared. I thought maybe you needed me. Maybe I’d got it all wrong.”

Zoe burst out laughing. “You were trying to be my dad?”

Eddie flushed, embarrassed. “Yeah. Yeah, I was.” He went to the railing and looked down at the flood. “I’ve never been that,” he said. “I’ve been Jackson’s uncle, but that’s not the same. I don’t know what you need from me, how this all works.”

“I don’t know either,” said Zoe. She came up beside him and followed his gaze. “I always thought if I met you, you’d be more...”

“What?”

“Now I’ll sound bad.” She pulled a wry face. “I thought you’d be this professor, or a doctor, maybe. Someone more Mom’s type, like...oh, my God. We’re so dumb.”

Eddie blinked. “How’s that?”

“Down there. We’ve got power.” She pointed at the ambulance. “They’ll have an inverter, in case theirs goes out. Like you have in your shed, you know, back home.”

Eddie stared at her, puzzled. “An inverter? In my shed?”

“That big ugly box thing with all the outlets? You plug in your car battery, and it converts the current to a hundred and twenty volts?”

“I have that in my shed?”

“Guess it must be Aunt Kelly’s.” Zoe drooped for a moment, then rattled on. “You can run your TV off it, or your EKG, or whatever. It stores a charge, too, in case your battery craps out. We can plug in those vending machines and get whatever we want.”

“An inverter, huh?” Eddie scratched his chin. “I’ll bet that was Zach’s. But how about you? How’d you know what it was?”

Zoe looked away. “I thought it was yours,” she said. “Something for your music. But when I Googled the model number, it’s, yeah. An inverter.” She nodded at the ambulance. “Are we going, or what?”

Eddie glanced over the railing. The water was choppy, swirling hip-high. “I’ll go,” he said. “You grab a pillowcase for when I get back. We’ll need something to carry whatever we take.”

Zoe hugged him briefly, then she scurried off. Eddie stood and watched her, and his insides felt hollow. He’d banned her from that shed when he’d caught her poking around. It was dusty in there. It might make her sick. Plus, it’d just felt weird, having her in his space. He’d carved up his life when she’d landed in it: weekends were her time, and breakfasts, and dinners. Weekdays were his, for work and for living. Her place was the house, and the garden was his. It’d been working fine, except that it hadn’t. Not if she’d been in his shed trying to get to know him. Googling model numbers on old electronics.

How did I not see...?

Something splashed down below, and Eddie got moving. He’d make this right, but first, that inverter.


21







The gator was hiding, somewhere in the dark. Somewhere in the black water flooding the café.

Jackson went still and listened, eyes closed, ears pricked. He filtered through the big sounds—the roar of the wind, the crashes and thuds—down to the small ones, the ones close at hand. Brian’s boots creaked. Something sloshed down below. Mira sniffled and went quiet, her small body tense. Jackson’s own breathing was loud in his ears, heavy and nasal from his recent nosebleed. They’d all huddled on the countertop, out of the water, but gators could jump. They could climb. They could⁠—

“They don’t eat people,” said Brian. “As long as we don’t bother him, we should be okay.”

Faye’s laugh was jarring, a high, brittle sound. “What are you talking about? They ate some kid right here. Dragged him into the water, damn near tore him in half.”

“Shut up, would you?” Jackson clutched Mira tighter to his chest. She’d gone heavy in his arms, and he struggled to hold her. “We need to get out of here, get to somewhere they aren’t.”

“The Crawlways,” said Faye. “There’s stairs here, but⁠—”

“Shh. What was that?” Ray stumbled back, colliding with Jackson. Mira slid down and Jackson hitched her back up. He could feel her heart beating, pounding through her chest.

“I don’t hear anything,” said Brian.

“Listen, just wait.”

Jackson held his breath. He thought of the gator Ray had scared with his rock, its huge, heavy body slicing through the air. The strength that would take, the raw power of that leap—it could get up here too, easy as pie. Sweep them all off the counter with one switch of its tail.

Water gurgled below them, opaque in the dark. Jackson scanned its surface and saw nothing at all. If the gator was down there, they’d never know where. Not till it was on them, and maybe not even then. It could tug them under before they could scream. Pick them off one by one, until⁠—

“We can’t just stand here,” said Faye. “If we all jump down and run out together, it can’t get us all.”

Mira whimpered at that. Ray swallowed hard. Jackson measured the distance they’d have to traverse, twenty feet maybe, dotted with tables and chairs. A patch of gray light marked where they’d come in, the shutter jammed open, the doors busted through.

“It could’ve swum off,” he said. “All that screaming we did, maybe we scared it away.”

No one said anything. The moment stretched out. Jackson strained to hold Mira, his biceps on fire. Sweat ran down his collar and beaded on his lip. The air hung thick and humid, rank with old grease. Maybe there’d never been a gator, just a shadow on the wall. A chair turned over, its legs gaping wide. A plank, an old menu, anything at all. He’d thought he’d seen something, but⁠—

“No, Brian, don’t!”

Faye’s scream came so sudden Jackson jumped and slid. Mira slipped from his arms without a sound. Brian jumped off the counter, flashlight raised high. He brought it down like a blade, and something went crack. Its light sparked and sputtered, and then it was gone. Jackson heard a loud splash, then a low gurgle. Someone lunged past him. He dropped to his knees.

“Mira? You there?”

“Brian. Brian!”

Jackson crept forward, across the slick counter. Someone trod on his hand, and he stifled a shout.

“Mira? Where are you?”

“I’ve got her,” called Ray, from somewhere below. “We’re just—ugh, get off.” Chairs crashed. Wood splintered. Thunder growled overhead. Jackson squinted to see in the dark, shapes that might’ve been tables or figures crouched low, counters like rock shelves jutting out of the sea. Something quick-moving, there and gone in a flash, a shadow, a gator, Ray sprinting by. Splashes and screams echoed off the walls, assaulting Jackson’s senses from all sides at once.

“Ray?”

“Brian? Baby?”

“Mira, yell if you⁠—”

“Brian!”

Jackson slid off the counter and felt for the wall. His foot struck something moving, something alive. He recoiled with a cry, hit the counter, and fell.

“Briiii-yaaaaaan!”

Jackson spluttered, spat water, and made for Faye’s voice. She’d mentioned a stairway, some path out of here. Somewhere safe, above water, where⁠—

“Jackson? That you?” Ray’s hand shot out, clumsy, and grabbed him by the hair. Jackson pulled him into a staggering embrace. Mira sobbed between them, and clung to Ray’s neck. Ray hitched her up, panting, and let out a grunt.

“I can’t hold her much longer. We need to get out.”

“I know.” Jackson waded toward the alcove where he’d last heard Faye, but Ray strained against him, heading back for the door.

“Wrong way.”

“Wait—”

“Brian!”

“Faye, we’re right here.” Jackson waved his free arm, though he doubted she could see him. “Where’d you say those stairs were?”

“Through the kitchen, but Brian⁠—”

“Which way?”

Faye blundered from the shadows, straight into Ray. All three of them stumbled, and Jackson’s knees buckled. He caught himself with an effort, and somehow kept his feet.

“We have to get up there. Mira, at least.”

“But—”

“What if Brian went already?” Jackson caught her arm as she splashed away. “Just, let’s go check for him. If he’s not there, I swear we’ll come back.”

“He won’t be,” said Faye. “I’d have heard him run by.”

“With all that screaming? All that splashing around?” Jackson jumped at a ripple, a churning below. “Come on, we can’t stay here. At least point out the stairs.”

“This way.” Faye turned and strode off, but she didn’t go far. She reached the back counter and hoisted herself up and over. “This side,” she said. “Pass me the kid.”

Mira whimpered and protested, and Ray passed her to Jackson.

“I’ll go first,” he said. “You can hand her to me.”

Ray scrambled over, and Jackson lifted Mira. She climbed onto the counter, then into Ray’s arms. Jackson hopped up behind her and paused to look back. The café was quiet, Brian nowhere in sight. He must’ve come this way, because if not—if not⁠—

“Are you coming or what?”

Jackson slid over the counter and off the side. He splashed down and skidded, catching himself on the wall. Glass clinked and rattled, and something smashed on the floor. Ray grabbed his arm and dragged him along, through a narrow opening, past a smashed crate, down a hall choked with bobbing fry baskets. A door creaked and opened, and a stale gust rose up, the faint scent of garbage wafting from below. Jackson rocked back, dismayed.

“This staircase goes down.”

Faye made a snorting sound. “Where’d you think it went?”

“I don’t know, up?”

Faye grabbed his arm and dragged him through the door. It slammed shut behind him, and Jackson couldn’t breathe. The air was thick and humid, rank with decay. Heat closed in around him, moist on his skin.

“We can’t be down here.” He felt for the walls, claustrophobia taking hold. “We can’t be in the basement. We’ve got to⁠—”

“Brian!”

Jackson spun and lurched back the way he’d come. He hit the door with a thump and pushed it half-open. Faye jerked him back.

“Don’t do that.”

“But, the water⁠—”

“It’s not a basement, okay?” Faye’s phone lit up, blinding in the dark. “This is the first floor. It’s still above ground. The rides and the food stands, those are all on the roof.” She aimed her flashlight downstairs, past the narrow landing and down a wide, concrete hall. “Brian, if you’re down here, call out right now.”

Nobody answered. Mira slid from Ray’s arms and picked her way downstairs. Jackson followed, stiff-legged, breathing through his mouth. The smell was bad down here, trash and old bread. The flooding was less bad, an inch or two on the floor. Even the shriek of the wind was muted, faraway. Jackson spotted a golf cart parked by the wall, a deflated knapsack slung over its seat.

“What is this place?”

“The Crawlways, I told you. Brian? You here?”

Jackson glanced at Ray. “What’s a crawlway?”

“Where the pirates change costumes or, y’know, take a leak. There’s doors they burst out from all over the park. It’s how they do the big battles, how they make them look⁠—”

“Brian’s not down here. We have to go back.” Faye turned around and the tunnel went dark. Jackson hurried after her, Mira at his heels.

“We can’t all go,” he said. “Mira should stay here, and she can’t be alone.”

“I’ll go,” said Faye. “I’ve got the light.”

Mira pressed up against Jackson. Her eyes had gone round. “She’s leaving us down here? Alone in the dark?”

“No—no, hold on.” Jackson took Faye’s arm. “Look, I’ll go, okay? There’s enough light up there I can make my way around. I’ll find him, I promise. I won’t stop till I do.”

Faye eyed him, doubtful. “I don’t know,” she said. “Just you, in the dark⁠—”

“I’ll go with him,” said Ray. He’d found a crowbar somewhere, and was clutching it like a weapon. “Two sets of eyes, we’ll find him twice as fast.”

Mira’s grip tightened on Jackson’s leg. He looked down and smiled at her, and gently pried her loose.

“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll be quick, you’ll see.” He dropped to one knee to meet her gaze. “You trust me, right? That I’ll do what I say?”

“I trust you,” said Mira. “I just don’t trust...her.” She whispered the last word, with a black look at Faye. Jackson couldn’t argue—he didn’t much trust Faye either—but he gathered Mira close and rocked her in his arms.

“You don’t have to trust her,” he said. “Just know I’ll be back for you, and try to be brave. You think you can do that? Just for a while?”

Mira gave him a long look, as though weighing his promise. Then she stepped back and nodded. “I’ll be brave,” she said. “But you better come back.”

Jackson got to his feet, clearing a lump from his throat. “Okay,” he said, and he turned to go. As he did, a metal glint caught his eye, a small, dirty canister bobbing in the water. He scooped it up, turned it over, and pried off its cap. Ray stopped for a look at it.

“What did you find?”

“Spray paint, I think.” He gave it a shake and aimed it at the wall. It sputtered and hissed, and a white patch appeared. “Definitely spray paint. If that gator’s still up there, I’ll spray it up his nose.”

Ray laughed at that, but without much enthusiasm. The two of them hurried back the way they’d come, up the dim staircase, through the cramped kitchen space, over the counter, and into the café. Jackson found a chair and swept it through the water, clearing wide arcs as he waded ahead. It hit a counter, a table, but nothing alive. Nothing that snapped at him or slithered away.

“Brian?” Ray waited, but no one replied. “We need more light,” he said.

“More light from where?”

“We could open that shutter the rest of the way.” Ray gestured at the storm shutter, jammed on its tracks. “Let’s try together. You jiggle, I’ll push.”

They made their way to the entrance on high alert, every splash, every ripple stopping them dead. Ray swung his crowbar at a length of driftwood. It hit with a tok, and he made a low, frightened sound. Jackson swept his chair in widening arcs, dreading the moment it connected with...what? A bloodthirsty gator? Brian’s mangled corpse? It clanged off a trash can, bumped off the wall, then caught on something that wouldn’t let go. Jackson screamed and jerked back, and the gator came flying, a great, black-backed monster surging from below. It hung in the air, its squat legs flung wide—then it slumped and folded and crumpled away, not a gator, just cloth. Just a dumb, empty jacket. Ray spun around and thumped Jackson on the back.

“What the—? What’d you scream for? You scared me half to death.”

Jackson swallowed thickly, heart in his throat. “Just an old coat,” he said, and kicked it away.

Ray exhaled sharply. “Brian? You here?”

The wind howled and gusted. Something clanged far away. Ray ducked under the shutter and gave it a shove.

“Still jammed,” he grunted. “Come on, come jiggle.”

Jackson set down his chair. This was it, he decided, the limit of fear. He’d never be more scared than he was right now, knee-deep in black water with who knew what underneath. If he made it through this, he’d never worry again. The worst would’ve happened, and he’d be okay.

“All right,” he muttered, and squeezed out past Ray.

“Grab the handle and shake it when I yell go.”

Jackson reached for the handle and time ground to a halt. He froze, one hand raised, breath caught in his throat.

“Go.”

Jackson just stood there, squinting into the rain.

“I said go. Didn’t you⁠—”

“Isn’t that Brian?” He pointed across the street, at a stooped figure huddled up to the wall. As he watched, it deflated and curled in on itself. Then it pitched forward, into the flood.
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The rain stopped at half past three, and the wind died off with it.

For Eddie, the silence came as a shock. He’d got used to the drumming, to the rush of the gale. Without it, his ears rang. His head felt too big. Like the sound had been a bandage holding his brains in, and now it was gone, his thoughts were bulging out.

He set down the inverter and flattened his palms to his temples. The pressure went back some, but his head still felt strange. Tiny sounds pricked his eardrums and made them throb—the drone of a horsefly, the cry of a gull. The rustle of palm leaves out on the lawn. Good sounds, bright sounds from a warm spring day.

“Dad? It’s the sun.”

Eddie turned around, and sure enough, there it was, a curtain of light streaming down from above. Down through the skylight to the water below. Zoe stood on the walkway, her face tilted up. Eddie’s eyes watered, maybe from the dazzle, maybe from relief.

Zoe peered down at him. “Does this mean it’s over?”

Eddie kept staring up. Maybe it did mean that. Nothing went on forever, not good days or bad. Everything ended. Everything passed. Was it too much to hope⁠—

“Dad?”

“Let me go look.” He slid out of the ambulance, into warm brown water. His toga flared around him like a pale lily pad. Eddie pushed it down and waded through the flood. The window he’d come in by was nearly submerged, and he plugged his nose to dive through it, eyes squinched tight shut. When he swam to the surface, the sky was blue overhead. The sun was high and blazing, beating down on his face. A fluffy white cloud bank rose to the south. A perfect spring day, except. Except.

Eddie followed the cloud bank off to the west. It rose high and solid, blocking his view. The east was the same, and when Eddie looked up, the clouds made a circle. The eye of the storm, and he was in it.

A soft sound escaped him, half a protest. He closed his eyes and heard insects, life’s endless hum. How long till the eye passed and the winds swept back in?

“Dad?”

If he grabbed Zoe right now, could they somehow outrun it? Stay in the eye till the storm blew out? He snorted at the notion. Outrun a hurricane—outswim it, no less. Maybe in a speedboat, they might stand a chance. But on their own⁠—

“Dad!”

“On my way.” He shaded his eyes for one last look at the sky. The clouds had moved closer, crowding in from the east. Eddie plugged his nose to dive back, then paused, head cocked. Had that just been gunfire, or had he lost his mind?

The sound came again, a faint pop-pop-pop.

Fireworks, thought Eddie, and dipped back inside. He waved up at Zoe, but she didn’t smile.

“We’re in the eye, aren’t we?”

Eddie nodded. “’Fraid so.” A volley of fire broke out, but Zoe didn’t seem to hear it. Eddie glanced back and saw nothing, and no more shots came. Or no more fireworks—just fireworks. We’re fine.

“Did you find the inverter?”

He grabbed it. “Right here. But I couldn’t get the battery. The hood wouldn’t pop.”

“Bring it up anyway. It should still have a charge.”

Eddie jogged back upstairs. Zoe was waiting by the vending machines, pillowcase in hand. She’d unplugged one already, and motioned to the cord.

“See if it fits,” she said.

Eddie stuck the plug in the socket, not expecting much. The machine beeped loudly, and all its lights flashed at once. Then they went out, and the machine beeped again. Eddie frowned.

“What’s it doing?”

“Rebooting, I guess.” Zoe poked her card at the dollar slot, but it wouldn’t go in. “Maybe we need to wait till it’s done.”

They stood and waited. The machine bleeped and blooped. Eddie glanced at Zoe and caught her staring at his hands. At his scars, maybe. He tucked them under his arms and the silence got awkward.

“Uh...” Eddie plumbed his store of pleasantries for something to say. “Happy birthday?”

Zoe blinked, startled. “I thought you forgot.”

“I didn’t forget. But your present’s sort of...fried.”

“You got me a present?” Zoe’s smile came as sudden as the sun through the storm. “What did you get?”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s gone.”

“But it’s the thought that counts, right? Come on, what was it?”

Eddie’s neck went warm. In the face of her excitement, his big gesture felt small. She’d probably wanted an iPad, or something to wear. Earrings, a hoodie—what did she like?

“It was, uh, flowers.”

Zoe’s brow creased. “Flowers? And you fried them?”

He pressed his thumb to his palm, worrying at his scar. “We were planting them,” he said. “Me and Aunt Kelly. I saw them at the nursery the day your mom—the day I found out I was your dad. They had your name, Lady Zoe, and I thought...”

“You went handmade. Hand-planted.” Zoe looked away. “Mom did that too. Because it showed she…”

“Cared.” The word came out choked, and Eddie licked his lips. “She told me that too. I almost forgot.”

Zoe came up and hugged him, so tight it hurt. “Thanks for the present,” she said. “And for remembering Mom.”

Eddie’s eyes swam. Of course he remembered Nola. He’d pined for her for years. But it hadn’t felt right to say as much to Zoe. Her wounds were so fresh, her grief still so new. He’d thought he might hurt her, like he’d once hurt Kelly, bringing over those videos of Zach back in college. She’d lit up for an instant at the sight of his face. Then she’d bolted upstairs and locked herself in her room, and she hadn’t come out till he left for work the next day.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered. Zoe pulled back and frowned.

“Sorry for what?”

“Well, your flowers—have you heard of ball lightning?”

Zoe laughed. “They got hit by ball lightning?”

“Burned to a crisp.” He made a disgusted sound. “You should’ve seen it. It felt almost on purpose. Like, it came down and hung there, and⁠—”

The machine gave a long beep, then a satisfied blink. Zoe pulled out her S-card.

“I think it’s done.”

Eddie held up his hands, fingers crossed on both sides. Zoe stuck her card in, and this time, it beeped. She hit the button for water, and an Aquafina popped out.

“It worked!” She clapped her hands. “I can’t believe it—it worked.”

“Do it again.”

Zoe did it again, and again, and again. She emptied out all the waters, and the fruit juice as well. The next machine was a newer model, and wouldn’t take her S-card, but the one after that spat out a bounty of treats: crackers and chips, tiny tubs of fruit salad.

“I think that’s good,” said Zoe. “At least, I’m full up.” She held up her pillowcase, crammed to bursting. “We should get back to the others before the storm comes back.”

Eddie glanced over his shoulder. The sunlight had faded, and the wind was picking up. “Good call,” he said. “Listen, about before, about me being your dad⁠—”

“You were right,” said Zoe, and swung her pillowcase over her shoulder. “You’re not, like, a dad-dad, but I guess I don’t need one. It’s still good to know you because you knew my mom.”

Eddie made a rough sound, a sort of gut-punched grunt. Not a real dad—she didn’t need him? He’d said it himself, but he hadn’t meant it. Hadn’t meant her to think he didn’t want the job. He did, more than anything. He wanted to try.

He’d had six months to try. Six months to fail.

The wind hit the south wall so hard the floor shook. Eddie grabbed for the railing and swayed on his feet. Rain drummed on the skylight and drummed in his head. Not a dad, not her dad—saying it was one thing, but hearing it from her lips⁠—

“Dad, hurry up.”

She’d said it so casual, like it was nothing at all. Like it was obvious—I guess I don’t need you, and had anyone, ever? Her mom surely hadn’t, and neither had Zach. His band hadn’t needed him—they’d kept going without him. He’d thought Kelly did, but she was tougher than that. When push came to shove⁠—

“Dad! Come on!”

He scowled and got going, but his tailspin kept up. His best friend hadn’t needed him, back in fifth grade. He’d traded him in for a cooler sixth-grader. His first girlfriend hadn’t needed him, or the ones after that. Hollywood hadn’t needed him, or his crappy zombies.

“Quit it,” he muttered, and dug a nail into his scar. He’d screwed the pooch, just him, no one else. He didn’t get to wallow. He hadn’t earned that.

“We’ll get through this,” he said, catching up to Zoe. “The eye passing over us, that’s got to mean the storm’s half over.”

“Maybe,” she said. She headed into their room, and Eddie followed. Miranda was parked at the window, peering toward the airport. Jeb was perched by Mike’s bed, and the two of them were futzing with a cracked-open radio. Jeb, Eddie noted, looked fine in his toga, more Zeus than frat boy, with his epic beard. He caught sight of Zoe and broke out in a grin.

“Tell me that’s food. Is that food? That a Mars bar?”

“Sure is,” said Zoe, and tossed one his way. “Is that Miranda’s radio? Did you get it working?”

“Sort of,” said Mike, and he turned his head and sneezed. Jeb steadied the radio with one massive hand.

“Here, check this out.” He poked the guts of the radio, and it crackled to life. A thin voice rose up, tinny with distance. Aliens, it said. I’m not crazy or nothin’, but Donn Snow ain’t human, and I got proof. You measure his forehead, then you measure his nose⁠—

Zoe laughed. “Who’s that?”

“Not a clue,” said Jeb. “But there’s a lot of folks sending updates or calling for help.” He got up to offer her his seat. “Wanna give it a shot?”

Zoe took Jeb’s place, hunched over the radio. Jeb caught Eddie’s eye and beckoned him to one side.

“Did you hear that before, when the storm cut out?”

“You mean the, uh, fireworks?” Eddie glanced at Zoe and lowered his voice. “I couldn’t see anything. Did you?”

“Not a thing,” said Jeb. “But those were no fireworks. And they weren’t far off.”

“Still, what are the odds they’d bother us here?”

“Probably next to none. But it won’t hurt to keep an eye on the road. Our ambulance could be tempting to folks up to no good.”

Eddie nodded tightly, his eyes fixed on Zoe. She was bent over the radio, wholly absorbed. “Does that thing just receive, or can we broadcast as well?”

“You could try,” said Jeb. “We’ve been sending out maydays, but if anyone’s listening, they’re not reaching back.”

“I’ll try,” said Eddie. “You’ll have to show me how.”

Zoe yielded her seat reluctantly, and went to check on Mr. Reynolds. He’d gone to sleep and was snoring, quiet little grunts like a snoozing hedgehog. Miranda and her partner were conferring by the window, going through the contents of Zoe’s pillowcase. Eddie sat down stiffly and arranged his toga over his knees.

“Okay, what do I do?”

Jeb passed him the microphone and leaned over the bed. He gave the radio a jiggle, then bobbed his head.

“Hit talk, then talk. That’s about it.”

Eddie held down the talk button, but no words came. He let go and frowned. “Do you know the name of this place? Or the address?”

“The Robin Court Inn,” said Jeb. “Not sure on the address.”

Eddie took a deep breath and tried again. “Hello. Uh...mayday? This is Eddie Walker. I’m just north of the airport, at the Robin Court Inn. My daughter’s here, Zoe, and— Uh, there’s seven of us here. I don’t know all our names. Jeb and Mr. Reynolds, Miranda, Mike...” He glanced at Miranda’s partner. The guy rolled his eyes.

“Jake Sims,” he said.

“...okay, Jake Sims. We’ve got one guy with angina, one broken leg. My daughter’s got asthma. We need⁠—”

Behind him, a lamp smashed. Someone cried out. Eddie half-turned, mic crackling in his hand.

“Sweet mother of—” Miranda backed away from the window and nearly tripped on the bed. “Is that...what’s he doing?”

“What the heck? Is that—” Jake stood up slowly, as though in a dream. “He’s not going to make it. Everyone, get down.”

Jeb grabbed hold of Zoe and threw her to the floor. She screamed and kicked out at him, and scurried away. Eddie dropped the microphone and it bounced off his knee. He lurched after Zoe, and in that instant, he saw it, a great, wobbling shape climbing into the sky.

A plane? Flying in this?

“Get down!”

The plane dipped leeward. Its nose pitched up. It swung low over the interchange, one engine on fire. Eddie stared, transfixed, and an absurd notion passed through his head: this was a dream, his dying nightmare. He’d drowned in Zach’s Volvo, was drowning still, and all this, Jeb and Zoe, this dismal hotel, the eye of the storm and the foundering plane—he’d dreamed it all up, and this was the end.

“The end,” he whispered, and the plane rose on its tail, black wings outstretched, nose to the sky.
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Kelly woke with a start and jolted upright.

“Oo-wha! Timezit?”

“What’s that, now?” An old man stood over her, white hair like milkweed fluff floating about his head. Stanley, she remembered, and his dog was...Scamp? Not that, but close. Villain. Rascal. Big, furry pup, might’ve just saved her life.

“Sorry. What time is it?” She blinked and leaned forward, and something fell in her lap, a roll of wet muslin leaking black goo. She pushed it off with a grimace, and it splatted on the floor.

“Coming on four,” said Stanley, and held out a mug. “Drink it. It’s apple juice. You lost a lot of blood.”

Kelly pushed the mug away. “I can’t. My son—” She made to stand up, but Stanley held her in place.

“I won’t let you drive till I know you’re okay. So the sooner you drink this, the sooner you’re on your way.”

Kelly leaned back in her chair. Either Stanley was stronger than he looked, or she did need the sugar. She reached for the mug and took a long, grateful sip. The juice tasted sweet, and somehow wetter than usual, filling her parched mouth and easing her throat. Stanley held up his hands, eight fingers raised.

“How many?”

“Three on your left hand, five on your right.” She guzzled more juice and stifled a belch.

“You mentioned your son. Where’d you say he went?”

“Pirate Splash,” she said, and shook her head. “Him and his best friend, I guess they snuck in. I’ve been trying to get to them, but—hey, boy. What’s up?” Rascal was snuffling under her chair. He found the roll of wet cloth, but Stanley snatched it away.

“Not for you, boyo. Go find your bone.”

Rascal slunk off, and Kelly narrowed her eyes. “That thing. What is that thing?”

“A poultice,” said Stanley. “Charcoal and baking soda to draw out the poison, plantain to soothe the itch.”

Kelly stared. “The itch?”

“You had a spider bite on the back of your neck.”

She reached around cautiously, and sure enough, there it was, a raised tender spot just above her collar. She remembered when she’d got that, back at Walmart, how it’d itched and stung as she hung by one leg.

“I don’t think you’re concussed,” said Stanley. “Or at least, not too badly. Your color looks good, and your pupils do too. How about your ears? Any ringing? Tinnitus?”

Kelly touched her ear. “I don’t hear anything except a whole lot of rain.” She drained her mug and stood up again. Her knee twinged and she hissed, a quick gasp of pain. “So, about that truck of yours⁠—”

“Not so fast.” Stanley was eyeing her knee. “I didn’t want to bandage that while you were asleep. Might’ve scared you to wake up and see me cutting through your pants. But now you’re awake, why don’t you come to the kitchen? I’ll tape that up and you can be on your way.”

Kelly tried putting her weight on it and pain shot up her leg. Her pant leg felt tight, its seams chafing her skin.

“All right,” she said. “But after that, I’m going, no ifs, ands, or buts. I’ll carjack you if I have to, so consider yourself warned.”

Stanley snorted at that, but made no comment. He helped Kelly into the kitchen and sat her down at the table. She sat back and watched as he gathered his supplies, bandages, Vaseline, a set of pinking shears. A little black bottle with its label worn off. He didn’t move fast, but he wasn’t slow either. His pace was deliberate, no movement wasted. He flipped on his radio as he passed it by, grabbing a bottle of acetaminophen off a low shelf. He stuck that in his pocket and rattled his way to the table. Kelly watched him lay out his supplies. She took the painkillers and dry-swallowed two.

“Okay,” said Stanley, and pulled up a chair. He sat facing Kelly and reached for his shears. “Think you can get your foot up in my lap?”

Kelly kicked her foot up, wincing as she did. It hurt to stretch her leg out, hurt when Stanley caught it.

“I’ll have to take off your pant leg,” he said. “I can’t roll it up, or it’ll cut your circulation.”

Kelly just nodded, distracted by the radio. An old song was playing, a bright ’80s hit. Eddie had covered that, back in the day, before he’d hit the big time, before she’d met Zach. He’d just been a kid then, with his first garage band. Had he waited, she wondered, back at the house? She hoped he hadn’t. She hoped he’d gone on, him and Zoe both. They’d be in Georgia by now, if they’d driven straight through. Arrowing north, up I-75.

Stanley took his pinking shears and eased them under her cuff. He cut the first few inches and ripped through the rest, and a red wave of pain crashed through her knee.

“Sorry,” said Stanley. “You can yell if you want to, or cuss me out.”

Kelly clenched her jaw and stared at the ceiling. The radio switched over to the weather report—rain and wind, flooding, hurricane Barkass.

Kelly coughed. “Did he just say Barkass?”

“Bar-dash-Cass,” said Stanley. “Hurricane Barker swallowed tropical storm Cassandra. Now we got Barkass. I swear, this mess...” He reached for the bottle and shook it up. Kelly eyed it.

“What is that?”

“Ginger oil. Burns some going on, but it helps my arthritis.” He mixed a few drops with Vaseline in the lid of the tub. Kelly watched, wary, but didn’t move away.

“Are you a doctor or something? Maybe a vet?”

“Just a farmer,” said Stanley. “Though, the weather we’ve been having, I’m barely that anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“Soil slippage, erosion, my orchards are dying. Last year was bad. This year’s just—Rascal, get out of there. I hear you in that trash.” He leaned back in his chair, peering through to the living room. Rascal poked his head out, pointy ears drooping.

“Don’t give me that look,” said Stanley. “You know you done bad.”

“You should come with us,” said Kelly. “You and Rascal both.”

Stanley made a tch sound. “What, to Pirate Splash?”

“No, after that.” Kelly gasped as he slathered Vaseline on her knee. The sensation wasn’t unpleasant, but it was strangely warm. The ginger, she guessed, soaking into her skin. “We’re going up north,” she said. “To Tennessee. My folks have a farm—I think you’d like it. They don’t do much farming, but they’ve got all these dogs. Whole barns full of them, just...a whole lot of dogs.”

“What are they, breeders?”

“Rescuers, more like. They take in old service dogs, from the police, from the army. Sometimes a guide dog that didn’t work out. They give ’em a good home as long as they need.”

“I like that,” said Stanley. “Rascal was a rescue, saddest one at the pound. Gave me that flop-ear bit, and what could I do?” He rubbed on more Vaseline, his coarse, knobby fingers kneading it in. “I can’t leave here, though. I don’t know anyplace else.”

“How long have you been here?”

“You asking my age?” Stanley set down the Vaseline and wiped his hands clean. “No, it’s a nice offer, but this is my home. Give me a minute. I’ll be right back.”

Stanley got up and shuffled from the room. Kelly closed her eyes and listened to the news—flooding, more flooding, some bank robbery gone wrong. That was pretty funny, like a Three Stooges sketch, robbers turning on robbers, cops switching sides. They’d probably make a movie of it once the flooding was over—or at least an episode of America’s Dumbest Criminals.

So, picture this: two robbers in the vault, one of them with a gun to his buddy’s head. He thinks he can use his accomplice as a hostage. And I don’t know, could he? Could that actually work? I guess we’ll never know—because who comes along but Officer Jenny Page? She beats her squad to the vault, and what does she do? Does she seize the collar, all the glory for herself? Not exactly. She seizes the robbers and slams the vault shut. Makes them call out and claim she’s their hostage.

Kelly snickered at that. She listened for Stanley, but the house had gone quiet. The storm, on the other hand, had kicked up a notch, whistling impatiently through the sheltering trees. This place had been protected, up on its hill, but the way the house was creaking, Kelly guessed that was over.

The radio cut out and cut in again. A loud burst of static set Kelly’s teeth on edge.

So they all got arrested, but wait. We’re not done. Their car turned over and they all ran away, and they robbed the same bank again, and they got away clean. They made their way to the airport, where...oh, wow. Oh, wow. So, the plane they hijacked—this is just coming in. We’ve just got a mayday call from the inn up the road. From someone in their flight path, moments before the crash.

Kelly reached for the bandages. Whatever Stanley was doing, he’d been gone long enough. She had places to go, people to⁠—

Hello. Uh...mayday? This is Eddie Walker. I’m just north of the airport, at the Robin Court Inn.

“Eddie?”

Kelly dropped the bandages. Her hands had gone numb. Eddie was—he was dead? Or, no. No. He couldn’t be. She lurched to her feet and staggered across the kitchen. Outside, the sky hung low, sick and sea-green. She blinked and saw water, the ocean. Rough waves. And Zach was still out there, lost and⁠—

She slapped herself hard, full in the face. Eddie, not Zach. A plane, not a boat. She pulled the radio toward her and clenched her teeth.

We’re getting reports of black smoke, of burning jet fuel. Of quite a large area, uh—it’ll be hard to estimate the damage till all that smoke clears. This is a first responder’s nightmare, flooded streets, toxic smoke. Traffic impeding access along major routes. We’ll be back with updates at the top of the hour. Meanwhile, back to weather, with⁠—

Kelly resisted the impulse to smash the radio against the wall. Eddie. And Zoe. What had happened to them? Why weren’t they safe by now, speeding through Georgia? They shouldn’t have been anywhere near the airport.

She pressed her hands to her ears to shut out the storm. That wind, that rain, she couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t stay where she needed to be, which was...which was...

South of Lake Apopka. North of Pirate Splash.

She needed to go. She needed to go now. She couldn’t help Eddie, but Jackson still had a chance.

“Stanley?” She snatched up the bandages and strode from the kitchen. “Stanley, I’m going. Where are your keys?”

Stanley didn’t answer. He wasn’t in the living room, or in the room beyond. Rascal came trotting down a short hall, and Kelly followed him back to a small, dark bedroom. Stanley was standing at the dresser, his back to the door.

“Stanley? I’m going. Could I just get...” She trailed off as he turned. He was cradling a vase in his arms—no, an urn—painted to depict the farm outside. Kelly spotted the house and the orchards out back, and a riot of spring flowers growing out front.

“What, uh...who’s that?”

Stanley didn’t look at her. He turned the urn over to reveal a portrait framed in wildflowers.

“My husband,” he said. The wind caught Kelly’s bookmark and blew it away.
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Jackson slumped forward, his head on Brian’s chest. Stars danced in his vision, and he thought he might faint. Mouth-to-mouth was nothing like it was in the movies, a few little puffs and the victim sat up, coughing and sheepish but basically okay.

“Keep going,” said Ray. “I saw his hand move.”

Jackson’s body felt heavy, but he pushed himself up. His hand slipped and Ray steadied him, and he wiped his hands on his pants. They’d laid Brian in a planter, out of the rain, but now he was sinking into the mud.

“You need me to take over?”

Jackson waved Ray off and pinched Brian’s nose shut. He took a deep breath and held it, and let the oxygen clear his head. Then he clamped his lips to Brian’s and slowly exhaled. The air wouldn’t go in, and Jackson’s cheeks bulged. The pressure made his head hurt, but he blew through it, pushing air from his lungs and down Brian’s throat. Some escaped out the sides, with a loud, rancid pthbbbbt. Some whistled, bloody, out Jackson’s nose. His sinuses crackled, and he broke off with a cough.

“One,” said Ray, needlessly. Jackson reared back and sucked in more air. This time, when he blew in, water came out. He turned Brian’s head sideways and it ran down his cheek, just a thin trickle, but better than none.

“You gotta sweep his mouth.”

Jackson wiped his hand again and swept Brian’s mouth, a quick c’mere gesture across the back of his throat. His tongue was cool to the touch and slobbery-wet.

“Anything?”

“Nothing.” Jackson gulped one more breath and fed it to Brian. It went in wet, gurgling, and Brian’s chest hitched. He choked and heaved, belched up water, and then he was coughing. Ray grabbed his shoulder and hauled him onto his side.

“You gotta hit him, or something. Slap him on the back.”

Jackson just held him, head in his lap. Brian convulsed and brought up more water. Then he coughed up his breakfast all down Ray’s pants.

“’S okay,” said Jackson. “Just try to breathe.” He wasn’t sure Brian heard him, but he did start to breathe, short gasps at first, then deep, liquid snores. Ray bent and shook him.

“Brian? Hey, Brian?”

“Don’t do that. You’ll hurt him.”

“He needs to wake up.”

“Give him a minute. Hey, where’s that spray paint?” Jackson patted his pocket, but found it empty. Ray held up the can.

“Right here,” he said.

“Okay, that’s your job now, leaving a trail. Like, spray our initials, then an arrow where we went.”

Ray shook the spray can and made for the wall. Jackson rolled Brian onto his back. He was bleeding from somewhere, his neck streaked with red. His shirt was drenched, too, all down one side. Jackson felt down his neck, through caked mud and vomit. Brian flinched and mumbled, but nothing felt hurt, no broken skin, no hot rush of blood.

“Okay. Just relax.” He prodded down Brian’s shoulder and across his bicep, and found his thick thatch of body hair matted with gunk. He scooped up some water and loosened the clump, and winced at the long gash he found underneath. The wound wasn’t deep, but it didn’t look healthy, all ragged-edged and shot through with splinters. Jackson yanked one out and Brian bellowed in protest. He surged up, flailing, and clutched at his arm.

“Ow, dammit, what—” He bent over coughing, spitting up water. Jackson held him steady.

“Just a splinter,” he said.

“Did I...where’s Sandy?” Brian’s gaze flicked past Ray, toward the café. His brow knit in puzzlement, and he raised his hand to his head. He groped past his ear and up the back of his skull, and jerked his hand away with a harsh bark of pain.

Jackson held him upright with an arm around his waist. “Do you remember what happened? Do you know who I am?”

Brian’s brow furrowed. “You’re...Joey, right? No, that’s not it.” He eyed Jackson, scowling. One eye was all pupil, shot through with blood. The other wouldn’t focus, and kept darting side to side. “Jackson,” he said. “Faye’s dad’s...friend’s...kid’s friend?” He fingered his head again, more cautiously this time. Jackson leaned back to look and hissed through his teeth. Brian’s scalp was open, a great bloody gouge. A goose-egg had risen, and throbbed with his pulse.

“We’ve got to get you inside,” said Ray. “Back down those stairs.”

Brian moaned. Clutched his head. Jackson heaved him upright. Brian gagged and doubled over, dribbling a thin stream of puke.

“Sorry,” he grunted, and covered a belch. “Must’ve hit my head...must’ve...is Sandy okay?”

Jackson caught Ray’s eye, but Ray shrugged—beats me.

“You think you can walk?”

Brian straightened up, coughed, and tried a halting step. His weight shifted sideways, and he nearly keeled over.

“Just up there,” said Ray. “See the café?”

Brian went tense and lurched to one side. Jackson kept walking, coaxing him along. “It’s okay,” he said. “I think the gators are gone. Me and Ray just walked through there, and we were fine.”

“Gators?” Brian limped to a halt, squinting up at the sky. “No moon,” he muttered. “Too dark to see.” His head chicken-pecked right, then he swerved left, and he broke free of Jackson and shambled back the way they’d come.

“Wrong way,” called Ray. He ran after Brian and caught him by the arm, but Brian shoved back with surprising strength.

“Gotta get Sandy. You two, uh...” He turned to Jackson, and his brows drew together. His expression went vacant, his eyes dull with confusion. “Wait, no, not Sandy. We found a kid, right? On Blackbeard’s Revenge, li’l girl, about five?”

“Mira,” said Jackson. “She’s safe. She’s with Faye.”

“Mira,” repeated Brian. He rubbed at his temples and seemed to pull himself together. “Where—where’d she take her?”

“The Crawlways,” said Ray. “We need to get back.”

“Okay. Okay, gotcha.” Brian lurched off again, shoulders bunched to his ears. The wind, which had quieted, picked up again. The roof of Blackbeard’s Revenge rose and fell, rose and fell—and then it just fell, with a great, coughing whump. Dust billowed up and rained down as mud. Brian strained to look back, but Jackson urged him on.

“The Crawlways, remember? Mira and Faye.”

Brian groaned and went on. He led the way through the flooded café, over the counter and into the back, down the hall full of fry baskets and through the door. He spied Faye’s light at the landing and barreled ahead.

“Faye?”

“Brian? You made it!”

His knees went out from under him and he pitched down the stairs. Faye tried to catch him and they both went down hard, Faye on the bottom, Brian on top. She kicked out and cursed at him, and Brian rolled away. He lay on his back with his arms outstretched, eyes blank and lopsided, staring up at the ceiling.

“Brian?” Faye shook him. “What did you do?”

Brian reached for Faye’s phone, then let his hand drop. The emergency lights kicked on overhead. Faye gasped and shrieked.

“Your eyes! Brian, your⁠—”

“Sandy?” Brian sat up, his gaze fixed on Mira. He bulled past Faye and lunged for her, arms outstretched. “Sandy, God, Sandy. I thought you were dead.”

Mira screamed and jumped back. Brian crawled after her, graceless on all fours. Awful sounds burst from him, thick, grunting sobs. He skidded and fell and coughed up more water, and Mira ran from him, skinny arms flailing. Ray ran to catch her, and Jackson grabbed Brian.

“That’s not Sandy, remember? That’s Mira. You’re scaring her.”

“Who’s Sandy?” Faye crowded in, but Jackson pushed her away.

“Give him some space. He hit his head pretty hard.”

Brian fell back, limp in Jackson’s arms. “Sorry,” he whispered. “I don’t know what...she okay?”

“She’s fine,” said Jackson. “Is there first aid stuff down here? Something to stop the bleeding?”

“There’s the first aid center, but it’s pretty far.” Faye glanced over her shoulder. “I guess I could go. I know where it is.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Ray. “And Mira too. She can’t stay here while Brian’s like that.”

Jackson nodded, distracted. Brian didn’t look good. His breath caught and bubbled deep in his chest. Jackson sat him up with his back to the wall.

“You should try to cough,” he said, not knowing if that was right. “Get all that water up out of your lungs.”

Brian coughed and spat. “I can’t think,” he said. “My head. It hurts bad.”

“How’d you hit it?” said Jackson, mostly to keep him talking. To keep him awake as long as he could.

“The gator,” said Brian. “It wasn’t real. Or maybe it was, but I never saw it. This thing floated up, all covered in warts. Like on a toad, like some big, ugly—” He slapped at his temple and hissed in distress.

“Forget that,” said Jackson. “What happened next?”

“I hit it,” said Brian. “It was going for Sandy—for Mira—but it was just wood. It flipped up and hit me, and I must’ve slipped.” He slumped against Jackson and righted himself. “Must’ve slipped, hit my head...”

“That’s the last you remember?”

Brian massaged his forehead. “Not sure,” he said. “I think I kept looking. For Mira. In the dark. She’d just got new skates, and I knew—and I thought...”

Brian’s head dipped. Jackson nudged him awake. He made a hoarse sound and scrubbed at his face.

“We never knew she was missing until it got dark.” His eyes had gone glassy, fixed on nothing at all. “The pond had just frozen, and I’d told her, you can’t skate on fresh ice. You gotta wait till it freezes, then freezes again. Everyone knows that, but...but I found her skate bag. And I looked and I looked, but Sandy was gone. I broke through the hole she left, but underneath was just water.”

Jackson said nothing. He had nothing to say. Brian kept mumbling, hands pressed to his face. Jackson tried not to listen—he didn’t want to think about Sandy, or her sad fate—but his mind went there anyway, again and again. He wondered how old she’d been, how old Brian had been, and who she’d been to him. His sister? His friend? It wasn’t fair how things ended, out of the blue. Looking back, you could kill yourself playing what if—what if I’d gone that night, with Dad on the boat? What if I’d burned it, got us the insurance? Mom and Dad could’ve stopped fighting. We could’ve been good.

It kind of had gone that way, if you looked at it right. Mom had got Dad’s insurance, and she’d paid off the bank. The house had gone quiet, but it hadn’t been good.

“Brian.”

“Uh?”

“Whatever happened, don’t beat yourself up. You can’t change the past, so...”

Brian stared right through him, and Jackson felt stupid. Up above, something fell, and the ground shook beneath it. Brian didn’t react, but Jackson looked up. He caught a brief glimpse of the ceiling cracking apart—sagging pipes, spreading fissures—then the lights sputtered out. A great, rolling crash rumbled down from above. It spread like a shock wave, gathering force, like a skyscraper tumbling one floor at a time. Jackson wanted to run, but which way was safe? Concrete shuddered beneath him, trembling fit to crack. Water cascaded down the back of his neck.

He grabbed Brian and dragged him away, just away. The sound was enormous, the jarring vibration. It came from all over, every side all at once. Jackson huffed and panted and slipped on wet concrete. He hit his knee, scrambled up, and Brian broke free.

“Brian! Come back!”

Something gave overhead, with a deafening crack. Light flooded the tunnel and Jackson ran from it. Brian stumbled ahead of him, a hunched silhouette. He went down and skidded and Jackson stooped to help him, and over his shoulder, he caught a glimpse of the sky. Of Blackbeard’s Revenge splayed overhead, its blackened steel spine exposed to the sky. A huge, twisted section burst through the cracked ceiling, and with it came the torrent, a wall of water. It crashed over Jackson and knocked him off his feet. Swept him into a golf cart so hard he saw stars. He clung to it, choking, catching his breath.

“Brian?”

No answer.

Jackson stood, slipped, and stood again. Garbage rushed past him, old bottles, chip bags. Then Brian was there, leaning up on the wall. Coughing and choking, one hand to his head.

“Brian. Hey, Brian?”

Brian ignored him, or didn’t hear. Jackson waded up beside him and spun him around.

“You know your way out of here, right?”

“I...” Brian’s brow furrowed like the question was hard. “There’s not many ways. It’s mostly a circle.” Far to the north, a line of lights flickered on. Brian listed toward them, then seemed to lose focus, peering left, then right, then back the way he’d come. His lips formed words, but no sound came out.

“Brian?”

“Sandy. She make it?” He started upstream, but Jackson held him back.

“That’s Mira, remember? You hit your head.”

Brian probed at his skull, winced, and closed his eyes. “We should loop around,” he said. “Meet up with Faye.”

Jackson didn’t have a better plan, so he took Brian’s arm. They set out in silence, aiming for the lights, and walked for what felt like a very long time. At first, Jackson shouted for Ray, Mira, Faye, but nobody answered, and the silence was bad. The water climbed higher, to his hips, then his waist. Brian staggered into a drowned-out golf cart.

“Hey. You okay?”

Brian turned and smiled at him, distant, almost dreamy. “Sandy,” he said, and dropped like a rock. He sank into the water and Jackson yelled in alarm.

“Brian! Wake up.” He hauled him up by his shirt front and shook him hard. Brian flopped like a rag doll, limp and lifeless. His head pitched forward, his chin on his chest. Jackson slapped him and pinched him, to no avail.

“Brian, come on. You’re too heavy. I can’t⁠—”

Brian made a burping sound, a long, gassy rattle. A foul smell rose up, onions and death. Jackson felt for his pulse and found it, too fast, too weak, each stumbling beat tripping into the next. His breathing kept stopping and starting again, two breaths, then a pause, then a quick little gasp.

“Brian, please. I can’t carry you. You’ve got to wake up.”

Brian didn’t stir. Jackson’s arm was trembling from holding him up. The water had risen nearly to his ribs. Soon, it’d be too deep even to drag Brian. He’d go under and drown, just like Dad. Just like Sandy.

“Hold on,” muttered Jackson. He got around behind Brian and lugged him out of the current, and laid him out on the golf cart with his head propped up. He’d be safe there a while, wedged into the seat. Safe long enough for Jackson to...what?

Float him out.

He could do it, he thought, slap together a raft. Nothing big, nothing fancy, just something that’d float. Something strong enough, buoyant enough, to take Brian’s weight. Bottles for flotation—he’d spotted enough of them bobbing along, big, dented gallon jugs he could tie with his shirt. A length of PVC pipe, as tall as himself. If he plugged the ends up, that would float too. And, for the platform, the seats off the golf cart. Or its flat roof, if he could tear it free. But would it be enough to support Brian’s bulk?

He waded after the gallon jugs, and saw they were stuck. The trash itself had formed a loose pillow, all of it floating, all in a pile. A vision flashed through his head, shaky, but maybe—huge bags of trash, crammed with everything floating, all lashed together, a great, stinking raft. That might float Brian, laid out on the seats, at least far enough to get to the stairs.

He checked on Brian again. Took his pulse. Slapped his face. Brian didn’t stir, and Jackson smoothed back his hair.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Just hold on, keep breathing. I’ll get us out.”
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Eddie lay listening to the ringing in his ears. It reminded him of something, but he couldn’t place what. A charging-up whine, like... Like what? What made that sound, that thin, rising wheeee?

Cardiac paddles. A defibrillator.

He’d been lying here a while, listening to that whine. Lying here waiting, because...

Get up.

Because—where was he? Why couldn’t he breathe? He’d been outside, and the storm had passed. Only, it hadn’t passed. It’d just been the eye. They’d gone back upstairs, and then...and, what then? He’d been looking for Zoe, that was what then. Scrambling to get to her because Jeb threw her down. Tossed her like a rag doll, because⁠—

GET UP.

He narrowed his eyes, trying to focus through all that wheee-ooo. That high whine, that screaming, that was the wind. That hot, scorching wind. Why was it so hot? He coughed weakly and groaned, and a great, crushing weight shifted on his chest. Eddie pushed against it, and something sharp nicked his palm.

The window. The glass.

The glass, he remembered that. The window blowing in, and half the wall with it. Eddie had cowered from it, head down, arms raised. He’d watched the plane’s nose tilt up, then its tail hit a building. He remembered the boom, then that sputtering roar. Had that come before the glass, or had it come after? He’d thought he was dreaming. It couldn’t be real—the plane, wings outstretched, at right angles to the earth. Hanging, engines screaming, splayed against the sky. He must’ve dreamed that, because...

Dad?

“Dad?”

“Zoe!” His shock cracked apart and the world rushed in, pain in his arms, pain in his chest. Pain in his hip, a deep, throbbing hurt. He’d landed on that, then the chair had landed on him. He pushed it off and sat up, and blood rushed to his head. His vision went foggy, and⁠—

No.

That was smoke.

“Fire,” Eddie croaked, and he crawled to the bed. Glass pricked his palms, from the shattered window. He shouted for Zoe, throat ragged and raw. She whimpered back, a soft, broken sound.

“Zoe? Where are you?” He dragged himself upright and swayed with vertigo, not the green, nauseous spinning of a drunken night out, but something worse, something sicker. Something deep in his head. His brain wasn’t buying what his eyes were selling—palm fronds on the dresser, rubble on the floor. The ceiling ripped open like so much cardboard. A red Citgo sign had crashed straight through it, and hung half-suspended over a broken box spring. The mattress slouched, smoking, against the far wall, its cover burst open and foam spilling out. The south wall was gone, and beyond it lay a charred hellscape—a vast lake of fire spiked with buildings belching smoke. Eddie hardly noticed, because he’d spotted Zoe. Her small form lay crumpled in a tangle of sheets, half-buried in drywall and long shards of glass. Eddie’s heart plummeted, and his knees went weak. He let himself fall, and he crawled to her, sobbing.

“Zoe, I’m sorry—Zoe, hold on.” He raked glass off her body, and a section of wall, his shoulder protesting as he flipped it aside. She was crushed underneath, her legs a confusion of fabric and bone. Her hand was all twisted, dead-spider curled. Eddie stared at it through a film of tears, watched it double and triple, then shiver away.

“Oh, Zoe...oh⁠—”

He turned her over, unthinking, and recoiled with a shout. Her face was a ruin, shot through with glass. Her hair was...her hair was...

Her hair was too short.

He reached out and touched it and his heart thundered in his chest, horror, relief, pity all crowding in at once. This wasn’t Zoe. It wasn’t his daughter. This was Jake Sims. His name tag said so, J-A-K-E, Jake. Eddie laughed, then he coughed, and tears streamed down his cheeks. A gust of black smoke blew in, like thick, ripe exhaust.

“Zoe? You there?” He coughed again, gagged, and ducked low to the floor. “Zoe, call out if you⁠—”

“Dad.”

Something tugged at his toga, and Eddie nearly jumped. He twisted around and she was under the bed, the one left intact, trapped where the bedframe had buckled in the middle. A dreadful thought struck him, and Eddie craned over his shoulder, but she couldn’t have seen it, what remained of Jake Sims. The bed skirt was blocking him, hanging in her face.

“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll get you out of there, just you hang tight.”

Zoe smiled, pink-toothed. She’d split her lip. That made Eddie want to cry again, but for her, he grinned back. His grin turned to a grimace as he got to his feet, a hot streak of pain shooting down his thigh. His back twinged as well, and he bent to ease the spasm. As he did, Zoe coughed, almost too low to hear.

“Hey, you got your inhaler? Your asthma okay?”

“Just get me out of here. Just—” She coughed again, harder, and this time, she didn’t stop. The smoke was getting thicker, billowing from below. It made Eddie’s head swim, and his throat itch and burn.

“Zoe, puff your inhaler. I just need to...” Eddie grabbed a bedsheet and worried it with his teeth, bit it and ripped at it until the hem came apart. Then he tore off the corner and soaked it in the rain, and passed the wet rag under the bed skirt to Zoe.

“Tie it on like a mask. It’ll keep out the smoke.”

Zoe didn’t say anything, but Eddie heard her do it. He took the rest of the sheet and spread it over Jake’s body, folding it under so it wouldn’t fly away.

“Dad? What are you doing?”

Eddie swallowed, tasting acid. “Nothing, just... Get ready to crawl, okay? I’m going to lift this bed up, then you wiggle out.”

Eddie bent low and got his hands under the frame. It was metal and heavy, an old-fashioned thing, box spring and mattress piled high with sheets. Eddie gave it a test jerk, but it didn’t budge. He squinted through the smoke—where was Jeb? Or Miranda? Even Mr. Reynolds—had they all run away? Something was moving, near the back wall, scrabbling and groaning, or was that the wind?

Eddie cleared his throat. “Hello?”

That groan came again, louder this time. Someone in pain, or⁠—

“Dad, I can’t breathe.”

Eddie hunkered down and heaved at the bedframe. He tugged with all his might, and it came up, its thick, boxy legs peeling out of their grooves. They raised up enough he could’ve jammed in a penny, slotted it in there between carpet and bed. Zoe wriggled and grunted and let out a sneeze.

“More, Dad. Keep lifting.”

Eddie strained and sweated, teeth bared, back twitching. An awful sound burst from him, a deep, grinding eeeeeerrrghhhh, and the bed trembled up, not much, but enough. Enough Zoe’s head popped out, then her arms, one shoulder. She wriggled and squirmed, but not fast enough. Eddie was slipping, his palms slick with sweat. His shoulders were burning, his throat choked with smoke. If he coughed, if he twitched⁠—

“Zoe, faster. Come on.”

Zoe humped up her back and the bed jolted with her. Eddie threw back his head and tried not to breathe. In his head, he kept chanting, Zoe, come on, and then she was out, and he let the bed drop. It hit the carpet with the faintest of thuds. Eddie fell back, coughing, and he must have grayed out, because his eyes closed on Zoe gaping out the south wall, and opened to her pressing a wet pillowcase to his face.

“Everyone’s gone,” she said. “Do you think they fell out?”

Eddie gulped air through his pillowcase. “Out where the wall was? No, I don’t⁠—”

Something thumped loudly against the back wall. The mattress peeled off, fell forward, and landed flat on the bed, hitting the Citgo sign on its way down. The ceiling creaked loudly, and then it let go, dropping the sign in a tangle of wires. It crashed through the box spring and partway through the floor. Dust rose, plaster fell, and when the cloud cleared, Jeb stood there blinking where the mattress had been. His wild hair stood out like a clown wig in white. His toga was torn, flapping loose down his chest. He wiped his face, spat plaster, and stood staring, shellshocked.

“Where—uh, what happened? That plane, did it crash?”

“Yeah,” said Eddie. “It hit that gas station, that Citgo, just down the block. It dropped right on top of it, like...” Eddie couldn’t describe it, how the plane had hung almost vertical, nose up, tail down. Wobbling like a toddler testing its legs. Hovering, almost, in defiance of gravity. But gravity had caught it and flipped it on its back. Eddie made a vague hand gesture, a mushroom-cloud whoom. “What happened to, uh...where’s everyone else?”

“Miranda grabbed Mr. Reynolds,” said Zoe. “I don’t know where they went. Mike must still be here, but I don’t see⁠—”

“Right here,” said Jeb. He booted the bed away to reveal Mike on the floor. “Mike? You okay?”

“Be better if you’d woken up, oh, twenty minutes ago? What do you weigh, five hundred pounds?”

Jeb shot him a wounded look. “Really, with the fat shaming? Not even close.”

Eddie got to his feet and steadied himself on the wall. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said. “That smoke can’t be healthy, and it’s blowing right at us.”

“Where would we go?” Zoe had crept to the south wall, once mostly windows, now mostly air. She stood looking down, clutching her inhaler. “The water’s on fire,” she said. “We can’t swim through that, or drive a car. Unless we can fly, we’re stuck here. We’re dead.”

“Don’t talk like that,” snapped Eddie. Zoe flinched like he’d hit her, and Eddie hated himself. Hadn’t he just sworn to be the dad she deserved? The worst of it was, she was probably right. They probably were doomed, and this was how they’d leave it.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I, uh—I’m scared as well, and I⁠—”

“We could try around back,” said Zoe, as though she hadn’t heard him. “Maybe it’s clear enough we could swim through.”

“Could be,” said Jeb. “This building’s sort of C-shaped, with the wings pointing out. It could’ve held in the jet fuel, and whatever else we’ve got burning.” He beckoned to Eddie. “Come over here and help me with Mike. We’ll be his crutches, one on each side.”

“I don’t think so,” said Mike. He pushed Jeb away. “I don’t want to die, but man, my leg’s broke. I can’t swim, can’t run⁠—”

“And you can’t stop us, either, so come on. Get up.” Jeb grabbed his arm and hoisted it over his shoulder. Eddie took the other side, and they got him upright. Zoe grabbed a blanket soaked through with rain.

“Put this over you,” she said. “It’ll help with the smoke.” She tossed it over their shoulders and Jeb jerked it up, and they stumbled through the rubble like a six-legged beast, watching their feet to keep from losing their step. Zoe squeezed ahead of them, dragging a blanket of her own.

“It’ll be dark in the hall,” cautioned Mike. “We won’t know how much smoke there is, or where’s safe to step.”

Eddie grunted his agreement, but Mike was wrong. It wasn’t dark in the hallway. It wasn’t dark at all. The walls were all dancing with dull orange light, the doors to the atrium lit up with flames. Zoe made a tight sound, a gasp or a cough.

“We’re on fire,” she said, and her raw despair made Eddie’s chest hurt. She sank to her knees in a puddle of cloth. “What do we do? Dad? What do we do?”

Eddie closed his eyes—yeah, Dad. What could he do?
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Stanley had met his husband when they were both ten. They’d been walking their dogs and their paths had crossed, and Stanley had stopped. He’d looked at Cliff’s dog, a small, wiry schnauzer, and then at his own dog, a big Rottie cross.

“Mine’s better,” he’d said.

Cliff had picked up a rock and chucked it at his head.

Kelly’d met Zach in much the same way, except she’d been twenty, a freshman in college. She’d been doodling a ship, a Greek quinquereme. Zach had leaned over her shoulder and told her, “That’s wrong.” Then he’d gone into all the ways she’d bungled her sketch, the shape of the sails, the number of oars. The carved kraken figurehead she’d drawn on the bow.

“It’s a doodle,” she’d said. “Not my damn thesis. Also, screw you. And guess where you can cram it?” She hadn’t balled up the paper and tossed it at his head, but she probably should have, because that had nearly ended up being the first and last time they spoke. She’d almost missed out on him, on their marriage, on Jackson, all because he’d been nervous and run off at the mouth.

“My dog was better,” said Stanley. “His liked to bite. But to answer your question, he’s why I can’t leave. All our memories are here. All we had. All we were.”

Kelly’s eyes prickled. “I get that, but...”

“How could you get that? What are you, forty? You’re still just a kid. You haven’t lost what I’ve lost, watched it all drift apart. You know what that’s like, holding someone you love? Feeling their life drain out, feeling them fade away?”

Kelly tried to swallow, but her throat had seized up. “I didn’t get to feel that,” she said. The words came out hoarse. “I wasn’t with Zach when he—when he passed away. The last words I said to him were you know what? Fine. Go. I told him to go, and he did. He went.”

“Zach? That’s your husband?” Stanley glanced at her hand, at her gold wedding band. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

Kelly went to the window and stood watching the rain. Sometimes, on days like this, it all felt so close—that last fight, the storm, the dark, wave-swept pier. So close, if she called him, he might still pick up. Then she’d undo it: come home. Let’s talk. Let’s go to that boot camp, this time just us, and fight it all through till we’re clean out of anger. Then we can talk. We can find our way through.

“I’m selling our house,” she said. “Or, thinking about it. Not because I want to, but because my life there is over. Do you think this is what Cliff would want? You all alone, on your dried-up old farm?”

“I’m not alone. I have Rascal.” Stanley set down Cliff’s urn and sat on the bed. “You know what Cliff would say, if he was still here? Nothing, that’s what. He’d flick his hand at me. Brush me off like lint. That’s what he did when I was being a fool. Of course he’d want me to go. He’d drag me out kicking and screaming, if that’s what it took. But the thing is, he’s gone, and I can do what I want. If I want to be stupid, well, that’s up to me.”

Kelly knew how he felt. All she’d wanted for months was to hide in her bed. And she’d have done it, if she hadn’t had Jackson. Stanley didn’t have kids, or at least none at home.

“You should go,” he said. “The keys are in the kitchen, in the bowl by the fridge. Truck’s in the garage. You can unhitch my boat or take it along. Seems you might need it, all that water down there.”

Kelly frowned, undecided, but time was running short. “Okay,” she said. “But, listen, uh...think on what Rascal wants, what’s best for him. If you think that’s all this, then fine. You stay here. If you don’t, come and catch me, but hurry. I won’t wait.” She turned and left him, and found his keys. Rascal heard them jingling and raced to the door, but stopped, head cocked, when he saw Kelly alone.

“You stay,” she said. “Good boy. Right there.”

Rascal’s tail drooped, and he slunk away. Kelly headed for the garage and found the truck. It was an old-model Ford, boxy and dull, the kind that’d shed paint flakes if you slammed the door too hard. The boat behind it was newer, but not much to look at. It smelled strongly of fish, and of thick, boggy mud. Kelly circled around it, knocking on its hull. It looked like it’d float okay, no rust, no cracks. The engine looked shiny and well-maintained. She hadn’t been on a boat since Zach had drowned, but she guessed it was like driving, or riding a bike. Once you caught the trick, it stayed with you for life.

“There’s life vests in there,” said Stanley, and Kelly jumped. She pressed her hand to her heart to slow its frantic beat. He’d come up from nowhere, with a bag over his shoulder. Kelly nodded at it.

“Does that mean you’re coming?”

Stanley didn’t look at her. “I got to thinking, what would Rascal want? And then he told me. He wants a walk.” He held up Rascal’s leash, still coiled in a loop. “Dropped it right on my feet, and what could I do? You’re a bad dog, you know that? Bad dog. Bad dog.”

Rascal nuzzled up to him, tail wagging up a storm.

“He’s going to think that’s his name,” said Kelly. “What’s in the bag?”

“Can’t leave Cliff behind,” he said. “And I threw in some clothes, and some salve for your knee. And a few odds and ends, might help on our way.”

Kelly nodded tightly and tossed Stanley the keys. “You drive, since you’re coming. C’mon, Bad Dog.”

Rascal bounced after her as she circled the truck. She let him in ahead of her, then got in herself. Zach’d had a truck like this, when they started dating. A little boat, too, that’d stunk of fish. He’d taken her out on it on their third or fourth date. She hadn’t fallen in love that day, but she’d felt like she could. Like maybe, despite his beard, she might want to kiss him. Might want to taste the salt spray on his lips.

Stanley turned on the radio as they rolled down the drive—music, not news, and for that, she was grateful. Jackson was out there, maybe scared, maybe hurt. Nothing else mattered and nothing else could, not till she held him safe in her arms.
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Boot camp wrapped up just before dusk, and the four of them limped back toward Zach’s car, all bruised, all laughing, all light in the head.

“Y’all come back now,” said Sergeant Burly, handing Zach an envelope stamped with his logo. “There’s a coupon in there for our wilderness weekend, and extras in case you want to bring friends.”

“A whole weekend?” Ray groaned. “I don’t think I’d survive it.”

“I want pizza,” said Jackson. “And chicken. And pie. Just toss your food at me, whatever you got.”

They didn’t make it to Olive Garden, or anywhere close. They stopped at the first place with a sign showing food, a bright yellow taco joint with a wide outdoor terrace. The kids ran inside to put in their orders. Kelly and Zach crumpled into the first seats they saw, and Zach let his head drop, thump on the table.

“That was amazing. But, oh, man, my legs.”

“For me, it’s my butt cheek—just the right, not the left. Can you pull that? Like a butt Charley horse?”

“I’ll give it a rubdown once we get home.”

Kelly tried for a laugh, but her strength was all spent. What came out instead was a sad little sigh. She groped for Zach’s hand and found the napkins instead, and took one and wiped the sweat off her face.

“Today was perfect,” she said. “Like, Lou Reed perfect.”

Zach glanced up at her. “What?”

“Lou Reed. The song. You know, Perfect Day?”

“I think that’s about heroin,” said Zach, and laughed. Kelly laughed with him, a thin, breathless sound.

“I don’t care if it is,” she said, when her giggles had passed. “Today’s just been great.”

Zach stretched out his hand, and his fingers brushed hers. “I think Eddie’s off the wagon,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s heroin. Maybe it is.”

Kelly’s chest hurt. “Oh, God.”

“It’s worse than last time. He isn’t himself. I called him last Friday, and Kelly, I think…” Zach made a strange sound. “He fell asleep on the call. We were talking, and it hit me he wasn’t saying much. The line wasn’t dead. He just wasn’t talking. And I yelled out ‘Dude!’, and he laid on the excuses—the TV distracted him, he was tired from the tour—but ten minutes later, he was nodding again.”

“We should have him come visit,” said Kelly. “When his tour’s done.”

Zach found her hand at last, and they sat there just quiet, fingers locked together like they’d never let go.

A month after that, Zach was gone. Gone for good.

Eddie flew straight in, sick and hung over and ten hours too late.
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Stanley’s truck crapped out before the water got deep enough for boats. They launched his craft anyway, but didn’t get in, not wanting to weigh it down enough its hull would scrape the tarmac. They pushed it instead, Stanley guiding the helm, Kelly in back, keeping the rear end in line. The boat was small but willful, and kept trying to turn, to race with the wind back the way they’d come. Rascal hid in the cockpit, out of the weather, occasionally snapping at trash blowing by.

“How deep does it need to be before we can ride?”

Stanley glanced back at Kelly and cupped his ear.

“To sail it. How deep?”

“Four feet would be best, but we can do it at twoish if we go slow.”

Kelly nodded and kept pushing. She threw her back into it, all the strength she had, and in her head she chanted, hold on. Hold on. Her knee throbbed, her head hurt, but none of that hindered the churn of her thoughts. She’d fought with Jackson this morning, not an out-and-out blowup, but a fight all the same. It had gone the same way they all did lately, Kelly’s loaded question, Jackson’s snappish response, then her front door slamming, then the door to Ray’s car.

You got your homework?

No, I shoved it down the drain. Right where my life’ll go if I don’t get straight As. Leave me alone, Mom. I’m not five years old.

Slam—wait for it—slam.

She’d resolved, when her gramps died, always to say goodbye like it was goodbye forever. Always to say, “I love you.” Always to hug. Maybe she had, at least for a while. But Zach had stormed out of her world with a flea in his ear. She’d yelled go and he had, and that had been that. Had she called after Jackson when he’d slammed the door? Had she yelled an “I love you,” or had she just let him go? She couldn’t remember. It all ran together, life and routine. Until it didn’t, and then it was too late.

Rascal jumped up and barked, and Kelly pushed harder. Her whole leg was throbbing, a deep, rotten pain.

“I think we can get in now.” Stanley stopped and glanced back. The water had risen to lap at his hips. “I’ll hold her steady while you climb on in.”

Kelly climbed in, clumsy, the wind in her face. Her knee bumped the gunwale, and she stifled a groan. Stanley got in after her and strapped on his life vest. He started the motor and the radio came on with it, a soft hum of static soon lost in the storm.

“Watch up ahead,” said Stanley. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be, so if you see something hinky, don’t assume I do too.”

Kelly kept lookout, but she doubted she’d see much, even if it was there. Their route cut through dense forest, and the surface was heaving with woodland debris. Underneath could be anything. Anything at all.

“Water slides,” said Stanley, and pointed ahead. Kelly glanced up, but all she saw was the storm. Twigs and grit flew, and she ducked to avoid them. Leaves plastered the windshield and she scraped them away. Once, a tree trunk came for them like a battering ram, but Stanley banked starboard and it passed them by. After that, the trees thinned out, and Stanley gripped Rascal’s collar.

“You’ll want to hold on,” he said. “Rough waters ahead.”

Kelly hunkered down. She could see what he meant. Up ahead the road widened, joining with the lazy river that wound through Pirate Splash. A white, frothing whirlpool churned at the bend. Stanley accelerated toward it, the boat rising up and skimming the surface. Overhead, the sky flickered, lighting up Corsair’s Mountain. The boat arrowed forward and Kelly closed her eyes, sick not with terror, but with despair. What would be waiting at the end of this ride? A joyous reunion, or her worst nightmare?

I found him, said Zach. He’s with me. With me.

The boat spun and reeled. Kelly clung to the handrail to keep from going over. Zach hadn’t gone over. His boat had come apart. He’d gone down with it, in the raging Atlantic.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, into the wind. He hadn’t wanted to go out that day. Wouldn’t have done it, if not for their fight. If not for their mortgage, for the damn bank. He’d gone half to spite her, half to escape.

That’s your answer to everything, just sell the boat.

I didn’t say that. It’s just, since COVID, it costs more than it earns.

COVID won’t be forever. The tourists’ll be back. In the meantime, there’s fishing, and⁠—

The boat broke from its spin and shot off past the wave pool. Kelly ducked to avoid a plastic bag.

You know what—you know what? You know what? Fine. Go.

Rascal nosed at her hand. Kelly looked up. Stanley was slowing, angling east.

“So, Pirate Splash.” He scowled at a floating Blackbeard standee. “Cliff wanted to come here. Had a thing for pirates. I told him it’s cheesy, and what do you know? I was right.”

Kelly didn’t say anything. Her throat had closed up. She’d meant to bring Jackson here, her and Zach both, but somehow, somehow⁠—

“And what’s with that castle? Did pirates have castles? It’s like a big birthday cake, but you can’t take a bite.” He pulled a face. “Ugh, when’d I get like this, this grumpy old man? Yell out if you see any sign of your kid.”

Kelly scanned the dark waterways, her heart in her throat. Every scrap of debris set her stomach to churning, every floating trash can, every drifting shrub. A deep, broken part of her expected the worst: the raft from her nightmare, made from bottles and planks, Jackson’s cold body sprawled out on top.

“Kelly?”

“Blow your foghorn. Blow it and keep blowing.”

Stanley blew his foghorn, not the sonorous blast of a passing cruise ship, but a high, wheeping blat that got lost in the wind. He blew it over and over as they puttered along, between darkened buildings and half-submerged rides, carousel horses rising out of the deep.

He’s with me, sighed Zach. With me, with me.

Kelly rose on legs like rubber and screamed till her lungs hurt—Jackson, it’s Mom. Jackson! Jackson, I’m here.
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“Down the fire escape,” said Eddie. “Maybe that goes out back.”

“And what do we do at the bottom? Open the door? It could be a whole furnace, and we’d never know.” The flickering firelight made Zoe’s eyes hollow. Like a skull, Eddie thought, and he pushed the thought away. But he couldn’t stop seeing it, the severe lines of her cheekbones, the point of her jaw. Her teeth, white and even⁠—

“We’d know,” he said. “The door would be hot.”

“It’s that or wait here and get burned to a crisp.” Jeb coughed and pulled the blanket down over his face. “C’mon, about-face, one-two, one-two.”

Zoe huffed on her inhaler and jammed it back in her pocket. Her breathing was raspy, rough from the smoke. But she wasn’t wheezing, and that was something.

“Keep your blanket on tight,” said Eddie. “Right up to your face. It’ll filter the air for you. Keep out the worst of the smoke.”

Zoe brushed past him, but she did as he said. Eddie trudged after her, matching his pace to Jeb’s. Mike hung between them, retching with pain. His bad leg banged Eddie’s and dragged on the floor. Every nudge, every jostle, made him whimper and jerk. Eddie hoped he’d pass out soon and sleep through the worst. Wake up someplace safe, or never wake up at all.

“You hear that?” said Jeb, quiet so Zoe wouldn’t hear.

Eddie listened and he heard it, a sound like sails flapping, booming in the wind. In his head, he could see it, the inferno below. Billows of fire unfurling, crackling. Strips of wallpaper curling to ash. Smoke coiling up through the crumbling ceiling, the hallway below him collapsing in flames. He licked his lips. Tasted soot.

“I don’t think, uh⁠—”

“It’s warm,” called Zoe, her voice thick with anguish. “The fire door. It’s warm. Dad, it’s warm. We’re trapped.”

“Warm’s not hot,” said Jeb. He leaned up behind Zoe and pressed his hand to the door. Eddie watched his face and saw doubt and concern, and a faint flash of something that might’ve been fear.

“It’s a hot day,” he said, and tried the door for himself. The metal felt moist and dishwasher-warm. Warmer than skin-temperature, cooler than a fever. “Stand back,” he said. “Zoe, you get behind Mike and Jeb.”

Jeb backed off with Mike, and Zoe ducked behind them. Eddie pressed his ear to the door, but he couldn’t hear much, just a faint, hollow thumping and the rush of the wind. He took a breath, coughed it out, and cracked the door open. A noxious black fug rolled out, and he fell back, choking.

“Back, Zoe, ugh⁠—”

He doubled over coughing, waving off smoke. The door slammed behind him, and he grabbed for the wall. Zoe caught him, then lost him, and he dropped to his knees. She crouched down next to him and pulled him under her blanket.

“Here. Breathe through this.”

Eddie breathed through it, and coughed helplessly. His nose and his throat itched. His lungs seized and burned. Zoe was sobbing, and Eddie pulled her to him.

“It’s okay,” he managed. “We’re not done. We’ll⁠—”

“You two get back.” Jeb blundered past them. “I got an idea, just gimme some room.”

Eddie’s head spun. He groped for Zoe’s hand. “It was just smoke,” he croaked. “Not fire. Must be a door open, letting in⁠—”

Zoe dragged Eddie back, and down to the ground. He struggled free of the blanket and saw Mike stretched beside him. Jeb was hunched like a bull getting ready to charge. He set his shoulder and burst through a nameless gray door, into one of the north rooms, facing the back. A sick, jaundiced light streamed out from within—an awful, pale ghost-light, cholera yellow. Zoe ran into it and Eddie scrambled after, just in time to see Jeb pull up short at the window.

“No good,” he said, and waved Zoe back. Zoe ducked past him and cried out in dismay. The hotel was an island in a lake of pale fire. Smoke rolled, black and toxic, across a bruise-brown sky. Eddie caught Zoe and pulled her to his chest. Panic rose, blinding, and he forced it back. Whatever happened, he couldn’t let her die bad. Couldn’t let her go screaming, with flames in her hair. He’d hold her close, shield her, let the smoke do its job. Let her go to sleep, and then...and then...

He staggered back from the window, Zoe in his arms.

“We need to go up,” he said. “Up the stairs. To the roof.”

“The roof?” Jeb glanced at Zoe, then gave a curt nod. “If there’s rescue coming, it’ll come for us there.”

“Rescue?” Zoe stared at him, the sky in her eyes. “You think they’ll still come for us? Today? In all this?”

Eddie smiled at the thin note of hope in her voice. “I think they’ll try,” he said. “That means we’ve got to try too. Get ourselves up there, hang a flag off that roof. A big, flapping flag, so they’ll know where to look.”

Zoe hugged him, quick and fierce. “Okay, Dad. The roof.” Eddie’s heart did a skydive. Dad—that was him. Zoe might not have needed him to grow up so well, but she needed him now. He couldn’t let her down.

“You two go on,” said Jeb. “I’ll take Mike on my own. Those stairs aren’t wide enough for me, you, and him.”

Eddie nodded and squeezed under Zoe’s blanket. “Whatever you do, keep breathing through this. Don’t look, don’t stop, just keep moving. Keep breathing.”

They cut back across the hall, through the body-warm door, into smoke so thick and black, it was like stepping into a chimney. Eddie’s eyes burned and he closed them. He braved the stairs in the dark, finding the railing and pulling Zoe alongside him. Smoke seeped through the blanket and got in his mouth, and coated his tongue with a foul, wretched taste. His stomach revolted, and he fought it down. Nothing mattered but Zoe, getting her up and out. He didn’t want to hold her while her life ebbed away. Didn’t want to outlive her, even by a minute. His head pulsed with one message—Dad. Be her dad.

Zoe stumbled and fell, and went down with a cry. Something hard hit the concrete and bounced down the stairs.

“’S okay. Keep going.” He found Zoe’s arm and hauled her to her feet. She shied away.

“Dad, there’s a body.”

“What? There can’t be.”

“There is.” Zoe dropped down, coughing, and Eddie knelt beside her. He felt in the dark and found a hand, then an arm. Then a face, slack and cooling—a body. Whose?

“Gotta keep going.” Jeb pushed up behind him.

Eddie’s throat seized and he folded, spots in his eyes. He was choking, dying, and he couldn’t breathe through it. He couldn’t breathe, period. Zoe pressed her blanket tight to his face. Eddie wheezed, panicked, starving for air.

“Breathe slow,” said Zoe. She was rubbing his back like he’d tried for her asthma, not knowing if it calmed her or just made things worse. Except, now he did know, and it did help, sort of. He relaxed through the spasm and his coughing eased off, and a weak flashlight flicked on in the gloom. Eddie saw smoke, and a gray smudge of skin, dark hair, blue fabric⁠—

“Miranda.” Zoe’s voice cracked. Eddie felt for a pulse, though he knew he wouldn’t find one.

“Roll her over,” said Jeb. Eddie bridled at his callousness.

“She’s dead. Can’t we⁠—”

Jeb kicked her over onto her back. Eddie’s head swam, and he clutched at the wall. He’d almost missed the body she was shielding with her own, Mr. Reynolds, barely conscious, red-eyed from the smoke. His cracked lips were moving, but his throat was too raw. All that came out was a dry, glottal click.

“I got him,” said Eddie, but Mr. Reynolds pushed him back. He was shaking his head now, breath whining in his throat. Pointing upstairs, shaking his head no, no, no. Eddie hooked him under his arms and dragged him to his feet.

“Tell us later, okay? We gotta keep moving.”

Mr. Reynolds reeled back. He made a sound like a cough, and Zoe went stiff.

“Locked. He said locked. You mean the door to the roof?”

Mr. Reynolds made that sound again, and collapsed in Eddie’s arms. Eddie stood holding him, sick and lightheaded. He wasn’t getting any air, just his own stale breath filtered through the blanket. Locked in—what now? Where to, if not up?

“What kind of door was it?” Jeb had come closer, his breath rough and raspy. “Hey. What kind of door?”

“I think he passed out,” said Eddie. He thought he might, himself. Every breath he took burned. Every cough, he saw spots. Shouldn’t have smoked all those years. My lungs must be⁠—

“Come on,” said Jeb. He squeezed by Eddie, a great lumpen giant draped in filthy chenille. At some point, he’d hoisted Mike over his shoulder, and Eddie homed in on his pale, trailing hand. He followed it up to the fourth-floor landing, and out to the flickering fourth floor hall. The door slammed behind him, and Eddie slid down the wall. He crumpled on his side, still cradling Mr. Reynolds. Voices fluttered in his ears, Jeb’s deep and hoarse, Zoe’s thin and panicked. He couldn’t make sense of them. Couldn’t gather his thoughts.

“’M okay,” he muttered. “Just need a sec.” The air was clearer out here, with the stairwell door shut, but not clear enough. His throat felt all dusty, choked up with soot.

Eddie rolled on his back, or somebody rolled him. He sipped air, tasted smoke, and coughed up thick phlegm.

“—must’ve breathed in more than we did. When he opened the door.”

“What do we do? We can’t just stay here. We’ve got to get to the roof, or we’ll⁠—”

Eddie felt for Zoe and found Mr. Reynolds. He shook him, or tried to. Rocked him side to side. Mr. Reynolds made a gagging sound, but he didn’t open his eyes. Eddie doubted he could. His whole face was swollen, his eyes red and sticky.

“Locked,” he said again, and Eddie choked back a cough.

“What—what kind of door?”

Mr. Reynolds turned toward him. His left eye peeled open, a sliver of blue barred with thick strings of mucus. “Steel,” he said. “Wouldn’t break. Wouldn’t budge.”

“We need a crowbar,” said Mike. “Pry off the lock. Hey, where are you going?”

Eddie squinted and spotted Jeb jogging away. He lurched after him. “Hey!”

“You can’t leave us,” gasped Zoe. “My dad can’t⁠—”

Jeb bunched up his shoulder and crashed through a door. Wan light streamed out, and he paused and glanced back. “The beds here have steel frames. Solid. Heavy. The legs’ll be tapered where they screw to the base. I’ll pull one of those off and we’ll have our crowbar.”

“I’ll help you,” said Eddie, and made to get up. His knees cut out from under him and he fell flat. Blackness tugged at his thoughts and tried to pick them apart, but Zoe crouched over him, holding out her inhaler.

“Seal your lips to the mouthpiece and breathe as deep as you can.”

“Uh-uh. That’s for you.” He turned his head away, but Zoe grabbed his chin.

“Please, Dad. Just take it.”

Eddie closed his eyes. His chest was hitching again. If he tried to talk, he’d just cough, or maybe puke in her lap. Zoe lay down beside him and pulled her blanket over them both. She was glistening with sweat, and he guessed he was too. The hallway was stifling, dry as an oven.

“Mom told me about you,” said Zoe, her eyes pink and wet. “How you hurt your hand in that bar fight. How you almost got killed. She said you always did that, lived life like a race. Like you couldn’t wait to get to the end.” She breathed deep, coughed it out, and blinked back her tears. “Is that what you’re doing, trying to get to the end?”

Eddie made a whuh sound. Get to the end? No wonder Nola left him, if that’s what she thought. And Zoe thought the same? That he was trying to leave her, to...kill himself? He shook his head no, but it wasn’t enough.

“I don’t want to die,” he said, and swallowed back bile. He closed his hand over Zoe’s, over her inhaler. “This is for you. I want you to live.”

“You have to live too.” Zoe sniffed and rubbed her eyes. “I didn’t mean that before, about not needing a dad. I was just mad because you don’t need me.”

“I—” Eddie went to protest, but a fit of coughing tore through him. He shook with the force of it and thought he tasted blood. Fireworks burst and faded in the vault of his head, and with their fading the world went dim. Something hard bumped his lip and clattered between his teeth. Eddie smelled plastic, tasted mint and hairspray, and he clamped his lips around Zoe’s inhaler.

“Breathe, Dad. Jeb, hurry!”

Eddie breathed. He almost choked on the mist, not expecting its coolness or the wet sense of drowning. Then Zoe was holding him, cradling his head.

“Hold it in,” she was saying. “Don’t cough it out.”

Eddie tried, but he coughed. He coughed and kept coughing, coughed till he gagged. Zoe fed him another blast and he coughed that out too.

“You’ve got to breathe, Dad. Please. Try to breathe.”

Eddie tried one more time, for Zoe. Be her dad now, Breathe, come on, breathe. His chest hitched and his eyes streamed, but somehow, he did it. He held in the medicine till Zoe told him breathe out. This time, he didn’t cough, and he raised his head.

“Zoe?”

“Jeb, come on! My dad’s sick, we can’t breathe, we can’t⁠—”

“Got it.” Jeb emerged with a section of bed frame held aloft. “Mike, come on. You two, you got Zoe’s teacher?”

Eddie didn’t waste his breath confirming he had. He grabbed Mr. Reynolds under one arm, and Zoe grabbed the other, and they were moving again. Zoe’s face was all tear-streaked, pale lines through the soot. Eddie needed to talk to her and set some things straight—but not now, not here, with the blaze at their heels. Besides, it felt morbid, laying his heart bare in the jaws of death. Like, let me tell you this now in case we don’t get a later. Whatever came next, he owed Zoe a later.
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“What’s your last name?” said Stanley.

Kelly ignored him. Hardly heard him at all. Pirate Splash was crumbling, washing away in the flood. Pirate Splash. Blackbeard’s playground. It’d been here forever, since Mom was a kid, an Orlando institution, older than Disney. Hadn’t folks sheltered here during Hurricane Irma? So how was the coaster all torn to shreds, its coiled metal guts strewn across their path? Buildings lay flattened all up the street, a swathe of destruction a hundred yards long.

“Does it start with a W?”

The gift shop had caught the worst of it. Its whole roof was shattered, caved in on itself. Smashed like a crab shell, but its insides were toys. They bobbed on the current in great rainbow swirls, beach balls and plush toys, novelty mugs. A big yellow bubble, maybe a lamp.

“Kelly.”

She snapped back to herself. “What?”

“Your last name. What is it?”

“Walker. Why?”

“Look over there.” Stanley nodded behind him. Kelly turned to look. A bush floated sadly, its roots turned up.

“Not that,” said Stanley. “Up on the wall.”

Kelly looked up and saw it, a messy graffito: JW + RL – CRAWLWAYS. A strange feeling washed through her, pride and relief mixed with rising frustration.

“JW, that’s Jackson. RL’s his best friend. But what’s a crawlway?”

Stanley shrugged. “Beats me.”

Kelly did a slow turn, surveying the scene. The wind lashed her cheeks with warm rain and grit. She squinted against it, straining to see. Her eyes darted from one flash of movement to the next, the flap of a loose tarp, the froth of the current. The whole world was in motion, caught in the storm, everything bobbing, everything loose.

“Jackson?” She shouted his name and the wind carried it away. Stanley blew his foghorn, a long, dwindling phweeeeep. A bottle glanced off their hull with a loud, hollow thwack.

“It’s got to be near here,” she said.

“What, the Crawlways?”

She nodded. “Why leave a sign here if it’s not somewhere close? Either that, or there’s more signs. They’ve left us a trail.” She half-turned and froze at a dull flash of white. A flash on a broken wall, mostly submerged.

“J,” she read. “R.” Then an arrow where the door was. Pointing inside. “Does that mean⁠—”

“No.” Stanley caught her arm to keep her from falling. “That’s not the Crawlways. See, the sign says CAFÉ.” He helped Kelly sit down, and took his own place beside her. “We’ll do a lap,” he said. “Search for more signs.”

Kelly stared numbly as he turned the boat, stared straight ahead into nothing at all. She was slipping, exhausted, losing her place. Panic rising inside her, blotting out thought. Her heart raced and pounded. Acid burned her throat. Two words filled her head, on repeat—too late. She’d left it too late. Hung onto her memories, for all the good they’d done her. What would Zach have thought? What would he have said? Keep going, keep climbing. Build back your life.

She’d do it. She would. She’d make a new life. She just needed this last chance, and she’d grab on with both hands. Be there for Jackson, no matter what.

“Is that something?” Stanley pointed at a fencepost capped off with white, jutting from the water at an odd, broken angle. Kelly just grunted, and they passed it by.

“Jackson!” She shouted his name again, and she knew if she kept going, sooner or later he’s hear her. He was out there. He had to be. This wasn’t the end. “Jackson, it’s Mom. Jackson, please...”

Rascal squirmed up beside her and jammed his head in her lap. Kelly buried her fingers in his thick, sodden fur. Jackson had wanted a dog, begged for one for years. She’d get him one. Get him two. A whole canine army.

Stanley swung past Smugglers’ Island and up the washed-out bank. Corsair’s Mountain loomed overhead, low-hanging clouds obscuring its peaks. He slowed and leaned forward, rising out of his seat.

“Isn’t that someone?”

Kelly’s heart leaped. “Where?” She scanned the water, but Stanley pointed up. “There on the water slide, trying to crawl up inside.”

“He’s alive?” She surged to her feet. The wind knocked her down, but she’d seen him. Seen Jackson? She scrambled upright and grabbed onto the windshield. “Can you get closer?”

Stanley steered the boat through the rocks—fake rocks, bright orange—but they’d still crush their hull if they ran aground. She could see clearer now, not one kid but two, clinging to a section of scaffolding caught on the slide. One was a girl, thin and long-haired. The other was Ray, and she let out a moan.

“Almost there,” said Stanley, but Kelly couldn’t look. She turned away and squeezed her eyes shut. Ray, but not Jackson. That couldn’t be right.

“Help me—what’s the matter?”

Kelly clenched her fists. Rage flooded through her, violent in its force. Ray, but not Jackson, how was that fair? Ray would’ve brought them here, Ray with his car. Ray’s fault, not Jackson’s, but Ray got to live? She’d kill him herself. Wring his fool neck.

“Kelly. Sit up.” Stanley gripped her shoulder.

“Wring his neck,” she muttered, and opened her eyes.

“The wind’s too strong,” said Stanley. “I can’t hold us steady, at least not for long. I’ll cruise by slow, and you pull them in.”

She rose up, trembling, and bared her teeth at Ray. She’d pull him up all right, by his damn throat. Pull him up, shake him out, and make him pay. Make him hurt. He was straining away from her, his eyes wide and shocked. Fleeing her, guilty—but guilty of what?

“Where is he?” she shouted, but Ray crawled away. He hauled himself up the scaffolding, half-swimming, half-climbing. Kelly leaned after him and grabbed hold of his foot.

“Get back here. Get⁠—”

Ray reached into the tunnel and grabbed a tiny brown hand. A little girl flew out, just a tot, maybe five. She hurled herself at Ray, but the wind snatched her dress and blew her away. Kelly screamed and lunged after her. One knee, her bad knee, came down on the gunwale. The girl saw her and reached back, and Kelly swore their fingers brushed. Then the boat spun away, into the rocks. Their stern scraped metal, a great, grinding screech, and then they were circling, nosing back around. Ray had the girl by one hand, the scaffold by the other, and was kicking and flailing, hanging on by a thread.

“Don’t you dare let her go!” Kelly leaned out again, arms stretched to their limits. The girl reached back, but a dark form swarmed up—the other girl, the older one, springing out from the slide. She climbed Kelly like a ladder and clawed her way up her chest, all knees and nails and sharp, kicking boots. Kelly bucked and struggled, but the girl was stronger. She dragged Kelly down and bent her over the side. Kelly hung helpless as she clambered up her back.

“Kelly, hold on!” Stanley swung eastward, in a wide, dizzy arc. Water splashed up, a harsh, blinding spray. The girl flopped over and into the boat. Rascal barked sharply, and Kelly sank to her knees. She was bleeding, she thought, scratched down her neck. Her hip hurt where she’d banged it on the side of the boat.

“I’m good,” she managed. “Go round again.” She hauled herself up and Ray was still holding on. He’d crawled onto the scaffolding and crammed one knee through the cracks. His body was bent at a sharp, tortured angle, torso arched back, arms outstretched, thrusting the tot toward her over the gap.

“Wind’s changing,” said Stanley. “Gotta get her this time. And the boy too.”

Kelly leaned out as far as she dared. Hands gripped her ankles and she shrieked her outrage, sure the rude, clawing girl meant to throw her overboard. Instead, she steadied her, holding her in place. Kelly sucked back a deep breath and called out to Ray.

“You grab on too.”

“What?”

“You grab⁠—”

The boat shot forward, tossed by the wind. Kelly groped out blindly and caught a handful of cloth. She jerked it toward her, and the little girl came with it, and then they were weightless, angling away from the bridge. The boat seemed to fly, and Kelly flew back. The little girl flew with her, a fragile pink kite. Rascal’s barking took on a mad, fevered pitch. Kelly braced for impact, but her landing was soft, thin arms around her, guiding her down. Kelly lay and stared up at the black, diseased sky, the scared little princess snuggled up to her chest.

“What...”

“You got her,” said the older girl. “I didn’t think you would.”

Kelly resisted the urge to slap her. “And you would be...?”

“Faye.” She leaned out of slapping range and over the back of the boat. “Hurry up, would you? You’re going to capsize us.”

“No, he’s not,” said Stanley, and slowed to let Ray climb in. He’d grabbed on somehow, to the back of the boat. Kelly sat up slowly, her adrenaline ebbing. In its wake, she felt hollow, frozen inside. Her anger had passed, and her fear, and her hurt. All that remained was one question, one answer. Nothing else could exist for her, not till she knew.

“Ray Leon,” she said.

Ray scrambled in, dripping, and flopped on his back. Rascal came to investigate, and Ray flung his arms around him.

“Ray.”

He looked up at her, then back at Rascal.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It was my idea, I swear. Jackson didn’t want to, but⁠—”

“Where is he now?”

“The Crawlways,” said Faye. “That’s where we last saw him. We went to grab a first aid kit, but⁠—”

“We tried to go back for him.” Ray struggled upright, still clinging to the dog. “But Mira can’t swim, and the water was too deep, and Faye said he probably beat us out, anyway. So we went out to look for him, and we got swept away, and then⁠—”

“Where are these Crawlways? Can you take us to them?”

“That way,” said Faye, and pointed across the water. “We jammed the door open so they could see their way out.”

Kelly frowned. “They? Who’s they?”

“Him and Brian. Her boyfriend.” Ray nodded at Faye. “He hit his head pretty bad—Brian, not Jackson. Jackson was fine, I swear. He was looking after Brian.”

Kelly swallowed thickly, digesting this new information. Jackson was alive, or he had been. Life could go on, if she could reach him in time. If he could hang on just a few minutes more.

“Uh, Mrs. Walker?”

Kelly blinked. “What?”

Ray gestured at Mira, who was tugging at her sleeve. Kelly smiled down at her and settled her on her lap.

“Yeah, hon? What is it?”

“Are you Jackson’s mommy?”

Kelly’s eyes watered. She nodded. Mira squeezed her hand.

“I knew you’d be a nice mommy. Because he’s nice too.”

Kelly fumbled for a response, but none sprang to mind. A nice mommy—was she? When was the last time she’d sat down with Jackson, not for a Talk, but just...to talk? When had they last shared a day at the mall, or a meal without sniping, or anything at all? Then again, nice hadn’t got her this far. She’d got here on grit, on anger, desperation. That was how life was, you pushed your way through.

“I’m a strong mommy,” she said. “And you’re a brave little girl.”

Mira lit up at that, and sat up taller. Stanley angled toward the calm patch where two buildings leaned together.

“Where to from here?”

“That’s it there,” said Faye. “Through the STAFF ONLY door and straight down the stairs.”

“Stairs?” Kelly’s heart sank. “They’re underground?”

“I’m going with you,” said Faye, but Kelly shook her head.

“I’m taking Ray, and that’s it. The rest of you, stay.” She scowled at Faye, in particular, not wanting her along. The girl was sneaky, a snake in the grass. Not only that, but she was one more kid to watch out for if things went awry. A distraction from Jackson, which she didn’t need.

“Take my flashlight,” said Stanley, and passed it to Ray. “And watch you don’t lose it. It’s the only one I’ve got.”

Kelly jumped out first, as they swung by the door. She squeezed through and waited till Ray splashed up behind her, aiming his flashlight down a narrow hall. At the end was a waterfall, plunging into darkness. A staircase, barely visible under the rushing current.

“Down there,” said Ray, but Kelly was already moving. She gripped the railing and went for it, half-sliding, half-falling, skidding across the landing and into the wall. The lower half of the staircase was almost submerged, and Kelly found herself swimming, kicking against the current.

“Jackson?”

“Other way.” Ray waved her north, down a wide concrete hall. “He’d be coming through this way, if he’s still here at all.”

Kelly nodded her understanding and paddled off down the hall. The ceiling was high, lined with PVC pipes—plumbing, she guessed, or ventilation. Or those pneumatic tubes, for laundry or garbage. Garbage for sure, she thought, as she caught a whiff, and then she dove into a rank stream of trash. Diapers bobbed in the water, and chip bags, pirate hats. Kelly gagged and stroked through it, breathing hard through her mouth. Up ahead was an island, a great garbage float, fat bulging bags of it and there, perched on top⁠—

Kelly let out a sound, a soft, croaking uh. Not a float, but a raft, her dream come to life. A huge, sagging trash raft, Jackson face down on top. Jackson and Zach, sprawled out, hands clasped.

With me. He’s with me.

Kelly screamed and lunged for him, heart pumping, chest tight. She knew in her core, he was breathing, alive—and if he wasn’t, she’d pull him back. Drag him back to this world, if it was the last thing she did.
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Eddie thought he’d seen heat, but he hadn’t. He hadn’t. Not when his tour bus broke down in Death Valley. Not that time at Burning Man when he’d passed out from heatstroke. Not even when Mom had taught him to bake, and he’d opened the oven and the heat had rolled out. His skin had gone tight, his eyes dry and sore, and he’d known in that moment what the bread must feel like. How the crust felt, baked hard, desert-dry.

He ran out his tongue and found his lips parched. His skin, even his armpits—he’d run out of sweat. What he wouldn’t give for a garden hose. A sprinkler. A cooler of Gatorade, ice down his back. The ice bucket challenge, he’d jumped on that trend. Dumped a champagne bucket over his head. He’d screamed at the cold. Felt his balls shrivel up. What had that been like, to be cold? To be freezing?

Mr. Reynolds was coughing, hot bursts in his ear. Eddie hoisted him roughly and dragged him up one more step. C’mon, man. Come on.

His blanket was dry, fibers tickling his nose. Jeb had soaked it again on the fourth floor. Dipped it in a puddle where the rain had blown in. He might as well not have bothered. The wet had baked out. Eddie’s nose was dry, too, nostrils sore and cracking. His throat was so dry he didn’t think he could speak. Zoe’s coughing had stopped, at least, but⁠—

Zoe.

Where was she?

How long since his elbow bumped hers in the dark? He thought maybe two steps ago, or maybe two hours. The heat went forever; he’d always been hot. He’d always been here, in this dark, smoking oven, crawling nose to the concrete with a man on his back.

He paused at the next stair and pressed his face to its tread. His toga was tangled, bunched in his crotch. Mr. Reynolds was slipping, and Eddie guessed he’d passed out. He ignored that, and his toga, and the smothering heat, and swung out his arm in a weak half-circle. It connected with something, an elbow, a shoulder. Zoe’s—it had to be. Too sharp to be Jeb’s.

He tried to call out to her and managed a croak. She didn’t croak back, so he pulled her up one more step. How many were left? How far could it be? He tried to remember the hotel from outside, how it’d looked from the road, how high off the ground. In his head it stood massive, eight floors, maybe ten. But that couldn’t be right, because...airports. Building codes. No high-rises near airports, that was a thing.

His head swam. He coughed, a dry, rattling sound. Even the floor was hot, baking his cheek. A hot floor, that was something—floors weren’t hot. Floors were your refuge when your body caught fire. A fever, a hangover, you went for the floor. Pressed your face to the tile, and mm. Sweet relief. Post-pepper spray, even, locked up in jail. After Zach’s funeral, in Kelly’s bathroom. The floor had been kind to him. Put out his fires.

Eddie reached for the next step and found the landing. He struggled up onto it, flat on his belly. He rested a moment, not to catch his breath—there was no breath to catch, just drags of thick air—but because his limbs hurt, every bone, every muscle. Like after a workout, the hard, draining kind. He rested his limbs and he rested his lungs, and it struck him Mr. Reynolds hadn’t moved in a while. Hadn’t moved, hadn’t breathed...was he lugging a corpse?

He reached back and pinched him, got nothing, and went on. Felt for the next flight, and found only a wall. Which meant this was it. The way to the roof.

Jeb crawled up past him and rolled Mike off his back. Eddie didn’t see him, but he heard Jeb’s harsh cough. He heard Mike groan, and his skull rap the floor. Jeb got his boots under him, then his weight thumped the door.

“Heh—” Jeb was panting, maybe trying to talk. Eddie lifted his head. Rasped out his name. Something scraped, steel on steel, and Jeb kicked the door.

“Eddie.”

He got his elbow under him and rocked up on his side. Mr. Reynolds slid off him, painfully slow. He dragged their blanket with him, and Eddie pulled up his toga and held it to his face.

“Eddie, you—” Jeb broke out coughing, a long, hacking spasm. He dropped the bar he’d unscrewed from a smashed fourth floor bed. It clanged down next to Eddie, and he reached out and grabbed it. He could hear Zoe now, wheezing beside him. He wanted to tell her to puff her inhaler, but his voice wouldn’t work. His throat was too dry.

“The door,” croaked Jeb. “Eddie? You there?”

Eddie couldn’t talk. He groped out, found Jeb’s leg, and gave it a smack.

“Gonna need—it’s too tight. Too snug in the frame. Me ’n Mike need to push it, then you get—you—” He broke off, choking, but Eddie got the idea. Jeb and Mike would crowd in, put their weight to the door. With luck, it would bend enough he could jam the bar in the crack. Pry out the lock, but first, he’d need to be standing.

“Dad...” Zoe’s voice was a whistle, thin, barely there.

“I’m here,” he whispered, the barest of gasps. He pushed himself up, onto all fours. The heat pressed him down like a weight on his back. Like it wanted to flatten him, plaster him to the floor. Eddie crawled to the door and dragged himself up it, half-standing, half-leaning, trembling with effort. His legs wouldn’t hold him, so he sank to his knees.

“You good?”

Eddie nodded, then remembered Jeb couldn’t see him. “One sec,” he managed. He turned the bar in his hands, tapered end up, and jammed it into the doorframe to the side of the lock. It didn’t feel like it would ever go in, like there could ever be space for it between the lock and the plate.

“Okay,” he said.

Above him, Jeb grunted. His boots squeaked on the floor. Mike shouldered in under him, sobbing with pain. Eddie felt the door give, but not much. Not enough. The bar scraped and rattled, and wouldn’t go in.

“Gotta—force it,” said Jeb. “Give it some uh.”

Eddie didn’t think he had much uh left in him. His shoulders were screaming, and his hip, and his back. His dry hands were slipping, losing their grip. Still, he kept going, come on. Come on. Just go in, just work, and I swear I’ll do better. Anything, I’ll do anything, just⁠—

Jeb fell back, heaving. Mike slumped against the door. Eddie would’ve screamed, but he was all out of air.

“Go again in a minute.” Jeb coughed and spat. Eddie breathed through his toga, gathering strength. He could feel it, deep down, this would be their last try. If the door wouldn’t budge, their lives would end here. Zoe’s life too, and she’d hardly begun. She’d never have her first kiss or her sweet sixteen, never drive, never vote, never go to her prom. She deserved all of that—to live, really live. To make her mistakes, learn, and go on.

“All right,” said Jeb. Eddie gripped the bar tight. This was it, his last chance. For all the money, Zach would’ve said.

Jeb leaned on the door and pushed with all his might. Eddie could hear him straining, groaning fit to burst. Mike leaned in with him, and the door bulged and creaked. Eddie jammed the bar in, but it wouldn’t go. He threw his weight into it, all the strength he had. His muscles protested. His tendons pulled and burned. His lips peeled back in an animal snarl. He was almost in—he could feel it, the lock giving way. Just a hair more, just the tiniest crack⁠—

Something brushed up against him, jostling him from behind. Eddie jerked, nearly fumbled, and jigged the bar up and down. The door made a booming sound, and Eddie felt it buckle. He jammed the bar in and threw his body against it, and at first nothing happened, except the bar bent. Then he heard creaking and splintering wood, and Jeb slammed his shoulder into the door. The frame cracked and bowed, and Jeb slammed it again. Light streamed through the cracks—soggy daylight—and then the door toppled and they all tumbled through, Jeb and Mike, Eddie, and Zoe on top. She’d squeezed in, Eddie realized, and been pushing as well. And now she was crawling, face up to the rain. Gulping air, coughing, waving smoke off her face.

“The wind changed,” said Jeb, and rolled on his back. Eddie looked up and saw it was true. The clouds were scudding west, and the smoke along with them—not all the smoke, but enough he could breathe. Enough he could see through the haze in his eyes. He saw the sky, sick and stained, and the clouds overhead. The smoke and the flames, and the city on fire. The sun, just a sliver, blinding in the gloom. He licked his lips, lapping rain, and shivered at the taste.

“Mr. Reynolds,” said Zoe.

Eddie turned his head. The west wing was burning, its roof all smashed in. Smoke belched from the ruins, fifty feet high. His stomach clenched at the sight of it. Whatever had done that, punched through that roof, only by chance had it not come down here.

“I’ve got him,” said Jeb. He dragged himself back inside and came out with Mr. Reynolds. Eddie got up to help, and they hauled him out of the smoke.

“Is he, uh...?” Eddie felt for a pulse, but his hands were shaking.

“He’s alive,” said Jeb. “But he was in that stairwell longer than us. With nothing to breathe through, so...” He left the thought unfinished. Eddie glanced at Zoe.

“You think they can fly in this? You know, helicopters?”

“An hour ago, no. Now, I don’t know. Maybe.” Jeb stuck his hand out to test the wind. “The gale’s dying down. But they’re not going to come for us if they don’t know we’re here.”

“We need a signal,” said Eddie, and coughed into his hand. “Something they’d see from a good way off.”

“Let me deal with that. You check on your girl.”

Eddie nodded and struggled to his feet. His body felt like rubber, his head light as air. Every step, every movement, set the world spinning around him. Still, he staggered to Zoe and knelt at her side. She’d made a tent from her blanket to keep off the smoke, and she lifted the corner to let him in.

“Thanks,” said Eddie, and huddled up to her side. “You breathing okay?”

Zoe coughed. “My chest hurts. And my head feels all weird, like it might float away.”

“Headache? Feeling sick?”

Zoe nodded. “Yes to both.”

“You got your inhaler?”

She shook her head. “It’s gone.”

“Okay,” said Eddie. He took a deep, halting breath and coughed it out between his knees. When he spat, it was blackish, and he looked away.

“Dad?”

“Don’t try to talk.” He slid his hand up her back and rubbed between her shoulders. She had the hiccups. He could feel the sharp jerks. “I used to sing to calm down,” he said. His voice caught and rasped. “I’d pick something mellow, something not too complex, and just...sing in my head till my heartbeat slowed down.”

“I do that,” said Zoe.

“So think of a song.” Eddie tapped on her back, a slow, steady beat. He felt Zoe’s shoulders slump, and her breathing eased off. Then she coughed and went tense, and he held her upright.

“Keep trying,” he said. “Keep to the beat.”

“Could you—could you talk to me?”

Eddie coughed. “About what?”

“You and Mom. Did you love her, or…?”

Eddie’s eyes burned. “I did. Yeah, I did. You have no idea, I loved her so much.” It hurt to force the words out, but Zoe needed to know. “Your mom was the best. She…I swear, I still miss her.”

“Then why—” Zoe wheezed, and Eddie rubbed her back. He knew what she was asking, but what could he say? What could he tell her, and not make her hate him?

“Dad, why⁠—”

“Shh, don’t try to talk.” He patted her back to ease her coughing. “Me and your mom—I wasn’t good for her back then. The whole rockstar lifestyle, I…” Bought into it big time, the drinking, the drugs. Met your mom straight from rehab, my third time. My fourth. “I was always on the road,” he said. “Late nights, crazy days. Your mom was tired of it. She didn’t want that for you.”

Zoe just nodded, but she seemed satisfied. She slumped against Eddie, and he held her to his side. He whistled a low tune, quiet between his teeth, keeping her breathing, through her hiccups, through her fear. Eddie breathed with her, one eye fixed on Jeb. He was doing something with his toga, tearing it into strips. Knotting it into a long, messy rope. When he was done, he got up and grabbed his makeshift crowbar. He broke into the AC unit and pulled out the filter, and punched out the middle, leaving just the frame.

“What’s he doing?” said Zoe.

Eddie just shrugged.

“I need something bright,” said Jeb. “Like a red shirt. A flag.”

Eddie stared blankly. Zoe gave a snort.

“Dad’s boxers are red.”

“What?” He glanced down at himself. His toga was open, his shorts on display. He crossed his legs quickly and covered them up. “Whatever you’re doing, you can’t have my drawers.”

“Your drawers wouldn’t be big enough.” Jeb cast about, brightened, and vanished behind the bulkhead. When he reemerged, he had Mr. Reynolds’s shirt. He stretched it across the empty frame, secured by the sleeves.

“It’s a kite,” said Zoe. “He’s making a kite.”

Eddie stared for a moment, then he doubled over laughing, because yeah. Yeah, he was. Jeb was building a kite.
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Jackson was moving. Paddling the raft. Kicking the water to a frothy brown churn.

Kelly blinked slowly and looked again. Was Jackson kicking, or was that just the current? No, he was kicking. He was fine. Doing great.

“Jackson?” She reached for him, a prayer caught in her throat. He was fine. He was healthy. She’d made it in time. Kelly floundered to Jackson and he lifted his head. He reached for her, smiling, and their ordeal was done. They’d seen through the storm, come out the other side. They’d meet up with Eddie, and start afresh.

“Jackson, say something.” Kelly grabbed for the raft. Ray’s flashlight passed over her, a bright, pallid beam. It caught Jackson’s face, all daubed with dirt. He had a banana sticker stuck to his chin.

“Mom?”

Kelly’s eyes watered, and she wanted to cry. Her brave boy. He’d made it, and all in one piece. This time, when she reached for him, Jackson reached back. His fingers brushed hers, agile. Alive. He smiled and the clouds cleared, and Kelly’s heart soared.

“I have a boat,” she said. “We’re leaving. Right now.”

Jackson’s face fell. “You’re mad.”

“No. No, I’m not. Jackson, I⁠—”

“No—no, you’re right to be.” Jackson nodded at the sprawled form taking up most of the raft. “We shouldn’t have come here. I think he’s hurt bad.”

Kelly glanced at the man sprawled out on the raft. Faye’s boyfriend, she guessed. She’d deal with him later. For now, she had Jackson. She had her son.

“Mom?”

She plucked the banana sticker off Jackson’s chin. It stuck to her thumb, then her other thumb, then the sleeve of her shirt. Kelly couldn’t stop smiling. This was real. This was happening. It wasn’t a dream. Dreams didn’t come with obstinate stickers. They didn’t come with Coke cans bumping up on her arm. Jackson was here, and her nightmare was done.

“Let’s go,” she said, but Jackson turned around. He shook the man next to him.

“Brian? Wake up.”

Brian made a throaty sound. He hid his face in a bag overflowing with trash, like a tired kid burrowing into his pillow.

“Brian, my mom’s here. It’s time to go home.”

Brian raised himself, shaky, and Kelly recoiled. The man was enormous, and reeked of sour sweat. His dark eyes passed over her like she wasn’t there at all.

“Gotta go find her. Before it gets dark.” He rubbed at his temple and swayed side to side.

Jackson shot Ray a look, his brow creased with worry. Brian strained to get up, grasping at air. The raft was just garbage bags, but he kept trying to stand, bawling his frustration when his knees punched through.

“This way,” said Jackson. “Over the side.”

Brian saw the water and scrabbled to reach it. The raft dipped and crackled under his weight. He slid off and went under, and Jackson hauled him up. He caught him and held him, and Kelly’s heart swelled with pride. In her nightmare, he’d needed her, but here, he was needed. Here, he’d stepped up to save Brian’s life. Built him a raft, even. Paddled him out. Somehow, despite it all, he’d grown up right.

“It’ll be a tight fit,” said Kelly, “all of us on the boat. It’s technically a six-seater, but we’ll need three just for him.”

Brian made a dry sound, like a cat with a hairball. Jackson swam backward, helping him to the stairs. Ray waded over and they got him on his feet, and Kelly was struck again by his sheer size. He stood hunched and swaying like a huge, wounded ogre, his head lolling forward, his arms swinging loose.

“Careful,” she said. “Those stairs are slick.”

“Slick,” repeated Brian. He looked down at his feet. “She might not have drowned. She might just’ve froze. She could be alive down there. She could still be—” He dropped to his knees and plunged his hands in the water, splashing and grasping, crawling on all fours.

Jackson crouched next to him. “Brian, no, it’s not⁠—”

He made a deep, torn sound, a mandrake-root sob. His eyes were huge and staring, and his mouth gaped wide. Kelly jerked back instinctively at the sound of his grief. She’d made the same sound herself, at the news of Zach’s death, half-scream, half-denial, hurt to the bone. That sound had no place here. They were saved—they were fine.

“You’re okay,” she said, keeping her voice low and soothing.

Brian’s head snapped up. His eyes locked with hers and his lip curled back.

“You. Why’d you leave us?”

“Brian, that’s my mom.” Jackson grabbed his shoulder. Brian shook him off.

“I hate you,” he said. “Why’d you leave us alone?” Tears streaked down his cheeks, cutting lines through the filth.

Kelly fumbled for an answer. What did he want to hear? “I’m sorry,” she said. Brian let out a snort. He got up slowly, fists clenched at his sides.

“Sorry won’t bring her back. Sorry don’t fix dead.”

“No—no, it doesn’t.” Kelly inched backward, hands raised up high. Brian’s posture had stiffened, taut as a spring. A muscle was jumping high in his neck.

“Listen,” said Jackson, and Brian’s head swung his way. “That’s my mom, okay? Sandy’s not here. We’re not⁠—”

Brian roared, full of pain, and he charged without warning. Lowered his head like a bull and flung himself down the stairs. Kelly saw it happening, the dip of his knees, his twitching biceps. Thick specks of spittle spraying between his teeth. His eyes were two different colors, one gray, one black. The black one was bloodshot and squinted to one side. The gray one was empty, fixed on some other world. Kelly hurled herself at him, too slow, too late.

Brian slammed into Jackson and struck him headfirst, a blow to his chest that lifted him off his feet. Jackson flailed, then went limp, and came down on the raft. He lay there unmoving, legs dangling off the side. Brian crumpled, as well, but Kelly hardly noticed. She saw Jackson, only Jackson, his head thrown back. The rip in his jeans she’d forgotten to mend. The cut on his ring finger when she grabbed for his hand. The little details that could only be real—the way her hand shook when she felt for his pulse. The way his hair floated in the murky water. All real, all real, Ray clutching at her arm. Ray shouting something she didn’t, couldn’t hear.

“Jackson!”

He wasn’t breathing. His pulse had gone still. She hit him with all she had, crack across his jaw. Jackson’s head snapped sideways, but he didn’t stir.

“Jackson, wake up!”

His hand bobbed with the current, up and down, up and down. Kelly probed his wrist, still no pulse, not even a flutter. She held her palm to his mouth, not a whisper of breath.

“You can’t die. Not from that. You can’t. It’s not⁠—”

“Start CPR,” said Ray—no, not Ray. Stanley. Where had he come from? He turned her to face him. “You know CPR?”

Kelly nodded. She did.

“Be right back,” said Stanley. Kelly pushed up Jackson’s shirt. His chest was bruising already, blotched pink and red. She laid her hands over his bruises and tried to remember how hard to hit him, and how many times. His face was so still, his body so quiet. He didn’t look like he was sleeping, or anywhere close. He looked dead, was dead, but that couldn’t be right. Not when she’d come so far, and they’d been through so much.

“Mrs. Walker?”

She coughed. “What, Ray?”

“You have to push his chest in at least two inches.”

Ray’s words seemed to reach her from somewhere far away. Still, she found herself nodding. Two inches sounded right. She’d heard that before, some time long ago. She rose on her knees and let herself fall forward, planting her whole weight on Jackson’s chest. The raft pitched and wobbled, and she fell back. Water sloshed up and licked Jackson’s face.

“Harder,” said Ray.

Kelly did it harder. Jackson’s ribs gave, but not enough. She was rocking the raft, more than pumping his heart.

“Hold us steady,” she called. Ray swam around her and grabbed the back of the raft. He paddled them to the landing and dragged them up, and Kelly knelt over Jackson and gathered her strength.

“You have to hit him,” said Ray. “As hard as you can.”

Kelly scowled. She knew this. She’d done it before, not on a person, but on a dummy. She thought of its plastic smell, its gray rubber skin. The instructor leaning over her, his breath in her ear. Thirty compressions, two breaths, then do it again.

“Please, Mrs. Walker.” Ray’s voice was small.

Kelly reared back and came down hard. Jackson’s whole body jerked with the force of the blow. She did it again, and again, and again, lost count at ten and kept going anyway. When it felt right she stopped and breathed into Jackson’s mouth. His chest rose and fell, but his heart didn’t start.

“Why, Jackson? Why?” She hit him again, so hard the raft jerked. His head rolled to one side and Ray held it out of the water. Kelly barely noticed. Everything she had, she was throwing at Jackson, every ounce of her strength, every gasp of her breath. She thumped his chest, breathed for him, and screamed his name. Jackson’s ribs cracked. His eyes gaped at nothing.

“Move.”

Kelly kept going. She’d go forever if she had to. Whatever it took.

“I need to shock him. Move aside.”

Kelly blinked. “Stanley?”

He held up a white box with a heart on the side. “For his heart. Get back.”

“I’ll do it,” she said.

“Dry him off first.”

She tore his shirt down the front and pushed it aside. Stanley handed her a towel, and she scrubbed Jackson’s chest dry. The box whined and beeped, and it said something in a robotic voice.

“The pads,” said Stanley. “You know where they go?”

Kelly snatched them from him and set them on Jackson’s chest, one high on the right side, one low on the left.

“Clear,” said Stanley. Ray settled Jackson’s head back on the raft.

“We won’t get shocked? With him touching the water?”

Stanley shook his head. “As long as he’s not underwater, we’ll be okay.”

Kelly ground her teeth and waited. The box beeped again, and she pulled it toward her. She hit the SHOCK button and Jackson’s body arched. He fell back, still twitching, and Kelly felt for a pulse. She found none, and she thumped him hard on the chest. His teeth clacked together, and she thumped him again.

“You can’t do this.”

Thump.

“Breathe, damn it.”

Thump.

Jackson’s mouth gaped. His head lolled back. Kelly leaned forward to whisper in his ear. “Your dad wouldn’t want this. Can’t you hear him? Go back. That’s him, he’s telling you, go back. Go back. Get back in your body, and⁠—”

“Kelly?”

She shook Stanley off and hit Jackson again. The blow echoed through her, rattling her bones. So did the next one, and the next, and the next. She could feel Stanley staring, his eyes on her back. Her world narrowed to Jackson, his thin chest, his wet skin. A stray lock of hair curling into his eye. She’d told him to cut that. Told him ten times.

“You need to stop,” said Stanley. Kelly snarled like a wildcat defending her kill. She hit Jackson again. And again. And two breaths.

“It’s been too long. He can’t⁠—”

“Shut your damn mouth.”

His life couldn’t end like this. Not here, on his back on a bed of garbage. Zach couldn’t have him. It wasn’t his time.

“Jackson, please.”

She reared back to hit him, and in that moment, he blinked. His eyes went wide and he gasped, and Stanley caught her hands.

“No. Look. He’s moving.”

Jackson coughed. His mouth worked. Kelly let her hands drop.

“Jackson, say something. Say you’re okay.”

Jackson just stared. His hand fluttered up, and he groped at his chest. “Hurts,” he croaked. “What the—what happened?”

“Commotio cordis,” said Stanley. “Saw it once before at a baseball game, fly ball hit some kid square in the chest. Stopped his heart dead, just like Brian did to you.”

Jackson made a low sound, almost a laugh. “So you hit me some more?”

“The word you’re looking for is ‘thanks,’ or I’ll hit you again.” Kelly made to swipe at him, but stroked his cheek instead. His skin was warm, and he twitched at her touch. She wanted to scoop him up and clutch him to her chest, hold him and rock him and never let go. But Stanley was standing, brushing trash off his knees.

“The water’s still rising,” he said. “Let’s get him in the boat.”

Jackson tried to sit up and fell back with a groan. Kelly got her arm around him and helped him to his feet. Her knees tried to buckle, but Stanley held her up. They staggered, all three of them, across the slick landing.

“Wait,” Jackson said, and turned to look back. “What about Brian? Did he—is he okay?”

Kelly froze and spun back—where was Brian? Was he out there?

“Brian!” Faye hurtled past them, into the water. She screamed out, no, no, and Kelly saw at last. Brian was floating facedown in the trash, drifting away on the rising current. Faye caught his ankle and jerked him into her arms. She flipped him over and let out a wail.

“Brian, oh God⁠—”

Ray hitched a faint gasp. “I didn’t see him. I…Jackson was…”

“Help him!” Faye rounded on Stanley. “Your box. Where’s your box?”

Kelly squinted at Brian. She could see he was dead. Dead beyond help, beyond calling him back. She took Jackson’s arm and turned him toward the stairs. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s sit you down.”

“But, Brian⁠—”

“He’s gone. And he nearly took you with him. As far as I’m concerned…” She saw Faye was looking at her, and turned away. She could feel Jackson’s heartbeat, and the rise and fall of his chest. She was smiling, she realized, drunk on relief, and she ducked her head to hide her expression.

“He wasn’t so bad,” said Jackson. “He just got confused. He’d hit his head hard, near split it open.”

Ray made a choked sound. Stanley was saying something, trying to calm Faye. Kelly steered Jackson toward the stairs. She’d found him, she’d saved him, and all she could feel was joy. Joy bubbling over, threatening to burst out. Faye might mourn Brian, but Kelly would not. She had her son in her arms, and her future before her. Her knee told her that, and her throbbing shoulders.

Zach, hon, we made it. He’s here. We’re okay.

They stepped out into daylight, and the end of the storm.
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Jeb’s kite blew away at quarter to five. The string broke and it sailed off, but by then, it didn’t matter. The choppers were coming, and not a moment too soon. Zoe had dropped into a thin, fitful sleep, her breathing slow and labored, her skin cool to the touch. Eddie tried to rouse her, but she wouldn’t wake up. He held her and sang to her, harsh and off-key, and when his voice quit, he whistled through his teeth.

The roof was too shaky for the choppers to land, so they dropped ladders and rescue baskets, flimsy contraptions that spun in the wind. The medics swarmed down and loaded up Mr. Reynolds. Mike went up next, then came Zoe’s turn. She opened her eyes when they took her from Eddie, and he held her hand as they settled her in.

“It’s over,” he said. “We’re rescued. It’s done.”

“You’re lucky you had that kite,” said one of the medics. “If it hadn’t gone viral, we might never have found you.”

Eddie gulped hard at that. He’d have to find Jeb once this was all over. Take him to dinner. Heck, buy him a car. Whatever he wanted. Eddie owed him the moon.

Eddie was next, after Zoe went up. He climbed in the basket and closed his eyes tight. Heights didn’t bother him—that wasn’t it. He’d jumped from a plane before, and watched the earth rush to meet him. It wasn’t even his position, swinging over the abyss in a nylon mesh basket. What turned his stomach was the thought of looking back. He didn’t want to see what was left of the hotel, the fire and the wreckage, the holes in the roof. The hundred-and-one ways he could’ve lost Zoe.

The cage bumped the chopper with a metal clang. Eddie jerked and yelped, but he kept his eyes shut. He kept them shut as they hauled him in, then on the chopper, as they helped him climb out. He didn’t open his eyes till someone asked if they hurt.

“Uh-huh,” he managed, and that wasn’t a lie. Everything hurt, but his eyes were the worst, itchy and tender and halfway gummed shut.

“Okay, sit back. Let me look you over.”

“My daughter⁠—”

“Right there.”

Eddie rolled his head sideways and saw Zoe on a stretcher, her nose and mouth covered by an oxygen mask. She was looking back at him, feeling for his hand. Eddie couldn’t reach, so he scootched over. He squeezed her hand tight, and she closed her eyes.

“Okay, sir? Excuse me? Could you open your mouth?”

Eddie opened wide. He endured the exam, all the poking and prodding, and an oxygen mask strapped to his face. It wasn’t so hard because Zoe’s grip never wavered. She’d made it, so he would, simple as that. He’d won a second chance, and he wouldn’t waste it.

The flight wasn’t long, but the landing was rough. Eddie got dizzy, and he blacked out. He woke up, just briefly, in a long, empty hall, then again in a white room, full of bright lights. A voice asked him questions, and he tried to answer. He signed a form, then another form, and went back to sleep.

When he came to for real, he was on a narrow cot, fuzzy from sedation. He squinted at the ceiling till the dots stopped dancing. He’d had an endoscopy, he thought. Or a bronchoscopy. Not a colonoscopy—at least, he hoped not. His throat hurt worse than that weekend he had his tonsils out. Worse than strep throat. Probably not as bad as swallowing crushed glass, but he’d never done that, so he couldn’t be sure.

“Dad?”

He blinked. Zoe’s voice was weird, all deep and froggy. He turned to look for her, and the room spun to catch up. Not a hospital room, not another hotel. An ugly, gray, boxy room, split up with plastic sheets. A whiteboard behind him, a short verse scrawled across it—rich men, trust not in wealth; gold cannot buy you health. Physic himself must fade. All things to end are made.

A classroom. A Snow shelter. Doctors in masks and plastic face shields, hurrying by without looking in. And Zoe, stretched beside him, on a cot of her own. Eddie held out his hand to her, but the gap was too wide.

“Dad? You okay?”

“Think so,” said Eddie. “How about you?”

“Tired.” She yawned. “This place is creepy.”

It was, Eddie thought. Like a set from a plague flick. The Andromeda Strain. A narrow window looked out on more shelters, and water. Boats gliding by, marked US COAST GUARD. Had they come to the coast, then? Why the coast, in a flood?

“Hey, Dad?”

“Yeah, honey?”

“Uh...” Zoe had risen on one elbow, and was picking at her sleeve. “I lied,” she said. “Back at the hotel.”

Eddie squinted at her and tried to remember. It came to him, murky, and he shook his head. “I wouldn’t call that a lie. You don’t need a dad, at least not like I’ve been. You need a real grown-up, who knows what he’s doing.”

“Not that.” She lay back and turned away. “What Mom said, about you wanting to die. She never meant me to hear that. She said it on the phone.”

Eddie swallowed thickly. “Either way, I’m sorry. It must’ve sucked hearing that. You must’ve been⁠—”

“No. You don’t get it.” Zoe sat up again. “This was before I knew she was sick. I knew something was wrong, so I was listening in. She said that about you, and other stuff too, but she said it when she was angry. When she was scared. What she told me was just that you’re good. That you’re not so smart, maybe, but you’d never be mean.”

“Not so smart, huh?” Eddie snorted, then winced. “Okay, yeah, fair.”

“You’re not stupid, though. You found me, didn’t you?”

“Me and Jeb did.” Eddie struggled to sit. His back twinged and he rubbed it, and felt a hundred years old. He forgot that, sometimes, that he’d reached middle age. Or tried to forget, but the time for denial was done. “Listen, about that—about what your mom said. There might’ve been times I took my life as cheap. Times I took risks that could’ve gone bad. But I never wanted to die. That wasn’t it.”

“Then what?”

He shrugged, feeling stupid. “I’ve been lucky, is all. I grew up good, great family. Hit it big at eighteen. I lived out my fantasy for, man, twenty years. Life just went my way, and I guess I felt...”

“Immortal?”

Eddie nodded. Immortal was right. That was just how he’d felt—like death, like real heartbreak, wasn’t for him. He was the hero; the hero always survived.

“What happened, that bar fight...I just didn’t think.” He spread out his hands, palms-up on the bed. His left was scarred badly, his pinky and ring finger withered and curled over. His right wasn’t so bad, just cut up some. He couldn’t remember it happening. Couldn’t remember that night. Maybe he hadn’t thought. Maybe that was true. But maybe it wasn’t, because Zach had just died. Zach had just died, and, damn, he’d been hurting. Maybe there was a part of him that’d seen that fight start, seen that broken bottle and thought...sweet escape.

He couldn’t tell Zoe that.

“I’d never been in a fight,” he said. “I’d had tussles, dustups, but this was a fight. I charged in. I was stupid. Got my hands all cut up. But what I’m trying to say is, I know I was dumb. I know I can’t be that way if I want to be your dad.”

Zoe sat with her lips pursed, maybe thinking that over. After a while, she nodded, and swung her legs off the bed. “You were a good dad on the roof,” she said. “You stayed with me. Sang to me. You didn’t need to do that.” She stood and held her arms out, testing her balance. “Can you get up? We should find Mr. Reynolds, and Jeb and Mike.”

Eddie stood stiffly. It hurt, but not too much, and he bent to crack his back. A passing nurse spotted him and hurried in from the hall.

“You two, if you’re done here, you need to mask up.”

“Done here?” Eddie blinked. “I’m sorry. We⁠—”

“If you’re done in recovery. Did you get your ward assignments?” She strode over to Eddie and checked a pink tag pinned to his chest. “You two are in green ward, room 403. That’s straight down the hall, up the stairs, and go left.”

“Wait.” Eddie held up his hand, but the nurse wasn’t done.

“The air filters are running, but trust me, mask up. And keep social distance, six feet at least. After what you’ve been through, you don’t want to get sick.”

“Get sick? But, we⁠—”

“We’ll have a new batch of tests tomorrow, maybe Monday. Then we can screen you, get you on the ship. Until then, be careful, and keep to your ward.”

“Our ward? Wait, where—” Eddie dropped his hands as the nurse hustled off. “Well, she’s gone. Where are we?”

“You’re asking me?” Zoe found a mask, still in plastic, next to her bed. She unwrapped it and put it on. “Ew. These things stink.”

Eddie found a mask of his own and hooked it behind his ears. A new strain of COVID—he’d heard about that. He’d thought it was over when the vaccines came out, then when the Snowstorm first hit and folks hunkered down. Now it was back, a new wave. Again. And the masks did smell bad, so there was that.

They made their way down the hall, following a green line still dripping paint. The line led upstairs and to the left. A stenciled sign read GREEN WARD, and Eddie shuffled toward it.

“Which room did she say?”

“403,” said Zoe. “Should be just past the red phone. All the shelters are the same.”

They passed the red phone, and the next room was theirs. The door had been pried out and propped against the wall. A thick plastic curtain hung in its place. Eddie pushed his way into a dull makeshift ward, its narrow windows streaming with rain. Four rows of cots marched back into darkness. Most of them lay empty, but Jeb had claimed one, and perched on the end of it in a set of tiny pajamas. The top barely covered his massive pecs. He jumped up and grimaced, and hitched up his pants.

“There you guys are. I was getting worried.”

“Where’d you get those pajamas?”

“On the bed, under the pillow. Cute, don’t you think?” He did a half-hearted hip bump and sat back on his bed.

Eddie checked the next bed and found his pajamas. He wriggled into the pants and out of his toga, letting it puddle on the floor at his feet. “Where is this? Did they tell you?”

“Coastal Evac Center Number One.” Jeb rolled his eyes. “In other words, not really. They got some kind of ship, supposed to take us up the coast, but we gotta be tested first, and that could be a while.”

“They said Monday,” said Zoe.

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” Jeb glanced at the door. “I heard some of them talking, and the tests they’ve got aren’t accurate, or they got a bad batch. They’re popping false negatives five times out of ten. And it’s not just here. It’s—” He lowered his voice as a doctor rushed by. “I wouldn’t count on that ship, is all. We might be here a while.”

Zoe sat down, breathing hard through her mask. “Did you see Mike? Or Mr. Reynolds?”

“Mike’s getting his leg set,” said Jeb. “Mr. Reynolds went to red ward. Their ICU.”

“So he’s alive.” Zoe let out a sigh. “I don’t like it here. I want to go home.”

Eddie thought about home, and his room back at Kelly’s. Then he thought about Kelly, on her way to Tennessee. She’d be getting close by now, up past Atlanta.

“Actually,” he started, but Zoe’s eyes had gone wide.

“Isn’t that our plane?”

“What?”

Zoe pointed past him, at a TV playing on mute. Eddie’s stomach turned over, and he pressed his hand to his mouth. There it was, their hotel, and the plane hurtling toward it, on course to hit it, until the nose turned up. Eddie staggered forward and punched up the volume.

“—and what could’ve been a tragedy was a miracle instead. For a plane that size to get airborne, it needs a takeoff velocity of two hundred miles an hour. With the water on the runway, it didn’t come close. It would’ve plowed into the Robin Court Inn, if not for unrestrained cargo sliding into the tail. Flight 214 was half loaded when Hurricane Barker⁠—”

Eddie slapped the TV off and turned away.

“Some miracle,” he said. “Miranda still died, and what’s-his-name. Jake. And whoever was flying that plane.”

Somewhere down the hall, someone started coughing. Zoe’s breathing quickened, and she clasped her mask to her face.

“I want to go home,” she said again.

Eddie squeezed her shoulder. “We will. Really soon.” He smiled, mostly to cover his own rising fear. This place wasn’t right, what he’d seen so far, the hanging plastic, the dripping green paint. They were setting up for the long haul, not just the weekend. Setting up for...for what?

Maybe it’d be better if they weren’t around to find out.


32







Faye hadn’t moved since the sun had come out. Even then, she’d just glanced up and frowned. Then she’d gone back to scanning the horizon. She hadn’t cried, not so much as a sniffle, even when Stanley insisted on leaving Brian behind. She’d fought him at first, but she’d soon given up. Maybe she’d run out of fight after the day she’d just had.

“Check the water,” said Stanley.

Kelly took a long branch and dipped it in the stream. It didn’t hit bottom, and Stanley picked up speed.

“I didn’t think we’d make it, but I’d say we just might. Once we get to the coast, it’ll be a straight shot from there.”

Kelly nodded, distracted. She tried the radio again. Eddie and Zoe had dropped off the news, displaced by a cruise ship stranded off the coast. Last she’d heard, Eddie’s group had been rescued, five souls in all, but Eddie had counted seven in his mayday call. If five had come out, that meant two hadn’t. Two, but which two? The man with angina? The one who broke his leg? How sick would it be to pray it was them?

Jackson made an unhappy sound and raised his head. He looked around, dull-eyed, and Kelly swooped in.

“How many fingers?” She stuck her hand in his face. Jackson pushed it away.

“I didn’t hit my head.”

“Doesn’t matter. How many?”

He blinked. Focused. “Three.”

“What day is it?”

“Friday.”

“Where are we going?”

Jackson took a deep breath. “The Coastal Evac Center, then Tennessee.” He turned his head away, pale still, so pale. His brows drew together, and he hunched in on himself.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “About everything. If I’d known⁠—”

Kelly squatted beside him. “This isn’t a punishment,” she said. Jackson frowned into his life vest, his mouth a tight line. She’d guessed it’d be tough on him, leaving his home, but he had to see the sense in it, why it had to be done. “This is a fresh start for all of us. A place to heal.” She pushed his hair off his face and he flinched away. “You wanted a dog, right? They’ve got all those dogs...”

Jackson closed his eyes. He made a hurt sound.

“You should count yourself lucky,” said Faye. She’d turned around and was smiling, a strange smile, too wide. “Tennessee, hear it’s pretty, all that good farmland. You got your Jack Daniels, your Graceland, your Elvis. And, best of all, you’ll be nowhere near this.” She scowled at the drowned landscape, the dirty brown flood. “Look how people are. You see that? You see?”

Jackson didn’t look up, but Kelly did. She saw water, more water, and islands of trash. Gulls wheeling, crying⁠—

“Not the birds,” said Faye. “Look over there.” She pointed at a pawnshop, its front door smashed in. “This is what happens when the wheels come off the bus. Folks show their true colors, their real, ugly selves. It’s been, what, an hour since the storm died down? They’re looting already, not to survive, but because they can.”

Jackson sat up with difficulty, cradling his ribs. He peered at the pawnshop, eyes narrowed to slits. “We don’t know that was looters. It could’ve been the storm.”

“The storm cut the padlock? Left the chain hanging loose?” Faye snorted. “No, this is people, and it’s going to get worse. They know now, the Snowstorm isn’t some joke. They’ve seen what it does, what it’s set to keep doing. It’s gonna get worse from here, every man for himself. If you can get out of it, you get down and thank God. Or thank your mom. You’re lucky you’ve got her.”

Kelly bridled at that. She’d about had it with Faye sticking in her two cents.

“Now, listen,” she said. Jackson laid his hand on her arm.

“It has been a while since we’ve seen Gram and Gramps.”

Kelly smiled down at him. “It has, hasn’t it? They’ve been asking about you, how you’re doing at school.”

“People aren’t so bad,” said Ray. He’d moved up next to Kelly, and was scowling at Faye. “You got your bad apples, but that’s just a few. Most folks, when the chips are down, they’ll step up to help.”

“Like you did with Brian?”

Ray inhaled sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, did you try to save him? Any of you? At all? No—no, you didn’t. You just let him die.” Faye turned to Stanley. “You had your shock box. Why didn’t you try it?”

Stanley gripped the wheel tighter. Kelly felt sick. Brian must have drowned while she was pounding on Jackson. She’d never thought to check on him, or get Ray to do it.

“He’d been dead too long,” said Stanley. “A shock wouldn’t have worked.”

“And you know that how? You some kind of doctor?”

Stanley said nothing. Ray covered his mouth.

“I’m sorry,” said Kelly. “Truly, I⁠—”

“Sorry?” Faye laughed, too loud. “All of you, you killed him. You left him to drown. Dress it up all you want, but that’s what you did.”

Mira shrank back and hid behind Ray’s leg. Rascal rose, growling, his scruff standing up. Faye kicked a wrench at him and made him yip.

“You back off my dog,” said Stanley. Faye lurched to her feet.

“I ought to cut his throat,” she said. She dug in her pockets, crackling through junk. “I ought to cut all your throats, starting with⁠—”

“Knife!” Ray lunged at Faye. She kicked him away. He went down hard and hollered with pain. Mira screamed. Rascal barked. Jackson slid backward, too weak to stand. A silver knife glinted in the post-storm light. Faye swung it in front of her in a wide, flashing arc.

“You can all get off here,” she said. “Unless you want a good look at who I really am.”

“You’re a scared kid,” said Kelly. Her voice shook, and she swallowed. She inched forward, shielding Jackson. “You lost someone. I get it. I lost someone too. It’s hard to imagine how you’ll go on from here. But you don’t have to⁠—”

“Shut up.” Faye jabbed the knife at her, and Kelly jerked back. “All of you, off the boat. I’ll give you till three. One...two...”

Kelly tensed. The afternoon had gone bright. She saw Faye’s face, contorted with rage. She saw the knife, with its thin, pitted blade. She heard Jackson behind her, struggling to move. He grabbed at her shirt and she jerked away. The fabric caught on his fingers and she felt it tear. She flew at Faye, screaming, and grabbed for the knife. Faye kicked at her, startled, and they fell against the windshield. Kelly caught the knife and felt it slice her finger.

“Drop it!” She pushed Faye away and left a bloody handprint. Faye stabbed the air, shouted, and grabbed Kelly’s throat. The two of them staggered and Kelly’s knee hit the side. Pain bloomed and she crumpled, and she dragged Faye with her, over the gunwale and into the flood. She heard Jackson yell, then a loud, messy splash, then the garbled burbling of Faye trying to scream. Kelly kicked her back, but Faye had her hair. She yanked it and twisted, and dragged Kelly down. She saw the boat’s shadow drifting away, the sun’s rippling disk fading into the murk.

She scratched at Faye’s face and groped for her eyes. Faye thrashed and slashed at her, teeth bared with rage. Sooner or later, she’d have to breathe too. She’d have to breathe, and then she’d let go. Kelly dove deeper, off the side of the road, into a ditch choked with plastic and weeds. Faye forced her head down, into the mud.

Like a damn swirlie, but the flush never stops.

Kelly kicked and struggled, and scratched at Faye’s face. Her lungs hitched and burned, thirsty for air. She grabbed for the knife again. Clasped her hand over Faye’s. Angled the blade toward her, toward her bared throat. What was the plan here? Cut Faye? Kill her?

No—

Faye bit her hard, clamping down on her wrist. Kelly let go and Faye shot up like a cork. Her head broke the surface and Kelly surged up beside her. She gulped air and coughed, and scraped weeds off her face. Stanley—the boat⁠—

Faye grabbed her hair again. Tried to force her under.

“Stop! You don’t have to⁠—”

Faye screamed and slashed at her. Kelly punched her hard. Someone was shouting, but she couldn’t hear. Blood rushed in her ears and throbbed behind her eyes. What choice did she have, if Faye wouldn’t give up? Let her live? Let her take out her anger on Jackson?

“Mom!”

She seized Faye by the shoulders and dove down again. Faye scratched her, broke loose, and stroked for the surface. Kelly grabbed her ankle and hauled her back down. They fought tooth and nail, raising gashes and welts. Kelly breathed water and coughed it out in a spray. Faye scratched her face again, and got a thumb in her eye. They broke the surface again, and the boat was back.

“Mom, let her go! She doesn’t⁠—”

Faye pushed her under. Kelly grabbed her ear. She found her earring and yanked it, and Faye squirmed away. She splashed off screaming, clutching her ear.

“My earring! You ripped it!”

“She dropped the knife! Mom!”

Faye backed off, howling. Kelly grabbed for her hair.

“No, Mom, it’s over! She lost the knife!”

Kelly fell back, spitting water. Jackson was right. She could see both Faye’s hands, one treading water, one clasped to her head. She didn’t have the knife, or any weapon at all. She was just a scared kid, like Kelly had said.

“I, uh⁠—”

“Get away from me.” Faye paddled backward, across the street. “I don’t want to see any of you ever again.”

Kelly started after her. “No, wait. Don’t go. We can talk, now the knife’s gone, and⁠—”

“Brian’s knife.” Faye’s thin face crumpled, and she wiped at her eyes. “The last thing I had of him, and, thanks. That’s gone too.”

“Hold on,” called Stanley. “You’re not safe by yourself.”

“I’m not safe with you.” Faye turned and dove, and streaked away. She came up between two buildings and dove down again, and then she was gone, vanished from view.

“I’m sorry,” said Kelly, to no one at all.

“Mrs. Walker? Grab on.” Ray stretched out his arm. Kelly grabbed on and let him haul her in. She scrambled aboard and dropped down next to Jackson.

“We should look for her,” she said, but Jackson shook his head.

“She cut you,” he said, and took Kelly’s hand. He thumbed the blood away and the wound wasn’t deep, just a papercut slice between her third and index fingers. “You did what you had to do. You shouldn’t feel bad.”

Kelly’s eyes prickled. Her vision doubled. She threw her arms around Jackson and held him to her chest, stroking his hair like when he was little. After a moment, he hugged her back. He was trembling, or she was, her heart beating fast.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Sorry? For what?”

“For not doing what I had to do till it was almost too late.” She pulled back, eyes streaming. “I haven’t been a mom to you. Not since—not for years.”

Jackson’s face fell, and she thought he might cry too. “What are you talking about?”

“I haven’t been there for you. If I had, maybe…” Kelly swallowed. Her throat clicked. “You said, back at Pirate Splash, I was right to be mad. Like you thought it was your fault, you ending up there. But if I’d been a mom to you, if I’d done my job⁠—”

“No, no. Mom, no.”

“I’ve been off in my own world, living in the past. Holding onto a life that’s not coming back. We should’ve gone months ago, to Tennessee. I know you don’t want to, but⁠—”

“No, I do.” Jackson wiped his eyes. “I want to go. I’m just...sad.” He looked away. “I always thought when we left... I don’t know. It’s stupid, but I thought we’d say goodbye. To the house, to Dad—I had stories for his funeral, but I never got to tell them.”

Kelly sat back, surprised. “You wanted to speak?”

“I wanted to. I was going to. But it was all just too sad. I couldn’t get up there and talk about him hooking a worm to his thumb. Or that time at that boot camp, with Sergeant Burly.”

“That was the best day.” Kelly’s eyes welled with tears. “We should go back there. If it’s still there to go back to.”

“I’d like that,” said Jackson. He smiled, then he sniffed. “Look, Mom, you can’t do this. You can’t keep beating yourself up. Dad dying wasn’t your fault, and neither was this. You showed up—that’s what matters. You brought me back.”

Kelly couldn’t speak, so she hugged Jackson again. He hugged her back, then a cold nose squeezed in, Rascal snorting and snuffling around Jackson’s face.

“Hey! Shoo, get off.”

Rascal licked Kelly’s face, then he licked Jackson’s. They both fell back laughing, and Stanley started the boat.
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Eddie went to the door and peered down the hall. Two men stood at the far end with their backs turned to him, bent over a clipboard with a pen dangling off it. One of them was armed, a pistol at his side. The other was a doctor in a white coat. Both were double-masked, with face shields on top. They caught Eddie looking, and he pulled back. Jeb had come up behind him, his expression grim.

“If we wanna get out of here, we should make it soon.”

Eddie glanced at Zoe. “What makes you say that?”

“I’m not sure how long they’ll be letting us leave.” He went to a window and pulled the curtain aside. “See that down there, where the road used to be?”

Eddie looked where Jeb was pointing. He saw, all right, soldiers on the roofs and standing in boats. Policing the traffic coming into the center. A line of battered travelers stretched down the street, some in kayaks, some in canoes, some clinging to flotsam repurposed as rafts.

“They’re sending them to different buildings,” said Jeb. “Based on what, I don’t know, but this whole place feels⁠—”

“What?” Zoe’s voice was anxious. Eddie forced a smile.

“Cramped,” he said. “All these beds, what’s that, twenty? That’ll be quite a crowd once the floodgates burst open.”

“I don’t want to get sick,” said Zoe. “Can’t we just go?”

Eddie swallowed thickly. Go, sure, but where? The shelter was built on a low, flat-topped hill, a grim concrete island in the midst of the flood. Beyond was just water stretching off to all sides. A thin drizzle drifted on a tired, aimless breeze.

“We’d need a boat,” said Eddie, “Some way to⁠—”

The TV cut him off with a loud, sustained beep. A test pattern appeared, then a small, featureless room. A gray door swung open and Donn Snow stepped through, and the camera zoomed in tight on his face.

“That guy,” said Jeb. “I’d say what I think of him, but there’s a lady present.”

Snow cleared his throat. He tapped his lapel and the TV hissed with static.

“Hard times,” he said, and glanced to his left. “Um.” He gulped and his throat worked. His Adam’s apple bobbed. He had a face like raw dough, flour-pale, unformed. Loose, hanging lips. A blob of a nose. Eddie wanted to slap him.

“Get lost,” said Zoe. She tapped the power button, but the TV stayed on. Snow glanced left again, maybe at his prompter.

“Um, so, the storm.” He blinked hard and swallowed. “I know for a lot of you, it doesn’t look good. I know what you’re thinking—I made a mistake. My intervention, the Snowstorm, it was all a mistake. But this, it’s all natural, it…like a volcano. A volcano erupts, and the sky fills with ash. With sulfate particles, and temperatures drop. That’s what I’m doing, but on a global scale. And in a more controlled manner, so, uh⁠—”

“Shut up,” groaned Jeb. He smacked the TV, but the broadcast kept going.

“This flood, this disaster, did the Snowstorm cause it? Maybe yes, maybe no. There’s no way of knowing. Florida’s always been hurricane country. But either way, I need you to have faith. And whatever you think of me, I need you to listen.” Snow leaned into the camera, and his face changed. His sloppy lips tightened. His eyes turned sharp. His small, even teeth glinted in the low light.

“This isn’t a bug,” he said. “This is a feature.”

Eddie laughed without meaning to. “I’m sorry—what?”

“How many of you are parents, watching out there? How many are grandparents? You love your grandkids? I’m going to ask you a question, and I need you to be honest.” Snow’s smile was ghastly, wide, insincere. “Have you ever looked at your kids and said I’d die for them? Ever said you’d do anything to give them good lives? Do anything, give anything, sacrifice anything? Well, this is it. Your sacrifice.”

Eddie swayed. He’d stopped breathing. He’d never said that, exactly, but hadn’t he tried to trade his life for Zoe’s? Turned his head away when she offered her inhaler?

“The next years will be hard,” said Snow. His smile had disappeared. “We’ll see more storms. More floods. We’ll see homes swept away, whole stretches of coast. Whatever it costs, I’ll keep the Snowstorm going, and I’ll do it for your children, and your children’s children. Our generation will suffer so the next ones don’t have to. So they’ll inherit a green Earth, a healthy Earth. A planet full of life. Sacrifice buys survival. Do you hear that? Survival.”

Jeb elbowed him hard. “You’re not buying this, are you?”

Eddie coughed. “I, uh...” He turned his back to the screen. “I think I was, for a minute. What he said about kids, about a green planet⁠—”

“I’m your kid,” said Zoe. “Everything you lost today, I lost it too.”

Eddie reddened, ashamed. “I guess I’m that guy,” he said. “That friendly idiot who’ll just go along. You’d have seen me in ’39, goosestepping by...”

“The fact you’d admit that tells me I wouldn’t,” said Jeb. “You’d have seen sense before you got in that deep.”

Eddie rubbed his temples. On the TV, Snow was still rattling on, promising money, shelters, relief.

“It’s easy for him,” said Zoe. “Easy to preach sacrifice when none of it’s his. He’s, well, wherever, some bunker, some island. Up on some mountain, out of the storm.”

“So will we be,” said Eddie. “Come on. We’re going.”

Zoe brightened. “Going where?”

“Tennessee, in the end. But first, out of here.” Eddie took Zoe’s hand and turned to Jeb. “What about you? You coming along?”

“Don’t know about Tennessee, but out of here? Yeah.” He went to the door and leaned out. “Hall’s clear,” he said. “I guess we just⁠—”

“Take the far stairs,” said Zoe. “The ones at this end come out by the office. There could be guards there, or soldiers, or whoever.”

Eddie flinched—so she’d seen them. He’d hoped she hadn’t, or she hadn’t grasped the danger. He gripped her hand tighter as they started down the hall. Someone coughed nearby, and Eddie paused.

“Wait. Should we see if we can find an inhaler? Find a nurse, maybe, before we head out?”

“No need,” said Zoe. “That other nurse brought me one while you were asleep.”

Eddie nodded, and they kept walking. That cough came again, deep and labored.

“We should be okay once we’re outside,” said Jeb. “They won’t stop us leaving with all those folks looking on. No one’ll come in if they think they can’t get out.”

Eddie nodded tightly. He’d been to a Snow shelter, dropping off Zoe, but this was the first time he’d ventured inside one. It reminded him of something, he wasn’t sure what. Not jail, not the DMV, but something close. Somewhere you went in and time seemed to stop. He frowned and it came to him—the Taxpayer Assistance Center in Tallahassee. This felt like that, the same gloomy halls. The same dingy drop ceilings, the same whitewashed walls. You went in okay and came out drained dry, tired just from sitting, from being alive.

Jeb stopped. Caught his arm. Eddie opened his mouth, then closed it again. He’d heard it too, voices close by.

“I don’t see why they split us up. She could’ve shared my cot, if it came down to that.”

“They said injured only. I guess scraped knees don’t count.”

“So, are they in this together now? The government and Donn Snow?”

“Doubt it, but he’s paying, so...”

Jeb kept walking, boots squeaking on the floor. Eddie trailed after him, his heart beating fast. He couldn’t quite focus, groggy from sedation. The walls seemed to waver, as though submerged. The hall felt too narrow, a rat maze corridor. He’d dreamed of halls like this, in his touring days, tangled backstage warrens with no way out. Stairs that went nowhere, halls without end. Exit signs pointing to blank concrete walls.

“Here we go,” said Jeb. They ducked into the stairwell, and Eddie pinched himself. His cobwebs cleared out some, and he took a deep breath.

“Where’s the closest way out?”

“Down the stairs to the right,” said Zoe. “The side doors are there, but there’s soldiers out front. We should go out back if we don’t want them to see us.”

“They’ll be out back too,” said Jeb. “There’ll be folks coming from everywhere, wanting on that ship.”

Eddie pinched himself harder. “Let’s just get out,” he said. “I need some fresh air.”

Their footfalls echoed strangely in the empty stairwell. Eddie ignored them, and the sticky, close heat. He focused on breathing, and on staying upright. Fainting now would be bad, so he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t. He’d keep on walking, Zoe at his side. He’d lead her out into the wet, rainy day, down the steps to the water, and then—and then...

Borrow a kayak. A canoe. A raft.

And then they’d row out of here, row past the flood. Rent a car somewhere and head for Tennessee. Kelly would be waiting, and Jackson too. They’d crowd into the kitchen and cook up a big meal, the whole family together, as it should be. Kelly would josh him about being late. They’d eat and they’d laugh, and⁠—

“Hey!”

Eddie jumped and spun around. He couldn’t see who’d shouted, just their shadow on the wall.

“I’m going to need you to return to your ward.”

“Run,” murmured Jeb, and hooked an arm through his. Eddie’s head was spinning, but he picked up his pace. He jumped down the stairs two and three at a time. Zoe ran ahead of him, bare feet slapping concrete.

“Hey! I said stop.”

Eddie ran faster. Boots thumped behind him, loud in his ears. Zoe hit bottom first, and barreled through the doors. She hooked right, Eddie followed, and a gray door swung open. A man in scrubs charged out, saw Jeb, and jumped back.

“Runners,” he shouted. “Hey, you can’t⁠—”

Eddie ignored him, fixed on his goal. He could see the outside now, the light streaming in, pale evening sunlight filtered through rain.

“There’s nothing out there! Nowhere to go!”

Zoe crashed through the doors, into the light. Jeb hurtled after her, still dragging Eddie. They splashed through a puddle and raced across the lot, down into water up to their chests.

“Hey!” Their pursuer stopped at the edge of the lot, a tall, rangy man in faded fatigues. “Where are you going? If it’s family you’re looking for, I can check with⁠—”

“We’re leaving.” Eddie stood up straighter and yelled it again, loud so it’d carry to the crowd at the gate. “We’re leaving, all three of us, and we’re not coming back.”

“You can’t,” said the soldier. “I can’t let you leave without safe transport.” His voice was calm, firm, and Eddie backed away.

“We’ll take a canoe,” he said. “That’ll do us just fine.”

“What’s that, now?” One of the gate guards had turned to look. “What’s your name, friend? I’m Major Krantz. Pete.”

“Well, Pete, I’m Eddie, and we’re heading out.” He took a confident step forward and the ground dropped off. His head dipped underwater, and he came up sneezing. Pete cocked his head.

“So, you’re going to swim?”

“We figured we’d take a raft. Or a canoe.”

“These rafts all belong to folks. We’re tagging them, see?” He held up a ring hung with plastic-cased tags.

“He can take ours,” called someone. “We stole it, anyway.”

“Sorry,” said Pete. “No transport, no passage. I’m going to need you to clear the gate.” He pointed back up the steps. Eddie turned to look and saw two boats closing in, low-slung inflatables skimming the surface. A wave of nausea passed through him, and he closed his eyes.

“What if we swam out?” said Jeb. “What would you do, arrest us?”

“We’d escort you inside, sir. Back to your ward.”

“His ward? Are they sick?” The man in the lead canoe paddled backward. Murmurs ran down the line, a ripple of gossip. Pete made a huffing sound and held up his hands.

“Everything’s fine,” he called. “These are survivors from the Robin Court fire.”

Eddie leaned close to Jeb. “We could try diving under. Swim out that way.”

“Maybe,” said Jeb, but he looked doubtful. The black boats swept in and flanked them, close enough to send waves lapping up Eddie’s nose. Zoe pressed close to him and clung to his side.

“It’s okay,” he said. “They won’t hurt us. They⁠—”

“Eddie!”

Eddie craned, blinking, hardly believing his ears. “Kelly? Is that⁠—”

“Jackson!” Zoe was waving, pushing herself up on his shoulder. “That’s our ride, there. That boat, that’s for us.”

Pete scowled. “What boat?” Eddie barely heard him. He could see it, he thought, a little green boat near the back of the line. A figure in front, leaning over the windshield.

“Kelly?”

“Move back!” Pete raised his rifle. Eddie gasped and choked. The little green boat swung out of the line, closer and closer, putting up to the gate. Eddie coughed out a warning, too cracked to hear. Kelly leaned toward him, out of the boat. Pete swung toward her, rifle raised high. Eddie fell back in the water, and his vision went black.
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Kelly was frantic, not with fear, but elation. They’d made it. She’d found them. Her nightmare was done. She wanted to dive in, and swim out and hug them—probably would have, but Jackson held her back. So she waited, impatient, her heart in her throat. Craned for a glimpse beyond the black boats. She’d heard Eddie yelling. She could hear Zoe, still. Any time, any moment⁠—

“Mom.”

She leaned over the windshield, straining to see.

“You’ve got to sit down.”

Someone was waving. Zoe, she thought. Waving two-handed, and Kelly waved back.

“Mom.”

She blinked, and the soldiers were waving her down, blank and anonymous behind their white masks. They’d moved the line back and cordoned her off, against a low shed submerged to the eaves. Kelly sat down and the black boats moved apart, and Zoe swam between them, looking neither right nor left. She kept her eyes fixed on Kelly, and Kelly smiled back. Jackson leaned over the back of the boat.

“Back here, there’s a ladder.”

Zoe swam around. She scrambled up the ladder and into Jackson’s arms. He winced as she hugged him, but hugged back all the same.

“Good to see you, kiddo. You doing okay?”

“Dad said you guys went to Tennessee.”

“Without you? Are you kidding?”

Kelly stretched over the side again and Eddie was there, slumped over the shoulders of a bearded Hell’s Angel. He raised his head, saw her, and sagged with relief.

“Kelly!”

“Oh, Eddie...”

Eddie slid into the water and splashed up to the boat. His hairy companion gave him a boost up the ladder, then scrambled after him, dripping all over. The stern bobbed low under his weight.

“Kelly.” Eddie staggered toward her. “You’re here—you waited.” He caught her in his arms and pulled her in tight. The air fled her lungs in a high, breathy laugh. Tears stained her cheeks and mingled with Eddie’s. His stubble itched and tickled, rough on her skin.

“I wouldn’t have been mad,” he said, his voice gruff and smoky. “We’d have come found you if you’d gone on ahead.”

“It’s okay,” said Kelly. “We’re all okay. We stopped off at Pirate Splash for pretzels and beer.”

Eddie laughed, bewildered, and Kelly held him tighter. He smelled of smoke and kerosene, and bleach under that, and she pulled back to look at him. To make sure he was real.

“We heard on the news, about the plane crash.”

Eddie shuddered and hugged himself. “That’s how you found us?”

“We came as fast as we could.” She swayed and nearly toppled as Stanley turned the boat. “And now, I guess we’re leaving? What’s with the...?”

“Donn Snow,” said Zoe. “It’s creepy back there.” She turned to look back, but Kelly didn’t. She’d had her fill of the storm and the horrors that’d come with it, the death and the violence, life off the rails. She reached for Eddie instead, and for Jackson and Zoe, and drew them all in, wrapping her arms around them.

“I didn’t say it this morning, but I love you. So much.”

“Me too,” said Jackson.

Eddie made a choking sound. “I didn’t say it either, but I love you too. I don’t know what I said, last I saw y’all.”

“Well, that’s boring,” said Zoe.

Eddie coughed. “What?”

“This morning at school, when you dropped me off. You asked me what’s the difference between lipstick and lip balm. I said balm has no color, and you said ‘Well, that’s boring.’ And then you dropped your coffee under your seat.”

Eddie burst out laughing, and Kelly did too. So did Eddie’s biker friend, at the back of the boat. Kelly stiffened and frowned. She’d forgotten he was there.

“I’m Kelly,” she said. “And you would be...?”

“Jeb.” He leaned forward and stuck out his hand. Kelly reached past Jackson and gave it a shake.

“You were in the hotel?”

“He was there all the way.” Eddie sat down and stretched out his legs. “Pulled me out of a sinkhole by the airport. If it wasn’t for him, I’d still be stuck down there.”

“I don’t want to impose,” said Jeb. “But if you’re headed up the coast, I got folks in Atlanta.”

“Me too,” said Ray. “My dad’s got offices there. He should be there right now.”

Kelly stared at Jeb, then at Ray. She hadn’t planned for them, especially Jeb. But what could she do, push them off the side? “I guess we’re all going,” she said. “We’ll need a bigger boat.” She slid down next to Eddie and leaned into his side. Jackson sat on her other side, his shoulder bumping hers. Kelly leaned back and stared at the fresh-scrubbed sky. The rain had tailed off to a fine, gentle mist. For the first time since breakfast, she didn’t want to throw up. She didn’t feel nervous or anxious or scared, or angry or lost, or broken inside. She felt almost peaceful, like if she wanted, she could sleep. Instead, she sat and watched the landscape go by, gray roofs and red ones, the tops of streetlamps. The water got deeper, closer to the coast—deeper and clearer, with a bracing salt tang.

“Smells like Dad,” said Jackson. Kelly just smiled. It did smell like Zach, wind and fish, warm kelp, the breeze he brought home pocketed into his clothes. She thought of the good times, not so long ago, out in deep water, making love on the deck. Stargazing after, while the waves lapped the hull. Watching the moon ride across the black sky. She thought of Zach in his captain’s hat, entertaining the tourists, teaching Brits and New Yorkers how to reel in their catch. Grilling the trophies they left behind—half of them did, once they had their photos. The thought made her hungry, more than she’d been in years.

“Kelly?” Eddie touched her knee, where her bandage was peeling. “What happened? You okay?”

She glanced at her knee and looked away just as fast. She didn’t want to remember, maybe not ever. The nightmare she’d come through was drifting away, soft at the edges now she was awake.

“I’m good,” she said. “Just thinking of Zach. Remember that concert, you pulled him onstage?”

Eddie smiled. “Yeah, I do. What made you think of that?”

“He’s been on my mind a lot. Especially today.” She swallowed and shook her head. “I kept thinking of him, and how I've been living. Where he’d want me to go from here, if he was watching.”

“Watching us, huh?” Eddie’s smile faded. “I felt like he was that night, after the wake. I got sick from...just, everything, once the crowd had cleared out. And this sadness came over me that didn’t feel like mine. Like it was his, and it was for me. It’s how I’ve stayed on the wagon, thinking ‘how would Zach feel?’ What would he think if he saw me that way?”

“You believe that? Zach’s watching?”

Eddie shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope so. I think he’d be proud.”

Kelly turned to Jackson and saw he’d gone to sleep. She pressed her palm to his forehead, warm, not hot. His pulse felt strong and steady, under his jaw. Rascal had curled up with his head in his lap, and Jackson’s fingers were buried in his scruff. Almost an adult, always her kid.

Mira was sleeping as well, cuddled into Ray’s side, and Kelly frowned at her. She was someone’s kid too, someone who must miss her. When she woke up, she’d ask her, hey, where’s your folks?

“Look at that,” said Zoe, pointing across the waves. A tugboat was drifting in a tangle of nets, its barnacled hull glistening in the sunset.

“It must’ve slipped its moorings,” said Stanley. He angled toward it, squinting against the sun. “We should grab it before it runs aground.”

Zoe looked doubtful. “We’re just going to take it?”

“We’ll turn it in once we get up the coast,” said Kelly. “Better we use it than leave it to drift.”

Stanley nosed up beside it and Jeb jumped across. Eddie scrambled after him, nearly landing in the ocean. Kelly took a boat hook and poked at the nets. They bobbed and creaked, and stayed right where they were.

“Those’ll take cutting,” said Stanley. “They’re tied up pretty good.”

Kelly abandoned the nets and tossed a rope over the gap. Eddie caught hold of it and hauled Stanley’s boat in. Rascal jumped on the tug, and Jackson went after. Ray lifted Mira into Eddie’s arms, and he set her down gently on the swaying deck.

“I don’t think this old girl’s had much love in a while,” said Jeb. He kicked at the deck, at a streak of bird mess. “Still, I’ve seen worse. We can get her shipshape.”

Stanley looked up from securing his craft. “You a boat guy—Jeb, was it?”

“Yep, that’s my name. And you could say that.” He ran his hand down the bridge ladder and gave it a shake. “We should check if there’s fishing gear. Catch us some dinner, once we’ve dealt with those nets.”

“There’s a rod on my boat,” said Stanley. Kelly saw Jackson stumble and hurried to catch him.

“Come sit,” she said. “Let’s watch the sunset.”

“Shouldn’t we help with detangling the boat?”

Kelly cocked a brow. “You know how to do that?”

“I don’t know—just cut?”

“We’ve got it,” said Eddie, and Kelly felt grateful. She beckoned the kids up to the bridge, and they sat at the railing with their legs dangling through. The red sun hung low now, in a bed of pink clouds. Above was blue twilight, dotted with stars. Mira looked up at them and let out a yawn.

“You can sleep if you want,” said Zoe. “I’ll be your pillow.”

Mira hesitated a moment, then climbed in Zoe’s lap. She cuddled against her and closed her eyes. Kelly smiled, remembering Jackson at the same age. He’d slept like that too, more times than she could count.

“So, your pirate adventure...” She nudged against Jackson, careful not to hurt him. “You have any fun, before the storm hit?”

“Will I get in trouble if I say yeah?”

“Seems to me you bought enough trouble already.”

“Then, yeah. We did.” Jackson leaned on the railing, watching the sky. “I mean, not as much as if you’d come along. If it’d been open, and we’d all been together. Why’d we never go there, while Dad was alive?”

Kelly shook her head. She had no answer for that. There wasn’t one, maybe, apart from just life.

“I guess we thought we’d have time, up till we didn’t.” She bumped Jackson’s foot, a tap of her heel. “Let’s not do that, okay? Let’s not leave things for tomorrow. Let’s do it all, say it all, while we’ve got time.”

“We rode Blackbeard’s Revenge,” said Jackson. “Ray was screaming like⁠—”

“I was not!”

“Yeah, you were. Like a banshee. I think I was too. It’s like if you don’t scream, you’re gonna throw up. We got stuck in this tunnel, and there was a cat⁠—”

“A rat,” said Ray. “A huge, hairy rat.”

“And it jumped on our heads, and Brian—and, uh—” A frown crossed his features, and he ducked his head. “It ran away, and we had to climb out. Did you know it’s all stairs in there, about a million of them?”

“I didn’t,” said Kelly. Her heart felt light. This was what she’d been missing, just being Mom. Jackson laughing and talking, like when he was small.

“I love roller coasters,” said Zoe. “But not in the dark. Why would they do that, make you ride in the dark?”

Kelly closed her eyes and let the chatter wash over her. The night was warm, the breeze light and fresh. The rain had quit, and the air felt cleansed. She breathed deep, let it out, and she felt all right.
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Breakfast was fish and some Coke Jeb had found, an odd combination, but nobody cared. Jackson ate on the bridge, watching the gulls dip and wheel. It felt strange to think he almost hadn’t made it. To know Brian hadn’t, and he hadn’t been so bad. He’d sort of stepped up when he thought Faye might slap Mira. Tried to fend off the gators, at the cost of his life.

Jackson blinked and swallowed. He grabbed a scrap off his plate and tossed it at Ray. It bounced off his head, and he whirled, eyes wide.

“Did you just throw fish at me?”

“To get your attention.”

“You could’ve just yelled.” Ray shook out his hair and climbed up to join him. “How are we going to get to Tennessee?”

“Not sure,” said Jackson. “Rent a car, maybe? Drive from South Carolina?” He licked grease off his fingers and wiped them on his pants. “Mom says we can’t leave till they fix Stanley’s boat. It got all banged up grabbing you off Corsair’s Mountain.”

“You’ll be helping,” called Stanley, from his place near the bow. He flexed his hands, frowned, and pushed his plate away.

“Arthritis,” said Ray. “I heard him tell Jeb.”

Jackson glanced around to make sure Jeb wasn’t listening. “Who is that guy, anyway? Some kind of biker?”

Ray shrugged. “He seems nice. He let Mira catch a fish.” His mouth turned down. “You know she’s not talking? Not one word since Faye...”

“Yeah.” Jackson licked his lips. His mouth tasted sour. “I’m going to go help Mom with the dishes.” He took his plate and jumped down. Rascal ran up and nosed at him, maybe hoping for scraps. Jackson scratched him instead, behind his big ears. “Good boy,” he said. “Who’s a good boy?”

Rascal went ruff, and pranced off after Zoe. Jackson jumped across to Stanley’s boat. Mom took his plate from him and dumped it in a basin half-full of soapy water. She looked sore, he thought, her bad leg stretched out stiff. Her knee was still swollen, the leg above her bandages a painful shade of blue. Jackson sat next to her.

“Need any help?”

“Nah. I’m mostly done.” Mom rinsed his plate and dipped it in clean water. They’d found supplies on the tug—two big bottles of water, like for an office cooler; a battered cabinet, half-stocked with canned goods. Not enough to carry them up the coast, but enough for the moment. Enough they’d be okay till they found their feet.

“I’m proud of you,” said Mom, without looking up. “Ray told me what happened, the way you took charge.”

Jackson blinked—took charge? It hadn’t felt that way, trying to survive. Running around Pirate Splash, blind from the storm. He’d barely had time to think, let alone take the helm.

“He told me what happened on Blackbeard’s Revenge. You taking Ray’s place when he drew the short straw.” She gave his arm a squeeze. “I’d have told you not to do it, but that was brave. Taking Ray’s place like that, climbing down by yourself⁠—”

“I had to piss the whole time. Nearly went in my pants.”

Mom smacked him. “Jackson.”

“Sorry, had to pee.”

“Better.” The ghost of a smile flitted across her face. “I guess you built that raft, too, the one you were... The one I found you on, floating out of that crawlway.”

Jackson glanced at his hands, the palms red and raw from lashing trash bags together. He’d used strips of plastic, twisted into rope. They’d held, but just barely, when he laid Brian on top.

“Mom?”

“Yeah?” She looked at him and laid her hand on his brow. “You look pale. Are you sick?”

“No. No, just thinking.” He gazed back toward land, or where land had been. What would be left, he wondered, when the waters went down? Nowhere you’d want to be, nowhere that felt solid. “About Brian,” he said. “What Faye said, about us killing him⁠—”

“Jackson...”

“He was never going to survive.” Jackson reached for her hand. “Mom, he was dying. He barely knew where he was. Didn’t know, when he hit me. He stopped breathing three times on our way through the Crawlways. Every time he woke up, there was less of him left. You could’ve tried shocking him, but I don’t think... It wasn’t your fault.”

Mom stared at him for a long time, breathing through her nose.

“Are you sure you’re not hurting? Let me see those ribs.” She went for Jackson’s shirt, but he jerked it down.

“It’s really not bad, as long as I sit still. As long as I don’t breathe too hard or lift up my arms.”

“Then don’t lift your arms.” Mom leaned down and planted a kiss between his eyes. “Probably a good idea, anyway, given you haven’t showered.”

Jackson snorted. “Neither have you.”

“Well, we all will soon, in Tennessee.” She went in for another kiss, but Jackson squirmed away.

“Mom...”

“I know, getting soppy. Go on, find your uncle.”

Jackson braced himself and jumped back to the tug. It hurt pretty bad, the jolt to his ribs, but he clenched his teeth and breathed through the pain. Soon, it eased back, and he straightened up. By the time they reached Tennessee, he’d be fit to hug his grandma.

He found Eddie at the stern, leaning over the rail. His plate sat beside him, untouched on the deck.

“You’re not going to eat that?”

Eddie made a face. “Don’t tell anyone, but me and boats...” He let out a groan.

“Is that why you never went fishing with Dad?”

“That, and I—yeah.” Eddie wiped at his mouth. “I’m okay, don’t worry. I just need something to do. Something to take my mind off it, like fixing the boat. Speaking of which, you ready?”

They headed back over together, and met up with Jeb and Stanley. Jackson beckoned Ray over, but he shook his head. He’d found a length of rope and was tossing it for the dog, trying to coax Mira to do the same.

“That little girl,” said Jeb, kneeling to poke through Stanley’s tools. “No idea about her parents?”

Jackson shrugged. “Her mom left her at Pirate Splash, at their daycare.” He glanced back at Mira in her grubby pink dress. “She never said her last name, or where she’s from. Mom said we could drop her off somewhere safe. Somewhere past the flooding, Georgia maybe.”

Jeb nodded at that. He looked up at the sky, and Jackson thought he smiled. He couldn’t tell, really, under all that beard.

“Nice day,” said Eddie. “Almost like before.”

Jackson knew what he meant. The sky was almost blue, not that dirty-jeans blue, but real cornflower. That old summer blue, from before the Snowstorm. He guessed it just looked that way after that black hurricane sky. It was nice to look at, a blast from the past, but that old world wasn’t coming back.

“That hospital,” he said, and Eddie shuddered. “I heard folks in line talking about some plague. You guys hear that too?”

“A new strain of COVID,” said Eddie, but Jeb shook his head.

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Those doctors seemed⁠—”

Eddie jostled Jeb’s arm, and he stopped talking. But Jackson wasn’t ready to drop the subject.

“In the line, they were saying it’s all over the South. They’re saying it’s bad—it goes straight for your brain. You’re fine in the morning, then by lunchtime you’re⁠—”

“Nothing kills you that fast.” Eddie laughed, loud and false. “Anyway, you know better than listening to gossip. The less people know, they more they’re gonna blather. It’s COVID, that’s all, and we’ve all dealt with that.”

Jackson wanted to push more, but Eddie was right. All they had to go on was a lot of talk. Besides, they were safe enough, out on the boat.

Jeb and Eddie set to work checking the motor. Jackson mostly just watched, and passed them a tool or a cloth when they asked. Over on the tugboat, Mira tossed the rope for Rascal. He caught it midair and sailed overboard, and scrambled back up via Stanley’s boat. He shook himself off, soaking Mira and Zoe, and they both ran off laughing, feet slapping the deck. Jackson watched them go, smiling, and saw Eddie was, too.

“Be right back,” said Eddie. He stood, brushed his knees off, and hopped the gap. Zoe saw him and waved, and he jogged over to meet her. Jackson didn’t hear what he said to her, but it made her laugh. She pointed back toward shore, and Eddie shaded his eyes to look.

“You got a great family,” said Jeb. Jackson nodded and swallowed—he did. He really did. Not just on the boat, but in Tennessee, too. He couldn’t wait to get up the coast and see Gram and Gramps. Play with the dogs, help out with the farm chores. He hadn’t been up there since...he couldn’t remember when. Mom had called it a fresh start, and he thought that sounded right. She’d seemed different today than she’d been yesterday, and maybe it was stupid, but that felt like a start. Like maybe, after everything, it was time to move on.

He looked up at a white cloud trailing across the calm sky. Time to move on—he liked the sound of that.


PART II
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Eddie had lost his way. He’d have told Jeb as much, but he needed his mouth to breathe through the stink. Dead fish choked the shallows along the shoreline, a shoal of white bellies miles and miles long. From a distance, he’d taken them for wreaths of sea-foam. Now he nosed through them, down reeking, drowned streets. They bumped on his hull, splish-thump, splish-thump.

“There’s nothing here,” said Jeb. “Everything ain’t flooded been looted already.”

Eddie killed the engine and pulled down his mask. His face itched. His scalp itched. His skin prickled with sweat. He tilted his head back, but no breeze cooled his brow.

“We can’t leave empty-handed,” he said. He’d promised Kelly they’d be back with fresh supplies—promised the kids, and he had to come through.

Jeb stood and the boat rocked. Eddie’s guts turned over. The smell wasn’t just fish or just decay. It was trash, melting plastic, and rich gasoline. Warm vegetation and burst sewer pipes. A fly buzzed around him, and he slapped it away.

“We’re about to have company,” said Jeb. Eddie peered past him. The sun beat on water and flat, graveled roofs. In the gaps between buildings, Eddie caught movement, the hulls of two boats scudding by fast. Two boats, then two more, then one on the end. They hit the end of the block and swung out of sight.

“Which way did they go?”

Jeb cocked his head, listening, but Eddie could hear them already, the drone of their engines circling south. He turned the boat northward and dipped down a side street.

“We’re in the wrong neighborhood,” he said.

“How do you mean?”

“I mean, it’s all stores. Everyone’s looting here. We oughtta try houses, or better, apartments.”

Jeb laughed. “What, you mean rob folks?”

“Not if they’re home, we won’t. We’ll knock on their doors. But a lot of these people, I doubt they’re coming back. Would it really be stealing to scoop up their scraps?” Eddie raised a brow, hopeful, and Jeb shook his head.

“You got a point there.”

Eddie wove through the wreckage, heading inland. He passed a building blown to timbers, the sun angling through its threadbare façade. A dead sign out front promised GIRLS, G RLS, IRL. Past that, the fish thinned out, giving way to trash. A carpet of garbage bobbed with the tide, bottles and wrappers, and old plastic bags. Eddie craned to see past it, but it went on and on.

“Why’s there so much crap out here?”

“Garbage day,” said Jeb. “Everyone had their cans out, then the wind knocked them down.”

Eddie grunted and steered through a flotilla of cans. He’d spotted condos, old and sunworn, just up the street. Their second-floor walkway stuck out like a dock, nearly on a level with the sluggish neap tide. He nosed up alongside and secured the boat. Jeb hopped off behind him and swung himself over the rail.

“Waterfront views,” he said. Eddie didn’t laugh. The folks in 2A had a brown brush doormat, the same one he and Kelly’d had back at the house. The same one most folks had, but⁠—

“Hey, you okay?”

Eddie nodded. “Just thinking of home.”

Jeb knocked on 2A and stood waiting, head cocked. “I dreamed of home, too, last night.” He knocked again. “It was all underwater, my tables and chairs. Fish in my kitchen, eating my food. I think this one’s empty. Let’s go on in.” He thumped the door and it splintered, and he headed inside. Eddie trailed after, eyes adjusting to the gloom. The place was old and ratty, sockets choked with paint. A cream plastic hat rack hung crooked on the wall.

“I’ll take the kitchen,” said Jeb. “You try the rest.”

Eddie made for the bathroom and flipped the switch without thinking. No lights came on, so he grabbed his flashlight instead. He shone it into the medicine cabinet, up and down the stained shelves. Whoever had lived here must’ve been middle-aged—the first shelf was all Tums and omeprazole, old empty bottles pushed to the back. Eddie grabbed a full one and a fresh pack of razors. He took heat wraps and Tylenol and a tub of Icy Hot. Stanley might want that for his arthritic joints.

“Shampoo,” he muttered, running down his mental list. He found none in the shower stall and checked under the sink. He found none there either, but he did grab some soap, and a pack of TP with just one roll gone. Kelly’d asked for soap, and fresh clothes if he found them.

“Good haul so far,” said Jeb, leaning in through the door. He held up a big box loaded with cans. “Whoever lived here loved his Chef Boyardee.”

“Hence all the heartburn.”

“What?”

“Nothing, just…” Eddie shook his head. “Let’s get this on the boat, then we’ll check the bedroom. I could do with some clothes that won’t stand up by themselves.”

They dropped off their booty and headed back inside. Jeb jogged to the bedroom and beelined for the closet. He flung it open and shouted for joy. Eddie couldn’t hold back his groan of disappointment.

“Who lived here, Farmer John?”

“Bless his fat farmer ass.” Jeb twirled his finger and Eddie turned around. He dug through the dresser, but didn’t find much, just socks and skivvies, too yellow to steal. The bedside table was better, yielding a nice bowie knife. Eddie snatched that, and a pack of hard candy, and a tube of Dramamine, in case the sea got rough. His seasickness had faded after the first day or two, but he guessed a good storm might bring it back.

Jeb cleared his throat. “What do you think?”

Eddie turned around, and his brows shot up. Jeb was dressed like Howdy Doody, all plaid and denim, a red-and-white kerchief hanging out of his pocket.

“It’s very, uh…” Eddie stifled a snicker. “Yeehaw, y’all.”

“Better than those pajamas. I’ve had a wedgie for days.” Jeb grabbed two more shirts and two more pairs of jeans. “Gotta stock up when you find your size.”

“Suppose so,” said Eddie, still poking around. He found a baseball cap, but left it. Its seams were stained brown. A thick quilt caught his eye, so he took that instead. Zoe had asked for blankets to stay warm at night. He thought of adding pillows, but the boat was only so big.

“Ready when you are,” said Jeb, and they moved on down the line. They cleaned out 2B and 2C in turn. Eddie found jeans that pretty much fit, and a Hawaiian shirt that bagged at the waist. Everyone needed shoes, so he grabbed a bagful, hoping a few pairs might find feet to match. Jeb found an inhaler in 2C’s guest room. Eddie thought it was Zoe’s brand, but couldn’t be sure. He crammed it in his pocket so it wouldn’t get lost.

“We still need sunscreen,” he said. “How does no one have sunscreen this close to the beach?”

“Maybe they took it with them.” Jeb knocked at 2D’s door and leaned in, listening. His brows drew together. “Did you hear that? A scuffling?”

“Probably a rat. I’m seeing ’em all over, nibbling the trash.”

Jeb knocked again, and Eddie listened with him. He didn’t hear anything, at least from inside. Outside was loud with the chatter of birds and the chink of old bottles knocking up on the walls.

“A rat,” said Eddie, and Jeb broke through the door. They headed inside, and Eddie pulled up his mask, not that it did much to block out the smell. The place stunk of spoiled food and urine and mold, and something else, something rancid, a stale human smell. Boxes stood stacked down both sides of the hall, a narrow witch-trail wending between them.

“Hoarders,” croaked Jeb.

“Eugh. We should go.”

“Hold on.” Jeb hiked his shirt up over his nose. “These guys keep everything. We should at least look around.”

Eddie didn’t want to, but he guessed Jeb was right. He led the way to the bathroom and stopped at the sink. The toilet was open, full of brown sludge. A strip of stained tissue hung over the side. Eddie looked at it, gagged, and choked back bile. He took a step back and caught himself on the door.

“How does he wash? His tub’s full of⁠—”

“Sunscreen.” Jeb straightened up, holding a box. “SPF 50, gotta be twenty tubes. You get ’em loaded, I’ll go through this mess.”

“Where did you get that?”

“The cabinet. It’s clean.”

Eddie took the sunscreen and would’ve bolted, except the hall was too narrow to do much more than sidle. He could hear Jeb’s rat now, sneaking around. Rubbing up on the walls, squeezing through its rat maze. If it jumped out at him, he’d scream like a kid, and maybe faint, because rats were just—take a Chihuahua and strap a snake to its tail, dip it in pork grease, and that was a rat.

He popped out of the witch-trail and hurried outside, and took his time ambling down to the boat. It still reeked out here, but not as bad as inside. Compared to in there, this was almost fresh air. Daisies, cut grass, the sweet buds of spring. Would Jeb mind so much if he waited out here? If his shoe came undone, and he had to retie it? If he thought he heard engines off to the east?

“Eddie! Come see.”

He dumped the box and jogged back and squeezed his way through the maze.

“Jeb? Where’d you go?”

“Back here, the junk room. Or the guest room, or—” Jeb popped out of some back room, laden with bags. “He’s got half a pharmacy—here. You take these.” He thrust his bags toward Eddie, but Eddie jerked back. Something had moved in the depths of the maze. Something alive, hunched in the dark.

“Eddie? What⁠—”

He jabbed his flashlight in front of him. Shadows jumped and shifted. Eddie picked out a man’s shape, and the gleam of black metal. He dropped his light and seized Jeb by the collar, and jerked him down as hard as he could. A huge sound rang out, a bone-rattling blam. Eddie flopped on his back so hard he saw stars.

“Gun,” he gasped. “Gun!”

Jeb twisted free of him and surged to his feet. His flashlight swung up and out to the side. Eddie glimpsed an old man, gray-skinned, gray-haired, clothes hanging off him in dirty brown folds. He had a rope in his hand, and he gave it a tug. Eddie heard a loud thunk, and a trapdoor fell open, unleashing a downpour of old, rotting boxes. They fell and broke open and garbage flew out, and Jeb was yelling—don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!

Eddie scuttled backward. Jeb hunkered down. The old man fired again, a brief flash of light. Eddie saw cardboard and flying debris, boxes exploding, trash spilling out. A blender went tumbling, losing its blades. Jeb’s stupid hair popped up, then his round, worried face.

“Geddout, c’mon, run⁠—”

Eddie ran bent in half, blundering off the walls. A box rattled down and bounced off his head. He didn’t hear where it landed, or if it hit Jeb. He couldn’t hear much past the whine in his ears.

“Jeb?”

Jeb bumped against him and Eddie ran on. His lungs hitched and spasmed, and he couldn’t catch his breath. Up ahead was the sun, the outside, the boat. Safety, escape, past the boxes, the mess. Eddie choked and lunged for it, inhaling spit. He tripped over something, but only half-fell—fell and kept running, palms slapping the floor. He lurched for the sunlight through high drifts of trash. His shoulder banged the doorframe. His foot caught the mat. He sprawled on his face and Jeb pulled him up, and they raced down the walkway and dove for the boat. The old man charged after them and fired again. Blew out their windshield as Jeb hit the gas. Eddie tried to scream, but coughed instead. Jeb banked hard right, nearly clipping the wall. Garbage flew up and bounced off the hull.

“Jeb?” Eddie lifted his head, but Jeb pushed him back down. The boat sliced left, scraping concrete. Eddie chanced a glance backward, but he couldn’t see jack, just a blank wall and the sky overhead. Then the wall blew apart in a scatter of dust, concrete chips flying, chunks splashing down. Eddie covered his head and felt a sting on his arm. The boat rose and shuddered as Jeb picked up speed.

“How’s he still shooting? How can he see⁠—”

Jeb hooked left again, toward the coast. Eddie gripped the dash, waiting, sucking air through his teeth. Jeb was saying something, and Eddie strained to hear.

“—fart shot my hair!”

Eddie blinked. “What?”

Jeb tugged at his mop. “He shot my damn hair. Check it out. It’s all burned.”

“My ears are still ringing. Did you say he shot…” Eddie broke off, laughing, at the sight of Jeb’s hair, a poodle-tail puff with a furrow singed out.

“Not funny, man. That could’ve been my head. Would’ve been, even, if you hadn’t pulled me down.”

Eddie covered his mouth, but he couldn’t stop. He laughed till it hurt, till his eyes stung with tears. His stomach clenched up, and still it kept coming. Jeb nudged his shoulder.

“Hey. You okay?”

Eddie moaned. He really wasn’t. He couldn’t stop seeing it, what might’ve been—Jeb’s head reduced to a fine, pinkish spray. Blood in his lashes, bone in his mouth. Brains⁠—

“If you’re gonna hurl, do it over the side.”

Eddie leaned over the gunwale, but he didn’t throw up. He held it together, and his panic eased back. His giggles died off, then his breathing slowed down. His belly quit twitching and he slumped in his seat.

“Sorry,” he said. “I guess I just—who’s that?”

Jeb followed his gaze, frowning, and cut the gas. “Coast Guard, looks like. Headed our way.”

“Should we hail them, or⁠—”

“Best put our hands up, show we’re not armed.” Jeb raised his hands, and Eddie did the same.

“You think they’ll arrest us? For looting, or…”

“They’d need proof to do that. We keep our mouths shut, we should be okay.”

Eddie watched, nervous, as the Coast Guard closed in—two boats to flank them, four men to a crew. They wore masks and face shields that reflected the sun. Eddie focused on breathing, on staying calm. He’d dealt with the law before, and come out mostly okay. The key was not fighting, not getting mad. Being respectful, and⁠—

“You folks need an escort to the evac center?”

Eddie jumped. He hadn’t seen the bullhorn, or expected its blare.

“No, thanks,” he called. “We’re headed back to our boat.”

“Yeah? Where’s your boat?”

Eddie gestured vaguely. “Offshore. Up the coast.”

The Coast Guard guys exchanged glances. Jeb shifted in his seat.

“Something’s off with these guys. I think we should⁠—”

“Okay, we’ll escort you.” Bullhorn stepped back, but Jeb shook his head.

“No need,” he said. “We know our way.”

“That’s great,” said Bullhorn. “But you’ve entered a quarantine zone. We need you to clear the area. You and your boat.”

Eddie scowled. “But⁠—”

“Don’t argue,” said Jeb, under his breath. He nodded at the Coast Guard and sketched a salute. “Something’s not right here, but they’ve got us outgunned.”
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Kelly paced the deck, ants in her pants. Eddie should’ve been back by now—before dark, he’d said. Technically, it wasn’t dark, but the sun had dipped low. Soon it would set, and Eddie would be late.

Maybe he’d found someone, some stray in distress. Maybe he’d stopped to help and got himself in a bind. Eddie did things like that, without thinking them through. As for his friend, who knew what he’d do?

“Kelly?”

Maybe he’d capsized or run aground. Maybe looters had got him, or⁠—

“Kelly. Over here.”

She looked up at Stanley, perched on the bridge. “What do you want?”

“For you to quit worrying and unpick this tape.” He held out a roll of duct tape and Kelly took it.

“What are you doing?”

“Mending the life rafts and making sure they’ll all float.”

Kelly reddened, embarrassed. She’d checked them herself. Followed the steps printed on their sides. She should’ve caught it if something was wrong. She picked the tape free and dog-eared the end.

“They’re all seaworthy,” said Stanley, maybe sensing her pique. “Just, this one’s cover’s ripped. Won’t keep off the rain.” He took the duct tape and cut off a long strip. His knuckles looked swollen, and Kelly pursed her lips. Three days at sea, and he was stiff as a board. How bad could he get? Would he soon need help just getting around?

“Mira’s still not talking,” he said, lowering his voice. He nodded at the stern, where she was playing with Rascal. “Didn’t eat much either, at breakfast or lunch.”

“Maybe she’s tired of fish.”

“Could be, could be. Or, kids shut down sometimes, when they’ve gone through something rough. Like they’re rebooting, going back to—hey! Rascal!”

Rascal jumped up on Mira and knocked her on her back. Her face lit up, but she didn’t laugh. Kelly waved down at her.

“Hey! Having fun?”

Mira ignored her, caught up in the dog. Kelly slid down the ladder and crouched at her side.

“Eddie went out to find us more food.” She smiled at Mira, but Mira’s expression stayed guarded. Maybe she thought she was being kidnapped. Kelly peered past her—still no sign of Eddie. “I’ve been craving fast food, like a big juicy burger. How about you? What do you like to eat?”

Mira just shrugged and edged closer to Rascal.

“How about fruit? A nice crunchy apple?”

Mira stuck out her tongue.

“Yeah, no, me neither. Apples are the worst, all that tough skin. It gets in your teeth, drives you up the wall. You know what I want? Burger King fries. Gotta be Burger King. You know, those thick fries, so hot it hurts. I’ve been dreaming of those.”

Mira clung to Rascal, half-hiding from Kelly. Kelly couldn’t blame her. Of course she was scared. She’d thought she was headed for a fun day with her mom, and wound up floating offshore with a boatload of strangers. Strangers who—Kelly winced.

“Listen, what Faye said, about us hurting Brian⁠—”

Mira jerked back. Buried her face in her hands. Rascal moved in front of her, a growl building in his chest.

“Okay,” said Kelly. “All right. Down, boy.”

Rascal quit growling, but he stayed where he was, his big puppy paws spread wide on the deck. Kelly leaned sideways, trying to catch Mira’s eye. Her frustration was mounting, but she swallowed it back. Mira needed kid gloves right now, a chance to feel safe.

“No one’s going to hurt you. I promise you’re safe. But I do have a job for you. Can you handle a job?”

Mira peeked out past Rascal, eyes big and distrustful.

Kelly smiled at her. “Want to care for the dog? You can feed him and play with him and fill up his bowl, and take him for walkies up and down the deck. How does that sound to you? Is that something you can do?”

Mira nodded, just barely, a quick jerk of her head.

“Good girl,” said Kelly. “That’ll be a big help.” She stood up, knee popping, and massaged the joint. She’d cracked her kneecap, she thought, maybe chipped the bone. It hurt when she bent it, and hurt through the night. Made her short-tempered—yeah, that was her problem.

Up the deck, Jackson whooped, and Ray slapped his back. They’d found a rope somewhere and hung it over the side. Jackson gave it a jiggle and let out a shout.

“Did you see? I almost got him.”

“Yeah, if by almost, you mean in your dreams.”

“You do it, then.” Jackson held the rope out for Ray, but Kelly marched up and grabbed it instead. She gave it a tug and a basket came up, big as a sun hat and built from wire mesh.

“What’s this? What are you doing?”

“Getting crabs,” said Ray, and he and Jackson both laughed. Kelly pulled a sour face, but Jackson just grinned.

“It’s a crab basket, see? You fill it with fish heads and wait for the crabs, then when they come up⁠—”

“That’s not how you catch crabs,” said Kelly. Ray let out a snort.

“It’s one way,” he said. “I’ve done it a bunch of times, on my dad’s boat.”

Kelly ignored him and turned to Jackson. “How are you feeling? Any sickness? Headaches?” She pressed her palm to his brow, but Jackson pulled away.

“Mom—”

“I’m not kidding. Any pains in your chest?”

Jackson reached for the crab basket. “Not in my chest, but there’s one in my butt.”

“Jackson.”

He hung his head. “Sorry. It’s just, maybe I wanted to relax and catch crabs. It’s been a good day, y’know? Like the old days with Dad.”

Kelly shut her mouth, surprised. It hadn’t occurred to her Jackson might be having fun. It’d been three days’ hard work getting both boats shipshape, scrubbing and mending and scraping out gunk. She hadn’t thought much of Zach, or much of anything at all, just keeping Jackson safe and getting on their way.

“I’m okay,” said Jackson. “Drinking water, like you said.” He held up his bottle, drained almost dry. Kelly passed him a new one, and a granola bar.

“Mom… Yeah, okay.” Jackson unwrapped the bar and took a bite. “I wish you wouldn’t worry. My ribs hurt when I move wrong, but besides that, I’m fine.”

Kelly took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “Okay,” she said. “You go catch some crabs.”

Ray snickered at that. Kelly pretended not to hear. She headed back to the stern, but Mira was gone. Zoe had taken her place, gazing off to the south. Kelly came up beside her and leaned over the rail.

“Watching for Eddie?”

Zoe shaded her eyes. “It’s late,” she said. “You think they got lost?”

Kelly shook her head. Eddie, she could see it, but Jeb, not so much. Whatever else he might be, he knew his boats.

“Your dad’s fine,” she said. “He’ll be back soon.”

“You don’t know that,” said Zoe. “He’s not made for danger. He’s brave, but not smart.”

“He’s not stupid, either.” Kelly realized she was snapping and reined herself in. “Give him some credit, okay? He’s not book smart or street smart, but he’s plenty creative. He gets in trouble, he’ll find his way out.”

Zoe frowned. “I guess so.”

“Well, I know so, and I’ve known him longer.” She squeezed Zoe’s shoulder. “Wanna come with me and check on the news?”

“Maybe later,” said Zoe. “Once Dad gets back.”

Kelly squeezed her again and left her to it. She ducked into the cabin and took her seat. The radio was on, tuned to static, and she hunted for news.

—a distinct virus, not a new strain of COVID-19. It is a coronavirus, but beyond that, we’re still⁠—

Kelly hunched forward and buried her face in her hands. More COVID, perfect. New and improved. How long had it been since the first case appeared?

—slightly less transmissible than COVID-19, but far, far more virulent. And that’s only two weeks, maybe three weeks in. We don’t know yet, long term, what the outcomes will be. If long COVID was unique to COVID-19, or if this new virus⁠—

Kelly spun the dial. She’d had her fill of the plague. She combed through static, more static, music, and talk. High on the FM band, she found more news, maybe, a raspy-voiced host stumbling through his script. Talking fast, like he thought he might get cut off.

—this is, uh—I’m John Tedrick, and this is Lena Bunt, and we’re coming to you from…from, where is this?

Near the Space Center, where that used to be.

Kelly blinked. Used to be?

It’s not that we don’t know…don’t know where we are. It’s that we’re not anywhere. Not anywhere real. Merritt Island’s got shelters, and we were s’posed to go there, but they’re all at capacity, and they’re all quarantined. And we are too, but there’s nowhere to put us. They’ve got us all waiting, stuck on our boats.

Like a boat city, except we can’t leave.

Or we could, maybe, but where would we go? They got us social-distanced, stuck on our boats. Which is fine for us—our yacht’s pretty big. But there’s folks in canoes, in little rowboats. The Snow boats come round and they drop off our food, but only some of us got anywhere to cook it. They keep saying it’ll be soon now, they’ll set up more shelters. But what if it storms again? If the flood doesn’t ease?

Kelly spun the dial back, suppressing a shudder. Maybe Eddie wasn’t the smartest, but he’d made the right move fleeing the evac center. She found the news again and sat shaking her head—why hadn’t they mentioned these floating plague cities?

—a statement from Donn Snow, released early this morning, promised three former cruise ships to serve as mobile health centers. “My commitment to flood victims hasn’t wavered at all. It’ll be a few days, but I’m⁠—”

“Enough out of you.” Kelly flicked off the radio and got to her feet. Her knee twinged again, but she ignored it. Stanley and Mira had joined Zoe at the stern, and the trio stood peering into the reddening sunset. Stanley half-turned and caught Kelly’s eye, and a nervous shiver stole down her spine. She jogged out to join him.

“Stanley? What’s up?”

“That’s my boat, right?” He pointed past Mira.

Kelly squinted and grimaced. “The middle one is. Or, it’s the right shape. Those other two…” She trailed off, at a loss.

Stanley grabbed Rascal as he ran up, barking. “Slow your roll, boy. Come on, sit down.”

“They could’ve met someone,” said Zoe, heavy with doubt. “But to bring them back here, with the plague going on⁠—”

“They wouldn’t,” said Jackson, coming up from behind. “Well, Uncle Eddie might, but Jeb’s with him, so…”

“Quiet,” said Kelly, but it came out a croak. Her mouth had gone dry, her palms slick and clammy. Her guts had gone leaden, her throat hot and tight. Jackson was right—Jeb was smarter than this. Eddie was, too, so what had gone wrong? She coughed, cleared her throat, and reached for Zoe.

“Take Mira,” she said. “Get in the cabin, under the desk. Under that tarp, the big, blue⁠—”

“Got it.” Zoe scooped up Mira and ran for the cabin.

Kelly turned to Jackson. “You get back, too. You and Ray go, find yourselves someplace⁠—”

A loud whine rang out, crackling feedback. Kelly spun on her heel, and the boats were almost on them.

She shoved Jackson—go—but he didn’t move. Across the black water, Eddie found his feet. The dark hid his face, but he was looking her way. Shaking his head—an apology? A warning?

She called out to him. “Eddie?”

The voice that called back wasn’t Eddie’s at all.
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Jackson stood wondering if he should be scared. Mom was, but she’d been scared since Dad’s boat went down. Rascal was growling, his tail stretched out long. Ray was half-smiling in that confused way he had.

Mom leaned out. “Eddie?”

A loud voice yelled back, bullhorn-flat. “This is the US Coast Guard. I’m going to need everyone lined up along the stern.”

Jackson didn’t move. He was lined up already. Ray squeezed in next to him, reeking of bait.

“Move down. You stink.”

“Can’t. Your mom’s⁠—”

“Gonna need you spread out, hands on the rail.”

Everyone shuffled down, some left, some right. Rascal chased back and forth, barking up a storm. He got under Stanley’s feet and nearly knocked him flat.

“Someone control that dog. Make him lie down.”

“Down, boy,” said Stanley, his voice low and urgent. Rascal whined, puzzled, but stretched out on the deck.

“All right, you folks armed?”

Jackson had a knife, but he kept his mouth shut. He knew Mom did too, but she kept quiet as well. Stanley made a tch sound, thick with disgust.

“We’re unarmed,” he said. “Unless you count fishhooks.”

The Coast Guard guy laughed. “Depends on the hook.” He swung his boat closer, and Jackson sized up his crew—three more, all armed, all double-masked.

“Anyone sick on board?”

“We’re all fine,” said Stanley. “May I ask⁠—”

“Keep your hands on the rail.”

Stanley huffed through his nose, but he did as instructed. Jackson watched the three vessels spread out to flank them. The Coast Guard had taken command of Stanley’s boat, one man in back, one at the helm. Jeb and Uncle Eddie sat hunched near the stern, their faces unreadable in the near dark. They swept by in silence and the lead boat nosed in, close enough now to hail without a bullhorn. The captain raised his anyway, and boomed across the gap.

“Your friends are cooperating, and you see they’re fine. You will be too—just do as I say.” He dug in his jacket and retrieved a slim package. “Gonna toss you some masks, and you’ll put ’em on.”

Jackson jerked as a pack of masks flew past his ear. Rascal jumped up and caught it, and Mom snatched at his collar. Rascal danced past her, guarding his prize.

“Bad dog. Drop that.”

Rascal yipped and spun. Mom exhaled sharply.

“Stanley, make him⁠—”

“Drop it.”

Rascal’s ears wilted, but he dropped the masks. Mom picked them up and tore into the packet. She went down the line handing them out. When she got to Jackson, she held his out of reach.

“Stay quiet,” she said. “Do whatever they say.”

Jackson bristled, indignant. “Why’re you telling me?”

“Because I love you, and I need you alive.” She put his mask in his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Humor your mom, okay?”

Jackson scowled, but he nodded and put on his mask. He wasn’t scared, he decided, just kind of bored. Bored with an edge to it, like getting pulled over—most cops were okay, but some of them weren’t. They wanted to bust you, and they would if they could. All they needed was one whiff of probable cause. This was like that, except on a boat.

“Okay, who’s in charge here?” The captain hopped over, along with two of his men. They spread out on deck in a loose half-circle. Stanley started forward, but Mom held him back.

“This is my husband’s boat,” she said. “I can go get the papers.”

“And the tin can back there?”

“That’s mine,” said Stanley. “Registration’s in the glove box.”

The captain’s eyes flicked between Mom and Stanley. “Who’s he, your dad?”

“That’s right,” said Mom.

“And what brings you out here? Did you know you’re violating a quarantine zone?”

“We didn’t,” said Mom. “But we can move. We were just leaving anyway, off down the coast.”

The captain’s eyes narrowed behind his face shield. “I’ll see those papers now.”

Jackson gripped the rail tighter. This was taking too long. His chest was hurting, and he tried to breathe slowly. It’d been a mistake, he thought, hiding Zoe and Mira. If the Coast Guard found them now, they’d suspect something hinky. They might take the girls, or arrest everyone. If he came clean now, maybe⁠—

“This is your husband?” The captain held the papers up to the light. “How do you pronounce that?”

“Just as it looks.” Mom didn’t flinch.

“Alyusha…Sharikov?”

“He went by Al.”

“He’s not one of those guys?” He nodded at Jeb and Eddie.

“We lost him in the storm.” Mom’s voice caught, and she looked away. Jackson nearly laughed, not from amusement, but a surreal sense of shock. He’d never have pegged Mom for such a smooth liar.

“Your registration’s expired. Nearly six months back.”

“We were planning on selling. But⁠—”

The captain turned and beckoned. Stanley’s boat swung around. Jackson watched, uneasy, as they came alongside.

“I’ll need you all on the little boat, one by one, single file.” The captain swung his bullhorn, a shooing gesture. Jackson’s pulse picked up, pounding in his chest. It made his ribs ache and his stomach feel queasy. He swallowed and leaned in to whisper to Ray.

“You need to go get the girls.”

Ray went stiff. “What?”

“I’ll distract these guys. You get them out.”

“Wait. I don’t think⁠—”

“Hey.” Jackson pushed forward, in the captain’s face. “What’s the big idea, kicking us off our boat?”

“Jackson!” Mom started forward, but a large man shoved her back. Stanley caught her and steadied her, and Jackson swallowed hard.

“We didn’t do anything,” he said. “We’ll move our boat if we need to, but you have no right to push us around.”

Behind him, Mom gasped. Ray edged down the deck, back pressed to the rail. The captain’s eyes hardened, and he dropped his hand to his holster.

“We’ve had looting on shore,” he said. “You were found with supplies. We need to search your vessels and confirm your IDs.”

Jackson frowned. “Wouldn’t that be easier if we stayed where we are? We barely all fit on Stanley’s boat. How’re you gonna search it with us all crowding in?”

He shrugged. “That’s our business. Now, I won’t tell you again. Get off this vessel, and get off right now.”

Jackson stood breathing hard, his neck slick with sweat. Now he was scared, but Ray needed time. His tongue darted out, a quick, nervous flick.

“I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m just saying⁠—”

“Hey!” The captain barged past him, nearly knocking him off his feet. He grabbed Ray by the arm and flung him to his knees. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Nowhere! The boat.”

“Then go, and quit stalling. That means you, too.” He gave Jackson a shove, and he crashed into Ray. Mom hauled them both upright, and off the boat. She let go of Ray once he’d made it across, but she kept hold of Jackson, dragging him by his arm. She spun him into the cockpit and shook him out hard.

“What were you thinking? Have you lost your mind?”

“Mom, ow, my arm⁠—”

She let go. “I’m sorry. But what were you thinking?”

The boat dipped and wobbled. Jackson swayed on his feet. He glanced over his shoulder and saw they’d been boarded, two men in black swarming over the stern. The smaller one stooped and grabbed a can of baked beans.

“Hey, Wallace, check this out. Look stolen to you?”

“No receipt, I’d say stolen. What else did they get?”

Jackson tugged at Mom’s arm. “The girls,” he hissed. Mom pushed him behind her, onto the bench.

“That’s right,” said Wallace, seeing Jackson sit down. “Everyone stay calm, and you’ll be okay. We’ll just check your cargo—what’s this, sunblock?”

The smaller man snickered. “Pineapple. Fancy.”

“Get that on the tug, and the Chef Boyardee. And here, take the aspirin—and what’s this? Old shoes?” Wallace dumped them out and kicked them aside. Jackson saw Stanley pass a lumpy bundle to Jeb, and Jeb moved to hide it—a life raft, maybe. Uncle Eddie squeezed past him and leaned close to Mom.

“Uh, Kelly? Where’s⁠—”

“Shh.” Mom shook her head, but Uncle Eddie pushed past her.

“Zoe? Mira?” He leaned over the rail. Mom pulled him back.

“Just wait,” she said. “They’ll go through our stuff, then they’ll be on their way.”

“I don’t think so,” said Jeb, almost too low to hear. “These guys aren’t Coast Guard. They’re⁠—”

“Zoe! Mira!” Uncle Eddie jumped up and lunged for the tug. The captain cut him off with a punch to the gut. He flew back, landed hard, and let out a groan.

“I told you guys, sit.” Wallace drew his weapon. “Do I need to cuff you, or you gonna behave?”

“Hold on,” said the captain. “Who’s Zoe and Mira? I’m counting one woman, and she’s sitting right there.”

Jackson’s chest hitched. The cabin door had swung open, and Zoe was there, her slim form silhouetted against the sunset. Mira emerged behind her, clinging to her leg.

“I’m Mira,” said Jackson. “Short for Miroslav.”

“And I’m Zoe,” said Mom, and gripped his hand tight. She’d spotted them too, and kept glancing their way. They were on the move now, creeping along the wall. Mira was resisting, trying to run back. Scared, Jackson guessed, and he got that. He did. Mira couldn’t swim—did Zoe know that? If they went in the water⁠—

“Miroslav, huh? What’s your last name again?” The captain ambled toward him, one eyebrow raised. Mom started to say something, but he waved her back.

“No, not you. Him.” He pointed at Jackson. “Miroslav who?”

Jackson’s head spun. He’d just heard her say it, some Russian name. Smirnoff. Spudface. He muttered his best guess through his clenched teeth.

“I’m sorry, what’s that?” The captain cupped his ear. Jackson opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Zoe was in the open, inching across the deck. Mira was fighting her, shaking her head. The cabin stood between Zoe and most of the crew, but if the captain turned, if he chanced to look back⁠—

“Sharikov,” said Mom. “Leave him alone.”

“I don’t believe you. I⁠—”

On deck, Mira yelped. The captain dropped his bullhorn. Jeb moved to grab it, but Wallace cocked his gun. Jeb raised his hands slowly, his lips a tight line. Uncle Eddie sat up, wiping spit off his chin.

“They’re just kids,” he said. “Leave them alone.”

The captain chuckled. “No worries. They’re safe with me.” He started toward Zoe, and she backed away. Mira shrank against her with a terrified shriek. Jackson heard liquid patter and guessed she’d wet her pants.

“It’s okay,” said Zoe, and took a step back. She glanced behind her, at the dark, endless waves. “Hold your breath and don’t panic, and⁠—”

“Zoe, no!” Eddie surged to his feet, lost his balance, and fell. Zoe scooped up Mira and ran for the bow. The captain chased after her, but Zoe was faster. She sprinted up the deck and vaulted over the rail, splashed into the ocean, and vanished from sight. Uncle Eddie hollered and dove overboard. Jeb jumped in after him, and Wallace fired. He squeezed off three shots, then the captain grabbed his arm.

“Waste of ammo. Forget those guys. Just load up the boat.”

Wallace stiffened, but he lowered his gun to his side. “Okay, you heard the man. Grab their stuff, and we’re gone.”

Rascal growled. Stanley shushed him. The robbers tossed boxes up to the tug—water, food, medicine, a bag of fresh clothes. Jackson scanned the water, searching for the girls. He could see Uncle Eddie, and Jeb’s goofy hair, but Zoe was nowhere, and neither was Mira.

“Where’d they go?” said Ray. His voice was small. Jackson had no answer, so he just shook his head. He watched Jeb dive and surface, and dive down again. The water was choppy, the sun almost gone.

Ray made a gulping sound. “If Mira panicked, she could’ve dragged them both down. I’ve heard of that happening, even lifeguards getting⁠—”

“Shut up.” Jackson leaned over, squinting into the dark. Rascal was barking, loud and insistent. Zoe would hear him. She’d swim to the sound. She’d be fine. She had to be.

“Tug’s leaving,” said Mom, but Jackson didn’t turn. He could hear the tug’s engine and the men’s fading shouts—they’d been robbed, they’d been boatjacked, but that didn’t matter. Not when Zoe was lost, and Mira along with her. Stanley pulled out a flashlight and raked it over the waves. Jackson saw Jeb again, and Uncle Eddie, and off to the south, a faint smudge of white. A hand, up and waving⁠—

“Zoe. Right there.” He pointed, and Stanley fired up the engine. He circled around, and Jackson’s stomach unclenched. Zoe was floating, stretched on her back, kicking her legs just enough to stay afloat. She had Mira cuddled tight to her chest, her pink princess dress bobbing on the tide.

Mom let out a harsh breath. “Eddie! They’re safe.” Jackson leaned over to help them aboard.

“We were hiding,” said Zoe. “I thought they might try to grab us, so I swam as far as I could. Laid us out flat so our heads wouldn’t show.”

“Nearly gave us a heart attack,” said Uncle Eddie. “But you did good. I’m proud.” He scrambled aboard and hugged Zoe close. Jackson watched them a moment, then he glanced at Mom. She caught him looking and her mouth turned down.

“I’m proud too,” she said, but the words came out strained. Like she had to drag them out against her own will.

“You don’t sound proud,” said Jackson, and wished he’d kept his mouth shut. Mom stood there, face working, and then she pounced. She gathered him into a painful embrace, all ribs and elbows and mean, clutching nails. He smelled her fear on her, coppery-rank. He felt her chest hitching, her heart beating fast.

“I’m not proud,” she hissed, hot on his cheek. “Maybe I should be. You were selfless and brave. But this world’s a hard place. You could’ve got yourself killed.”

Jackson caught his breath. “Mom⁠—”

“No. Don’t you ‘Mom’ me. I need you to listen.” She squeezed him tighter, so tight his ribs ached. “Look at what’s happened. Look where we are. Everyone’s out for themselves, from Donn Snow on down. This isn’t some movie where you get to play hero. This is the real world, and heroes get killed.”

Jackson’s face burned, and he pushed her away.

“I had to do something,” he said. The words came out peevish, a child’s weak protest.

“You could’ve stayed quiet and done as they said.” Mom’s lips quirked downward, and Jackson thought she might cry. Instead, she turned her back on him and crossed her arms over her chest. “Why don’t you help your uncle sort through what’s left?”

Jackson wanted to storm off, but the boat was too small. He knelt down instead, to sort through the junk. He couldn’t remember Mom being this way, all harsh and angry, every man for himself. She’d raised him better than that. Raised him to care. Not to cover his own ass ahead of all else.

When had Mom started thinking like Faye?
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Kelly woke up early. In truth, she’d hardly slept. She’d spent half the night brooding over what to do next, then spent the other half just plain brooding. Telling Jackson she wasn’t proud of him—not her finest hour. Not her worst either, but it came close.

Stanley had found them a house on a street lined with trees, its cramped second floor sticking up from the waves. One bedroom was crushed, choked with branches and rubble. The roof was half-gone, rafters bared to the sky. The place looked like crap, and getting in was a pain, but that meant less danger from looters and thieves. With luck, they’d be out of here before it got dark.

Jackson groaned in his sleep, but didn’t wake up. Kelly bent over him and touched his cheek. He felt warm and sweaty, but not fever-sick. His hand came up, clumsy, and brushed hers away.

“Go ’way. Sleeping.”

“Me too,” said Ray, and wriggled upright. He threw off his blanket and rubbed his eyes. “What time is it, anyway?”

“Too early,” said Zoe, and covered a yawn. She’d taken the couch, her and Mira both. Mira was sleeping, still lumped into the sheets. Kelly watched her a moment, then nodded at Jackson.

“Go wake your uncle. And whatzisname, Jeb.”

“You know his name,” said Jackson, his tone dull and flat. He stepped over Stanley and headed back anyway, and came out moments later with Eddie and Jeb. “They were up already. Waiting for us.”

“Guess none of us slept great. Except maybe her.” She gestured at Mira, but nobody laughed. Jackson’s brows drew together, and Kelly looked away. “I thought we’d have breakfast and run through the plan.”

“Plan? What plan’s that?” Jackson’s frown deepened. Kelly glared back—now wasn’t the time. She opened a box of granola bars and passed them around, eight mouths, seven bars. Jeb offered her the last one, but Kelly shook her head.

“I ate,” she lied. “You guys dig in.” She took a deep breath, smelled fish, and tried not to gag. She’d wait to eat till she got clear of the stink.

“So, the plan…?” Jackson thrust out his chin, and Kelly bit back frustration. She knew that expression, that set of his jaw. Whatever she said, he’d be sure to find fault. Dig in his heels—but she was the adult. She turned to Eddie.

“Where’d you go yesterday, to get those supplies?”

“A building just east of here. Condos, y’know. We picked that one clean, but there’s more down the street.”

Kelly nodded. “Okay, you’ll go back there, grab what you can.” She turned to Stanley. “That raft you were mending, that comes with oars, right?”

“Plastic ones, yeah. They’re short, collapsible, but they’ll get the job done.”

“We won’t need them long,” she said, and hoped she was right. “Me and Jeb’ll take the raft, and we’ll find a new boat. Something big, seaworthy, to get us down the coast.”

“Down the coast?” Ray frowned. “Aren’t we headed for Tennessee?”

“Down the coast first, then up the Mississippi.” Kelly stood up. “Kids, you’ll stay here and help Stanley plot our course. We should be back soon, so don’t⁠—”

“I’m not staying here,” said Jackson.

“Me neither,” said Zoe. “Dad can’t go alone. He’s not like you guys.”

Eddie coughed. “What?”

“Come on—you’re not. Aunt Kelly knows boats, and Jeb’s like…he’s strong. You’re just a guy, and that’s fine, but⁠—”

“A guy who saved my life,” said Jeb, and clapped Eddie on the back. “You should’ve seen him just yesterday, saving my skin. See my hair, where it’s burned? That’s from a bullet, and not some .22. This was a big shell, an elephant round. Your dad saw it coming and knocked me off my feet, and if he hadn’t⁠—”

“That just proves my point,” said Zoe. “Dad’s not going alone, and neither should anyone else. I’ll go with him, and Jackson can⁠—”

“No.” Eddie stood up and hit his head on a beam. He dropped back down, sheepish, rubbing the bump. “Jackson can come with me if Kelly says okay. Ray too, I guess, but Zoe, you’re thirteen. And you’ve got asthma, and you just came through a fire. You can watch Mira. How about that?”

Zoe’s face fell. Kelly knew how she felt. In the space of a minute, she’d lost all control, plots brewing without her, plans being made. She held her hands up, but everyone kept talking.

“Hold on,” she said. “Hey—hey! Shut up.”

Jackson barely glanced at her. Eddie’s brows shot up. Jeb stood slowly, brushing crumbs off his knees.

“I could take the boys,” he said. “I saw some quiet spots yesterday, and we could poke around.”

Kelly sized him up, unsure. Eddie obviously trusted him, and the kids liked him too. But if you Googled Hell’s Angel, you’d get his mugshot, or the mugshot of someone who could’ve been his twin brother. Those guys seemed sweet, with their toy drives and charity rides. Seemed sweet, that was, till you saw their rap sheets.

“I’m not a biker, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He shook out his hair, a riot of curls. “I mean, I ride, but I’m not in a gang. I ride out, go camping, birding maybe. I like the outdoors, not⁠—”

Kelly laughed. “Birding? You mean, you watch birds?”

“Me and my dad. It’s sort of our thing. We don’t have much else in common, so, you know…” He shrugged.

Kelly searched his face for the hint of a lie, but all she read there was fondness, the ghost of a smile. The same look she guessed she got when she thought of her folks.

“Okay,” she said. “Eddie, that means you’re with me.”

Eddie clicked his heels together. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.”

Ray snorted at that, and even Zoe cracked up. Mira woke up and slid off the couch. She lay down next to Rascal and buried her face in his scruff. Jackson turned to watch her, and Kelly’s guilt surged anew. Once she’d got Jackson through this, she’d get him a dog.
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The day got hot early, and the stink rose up strong, dead fish and gasoline and sun-warmed kelp. The bugs swarmed up with it, dense clouds of sandflies. Kelly pulled up her mask to keep them out of her nose. They crawled up there anyway, and she sputtered and sneezed.

“I think I see something,” said Eddie. “Bear right, inland.”

Kelly bore right as best she could, but her oars were flimsy and the tide was strong.

“More right,” said Eddie. Kelly bit her lip hard. They’d agreed to switch off—she’d row, then him—but he was shirking, she knew it, stretching her turn.

“What time do you have?”

“Eight fifty,” said Eddie. Kelly felt herself wilt. She’d been going thirty minutes, and she was ready to melt. Part of it was the garbage, the endless dead fish. They caught on her oars and piled up at the prow. Sometimes they burst and she gagged from the stench. Part of it was exhaustion, her tank running on empty. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept through the night. Months ago, probably, before she’d listed the house. Before the Snowstorm. Before COVID. Before⁠—

“Let’s switch now,” said Eddie. “Do half-hour shifts. It’s too hot to keep going longer than that.”

Kelly groaned, grateful, and straightened up. She slid to one side and Eddie eased past her, the raft dipping sickly with each shift of weight. Kelly scanned the coastline and spotted Eddie’s find—a stand of trees, half-submerged, shielding a mud-streaked prow.

“Fishing boat, maybe?”

“Good size, as well.” Eddie set to rowing, long, powerful strokes. Kelly noticed a plank in the water and reached out and grabbed it, and used it to sweep garbage out of their path. It made the smell worse, but that was okay. What mattered was speed, getting back to the kids. Getting back to their plan, and then⁠—

“What’s that smell?”

“You mean the fish?” Kelly wrinkled her nose. “Pretend we’re at SeaWorld, and they’re feeding the seals.”

Eddie snorted. “Not that. There’s something—God, don’t you smell that?”

Kelly set down her plank and took a shallow sniff. She did, now he mentioned it, something foul, something spoiled. Rotting meat, feces, overripe fruit. Decay on a grand scale. She breathed through her mouth.

“Grocery store, maybe? Perishables gone south?”

Eddie grunted and kept rowing. The smell got worse. Kelly gagged, swallowed, and gagged some more. If she hadn’t skipped breakfast, it would be on her shoes.

“Dead goat,” gasped Eddie. “You think that’s it?”

Kelly didn’t dare speak, or open her mouth. The goat drifted by, bloated and ripe. Its tongue lolled out sadly, and Kelly looked away. She didn’t have time to feel bad for some goat. She dipped her plank in the water and helped Eddie row, but he soon shipped his oars. He twisted around to peer through the trees.

“Wait. Do you hear that?”

Kelly held her breath, listening. She could hear the water and the bump of debris. Birds in the treetops, scolding away. A low, fractious buzz, like a distant chainsaw. She frowned.

“I don’t⁠—”

“Bugs,” said Eddie. “Coming from there.” He pointed at the boat, and Kelly’s heart sank. Up close, this vessel was the answer to her prayers, solid and sturdy, a decent size. Its hull seemed intact, riding high on the tide. She could read its name, the Martha, stenciled down its side.

“It’s the goat,” she said, and stifled a cough. The smell was a taste now, putrid, half-sweet.

Eddie made a choked sound and shook his head. He pointed through the foliage, at the high cabin windows. Kelly squinted at them, but all she saw was matte-tinted glass. Then the tint moved, boiling, crawling. A gap let the sun through, then closed up again.

“It’s flies,” said Eddie. “On the inside.”

Kelly pressed her lips together. Flies weren’t good, but the Martha was—big and seaworthy, undamaged by the storm.

“Could be an animal,” she said. “Something crawled in there, couldn’t get out.”

“Or it could be the plague. You wanna risk it?”

Kelly mulled that over. She could just look and not open the cabin. See what the flies had found and go from there.

“Animals can get COVID,” said Eddie. “Maybe they get this too.”

Kelly cursed. Eddie was right. She’d be stupid to go up there, stupid to take the chance.

“Fine, we’ll move on, then. My turn to row.”

She snatched up the oars and leaned to one side. Eddie scootched past her, up to the prow. Kelly set to rowing, hard, aggressive strokes. She’d wanted the Martha, wanted to get back. To meet up with Jackson and head down the coast. Once they cleared Florida, they should be okay, away from the flooding and all that went with it.

She rowed past a yacht with a tree through its hull, past a kid’s car seat with a rat nesting in it. A shelf of tiled roof floated just below the surface, hidden by garbage and the endless dead fish. Eddie spotted it seconds before she’d have rammed it, and she rowed around slowly, feeling out its shape. The sun blazed white-hot, high overhead. Sweat streaked Kelly’s forehead and stung her eyes, pooled in her butt crack, and stained her shirt black. She rowed past a drowned school and its sunken playground. Someone had spray-painted along its east wall, huge, bloody letters dripping into the sea—DONN SNOW KILLS KIDS.

“My turn,” said Eddie, and they switched back again. Kelly hunkered down and wished she’d kept rowing. It was worse facing forward, navigating through the mess. She couldn’t keep her head down, couldn’t choose where to look. The ruined coastline assaulted her and became her whole world—broken-up boats, houses stripped to their bones. A human arm, palm up, plaintive. A dismal flotilla a few miles down the coast, boats of all sizes bobbing on the low tide.

“Eddie.” Kelly touched his arm and he stopped rowing.

“What?”

She pointed. “Boats, up ahead. But I think that’s…”

“One of those plague camps.” Eddie rowed closer. Kelly covered her mouth.

“Go around,” she said.

“Not sure I can.” Eddie glanced past the trash belt, out to the ocean. “We’d be in deep water. We could get swept away.”

“Then go inland. We’ve got to keep looking.”

Eddie circled the flotilla, heading inland. Kelly smelled sewage and the stink of burning grease. A child screamed without stopping, a hoarse, wretched sound.

“It’s like the evac center,” said Eddie. “See those black boats?”

Kelly shaded her eyes to block out the sun. She could see them, just barely, dull charcoal specks. Circling the flotilla, patrolling⁠—

“We need to go back.”

Kelly frowned. “But⁠—”

“We don’t know what their orders are. What they’ll do if they see us. Besides, every boat here is in that flotilla.”

Kelly sagged where she sat, too tired to argue. Eddie took them inland, where a line of sunken condos hid them from view. The shade revived Kelly, and they switched spots again. A light breeze blew up, reeking of smoke.

“Look up there,” said Eddie, and Kelly knew he was smiling—a lightness in his tone that made her smile too. She turned to look, but she didn’t see much, just pale smoke rising off a burned-out block. The husks of tall buildings stood stark against the sky.

“The tower by the Lowe’s sign, up on the hill.”

Kelly found the tower, and she laughed with delight. Two lonely figures stood on the charred roof, watching a raft of balloons rise on the wind. They soared red and yellow, orange and pink, a riot of color against the gray sky.

“Pretty,” said Eddie. Kelly shook her head.

“How’d they even get up there? That building’s a wreck.”

“Does it matter? Look at that.”

The last balloon rose, bright sunflower yellow. The pair turned to watch it, hand in hand on the roof. Kelly smiled as they kissed. A little joy, that was⁠—

“No.” Eddie grabbed her arm, but not fast enough. She saw them jump, saw them fall, heard their thin, dwindling screams.

“Eddie!” She spun around, frantic, and pressed her face to his shoulder. He held her and rocked her, and murmured under his breath. Tears pricked her eyes—his sweat smelled like Zach’s. He smelled like Zach, like safety, the past. She burrowed in deeper and bit back a sob.

“Jackson,” she whispered.

“It’s okay. He’s okay.”

A shiver ran through her, and she pulled away. “I need to see him. Right now.”

“I’ve got you. Let’s go.”

They switched one more time and Eddie took the oars, and all Kelly could think of was Jackson’s heartbeat—how it’d felt in that crawlway, when she’d brought him back. How she needed to hold him and feel that again.
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Jackson wasn’t back yet. Or rather, he’d been back and gone out again. Back for a second haul—what was the point? Kelly tore into another box and hissed her frustration.

“That’s six of these, packed full of food. What could be missing, that he’d risk two trips? That Jeb would let him? I knew I couldn’t trust⁠—”

“Medicine,” said Stanley. “Inhalers for Zoe.”

Kelly whirled to face him, all set to let loose, but Stanley was just the messenger, and she was terrified. Taking that out on him wouldn’t bring Jackson back sooner. It wouldn’t do anything except make a scene.

“I can guess where they went,” said Eddie. “We can go if you want.”

“I wouldn’t,” said Stanley. “Not to alarm you, but, uh…” He glanced over at Zoe. She’d found an old comb, and was helping Mira brush Rascal. Stanley edged away from her, toward the gutted front room. “I heard gunfire a while back, just south of here. You’d be sitting ducks in that little life raft.”

Kelly narrowed her eyes. “Where was this gunfire? How far away?”

“Far enough I could whistle and drown it out. Rascal still heard, though. He’s been tense ever since.”

Kelly’s panic rose again, but she tamped it back down. She needed to stay calm, to think. Plan ahead. “We can’t stay the night here. We’d be tempting fate.”

Stanley started to say something, then held up his hand. A motor purred down the street, closing in fast. Kelly ran to the far wall, where a tree had punched through, and leaned out past it to peer down the street. Eddie crowded in next to her and sighed with relief.

“That’s them. That’s Jeb.”

“And Ray, and there’s Jackson.” Kelly’s voice cracked, and she scrubbed her eyes dry. For his sake, she needed to hold it together.

Jeb pulled around back, where the trees hid the boat. Kelly ran to meet Jackson at the gap in the wall, the break in the plaster where they’d made their way in. He clambered in, dripping, laden with bags. Kelly grabbed him and hugged him, and his bags hit the floor.

“Mom—”

“I was worried.” She blinked back fresh tears. “Sorry for the ambush, but…”

“It’s okay,” said Jackson. He kissed her cheek, then pulled back. “Help me get these inside?”

Kelly grabbed two bags, one for each hand. Ray squeezed in, grinning, and dropped a box on the floor.

“Hey, Mrs. Walker. Did he tell you about the otter?”

Jackson shot him a black look. “Never got the chance.”

“You could tell her now.”

“We saw an otter.” He rolled his eyes. “Ray tried to pet it, but Jeb said they bite.”

“They do,” said Jeb, passing a box in to Ray. He caught Kelly’s eye and offered a smile. “Your boys did great. I think we’re all set.”

Eddie hurried over. “Inhalers and all?”

“Right here,” said Jackson, and dug in one of his bags. He pulled out two inhalers, and then one more. “The blue ones are her brand. The red, I’m not sure. Maybe she could use it if she runs out of blue?”

Eddie took them and zipped them into a bum bag he’d found. “Where’d you find those?”

“Some smashed house,” said Jackson. “We almost didn’t go in. This truck had gone through it, right through the roof. How does that happen, a truck through the roof? It was still hanging off it, with its wheels in the air. But we could see into the bathroom, and we thought⁠—”

“Who went in?”

“What?”

Kelly was shaking, gooseflesh down her arms. “I said, who went in?” She spun to face Jeb. “Tell me you didn’t let my son go in there?”

“Of course not,” said Jeb. “I swam in myself. That’s why I’m wet, see?” He shook like a dog, but Kelly didn’t laugh.

“This isn’t a game,” she said.

“We know that,” said Jackson. “We were careful, okay? That’s why we took two trips, because we heard boats. We came straight back here, then tried someplace else.”

Kelly let out a long breath and felt herself deflate. She hurt all over, her shoulders, her arms. Her stomach felt crampy, empty, and sour. She licked her lips, tasted salt, and cleared her throat.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have snapped.”

Jackson just grunted and scooped up his bags. Kelly watched him lope by Zoe and muss up her hair. Zoe jumped, then grinned up at him. Kelly’s heart clenched against a tide of conflicting emotions—pride for how he’d stepped up, fear for his future, and love so deep it hurt like a knife through her guts. She wanted to shelter him and knew she was too late. He’d seen death already—died, himself, even.

“Hey. You okay?” Jeb leaned through the gap, dripping on the floor. Kelly offered her hand to help him inside.

“Just scared,” she said. “He’s been through so much already—Jackson, I mean.”

Jeb nodded. “He’s strong,” he said. “But you’re his mom.”

Kelly caught his eye. “You got kids, yourself?”

Jeb shrugged. “Thought I would someday, but it never happened.” He turned away from her, back to the gap. Kelly thought she’d touched a nerve, and scrambled to say sorry. Jeb waved her to silence.

“Hear that, that shouting?”

Kelly edged up behind him, away from the kids. She did hear it, faintly, raised voices. A group. A foghorn blatted and somebody shrieked.

“Sounds like kids,” she said.

“Could be,” said Jeb. “Lot of folks out there, grabbing what they can. Some are like us, but some of them aren’t. Some look more like what we saw last night.”

Kelly’s guts curdled. She swallowed hard. “You see any boats out there? Any we could use?”

“You and Eddie come up dry?” Jeb scratched his cheek, red with sunburn. “Honestly, I thought you might. I kept my eyes open, but nothing so far. But I was thinking, we’re near the coast. If we found some high ground, there’d be boats up there—in driveways, garages, waiting for the weekend.”

“You think you could do that? You and Eddie, maybe?”

“I heard my name.” Eddie slid in beside her and gave her arm a pat. “What do you need?”

Kelly closed her eyes. She tried to gather her thoughts, but her head was full of static—fear, desperation, the need to do something.

“We need to split up,” she said, and even to her own ear, she sounded unsure. Still, she kept going, over Eddie’s protests. “I’ll round up the kids and what supplies we can carry, and we’ll wait offshore in Stanley’s boat. You two head inland, and⁠—”

“Offshore? Where those thieves are, chugging around in our tug?” Eddie turned purple. “What’ll you do if they catch you again?”

“They got what they wanted. They’ll leave us alone.”

“And what if they don’t? Or if there are others?”

“There’s thieves on shore too,” said Jeb. “And I’d guess there’s more of them. Even those Coast Guard guys caught us on land. I hate to split up the group, but I’m with Kelly here.”

Eddie scowled at Jeb. “What?”

“Think about it,” said Kelly. “We’re in a house with no roof and holes in the walls. We don’t have guns or grenades, or even a Taser. What would we do if someone decided to rob us? If they were after, uh, more than our stuff?” She glanced at the kids. “It’s safer offshore. You know it’s true.”

Eddie opened his mouth, closed it, and let his hands drop to his sides. Somewhere, not far off, an engine roared to life. It sputtered and buzzed past them, just one street away.

“That was too close,” said Jeb. “You should go, if you’re going.”

Eddie turned to Kelly, eyes black, betrayed.

“We’re going,” she said. “Ray, Jackson, come help.”
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By the time they got going, the day was nearly through, the flooded coast steeped in a golden-hour haze. Mountainous clouds hung along the horizon, their insides lit up with the late afternoon sun. Pretty, thought Kelly, but the kids were bickering behind her, Jackson and Zoe picking on Ray.

“I’m just saying,” said Ray, “it could take a while. They could find a boat tonight, or it could take a week.”

“A week?” Jackson laughed. “If they’re not back in a week, we can call a priest, ’cause⁠—”

“That’ll do,” said Stanley, and Kelly was grateful. She’d yelled at Jackson enough to last him a while.

“We could’ve at least brought more food,” said Ray, not giving up. “Some of that canned stuff. Soup and spaghetti.”

Zoe snorted. “And cook it on what? Gonna light up a fart?”

“Zoe!” Kelly swiped at her. Jackson burst out laughing. Stanley shushed them both and leaned back in his seat.

“Come tonight, you’ll all be glad we packed light. When you’re sleeping stretched out, not cramped in a ball.” He kicked at the boxes stowed under the seats. “We’ve got food and water to last us three days. That’s plenty of time to pick out a boat.”

Kelly scanned the shoreline, eyes narrowed to slits. She couldn’t see much past the glare on the water. Three days felt like forever, but Eddie and Jeb wouldn’t take that long. Eddie had Zoe to think of, and Jeb—well, he’d made two trips with the kids just today. He was efficient, if nothing else.

“You can nap if you want,” said Stanley. He held out a hat with a wide, floppy brim. “Put this on first, so you won’t burn.”

Kelly put on the hat and pulled down the brim. She closed her eyes and dozed lightly, half-dreaming, half-aware. The kids were fighting again, over the difference between sea lions and seals.

“They’re the same thing,” said Ray.

“Like you and chimpanzees?”

“Zoe, that’s mean.” Jackson snickered. “Wait—what’s a walrus? Is that the same, too?”

Kelly slid deeper into her dream. The kids were still there, only there wasn’t here. There was back home, in her ocean-blue kitchen, the sun streaming in from the garden outside. Jackson had the Pop-Tarts, and was playing keep-away with Zoe, holding them up out of her reach. Zoe jumped for them and Jackson danced back.

“Walruses have tusks,” said Zoe. A walrus appeared in the garden, out by the shed. Its coarse whiskers trembled in the gentle March breeze.

“Give Zoe a Pop-Tart,” muttered Kelly, and dove deeper still. The kids disappeared, and so did the walrus, leaving just the cozy sensation of home. Home, that was good. Her own bed. Her pajamas. Eddie in the kitchen, frying up eggs. Toast in the toaster, strawberry jam. Birds in the garden, digging up worms. Doing that dance they did after the rain.

“Hey.”

Kelly grunted. Felt around for her pillow.

“Kelly. Wake up.”

She snapped awake all at once, with a scratchy-throat gasp. “Stanley. What⁠—”

“It’s probably nothing. But look over there.”

Kelly squinted through a veil of light rain. A mustard-gray sunset hung over the coast, fuzzy with distance, and with the rain. She could make out the faint shapes of roofs and treetops, the black blocks of condos and squat office towers. A pale yellow river curved up the shore, fish and old plastic and chemical foam. Two boats rode that river, angling northeast—no, not two boats. Three, four, five. A whole fleet.

Kelly shielded her eyes. “Are they turning our way?”

“Not sure,” said Stanley. “Hard to tell in this light.”

Rascal jumped up, paws on the dash. His claws clicked and scraped, and he let out a whine.

“Get him down,” said Kelly. Jackson pulled him away. That made him bark, which made Mira cry. Zoe caught her and hushed her, her voice low and tense.

“More coming,” said Stanley, and nodded down the coast. Kelly killed the nav lights and hunched over the wheel. She found the switch for the windlass and flicked it on, never once shifting her gaze from the boats—eight of them now. Nine, maybe more. The winch squeaked and rattled as the anchor came up.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting out of their way.” She swallowed back panic, acid in her throat. The water was dark, this far from land. It made her uneasy, deep in her guts. Made her remember⁠—

Jackson coughed. “Mom?”

Black water. Garbage. A raft made from trash.

“Not now, Jackson.”

“It’s just, the rain. What if it storms?”

Kelly ground her teeth. “We don’t know it’ll storm. We do know there’s boats.” She swung them around, heading into the night. The rain blew in her face, warm as tears. It’d been warm that day, too, sailing to Pirate Splash. Finding the crawlways, the raft in the dark.

Jackson sprawled spread-eagle, lifeless and limp. His hair in the water. His mouth open wide. The shock tearing through him, and he still wouldn’t breathe. Wouldn’t come back to her. Wouldn’t open his eyes.

“Mom. Hey. They’re leaving.”

“Shut up—shut up.” She snapped without meaning to and tightened her hands on the wheel. She swung west, then the wind caught her, angling her north.

“We’re okay,” said Stanley. “Check it out. Look.”

Kelly throttled the engine and forced herself to relax. Jackson was here, alive and well. Zoe, too, Mira, even the dog. Ray’d even slept through it, curled in the stern. Beyond him, the sun had dipped below the horizon. The river of fish was gone, and the yellow-gray haze. Even the boats were just dim points of light, making their way up the shore to the north.

“I’ll head in, then,” said Kelly. “Too deep to weigh anchor.”

“Get in past the breakwater,” said Stanley. “I don’t like that wind.”

Kelly didn’t like it either, or the swells that came with it. The boat felt strange in the water, sluggish and heavy. Her head spun with vertigo when she looked at the waves—like she was moving backward, and off to one side. Spinning in circles, out of control. She scanned the dash, scowling.

“Stanley, where’s your compass?”

“Coast Guard guys got it.”

“There’s not one built in?”

“I got this boat for lake fishing. You don’t really need…” Stanley leaned on the gunwale, peering off to the rear. “We’re turned around,” he said. “The lights are back there.”

Kelly craned backward and saw he was right. The lights of the fleet had dwindled to specks, far to the west, almost out of sight. She jerked the wheel shoreward, but the boat drifted north. The wind blew up, vicious, and Rascal yelped. Ray sat up, gasping, and grabbed for the rail.

“Where are we? What⁠—”

“Wheel’s stuck,” yelled Kelly over the wind. “Or, it’s moving, but I can’t⁠—”

“It’s the current.” Stanley grabbed the wheel, yanked it, and the engine keened. “No good,” he shouted. “Current’s stronger than we are.”

“Gotta steer to the side.” Ray blundered forward and dropped to his knees. A box broke loose, hit him, and he kicked it away. “Steer across, not against it, and⁠—”

Something hard struck the hull with a deep metal runch. Kelly went flying and fell hard on her side. Stanley crumpled on top of her with a choked cry of pain. Zoe was screaming—the dog, get the dog—and Mira was sobbing, and Jackson was where?

Stanley scrambled upright, eyes wild, all whites. Kelly struggled up after him, and Jackson helped her to her knees. Ray was crouched, topless, by the starboard bench, trying to jam his shirt into a tear in the hull.

“Won’t start,” yelled Stanley. Kelly cupped her ear.

“What?”

“Engine’s out. Can’t start it. We’re⁠—”

“Mom! Help us bail!”

Kelly turned around, and the cockpit was sloshing. Jackson had a bucket and was heaving water over the side. Ray was using a deck boot to do the same thing. The ocean was fighting them, gurgling in past Ray’s shirt. Crashing over the gunwales and streaming down the sides.

Mira screamed. Zoe held her. Kelly thumped the bench hard.

“Okay, everyone, life jackets on now! We’re going to get through this, but you need to do what I say. Do it, no questions, and we’ll come out just fine.”

Jackson’s eyes locked on hers, and he gave a sharp nod. Here at least, in the storm, they shared one goal: survival.
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Sunset found Eddie and Jeb on the prowl. They kept to the gloom of the unlit side streets, their oars wrapped in canvas to keep the rowlocks from squeaking. Still, their soft splashing felt loud in the dark, and they paused at each corner to listen for boats. They stopped altogether when the suburbs ran out, giving way to a vast, empty mall parking lot.

Jeb squinted into the glare off the water. “Pretty exposed,” he said.

Eddie nodded and steered them back into the shade. “We should wait a while, maybe. Let it get dark.”

“That’d just make it worse,” said Jeb.

“How do you figure?”

“There’s no power out here, no lights to see by. And it’s getting cloudy. There won’t be a moon. Once it gets dark, it’s gonna be dark. We’ll need our flashlight, and it’ll stand out like a beacon.”

Eddie massaged his forehead. “So, what? We just go?”

“We oughtta be fine once we get past that mall. There isn’t much out there, not for a few miles. Nothing to loot should mean no looters.”

Eddie rolled his shoulders. Jeb was probably right. But that wide, flat lagoon gave him the creeps. Bright, open spaces were always a trap, in every movie he’d seen and every video game. You stepped out—or rowed out—too far to dart back, and that’s when it got you, the monster. The bullet. The zombified buzzard perched on the roof.

“Eddie? You good?”

“Just give me a sec.” He closed his eyes, listening. Birds chirped. Waves lapped. A sheet of loose plastic snapped in the wind. Garbage thumped dully against his soft hull, so gentle, so quiet, he felt more than heard it.

“D’you feel that?” said Jeb.

Eddie started to nod, thinking he meant the bumping, then he felt it too, a warm drop of rain down the back of his neck.

“Yeah, I feel that. Okay. Let’s go.” He dipped his oars and pushed off, and glided into the open. Nothing happened, no buzzard, no bullet, no Jaws. Just the rain, light and oily, slicking his skin. Eddie gripped his oars tighter and bent to his task. The mall loomed ahead, long and low, just two floors. Or three floors, he guessed, with one underwater. Malls, too, had their dark sides, and not just in the movies. You saw it on YouTube, with those urban explorers. They strolled through old malls littered with glass, cameras darting, seeking out every sound. And once in a while, something would jump out, a cat, a coyote, some guy with a gun. A whole gang, one time, kids wielding bats.

“Eddie.” Jeb stopped him with a hand on his arm.

“What is it?”

“Listen.”

He listened and heard it, an engine, or engines. Hard to gauge numbers through the pattering rain. The sound rose and swelled, and Eddie changed course. He stroked for the mall and the promise of shelter. He’d make it, he thought. It wasn’t too far. A hundred yards, maybe. One football field.

“Touchdown,” he muttered, and doubled his efforts. Jeb stretched out and helped him, paddling with his hands. The clouds blew apart and sunlight broke through, and Eddie hunched over, feeling exposed. He glanced over his shoulder, and the mall seemed no closer, a red brick mirage with a ROSS sign on top. The roar of the engine, meanwhile, had closed in—one boat, but a big one, gathering speed. Who would be out this late, buzzing around? Nobody good, he thought, and strained at the oars.

“Bear right,” said Jeb. “We’ll go round the side.”

Eddie tried, but his oar struck something solid and hard. Its plastic blade cracked, and on his next stroke, broke off. He wrenched his remaining oar out of its rowlock.

“Crap—what’d I hit?”

“Doesn’t matter. Keep rowing.”

Eddie kept rowing, dip right, dip left. Fifty yards, almost there. His shoulder seized up and he sculled through the pain, clumsy strokes now, one hand gone numb. Somewhere behind him, a foghorn blared.

“Don’t panic,” said Jeb. “Keep to your rhythm.”

Eddie tried, but his back was in knots. A rogue muscle spasmed, and he grunted in pain. Still, he kept rowing, great messy swoops. He flung his whole body from side to side, and dug at the water like a furious mole. A bright light blazed forth across the lagoon, lighting up buildings shrouded in dark. Eddie squinted against it and picked out a boat, a big, sleek-hulled yacht riding high on the tide. Someone whooped, woo-hoo, and Eddie shrank down.

“Jeb.”

“Yeah, I see ’em. It’s okay, c’mon.” He didn’t stop paddling, so neither did Eddie. The mall was close now, but he saw no way in. No friendly window, nowhere to hide. But maybe round back, if he⁠—

“Hey! Hey, Grandpa.”

Eddie rowed harder. Was that him, Grandpa?

“Yeah, you on the dinghy. Where are you going?”

Eddie huffed through his teeth. He knew a bully when he heard one, that light, wheedling tone. He guessed Jeb did too, from the force of his paddling.

“I’m talking to you. I said, where are you going? Can we come too?”

“We’re going home,” called Jeb. “Leave us alone.”

“Oh, yeah? Where’s home?”

Eddie’s temper spiked up, a hot surge through his chest. “What’s it to you?”

“We’re the neighborhood watch.”

Somebody giggled, then more voices joined in.

“Yeah, we’re the watch.”

“And you’re not our neighbors.”

Laughter went up. Someone racked a gun. Jeb quit his paddling and leaned close to Eddie.

“It’s kids,” he said. “Drunk, from the sound. Don’t let ’em⁠—”

“Hey!” The yacht circled closer, boxing them in. A bulky figure emerged and hung over the rail. “You guys like games?”

Jeb gripped Eddie’s arm hard enough to bruise.

“’Cause I got a game. It’s called ‘row or die.’ I take my shotgun and you take your oars, and we see who can⁠—”

Jeb collared Eddie and hauled him over the side. Eddie gulped a quick breath, then Jeb dragged him under. A harpoon of bubbles shot past his arm—a bullet, he realized, with mounting panic. His lungs hitched, a near-gasp, and he dove deeper. Jeb stroked ahead, kicking up a storm. Eddie followed, heart pounding, bile in his throat. How deep did he need to go, not to get shot? Sooner or later, he’d need to come up for air. The thought made his lungs burn and his guts twist with fear. His eyes stung from the salt water, and he squinted to see.

Jeb had found the wall and was paddling along it. He jerked his head—follow—and Eddie did. He swam up past Jeb, feeling his way through the murk. He couldn’t see far, maybe two feet ahead, more bricks, blank wall, then a black stretch of glass. He swam down and kicked it, then kicked it again. The glass didn’t break, and Jeb shook his head. Eddie tried to keep swimming, but his limbs had gone weak. His vision had narrowed. Spots danced in his eyes. He had to breathe now, but if he surfaced, what then?

One gulp of air. One gulp, he'd be fine. He’d come up and breathe and dive down again, too quick to aim for. Too quick to die.

Jeb grabbed for his arm. Eddie’s heart lurched. He shot up, broke surface, and the yacht was right there. Right in his face, and when he looked up⁠—

He rasped half a breath and plunged back down. A slug corkscrewed past him and tore through his sleeve. Eddie stroked wildly, down, down, and down. His hands scraped on asphalt, and he felt it draw blood. Jeb—where was Jeb? Eddie’s head spun. He flung out an arm and slapped solid brick. Hadn’t there been glass there? A window? A⁠—

Jeb grabbed his collar and gave him a shake. Eddie swallowed his panic and nodded okay. They swam past the window and found the big sliding doors, a SALE sign still plastered across the inside. Jeb tugged on one door and Eddie yanked the other, and they dragged them open, inch by pained inch. Jeb shouldered inside and Eddie squeezed after, and they stroked up and broke surface again. They came up in darkness, gasping and spitting, clutching each other, kicking their legs.

“His face was right there,” Eddie choked between breaths. “I came up and they—three of them, hanging over the side. One with his gun—I could almost’ve grabbed it.”

Jeb patted his arms. “You shot anywhere?”

“Don’t think so. You?”

“Nothing hurts. Hold on.”

Eddie waited, treading water. A gun cracked and he winced.

“All right, let’s see.” Jeb’s flashlight clicked on. Eddie gasped his dismay. They’d come up mere inches from the mildewed drop ceiling. One more foot of water, ten inches, and⁠—

“It’s okay,” said Jeb, and gave the ceiling a punch. The drop tile bumped up, revealing black space beyond. “I knew we’d be good in here, at least for air. Now we just need to wait for those kids to move on.”

Eddie nodded, still shaking. Jeb killed his light. They waited, impatient, ears pricked in the dark. Another shot cracked off and somebody laughed. Low voices grumbled, muffled through the wall.

“You think we got ’em?”

“Don’t bodies float?”

“Not till they rot, they don’t. They ain’t rotted yet.”

“Real nice,” said Jeb. Eddie nudged him to silence. Outside, something thumped, a deep, hollow sound.

“We should get inside,” said someone. “Hole up for the night.”

“Whose turn is it to stay with the boat?”

Eddie felt Jeb stiffen. He’d stopped breathing himself. Inside? Inside where? Here, in the mall?

“I’ll stay, I’m fine. But leave me the Jack.”

“Screw you—I found it. Besides, I might need the bottle. I got a feeling our rats are in there.”

Jeb cursed, low and fervent. Eddie grabbed his arm.

“Don’t panic,” said Jeb. “They won’t come down here.”

“I’m not,” whispered Eddie. “We should take their boat.”

Jeb stifled laughter. “I’m sorry, what?”

“We need a boat, right? And they’re coming inside. They’ll all be in here except one drunken kid. If we can’t take one kid, what does that make us?”

“One kid with a shotgun,” said Jeb, but he flicked on his light. He waited, head cocked, as the yacht purred away, circling round back and out of earshot. “Okay—we can’t go out the way we came in. We’d be nothing but targets, swimming around.”

“So we climb past them. Attack from up high. Throw something, maybe, distract their guard. Then we jump down and toss him overboard.”

Jeb nodded tightly. “That’ll do for now, till we see what’s what.” He arced his light wide and found the escalators, blunt-toothed steel steps rising from the flood. A raft of pale bodies lay tangled at their base. Eddie’s stomach turned over, and he bit back a shout.

“What—where’d they come from?”

Jeb shook his head. “Dumping ground, maybe. Or…” He swam closer and chuckled. “Just mannequins.”

“You sure about that?”

“Sure as I can be without taking a whiff.” He took a deep sniff. “Nothing here. You?”

“They could be fresh dead.”

“Either way, they won’t hurt us.” Jeb set off swimming, his light angled down. Eddie swam after him, trying not to breathe. The bodies were plastic. He could see that now. But the shock had stuck with him, and the shocks that’d come before—a dead paramedic, his face full of glass. A corpse in a stairwell, cold at his feet. And Zach before them, stretched on his slab. They’d kept his face covered, barely pulled back his shroud. Lifted a corner to expose just his wrist. His tattoo had gone fuzzy, but Eddie’d known just the same. He’d known, then he hadn’t—what if he’d made a mistake? He’d been drunk, eyes bleary. He hadn’t looked close. He’d waited, expecting the truth to come out—Zach was just missing, lost on the tide. They’d buried a stranger, an awful mistake. Only, they hadn’t, and⁠—

“There’s windows up top. We’ll have light for a while.” Jeb switched off his flashlight, heading upstairs. Eddie dove under the mannequins, not wanting to touch them. He didn’t come up till his hand touched the steps. He felt his way up and sure enough, there was light, a cool twilight gray silvering the storefronts.

“Let’s hug the walls,” he said. “Go from store to store.”

Jeb nodded. They unlaced their boots and hung them around their necks, and padded across the floor on their bare feet. An animal scuttered somewhere nearby. Off in the distance, Eddie heard shouts. He froze for an instant and then he ran on, and ducked into a Sunglass Hut with his back to the wall.

“Hey, Grandpa, you in here? I got your Depends.”

Jeb grabbed Eddie’s arm and they dashed up two more stores. Eddie hit his elbow on a badly placed rack.

“What’s the matter, you scared? Don’t want to come play?”

Eddie clenched his teeth hard. He hated bullies, always had. If Zoe ever got picked on⁠—

“Come out now, we’ll go easy. Keep hiding, we might have to…well, let’s take a poll.”

Jeb leaned in and whispered, low in his ear. “Boat should be near here. Up behind them.”

Eddie just nodded. He wished it were dark. As a kid, he’d been king of Murder in the Dark. He’d known how to be quiet, how to slide through the night. How to feel out his path with soft hands and feet.

“Yell out, who wants to dress ’em like girls.”

Somebody whooped. Eddie dashed across the concourse and crouched behind the stairs. Jeb knelt beside him, panting in his ear.

“Don’t breathe so loud.”

Jeb quit his puffing. Eddie chanced a peek. The concourse was empty, up past the stairs. That meant the kids were down the south hall. That, or holed up in one of the stores.

“That’s one vote for drag. We can hit up Hot Topic. Or we could make ’em play Russian roulette.”

More laughter rose up, cruel hoots and jeers. “Make ’em Putin each other.”

“Did you say Putin, or was that put it in?”

Jeb made a strangled sound. Eddie narrowed his eyes.

“They’re coming this way,” he said. “When they pass the stairs, that’ll be our chance.”

Jeb didn’t answer, but Eddie knew he’d heard. The two of them waited, barely breathing at all. Eddie’s nose itched, but he didn’t dare scratch. He crouched unmoving, blood pounding in his head. A muscle jumped in his thigh, and he willed it to quit. The kids dawdled along, taking their time, the beams of their flashlights raking the walls.

“We know you’re in here. We heard you come up.”

Eddie bit his lip and prayed that was a lie. He counted his heartbeats to keep his calm. His whole body was throbbing, his eardrums, his teeth. His hands twitched, restless, ready to fight. The kids sauntered nearer, straggling across the concourse. One of them found a ball and bounced it off the stairs.

“Toss that again. I wanna try something.”

“What?”

“Just do it, c’mon.”

Eddie edged forward, ready to run. He saw the ball’s shadow race across the floor. Then a gun fired, and the shadow went flat. It tumbled away and went plop on the tile.

“That was my ball.”

“You got two more, right?”

The kids slouched on, laughing. Eddie could smell them, cheap booze and sweat. He wondered where their parents were, and thought of Zoe.

Jeb nudged him. “Now?”

Eddie listened, then nodded, and they took off at a sprint. They bounded pell-mell across the wide hall, huffing, soles slapping, too loud by half. The kids yelled and fired at them, and they ran doubled over. They cut through the drugstore and down the south hall. Eddie could see where the kids had got in: a big, broken window open to the night sky. He waved at it—there—and Jeb grabbed his arm.

“Faster,” he gasped, and dragged Eddie on. He strained to keep up, hardly touching the floor. A slug pinged off a column two feet to his right, spraying his neck with chips of concrete. Eddie’s heart stuttered and he pushed himself faster. He could see the boat now, a white smudge in the night. A kid on the deck, peering down at the mall—a kid who’d soon spot them, and then they’d be dead.

“Hide.” Eddie shoved Jeb toward a darkened storefront.

Jeb stumbled. “What?”

“Go. I got this.”

Jeb frowned, but broke left. Eddie went right. He slid into the shadow behind a bookrack.

“Hey—hey! Over here.” Eddie poked his head out. The kid spun around.

“Who said that? Who’s there?”

“Me, Gramps. Come get me.” He waved, and the kid fired over his head.

“Still here,” he called, and Jeb broke his cover. He stormed out the window, up the side of the boat, seized the kid by his jacket, and tossed him overboard. The kid yelled and coughed, and Eddie rushed out, barely a car’s length between him and his pursuers. He lunged left, then right, then bolted ahead. A gun clicked, misfired, and somebody swore. A slug whistled past him, so close he felt the breeze. Eddie flew onward, head back, chest out. He heard shouting and laughter and blood in his ears. He heard the yacht’s motor sputter to life. A hand snagged his shirttail and he launched himself through the air, out the smashed window, and he hit the side of the boat. He splashed down, grabbed the ladder, and hauled himself up. Jeb hit the gas and Eddie slumped where he clung, the strength draining out of him as his adrenaline ebbed.

“Eddie?” called Jeb, as they swung away from the mall.

“Coming,” he croaked, and clambered over the rail. He collapsed on the warm deck, flat on his back.

“You had me worried. Thought you dropped off.”

Eddie closed his eyes, drained, and let himself breathe. “I’m good,” he managed. “Let’s go find the others.”


41







“Move over,” said Stanley. He nudged Ray aside and felt around in the dark, splashing around in a foot of black water. “Damn, that’s a mess down there. How big’s that hole?”

“I don’t know, like this?” Ray held his hands about a foot apart. “It’s a rip in the hull. Wide in the middle.”

“How wide?”

“Three inches, maybe? The size of my fist.”

Stanley turned to Kelly. “The port bench lifts up. Go look underneath. You oughtta find bungs and a tub of Stay Afloat sealant. Grab both and hurry, while I feel out this rip.”

Kelly flipped up the port bench and rifled through what was there: a box of old fly lures, a tangle of rope. A wet cardboard box full of tapered wood plugs. She grabbed that and passed it over to Stanley.

“I can’t find the Stay Afloat.”

“Try the rear storage.”

Kelly waded rearward, but Zoe was closer. She pushed the bin open and the wind blew it shut. It cracked down on her knuckles with a plastic thud. Zoe shoved it back open and held it with her shoulder, and dragged out a bucket stamped STAY AFLOAT. Ray shouted something, lost in the wind.

“What?”

Ray staggered closer and stumbled into her arms. “Bilge pumps,” he shouted. “The bilge pumps went out.”

“Went out? What do you mean?”

“Could be blocked, maybe. Or the battery died.”

Kelly sloshed back to the captain’s seat. The dash lights were out, the instruments dead. She slapped the wheel, cursed, and glanced back at Stanley. He was tearing at Ray’s shirt with bunched, swollen hands.

“Hey. Need some help?”

Stanley thrust the shirt at her. “Tear a strip off this, quick.”

Kelly yanked up the side seam and ripped the cloth with her teeth. Tore off four inches around the waist.

“This do?”

Stanley snatched the cloth and wrapped the bung tight. He thrust it under the water, into the hole.

“Battery’s out,” yelled Kelly. “No bilge pump, no⁠—”

“There’s a switch on the dash. Change to battery two.”

Kelly did as he said and the dash lights came up, but the GPS panel stayed frustratingly blank. Kelly jabbed the power button and jabbed it again. A message came up—NO SIGNAL. She swore.

“Mom, come help bail.”

Kelly splashed her way aft through water past her knees. Mira and Rascal were crouched near the stern, his tail switching madly, her face in his scruff. Stanley was patching the torn hull by feel, slopping in sealant with his bare hands. Ray and Jackson were bailing, and Zoe as well. Kelly grabbed the lure box and emptied it out. She joined the kids bailing, but her shoulders were stiff. She dug deep for strength and found rage instead—rage at the world, rage at Donn Snow. Rage at the current and the wind and the rain. Rage at those Coast Guard crooks, especially them. She flung water and pictured it soaking them good. Sweeping them, screaming, into the sea. She yelled with each heave, till her throat went raw. Jackson yelled with her, over the wind, and little by little, the water went down.

“Break time,” said Stanley, and grabbed for her box. Kelly shook him off, but he grabbed it again.

“You’ve been going an hour now. You need a rest.”

“I’m fine,” said Kelly, but Stanley stood firm.

“We need to conserve our strength, and that includes you. Sit down, relax, and let me finish up.”

Kelly sat down, but she couldn’t relax. A cold, sickly feeling had settled in her gut.

“Where, uh…without GPS, where would you say we are?”

Stanley glanced at the kids and his expression turned grim. Kelly peered past him, back the way they’d come. She couldn’t see anything beyond twenty feet, no moon, no stars, no lights from the shore. The rain had died off, or they’d been swept out past it.

“We should’ve put out buckets,” said Stanley. “Before that rain quit.”

Kelly swallowed. “You’re saying…”

He bent close to whisper. “I’m saying that current swept us miles out to sea. Come morning, I doubt we’ll be in sight of shore.”

Kelly fought down her panic, the wild urge to scream. She beckoned to Jackson, needing something to do.

“Help me with the supplies,” she said.

“Help you do what?”

“Get them out of the water. Make sure they’re dry.” She pulled out a box from under the starboard bench. It came apart in her hands and she huffed her disgust. Slim Jims and PowerBars scattered at her feet, and she scooped them up and piled them on the bench. “Who packed the Slim Jims? They’re all salt and grease.”

“We looked for jerky,” said Ray. “But that’s all we found.”

Jackson flung a bag of wet trail mix over the side. Kelly caught his arm, but it was already gone. He shook her off, scowling.

“What?”

“Nothing, just…” She bit her tongue. “Maybe don’t toss anything that might still dry out.”

Jackson’s face fell, but he didn’t ask questions. He set to work straightening, salvaging what he could. They still had apples, bruised but okay, packs of Capri Sun, mostly intact. Nutella and marmalade, smooth almond spread, saltines and Ritz crackers in wax paper sleeves. Stanley’s cooler had fish in it, still good for a day.

Kelly frowned. “Where’s the water?”

“Back here,” said Zoe, her voice high and tight. Kelly scrambled to join her, heart in her throat. Zoe was holding a jug, one of four they’d brought on, but even in the dimness, Kelly could see it was cracked.

“This one’s half full,” said Zoe. “But I can’t tell just by looking if it’s seawater or fresh.” She stuck a finger in, licked it, and dropped the jug. “Ew, no. That’s salt.”

“What about the rest?”

Zoe bent down. “This one’s okay,” she said, and held up a jug. “The others got stepped on. They’re crunched pretty bad.”

Kelly thought she might puke. She clenched her fists tight. “That’s one gallon of water and how much Capri Sun?”

Ray thumbed through the pouches. “Thirty, thirty-five?”

“So, six ounces a pouch, let’s say thirty-five…” She counted on her fingers. “About a gallon and a half. That’s—” Three liters a day, recommended intake. Enough for three adults, just for one day.

Kelly sat down hard. Even if they rationed, they wouldn’t last long. Not in the stifling Florida heat. Not without shade, or respite from the sun.

“We can turn salt water to fresh water,” said Zoe. “With a cup and a bowl, and plastic wrap, if we’ve got it.”

“We don’t,” said Jackson, but Ray brightened up.

“There’s wax paper,” he said. “That might work in a pinch.”

Kelly tuned out the kids’ chatter, fighting despair. They might eke out a cup or two with a makeshift still, enough to wet their lips, but not much more. Not enough for six people, and Rascal besides. Speaking of whom…

“Mira? Hey, Mira?” Kelly sank to her knees. Mira hadn’t moved since the storm died down. She was still crouched down small, cuddled up to the dog, her wet black hair plastered to her neck. Kelly stretched out her arms. “Mira, come here.”

Mira looked up at her, eyes wide and dark. Kelly dredged up an encouraging smile.

“It’s okay. It’s over. The water’s all gone.” She patted her knee, but Mira just stared.

“She’s scared,” said Stanley.

Kelly snorted—ya think?

“You’re all wet,” she said. “Let’s get you dried off.”

Mira looked down at herself, at her stained princess dress. Her lower lip wobbled, but she didn’t cry. Kelly nudged Jackson.

“Have you seen the blue bag?”

Jackson went to the back bin and returned with the bag. Kelly dug through it and found one of Jeb’s shirts, a great ugly plaid thing as wide as a tent. Mira frowned at the sight of it, but Kelly’s smile stayed on.

“It’s dry, see? And warm. Wanna try it on?”

Mira crept closer, pulling Rascal along. Kelly shielded her with her body as she peeled off her dress. Her skin was rough underneath it, where the cheap fabric had chafed. It made Kelly’s heart hurt in a way she hadn’t felt in a while, not since Jackson was little and he’d scraped his knees. She wrapped her up quickly in Jeb’s massive shirt and rolled up the sleeves till her fingers poked out.

“I need something to tie this up at the waist.”

Zoe undid her own belt and handed it over. Kelly cinched it around Mira’s waist and tugged Jeb’s shirt up. The hem still hung low, but Mira wouldn’t trip.

“You look nice,” said Zoe. “Like, y’know, what’s her name? The Scottish princess.”

“Merida,” said Jackson, covering a yawn.

“That’s right, Merida.” Kelly lifted Mira into her lap. Mira shivered against her, cold or scared, maybe both. Kelly rocked her slowly and hummed a soft tune. Rascal crowded closer and laid his head on her knee.

“You kids should rest,” said Stanley, and sat down himself. “Come morning, there’s work to do, enough for us all.”

Kelly expected the kids to protest, but none of them did, not even Jackson. They stretched out one by one on the rain-damp benches, squirmed to find comfort, and went to sleep. Stanley slept where he sat, in his seat near the bow, and Rascal crept over to lie at his feet. Kelly watched the kids, then she watched the horizon, waiting for dawn, and a miracle, maybe. Maybe the waves would come sweep them ashore. Deposit them safely where they belonged. Driftwood washed up, and wreckage, and fish. Why shouldn’t they likewise find their way home?

Mira stirred, restless, and whined in her sleep. Kelly stroked her hair, dry now, till she settled down. A ribbon of gray unspooled to the east. Kelly turned her back to it and waited, but the shore didn’t rise. The sky lightened, warm with the promise of sun. Kelly licked her dry lips and sucked her dry teeth, and still she saw nothing but endless, slow waves. She tried not to think, but thoughts came anyway, dreadful, scared thoughts that she soon pushed away—could we eat Rascal? Would the kids drink his blood? What about fish blood? My blood, would they⁠—

Stanley woke and sat up, and they exchanged hollow stares. The question hung unspoken: what now?

What now?
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Donna unhooked her mask and rolled her window down. The fresh mountain air blew her hair off her face. She sucked in a lungful, and it scoured her lungs clean and tickled her nose with the green smells of spring—pine sap and beetleweed, new leaves and dirt. She’d never get tired of that wild country smell.

She steered up the dirt track and round the wide bend, and the dogs’ cheery barking met her halfway. She could see them already, through the gaps in the trees, out in their run, jumping up on the fence. They were jamming their snouts through, eager for treats. But she hadn’t brought any, not from this trip.

Bill came out to meet her, dusty with flour. She parked her truck and hopped down, and stretched her sore back. Bill came up behind her and palmed her stiff shoulders.

“That bad, huh?”

“Mm…” Donna leaned back against him with a low, grateful sigh. No point trying to hide it, no point being brave. After forty-five years, Bill knew her too well. He knew how her back cramped up on a long drive, how beer made her sleepy, how grapes itched her tongue. He knew stress made her shoulders stiff, and how to de-bunch them. She groaned with relief and turned her head for a kiss. Bill’s lips brushed her cheek, and she managed a smile.

“Got your candy,” she said. “That horehound you like. Your pills, though…”

“No luck?”

Donna slid her hand over his—two worn hands whose gnarls still fit together. “Sorry,” she said. “Want to sit down?”

“I’d better, I guess. Save some wear on my knees.”

They sat down together on the bench Bill had carved, with both their initials in a heart on the end. Kelly had carved hers in when she was five, smushed them right in between BB and DB.

“I tried all round town,” she said, and leaned into Bill’s warmth. He smelled faintly of weed, but she left that alone. “I went to Buck’s, to the Kwik Stop, all the way to Walgreens. You should’ve seen it, like locusts came through. Anything’d kill a fever, they’d bought it up to the last. Aspirin, ibuprofen, even your Aleve.”

Bill made a humph sound, not angry, just tired.

“I did get some Tiger Balm. Last jar in town.”

Bill slid his hands under her coat. He worked his thumbs up her back, loosening the knots.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Donna closed her eyes. “Hm?”

“You wouldn’t be this stiff over just my bum knees.”

“Wouldn’t I?” Donna exhaled through her nose, half-laugh, half-sigh. For a smart guy, Bill sure could be dense. “It’s not just the pills were gone. Those shelves were bare. They panic-bought everything from TP to dog treats. I didn’t get those either, or a whole lot of food.”

Bill’s scraggly unibrow pinched in at the middle. “So what’s all those bags for? What’ve you got in the truck?”

Donna let out a groan as Bill’s thumbs dug deep. She could feel her back loosening, her stress draining away. She let her eyes wander over their rambling acres, the dog run, the barn, the overgrown greenhouse. The rotted-out chicken coops in their weedy enclosure.

“I was thinking,” she said, “this place was a farm. We’ve never used it as one, but we could if we tried.”

Bill’s mouth quirked up. “So you got…farm stuff?”

“The garden center was open, so I thought, why not? This plague might blow over or it might not. Either way, you and me, we’ll be wanting to eat.”

“That we will,” said Bill. “So, what did you get?”

“Seeds and plant pots, soil, rubber hose. Clear poly sheeting to patch the greenhouse. Would’ve got glass, but would we know how to cut it?”

“I’d know,” said Bill. “But we don’t have the tools.” His smile lines deepened. “I know that’s not everything. What else did you get?”

“They had chicks for sale, so I got us a few. A heater for the henhouse and wood to patch it up. Galvanized mesh to keep the rats out. No one panic-bought that, or the feed for the birds.” She laughed, low and rough, and reached for Bill’s hand. “We can grow us some garden cress in just fourteen days, pea shoots in three weeks, green onions too. We’ll have beets and spinach around the month mark. Lettuce as well, but tomatoes take longer. Funny—I always thought tomatoes were quick. Oh, and I got zucchini, so you can make your⁠—”

“Zoo sticks?” Bill’s eyes lit up. “Jackson’ll love that.”

“You still think they’re coming?”

Bill squeezed her hand and bumped his thumb over her knuckles. She knew what he was thinking. She’d thought it too, through long, sleepless nights. Kelly was coming because she had to be. She’d all but promised she would once she’d sold her house, and now it was gone, swallowed up by the flood. What else could she do, if not come back home?

“They’re coming,” said Bill. “Prob’ly hung up somewhere, all that traffic through Atlanta. If they got stuck in that, they’ll be a while still. There’s that whole quarantine zone they’ll need to skirt by.”

Donna didn’t say anything. She couldn’t let Bill hear the catch in her voice. Atlanta was bad, hit hard by the plague. If Kelly was there, or worse, still in Florida—in one of those boat towns huddled up to the coast⁠—

“What are you thinking?” Bill’s voice was gentle, and Donna cleared her throat.

“Just thinking,” she said. She’d gone out on a call just before she’d retired, up to a farm nestled in the hills. The scene she’d found there had about made her retch, greyhound-thin horses collapsed in their stalls, cows stood knee-deep in their own runny waste. Kittens curled, dying, in their newspaper nest. She’d saved one dog, one, a starved mastiff mix. The rest, she’d put down, every horse, every cow, and the smell of their misery had followed her home. It’d taken a month of showers to wash off the stink. Or maybe it’d stuck with her, because she smelled it now, at the thought of Kelly in some rancid plague camp.

“Quit thinking,” said Bill. “Let’s get to work.”

“Okay,” said Donna, and took a deep breath. “I’ll start on the greenhouse, stapling up all that sheeting. You drive to the Bells’ old place and get their strawberries.”

“Those won’t be ripe yet, prob’ly not till June.”

“Not the berries,” said Donna. “Dig up the whole plants. I heard in a greenhouse, we can get fruit all year.”

Bill grinned. “In that case, I’ll grab their artichokes too. And anything else they’ve got, comes back every year. Waste not, want not, right?”

“Waste not, want not.” Donna kissed him again, on his floury forehead. “What were you baking?”

“Banana bread. It needs to come out in about half an hour.”

“I’ll set a reminder so I won’t forget.” Donna dug out her phone and did just that. Bill stood up, stretched, and stuck out his hand.

“Keys?”

Donna tossed him the keys to the truck. She sat for a moment, watching him go. Watching which knee he favored—his left, this time. She’d give it a good rub when he got home. In the meantime, she had a whole lot to do, the greenhouse to patch, the henhouse to set up. And before that, treats for the dogs. Apple slices, she guessed, from the root cellar. They didn’t go nuts for those like they did for turkey chews, but she needed her dog time, and they deserved treats.

“Coming,” she called, toward the dog run. The dogs yipped and danced, and Donna found her smile. Kelly would come. She felt it deep down. Three days, a week, and she’d drive up that path, and the farm would be ready to welcome her home.
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Ray got heatstroke their first day adrift.

It came on slowly, but Kelly should’ve seen it, like she should’ve seen what would happen if she split up the group. If she’d just sat tight, hunkered down at the house, what were the odds it would’ve gone bad? They could’ve stayed quiet, and stayed out of sight. Waited for Eddie—had he found a boat? Was he out there somewhere, thinking the worst?

Ray puked so much Kelly thought he might die. She cradled his head and fed him grudging sips of water—grudging because he just spit them back up. It felt like a waste trying to soothe his dry throat. But Jackson was watching, and Mira and Zoe, and Ray himself stared at her with dull, frightened eyes. She nursed him through the evening and most of the night, and come morning he sat up and asked for an apple. He nibbled it slowly, but he kept it down.

Zoe experimented, that first day, with solar stills. She built one with a bowl and a cup and wax paper, and a sail of tinfoil to focus the heat. The wax paper burned, and Zoe beat it out. She tried again with a foil cup and bowl, and an elaborate foil funnel to catch the drips. That crumpled in on itself without yielding much. By the end of the day, she had half a glass of water, which Mira tried and promptly spat out.

Jackson made a parasol from a stretched-out tarp, and he and Stanley crouched under it to work on the motor—or mostly, to argue over what had gone wrong. Stanley blamed salt buildup, then a clogged intake. Jackson blamed the crank sensor, and wouldn’t budge. The engine had misfired, heading out from the house. It’d been idling rough for a while before that. That meant the crank sensor. Anyone could see that.

Ray’d gone listless by then, but he didn’t agree. He blamed the ignition, and stuck to his guns. The three of them bickered until Ray got sick, and then Jackson and Stanley kept up the debate. They tinkered with the motor, and it still wouldn’t start. Stanley switched from the backup to the main battery, not wanting to drain what power they had left. That night was dark, with no lights from shore.

Day two, they roasted and sipped Capri Sun. The sugar was cloying, and Kelly’s thirst raged. Her throat screamed for water, but she held back. She sipped from her juice pouch and chewed the straw flat, sucking orange nectar one drop at a time. Between sips, she fished, and she licked at her teeth.

Rascal lay, panting, at Stanley’s feet. His eyes had gone glassy, gummed up with gunk. Mira fanned him to keep him cool, and let him drink the rank water from Zoe’s still.

Jackson and Ray wanted to set off a flare. They had three, just three, and Kelly couldn’t think. She needed water and sleep, and Eddie. And water. Water, a shower, and no. No. No flare.

“Why not? We’re stranded. We’re cooking out here.”

“Because, look around you. You see any boats?” She made a wide, sweeping gesture, and it made her feel faint. “Watch the horizon. Wait till you see⁠—”

“What if I don’t?” Jackson was trembling, his lips dry and cracked. “What if they’re out there, close enough they might see? We might not see them, but that doesn’t mean⁠—”

“We could wait for night,” said Ray, hoarse and subdued. “We wouldn’t see them, but we’d stand out more.”

“Or we get back to work, start this damn engine. Get closer to shore, where we might stand a chance.” Stanley flung down his spanner and rubbed his face. “Even my eyes are dry. God, I need⁠—”

“Shut up,” said Kelly. “Just shut up and…” She clamped her mouth shut and reeled in her line. The lure was still good, but her hook was bare. The fish weren’t biting and hadn’t been all day. Maybe Jackson was right, and she should light a flare. But who would see it? Who would it bring? No one at all, most like, and that would be bad. But a visit from the Coast Guard could go even worse. Who else was out there, plying the seas?

Rascal tried to drink seawater out of the bilge. He snapped at Mira when she dragged him away. She cried without tears and wouldn’t let Kelly hold her. Ray distracted her with singing, and Kelly just stared—how could he do that, parched as he was? She herself was as dry as an old, crumbling leaf. If she tried to sing, she’d just cough up dust. A mean thought occurred to her: had Ray been sneaking juice? But, no, he hadn’t. Their stock was all there. She’d guarded it like a dragon, all day and night. Slept with it, even, bundled under her shirt.

They set off a flare that night, but nobody came.

Day three, a turtle came, a green, mossy thing. Kelly watched it without registering it, lost in the sun’s patterns on its cruddy shell. A vague sense of envy balled in her guts—a vision of water, diving in deep. Of cool showers and waterfalls, and taps flowing clear. She sipped from her juice pouch, her last one, she thought. After today, she’d be⁠—

“Quiet. Don’t move.”

She jerked from her stupor with an undignified snort. Stanley had risen on the balls of his feet.

“There’s a turtle,” he whispered. “Their blood’s safe to drink.”

Kelly sat gaping, unsure she’d heard right. Stanley swung his leg over the side of the boat. Ray edged up next to him, angling for a peek.

“What’re you doing? You killing that turtle?”

Mira let out a shriek, a bloodcurdling wail. She drummed her heels on the bottom of the boat. The turtle dove under, and Kelly ground her teeth. She hadn’t relished the notion of draining some turtle, but better that than dying of thirst.

“C’mere, Mira,” said Zoe. “Let’s play tic-tac-toe.”

Mira pulled a sour face, but she sat up. Zoe drew out the grid in a notepad she’d found. Kelly went back to fishing and watched for the turtle. Jackson and Ray had dismantled the engine, and were making a lot of noise checking each part in turn. Kelly’s head pounded and she wished they’d shut up. The sun reached its zenith and hung there unmoving, beating forever on her red, peeling arms. Zoe slid up and nodded over the rail.

“Turtle’s back,” she said.

Kelly waved Stanley over. “How do we catch it?”

“Just grab its shell, but it’s gonna be heavy. I’ll get in the water and push it up from below.”

Stanley eased into the water and dove underneath. He circled behind the turtle and seized its thick shell, right at the base of its squat, knobbly neck. The turtle flapped wildly, and Stanley thrust it up. Kelly grabbed it like a toddler, under its flippers. Her arms bunched and spasmed under its weight.

“Heavy,” she gasped. “Jackson. A rope.”

She hung over the side, smelling sun-warmed turtle. The effort of holding it made her head spin. Stanley was flagging, barely staying afloat.

“Hurry,” croaked Kelly. Jackson found a rope and made a lasso. He looped it over the turtle and jerked it tight.

“Okay, help pull.” He passed Kelly the rope, and she panted and heaved. The rope burned her hands, raising fat, painful blisters. Mira was screaming, but Kelly barely heard. She yelled at Ray to get over and help. He did, and the turtle slid over the side. It struck the bench sidelong and tumbled away, hitting the deck with a miserable thud. Ray poked its flipper.

“What now? We kill it?”

Mira screamed louder. Kelly felt sick. The turtle lay helpless, flippers thumping the deck. Rascal got up for the first time all day and tottered to the turtle and nosed at its shell.

“Mom?” Jackson nudged her.

“I don’t know,” she said. She dug her hand in her pocket and felt for her knife. She could cut its throat, she guessed. That ought to be quick, except…how thick was its hide?

“We could wait,” said Ray. “It looks like rain.”

Kelly scanned the horizon. A thin raft of clouds grayed the western sky, postcard clouds, not rain clouds. Still…

“Yeah, let’s wait. Give it the night. If the rain doesn’t come…” She let the thought go unfinished. It made her want to hurl. Stanley took her arm and drew her away from the kids.

“We can’t wait too long,” he said. “It’ll die anyway, too long on land. And once that happens, its blood won’t be good.”

“Can it last through the night?”

“Probably,” said Stanley. “If we keep it wet.”

Kelly glanced at Mira, whose shrieks had died off. “We’ll do it at dawn, then. Before she wakes up.”

They set out the buckets in hopes of rain—set out everything hollow that might hold a sip. The kids crowded around the turtle, grim and subdued. They dipped rags in seawater and squeezed them on its back.

Getting attached, Kelly thought, and turned away. Night came, and she shared out the last of the juice. The kids drank in silence and soon went to sleep. Stanley dozed off soon after, Rascal at his side. Kelly watched the dog sleep, watched his sides rise and fall. His nose had dried out halfway through their first day. He’d stopped moving day two, except to piss on the deck. Kelly’s eyes burned, but she had no tears to shed.

“Mom.” Jackson sat up and pushed his hair off his face. Kelly reached out for him.

“What’s wrong? You sick?”

Jackson made a thick sound, maybe a laugh. “Not sick, just antsy. Can’t get to sleep.”

“You should try. You need rest.”

“Yeah? So do you.” He turned his face to the sky. “It does smell like rain, sort of.”

Kelly didn’t smell anything, but she nodded all the same. Jackson scratched at his chin, at his coarse growth of beard.

“You were right,” he said. “Back on the tug, when those Coast Guard guys came. Zoe got out without me, so…yeah. I was dumb.”

Kelly’s chest tightened, and she wanted to cry. Jackson wasn’t apologizing. He was saying goodbye.

“You were brave,” she said, and that was goodbye too. An olive branch offered from death’s own embrace. She fought back a shiver. “Hug for your mom?”

Jackson hugged her. He felt warm and too bony, and she guessed she did too. As hugs went, this one sucked.

“Love you,” she said, and Jackson said it back. They watched the waves till the last light left the sky. Then Jackson lay down with his head next to Ray’s. Kelly listened to his breathing, and Rascal’s, and Zoe’s. Stanley snored a while, shifted, and his snoring eased off. Kelly’s eyes drifted shut, and she woke with a start.

“What—what was…”

She’d heard something, a splash. And it was raining. She opened her mouth.

“Morning,” said Ray. Kelly narrowed her eyes.

“What was that splash just now? Did someone⁠—”

“The turtle.” Ray straightened, defiant. “We’ll have water now, so I threw him back.”

Kelly opened her mouth to scold him, but the rain cut her off. The drizzle turned to a deluge, and she laughed instead. Rascal woke up barking, and struggled to his feet. He spread his legs wide and lowered his snout to the deck, lapping up raindrops as they splattered on the wood.

“Lord, is that rain?” Stanley held out his cupped hands and raised them to his face. Zoe and Jackson pulled a tarp over Mira, but she squirmed out, laughing, and raised her face to the sky.

“Get rags,” said Ray. “Wring them out in the buckets and they’ll fill up faster.”

Kelly tore the pocket out of her jeans. She held it up, soaked it, and wrung it into her mouth. The water was warm and tasted of sweat, but she choked it down anyway and held her rag up for more. Jackson was doing the same with a sock, Mira with the hem of her oversized shirt. Stanley wrung his bandanna into a bowl for Rascal.

“Drink up,” he said. “Told you, didn’t I? Told you ‘hang on’—look at you. You’re okay.”

The rain poured down all morning, then eased back at noon. The buckets were full by then, even overflowing. Still, Kelly’s good spirits flagged in the heat of the day. The water they’d gathered might stretch a week. But their food wouldn’t, and the fish weren’t biting. And Ray’d gone and tossed their turtle overboard.

“We should set off a flare tonight,” said Jackson.

“There’s only one left.”

“I still think we should. We’ve been out here for days.”

Kelly waved him off, but she couldn’t shake her doubts. The dirty rainwater had upset her stomach. What if she waited and someone got sick? If rescue was out there and she let it go by? The weight of the decision sat heavy in her gut.

“Kelly?” Stanley sat beside her and laid his hand on her arm. She shook him off, swallowed, and rubbed her eyes.

“Could we make a smoke signal? With damp rags, maybe?”

“Not without burning a hole in the boat.”

Kelly grabbed Stanley’s tackle box and weighed it in her hands—cheap, battered metal. Light enough to float.

“We could hook this off the side. Burn wet cloth or rubber, or burn our shoes. It’d be like a flare, except it’d last longer.”

Stanley looked doubtful, but Kelly had to try. She dug through the emergency kit and found a book of matches.

“Put it downwind, at least,” said Ray. “We still need to breathe.”

Kelly tore the lid off the box and set it in the water. She laid her shoe in it and set it alight. It took three matches to start it, soaked as it was. The smoke, when it came, was thick and choking. Kelly took the boathook and secured the box off the side. A black scrawl of smoke rose across the gray sky.

“Not bad,” said Stanley. Ray held his nose. Kelly sat quiet, watching the smoke. When her shoe was gone, she burned its mate. Then she burned Jackson’s shoes, and Zoe’s, and Ray’s. Stanley’s were cork, and didn’t smoke much. Mira’s dress was better, but burned out fast. Kelly burned Stanley’s slicker, and a roll of plastic wrap. She burned everything she couldn’t eat, drink, or use. She kept the fire going till dinner, but nobody came.

Some time before sunset, Jackson yelled out. Stanley, who’d been dozing, jumped in his seat.

“What? What just happened?”

“Found our bad wire.” Jackson held up a nameless section of engine. “We just need to splice it, and we should be good.”

“You mean we can go?” Kelly hardly dared hope.

“We’re low on fuel,” said Stanley. “We won’t make the shore. But we’ll get closer. Close enough to be seen.”

“Close enough to be saved.” Jackson bent to his task. He worked till the light was gone, then he worked by flashlight. Kelly watched, torn between hope and despair. Jackson knew engines, but this felt too pat. Too easy, too lucky—too lucky by far.

The engine roared to life just after ten. Kelly gasped, Jackson whooped, and it sputtered back out. Jackson tried again, same thing, and bellowed a curse.

“It’s okay,” said Kelly. “Try again in the morning.”

Jackson lay down and pulled the tarp over his head.

Day five, Kelly woke up to dense pea-soup fog. She sat up with a groan and nearly choked on her tongue. There in the fog stood the shape of a sail—a sail and a prow. A boat…a mirage? She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and the boat was still there, close enough she could hear the creak of its shrouds.

Her signal had worked. They were saved. Really saved.
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Jackson opened his eyes on a new, soft, gray world, so vague and dreamlike he had to pinch himself to be sure he was awake. Strange, muffled whispers drifted from the prow—Mom and Stanley, he thought. Arguing, urgent.

“—don’t know,” said Stanley. “No lights in a fog like this, that isn’t right.”

“We don’t have lights.”

“’Cause our battery’s dead. Who knows, with these guys?”

Jackson sat up, taut with excitement. These guys? Who? Where? He peered through the fog and grinned till his lip split.

“Mom! When’d we⁠—”

“Shh.” Stanley beckoned him forward with a finger to his lips. Jackson stepped over Ray and skirted Rascal’s splayed legs.

“It’s a boat, right? Why aren’t we yelling?”

“Look closer,” said Stanley. Jackson squinted and frowned. A mid-sized sailboat rose and fell with the tide, its mainsail furled, its jib sagging loose. It strayed east with the current, then west with the tide, a lost, drunken straggler in search of home.

“It’s drifting,” said Jackson. “Well, good. Free boat.”

“Could be a plague boat,” said Stanley. “Full of disease.”

Mom sniffed the air. “We’d smell that by now.”

“Unless they’re not dead. They could just be sick, holed up below.”

Jackson watched the boat. It jerked east again, then wandered back west. Through the fog, he caught glimpses of rot and decay—a hull streaked and pitted with cancerous rust. A loose halyard swinging, and stains on the deck. A swag of sailcloth bagging out of its tie.

“Rust like that takes time,” he said. I could swim over, check out the⁠—”

“Quiet. Hear that?” Stanley stood listening, head to one side. Jackson heard nothing, and he shuffled, impatient. His skin was dry, salty, the day warm and damp. He ached to dive into the welcoming waves. To swim, to stretch out, feel the cool on his skin.

“Listen,” said Stanley. Jackson ground his teeth. He heard Rascal snuffling, and the rustle of cloth. Mira sat up, then Zoe, then Ray. On the boat, there’d be space for them all to spread out. A cool, spacious cabin, a long, open deck. Shade from the sails, and the breeze in his face.

Zoe leaned forward. “Jackson? Is that⁠—”

Stanley waved her to silence. “There. Don’t you hear?”

Jackson scowled, then his scalp crawled. He didn’t want to hear it, but it was there all the same—a low beehive hum, muted by the fog. An engine, or engines, approaching from the south.

“Get down,” said Mom. She brushed past Stanley and took the captain’s seat. “Someone get Rascal.”

Stanley collared Rascal, who’d started to growl. Mom goosed the ignition, but the engine didn’t start.

“Kill switch,” said Stanley. “Under the dash.”

“It’s already off.” Mom tried again, swore, and slapped the wheel. Jackson leaned past her and switched the power source.

“You forgot to switch batteries. Main’s out of juice.”

Rascal barked sharply and lurched for the bow. Jackson jerked at the sound and nearly cried out. His nerves thrummed and jangled. A muscle jumped in his leg. He needed to move, to do something, be useful. He pushed in next to Mom.

“Here, let me try.”

Mom didn’t seem to hear him. She bent over the dash. The engine whirred, sputtered and cut out again.

“Let me try. I could⁠—”

“The Coast Guard,” said Stanley.

Jackson pushed in again. Mom shoved him off her, and he forced her aside. They struggled, both panting, then Mom threw him back. Her elbow caught him square in the ribs. The sudden pain hit him like a bucket of ice. Pain, and the Coast Guard—did Stanley say⁠—

“Get down,” said Mom, and she pushed him again. This time, he crumpled and dropped down next to Ray. He scanned the horizon, and his innards went loose. The low-slung red gunboat seemed to float in the fog, US COAST GUARD stamped on its side. He picked out a figure hunched in the bow, cradling a rifle, or maybe a scope. A pallid white searchlight cut through the fog.

“You stay down,” said Mom, and her voice hitched and shook. “You kids just stay down, I don’t care what⁠—”

Zoe bumped his arm. “Is that the real Coast Guard, or is that…”

Jackson shook his head. The gunboat surged past them and circled wide. It vanished behind the sailboat, and Zoe half-rose.

“You think they saw us?”

Jackson couldn’t swallow past his heart in his throat. He pulled Zoe back and held her in place. The engine cut in again, burbled, and cut out.

“Quiet,” hissed Stanley. “Just sit tight. Just⁠—”

This is the US Coast Guard hailing the Lili Marleen. Respond if you’re able.

Stanley held up his hand. Jackson bit his tongue. The sailboat rose and fell, light on the waves. Lili Marleen, wasn’t that some old song? Something Gram’d dance to while Gramps sang along?

Lili Marleen, I repeat, please respond.

Mira sniffed and whimpered. Ray drew her close. The Lili Marleen rolled with the tide.

Okay, sit tight. We’re coming aboard.

Mira’s sniffling grew louder. Jackson groped for her hand. He found it and grabbed it, small and cold in his own. Ray nudged his shoulder.

“You see anything? You think⁠—”

“Quiet,” said Stanley, and Ray shut up. Jackson watched the shadow play unfold through the fog—the Lili Marleen bridling as the Coast Guard hooked it in, the way its sails shivered as the men jumped aboard. A gray silhouette crossed the deck, then another. They flanked the dark cabin, masked, weapons raised. Jackson could make out their face shields, their orange life vests.

“They didn’t have life vests, the ones who robbed us.” Ray craned to see better. Jackson clenched his jaw.

If anyone’s in there, step back from the door.

The gray figures stood waiting. Jackson counted to five. One of them edged forward, sidelong down the stairs. He kicked the door open, stooped, and was gone. No sound came, no movement, and Jackson held his breath. He gripped Mira’s hand tighter, and she squeezed him back. A voice rose up faintly, nervous and young.

“Len, uh, you good?”

No one replied.

“Hey, I think…” The lone figure turned, as though to call for help. In that same instant, a shadow surged from below. Jackson clapped his free hand over his mouth. Rascal let loose a volley of barks. The Coast Guard man crumpled and vanished from sight. Jackson heard Mom curse, then the engine’s low sputter.

“Come on, come on—” Mom gunned it again.

Stanley rushed the console and grabbed her by the arm. “Ease off, you’re flooding it. You gotta shift to neutral.”

Mom shook him off and bent over the wheel. The engine roared and sputtered, and roared again. The boat lurched and stalled, and Jackson skinned his knee.

“C’mon, there’s no time.” Stanley crowded back in. Someone was shouting, urgent, confused. The Coast Guard swarmed the sailboat and the cabin flashed white. Jackson heard gunfire, a shriek. A loud crack.

“Don’t look,” croaked Zoe. She lifted Mira away. Her hand slid from Jackson’s and he made a fist. He watched the fog flicker. Watched the Coast Guard men scatter. Someone was firing on them from the cabin, not just one gun, but too many to count. The sound was deafening, a terrible roar. The Coast Guard dove for cover—too little, too late. One of them fell on his face on the deck. One stumbled back, clutching his leg. He hung for a moment, caught on the rail, then tumbled backward with a meek little splash. One of them crawled on his elbows and knees, and made his way, wormlike, to the top of the stairs. He brought up his rifle, aimed, fired, and died, head going off like a raspberry grenade. Someone retched—Ray. Rascal barked and keened. Zoe kept muttering, don’t look, don’t look.

“That all of ’em?” called someone.

“Where’s that damn dog?”

Jackson’s guts turned to liquid. His body screamed run or attack or just move. Over the side, swim, dive, just go. His stomach cramped hard, and he clung to the rail. A sharp waft of gasoline made his eyes burn.

“You’re flooding it,” yelled Stanley. “Shift to neutral, and⁠—”

“Hey, there’s a dinghy, tin can on your six!”

A gunshot rang out, just one, flat and dull. Jackson ducked on instinct. Mira cried out.

“Crank it,” howled Stanley. “Open the throttle and crank.”

The engine whirred. Roared. The boat hitched and jumped. It rocketed off like a hound on the track, barreling straight for the Lili Marleen. Rascal yelped, startled, and flew over the rail. Ray caught his hind legs and hauled him back in. Mom cut left, screaming, still picking up speed. Shots came, quick bursts, and fragments of shouts. Stanley yelled something, but Jackson didn’t hear. He raised his head, barely, and chanced a look back. The shadows of masts dipped and were gone, lost in a lacy-white curtain of spray.

Mom thumped the dash. “Someone get that damn dog.”

“Are they coming? I can’t⁠—”

“Rascal, sit.”

Jackson grabbed Rascal and dragged him to the stern. He snapped and scrabbled, but Jackson held fast. He gathered the trembling dog and curled around him, one elbow wedged in Stanley’s bait bucket. Zoe held Mira in a gentler embrace, rocking her softly to keep her from crying. Jackson tried the same thing—good dog, good pup—and Rascal stopped squirming and sniffed at his shirt.

“We’re gonna make it,” yelled Mom, her voice high and thin. “We’re okay—we’ve got this—you kids just stay down. Stanley, you’re lookout. Watch for that gunboat.”

“I hear them,” said Ray. Stanley waved him to silence. Jackson lay where he was, straining to hear. Rascal was panting, loud in his ear. The hum of the engine sang in his teeth. He heard Zoe’s soft whispers and Ray’s quiet breaths, and somewhere beneath them, a deep, rising growl. The gunboat wasn’t much bigger than their own craft, but it was sleek where theirs was blocky, made for speed, for pursuit, for⁠—

“Where are they? I can’t see them.” Mom twisted around.

“Behind us. They’ve got to be. Unless they’re cutting us off.” Stanley shaded his eyes. “It’s this fog. I can’t tell. It scatters the sound.”

Jackson raised himself up and fell back with a thud. Mom killed the engine and sat gripping the wheel.

“Everyone, quiet. I need to hear where they are.”

Jackson lay still and tried not to breathe. The boat rocked with the swells, loud even at rest. Wood groaned. Tools clanked. Water sloshed in the bilge. The engine creaked, cooling, and Jackson thought of home—long days in Ray’s garage, messing with cars. Making their motors purr, making them vroom.

Beside him, Ray coughed. Mira let out a gasp. Jackson shushed Rascal and rose to his knees. He scanned the horizon, saw nothing, and turned around. The gunboat was out there. He could hear its deep growl, just off their port side, or maybe⁠—

The engine sound shifted and kicked up a gear. Jackson yelled ‘boat’ just as Mom saw it too, coming straight for them, slicing the waves.

“Mom!”

She leaped into action, almost too late, sloping off left as the gunboat cut right. Spray stung Jackson’s eyes, and he flung himself flat. The stagnant air whistled as their hulls nearly kissed. Guns roared and sputtered. Shells pinged off the rail. Somebody hollered, half-whoop, half-laugh. Then they were circling behind the gunboat. Bumping over its wake, teeth rattling, limbs loose. Mom carved a zigzag path through the fog, long, swooping curves, quick, jagged turns. Still, the gunboat kept coming, relentless in its pursuit. Its prow broke the fog, then fell away, then cut them off with a sharp burst of speed.

“They’re playing with us,” said Stanley. Mom swerved so sharply water splashed over the side. Jackson’s eyes watered, and he felt his heart sink. The sun in his eyes meant the fog had thinned out. Once it was gone⁠—

A foghorn blatted, a deep, mournful sound.

Zoe gasped. “What…”

“Help us,” yelled Mom. “Mayday. Mayday!” She swerved again, straight for the sound. Jackson’s guts cramped and churned.

“Wait, what if⁠—”

The foghorn blared again, closer this time. Jackson crawled forward on hands and knees. He could see the boat now, a decent-sized yacht. A trim twenty-footer with a sparkling white hull—a “mine’s bigger” boat, Dad would’ve said. The kind your boss bought and sailed once a year. The kind that sat in his driveway gathering rust. This one was new, though, almost pristine.

Stanley leaned forward, gripping the rail. “Who’s even out on a day like today?”

A thin, scruffy figure ran out on the deck. Jackson’s breath caught. He pushed Stanley aside.

“Uncle Eddie? Is that⁠—”

“Kelly? That you?” Eddie’s voice floated thin on the fog. Jackson’s heart leaped, and he surged to his feet. He shouted out, wordless, and pumped his fist in the air.

"Jeb, hey, I got ’em. Slow down. They’re here.”

The yacht pulled alongside. Eddie ran to the rail. He smiled, and Jackson sobbed with relief. He dove for the ladder just as Mira screamed out. Just as the gunboat roared, too loud. Too close. Jackson turned to look for it and missed his grip on the ladder. He slipped, then he fell, and Uncle Eddie’s smile vanished. The water closed over him, and the world blurred out.
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Zoe didn’t hesitate. She saw Jackson fall, and she heard Dad yell out. She heard rat-a-tat gunfire pierce through the fog. She scooped Mira up and dashed for the rail, and thrust her up the ladder with all her strength.

“Dad! Pull her up.”

Dad stared a moment, not at her but past her. Something flashed in his eyes, the sun or gunfire. Then he grabbed Mira and swung her onboard. He pushed her at Jeb and ran back to the rail.

“Zoe, take my hand.”

“I can get up myself.” She scrambled up past him and dropped to her knees.

“I’ve got your inhalers, if—God, you’re so thin.” Dad caught her and held her, and helped her to her feet. “How’s your breathing? You good? Here, try a puff.” He held out her inhaler, but she brushed it aside.

“I’ve got one already. And, honestly⁠—”

“Jackson!”

Zoe spun on her heel at Aunt Kelly’s cry. She rushed to the rail and saw Jackson push her off him. He’d climbed back on the boat, and now he dove off it, under the water and out of sight. Rascal was barking, dancing on his toes. Stanley grabbed his collar and scooped him up.

“Jeb, hey, come grab him.”

“Jackson. Jackson⁠—”

Jackson came up huffing and hollered for Ray. Ray didn’t answer, but Aunt Kelly did.

“He’s fine. He’s just⁠—”

“Where?”

The gunboat came howling out of the fog. Jackson spat, grabbed the ladder, and hauled himself up. He yelled out for Ray, loud and salt-hoarse. Rascal barked and squirmed. He jumped out of Stanley’s arms and onto Jackson’s head, then flung himself up the ladder and over the top. Zoe caught him without thinking and staggered back from the rail. Jackson’s cries rose up, frantic.

“Where’s Ray? Mom⁠—”

“He must’ve gone up.” Aunt Kelly shoved past Stanley and grabbed Jackson’s wrist. “You go up too. I’ll be right behind you.”

Jackson craned back. “Uncle Eddie? He there?”

Dad frowned, uncertain. Jeb shook his head. The gunboat was on them, larger than life, its bright searchlight glaring off the yacht’s fresh-scrubbed deck. Zoe dove for shelter, dragging Rascal along. She bumped into Mira and pulled her down, too.

“’S okay,” she said. “We’re going, just⁠—”

Jackson yelled out. Aunt Kelly screamed. Zoe heard a scuffle, then a burst of gunfire. The gunboat shrieked by in a shower of salt spray. Zoe watched it spin out and circle back, and she pulled Mira to her.

“Okay, it’s okay.”

Shouts rose, loud and harsh, from the chaos below.

“Jackson!”

“Get off me.”

“You’ll get us all killed.”

Something bumped loudly. Jackson cried out in pain. The boat shook, and at first, Zoe thought they’d been rammed. Then she saw Jackson pinned to the deck. Jeb was crouched over him, holding him down. Jackson bucked up and got his knee in Jeb’s gut. Jeb whoofed and rolled him onto his front. Jackson yelled louder, and yeah, where was Ray?

Stanley hit the deck scrambling and tripped over Jeb.

“Move,” screamed Aunt Kelly, from somewhere below. Dad gunned the engine. Zoe hugged Mira tight. Jackson drove his elbow into Jeb’s throat. Jeb squawked and fell back, and Jackson broke loose. He lunged for the rail and launched himself over.

“Jackson, no. Eddie!”

Dad hung a U-turn. The deck tilted and spun. Mira buried her face in Zoe’s chest.

“It’s okay,” said Zoe, and stroked Mira’s hair. Her own heart was pounding, her throat pinhole-tight. She closed her eyes and counted backward from five. Five, Mira’s hair, soft and black, just like hers. Four, Mira’s breathing, shallow and scared. Three, Mira’s feet, soles black with grime. Two⁠—

Mira shifted. Zoe kissed her brow. Her next breath felt better, cool in her throat. Aunt Kelly was yelling for someone to wait, just please wait. Stanley bawled over her, go round, go round. Jackson’s panicked bellow silenced them both—help him or help me or maybe just help. Zoe staggered upright, Mira in her arms. Her head spun, then cleared, and she made for the cabin.

“Let’s get below,” she said, more to soothe herself than Mira. “Safer down there, all nice and cool.”

Mira murmured, unhappy. Zoe cut across the deck. A bullhorn crackled, then bellowed to life.

Hey, jackoffs—yeah, you. Why’re you running away? We just wanna talk to you, maybe do a trade.

Laughter burst forth. Zoe’s throat buckled shut. She stumbled to the cabin, down the steep stairs. Collapsed at the bottom, thump on her knees. She set Mira down and scrambled out her inhaler, and huffed chilly dampness into her lungs. Mira watched, round-eyed, sucking her thumb.

“Shouldn’t do that,” gasped Zoe. “Gives you buck teeth.”

Mira glared blackly and crammed in both thumbs. Zoe tried to laugh, but she only wheezed, a thick lump of fear lodged in her throat. She leaned on the bulkhead and surveyed the room—soft chairs, a fold-out bed, a playhouse-sized kitchen. A long-barreled rifle laid out on the stove. Zoe stared at it, tight-lipped. Guns scared her, but⁠—

C’mon, what’s the matter? Don’t wanna trade? We’ll leave you the dinghy, and maybe your lives. But we get the gin palace. That’s ours, so⁠—

Zoe got to her feet. She lifted the rifle and weighed it in her hands. It felt heavy, cold, and she set it back down.

I’ll give you three seconds, and then we’ll⁠—

Zoe never heard what the robbers might do. Something hissed and sputtered. The windows flashed bright. A gunshot rang out, then a high, gobbling shriek. Zoe grabbed the rifle and thumbed off the safety. She bounded back up the stairs with no plan in mind, and burst through the door and onto the deck. The light caught her, dazzling, the sun, the searchlight. Fire, orange-yellow, licking up from below.

The gunboat was burning, jostling up on their hull, fire in its cabin, fire on its deck. Its captain dove, flaming, into the waves, dousing himself in a foul burst of smoke. Zoe spun, searching for Jackson and Ray. They’d made it off the gunboat and lay sprawled on the deck, Jackson still struggling, Ray flat on his face. Dad was hauling Aunt Kelly over the rail.

“Get her,” howled the captain, splashing up from the waves. His face was soot-black, his hair burned away. He pointed at Kelly, and his men gave chase. They swarmed off Stanley’s boat and lunged for the ladder, two of them, three of them, coming on fast. The first leaped the gap, and Zoe fired. She didn’t fire at him, or at the boat. She fired at the sky and reeled from the recoil. Her heel hit the bulkhead and she braced herself. Fired again.

“Go away,” she managed, barely a rasp. “You’ve got your boat and your other boat, so just—just get lost.”

The boat lurched. Zoe stumbled. Somebody caught her with an arm around her waist.

“Zoe—oh, Zoe. What did you do?”

“Dad?” She dropped the rifle. It clattered on the deck. Dad kicked it away, and Zoe swayed in his arms. Jeb had the wheel, and was speeding away, dousing the robber crew with a curtain of spray. Zoe gaped at them clinging to Stanley’s boat, their own burning wreck drifting on the swells.

“Dad, what happened?”

“A flare,” said Dad. “Your aunt shot a flare. Don’t know what it hit, but the whole thing just…”

“Not that.” Zoe swallowed. “Ray. Is he⁠—”

“He’s alive,” said Jackson. “No thanks to Mom.”

Stanley made a snorting sound. “Leave the blame game for later. Hold up his foot.”

Jackson ignored him. “You know what he calls you? His bonus mom. He’s family, our family, and you left him to drown.”

Aunt Kelly said nothing. She lifted Ray’s foot and Zoe bit back a shriek. She’d never seen so much blood in her life, outside the doctor shows Mom watched on TV.

“What—did I shoot him?”

“No. Wasn’t you.” Dad steered her back toward the cabin stairs. “What were you doing, running around with that gun?”

Zoe opened her mouth, then she closed it again. She couldn’t remember for sure, what she’d done. She’d been downstairs with Mira, then she’d heard a shot. After that, things got fuzzy. She’d wanted them gone, she remembered that much. Gone, but not dead, so⁠—

“I fired at the sky.”

“You shouldn’t fire at all, unless…” Dad frowned.

“Unless what?”

“Never mind. Sit with Mira, okay? It’s about to get loud up here, and she’s gonna be scared.”

Zoe turned to go, but Dad held her back. He drew her into his arms and hugged her tight.

“You have no idea how good it is to see you.” He smoothed her hair back from her face. “We saw your smoke signal yesterday—that was yours, right? But by the time we got out here, it was already dark. We searched through the night, but we couldn’t—we…” A shudder ran through him. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Me too,” said Zoe. “I missed you out there.”

“As soon as we get to that farm, we’ll take time, you and me. Get to know each other like we should’ve from the start.” Dad squeezed her one more time, then pushed her away. “Okay, go on. Ray’ll be okay.”

Zoe headed belowdecks and found Mira asleep. She’d curled up with Rascal in a big, comfy chair, her shirt pooled around her like a plaid parachute. Peaceful, Zoe thought, and her stomach went sour. Ray was moaning already, not too loud for now. But his wound would need cleaning, maybe stitching shut. If he didn’t pass out, Mira’s peace wouldn’t last.

Zoe went to the bathroom and dug through the drawers, searching for cotton to plug Mira’s ears. She didn’t find any, but she did find mouthwash. She set it aside for cleaning Ray’s wound—not now, but later, if supplies ran low. She found a beach towel as well, and draped it over her arm. It would do as a blanket if Mira got cold.

Heavy steps thundered over her head. Ray cried out, went quiet, and cried out again. Jackson let out a bellow, sharp with dismay.

“His toes—where’s his toes?”

“It’s okay. He’s okay.”

“He’s missing two toes. Three. I can’t tell.”

Aunt Kelly murmured something, too soft to hear. Jackson barked laughter over Ray’s moans.

“You’d just have left him.”

“They were shooting at you.”

Zoe ran to the kitchen and dug through the drawers—plastic forks, twist ties, packs of mustard and relish. A sheaf of sea charts, crisp and untouched. An old iPod Touch with the earbuds attached. Zoe grabbed it and thumbed it to life. The Apple logo came up, with its missing bite.

“Hey, Mira.” Zoe touched her shoulder. Mira twitched in her sleep.

Jackson shouted louder, harsh with frustration. “Get off. Get out. You’re just in the way.”

“Jackson, I love you. You’ll always come first. I’d never have left him, but⁠—”

Zoe hooked the earbuds in Mira’s ears. Mira made a choked sound and wriggled away. She cracked one eye open, and Zoe tipped her a wink.

“It’s music,” she said. “See, just a sec.” She pulled up the library and scrolled down the list. “Rammstein, don’t think so…Nine Inch Nails, nope. Oh, hey, there’s my dad. You like “Blue Lake”?”

Mira just shrugged. Zoe pressed PLAY. She glanced at the battery, ten percent left. Enough to drown out whatever came next.

Mira smiled at the music, and snuggled into her chair. Upstairs, Ray sobbed, then let out a scream. Zoe slid the volume as high as it would go.

“Good? You like that?”

Mira took the iPod and held it to her chest. She rocked with the music, back and forth, back and forth. If Ray’s screams broke through, she gave no sign.

“That’s my dad,” said Zoe. Ray screamed again. Jackson roared with him, but Zoe just smiled. “He’s a star, you believe that? Or at least, he was. Everyone said he was great up on stage. You saw him live, and you never forgot. I never saw that, but I guess I, uh…”

Mira was watching her, tapping her foot. Zoe clapped with her, loud as she could.

“Yeah, stamp your feet. Good, isn’t it?”

Mira stamped, wriggled, and Zoe forced a smile. Ray would pass out soon, or they’d get him patched up. Either way, it’d be over, and Mira none the wiser.

“You’re good,” said Zoe, to herself more than Mira. Ray’s screams went hoarse and choked off to sobs. Mira’s head drooped, and she went back to sleep. Zoe thought about leaving her, and checking on Ray. But her body felt heavy, so she leaned back instead. Stretched out all the way for the first time in days. She closed her eyes just to rest them and dropped off the edge of sleep.
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Donna woke at first light, to the smell of dessert. Coffee cake, maybe, rich and fresh-baked. She sniffed at it, puzzled, and sat up halfway.

“Bill? Whatcha doing?”

“Hold on, don’t move.” Bill’s voice floated, muffled, from the kitchen below. “Two minutes, okay? I’ll be up in a jif.”

Donna chuckled. “I’m timing.”

“Then, I’d best get moving.”

Donna stretched out and listened to Bill thumping around. She had plans for the day, but two minutes couldn’t hurt. Even two minutes in Bill-time, which meant more like ten. She’d still have the morning to get through her chores, then later, she’d head out to⁠—

“Okay, close your eyes.”

She closed her eyes, mostly, and propped herself up. She watched Bill through her lashes as he sidled in. He’d dug out the breakfast tray and loaded it up, coffee and OJ, some kind of cake. A tiny vase, even, filled with wildflowers. Donna smiled without meaning to, and Bill shook his head.

“Peeking. I knew it. You just couldn’t wait.”

“I am pretty hungry. Ooh…coffee cake?”

“Peach cobbler,” said Bill. “Happy anniversary. What’s this, forty-five?”

“Forty-six,” said Donna. That was today? She’d thought she had weeks still, time to prepare.

“The peaches are canned. No fresh to be had. And we’re all out of butter, so I used applesauce.”

Donna dug in and took a big bite. The rich taste of peaches burst on her tongue. She closed her eyes, chewed, and let out a sigh. “Applesauce, huh? Gives it sort of a tang.”

“So it’s good?”

“Your best yet. Go on, try a bite.”

Bill took a bite, nodded, and they sat and ate. Outside, the dogs stirred, scuffling about their run. Bill glanced out the window, sipping his juice. Donna reached for her coffee and inhaled its dark scent.

“Thought I might take a drive,” she said. “This afternoon.”

Bill cocked a brow—oh, yeah? Where to?

“Down to the Carsons’ place. I heard they bugged out when the plague came to town. Could be they left a few things we could use.”

Bill licked his lips. “You need me to come?”

Donna leaned in and sniffed him, and his shirt smelled of weed. “I’ll be good on my own,” she said. “You save your knees.”

She thought Bill might argue, but he just flinched. He stretched out his legs and sucked air through his teeth. Even through his loose pants, his left knee looked swollen, and his right leg wouldn’t lie straight. Donna set her mug down and gave him a kiss.

“I’ll make dinner this evening, when I get home.”

They finished their breakfast and Donna set to her chores, feeding the chickens, feeding the dogs. Scooping up dog poop and spreading fresh wood chips. She doled out some cuddles, more comfort than chore, and then came the greenhouse, and Donna was pleased. Her patch job had held through last night’s wind and rain, and her makeshift irrigation tubes were doing their job. Her pea shoots looked droopy, but her cress was just fine, her onions and beets poking up shoots.

She switched on the radio as she moved down the aisle. The nine o’clock news was on, with Amy and Tom. Donna liked Amy, but Tom was the worst, a peppy doomsayer, bubbling with cheer. He belonged on the weather, or maybe on sports. Not on the news, not in times like these.

—that’s Tennessee, Georgia, North and South Carolina. And, of course, Florida, all on lockdown. So, if you’re thinking of fleeing the SNOVID triangle⁠—

Donna snorted—SNOVID. She hated that, too. Who’d thought of that, even? Someone online? It had that meme sound to it, that pat Twitter twang. She poked through her strawberries, checking for bugs. Tom chirped his way through his virus update—hospitals struggling, deaths through the roof, desperate families fleeing hot zones. National Guard brigades turning them back. Donna found a wood louse and crushed it with her nail. An expert came on, some droning bird nerd.

—interesting, because this year’s migration came early. We saw birds heading north as early as December, and flying back south in February, March. And the high winds in February blew them ashore. You might’ve heard on the news around Valentine’s Day, rare Arctic tern sightings down the Florida coast? So we’re thinking now, SNOVID is right: an ancient virus, maybe the first of its type. A proto-coronavirus, thousands of years old. The Snowstorm’s lowered global temperatures, but it’s damaged the ozone layer, and our icecaps are melting faster than ever. With all that ice melting, the virus thawed too, and entered the food chain, and found the Arctic tern.

So, what you’re saying is, Twitter was right? SNOVID came from the Snowstorm, care of Donn Snow?

That’s one possibility. We haven’t⁠—

Donna switched off the radio. SNOVID, COVID, where did it end? She swept up the loose leaves with quick, jerky strokes, her shoulders so tense they creaked when she moved. Endless chores and busywork only blocked out so much. Kelly was still out there, and she still hadn’t called. Why hadn’t she called? Didn’t those shelters have phones? She should’ve reached out by now, unless…

Unless.

She tossed her broom in the corner and stood, breathing hard. The sweet taste of breakfast had gone sour on her tongue.

“She’ll call,” she whispered. “Or she’ll show up. Today or tomorrow, or maybe next week.”

She strode out of the greenhouse and Bill was on the lawn, tossing a Frisbee for the dogs to fetch. Distracting himself, just as she was. Maybe later, she’d snake herself one of his joints.

Bill saw her and smiled, and started toward her. “Lunch?”

She shook her head. “Later. I finished up early, so I thought I’d head out.”

“All right. Be careful. It’s a Snowstorm out there.”

Donna groaned at his dad joke and left him to the dogs. She took the truck down the mountain and drove past the town, over the creek to the Carsons’ homestead. She’d planned on stopping in town to grab what she could, but the empty streets chilled her, and she cruised on by. She passed a Buick abandoned on the side of the road, and when she tried to report it, no one picked up. Donna left a voicemail and drove on, disturbed. She knew the town had emptied out some at the first sign of plague—the summer folks mostly, the city transplants. Had the locals run too, now? How bad had it got?

She got to the Carsons’ just before noon, and masked up before she got out of her truck. Their dog was still home, snoozing on their front porch. Their chickens, as well, pecking around in their coop. Maybe they hadn’t run. Maybe she’d heard wrong. More than one family could drive a red Ford—maybe one of them had bugged out in the night.

She made her way up the driveway and greeted the dog, Old Max, his name was, gray round the snout. Max gave a whimper and raised his big head.

“Hey, boy,” said Donna. “Your folks at home?”

The dog thumped his tail and stayed where he was. Donna knocked, waited, and knocked again. She skirted the house and stopped with a sigh. The garage was open, the Carsons’ Ford gone. Their Prius was gone too, and their gun safe was open. Donna shook her head and circled back around front. She knelt by Max and scratched his ears.

“Your family forget you? They leave you behind?”

Max turned his head away and tilted his ear to the road. His eyes were blue and milky, blind as two marbles.

“Tell you what, why don’t you get some sleep? Then, when I’m done here, we’ll go for a ride.”

Max pricked his ears at that, but he didn’t get up. Donna hoped he still could. He didn’t look light. She patted him one more time and tried the front door. It swung open easily. They hadn’t locked up.

Donna picked her way inside, scowling at the mess. The Carsons had run, and they weren’t coming back. They’d grabbed what they could and rushed out the door without a thought to what they left behind.

Donna took her time raiding through the debris. She filled boxes with canned goods and jars of preserves, pickles and compotes and thick, sticky jams. The upstairs medicine cabinet had been picked clean, but downstairs she found aspirin and Polysporin cream. She found penicillin six months expired, and decided to take it. Six months wasn’t bad. Max tottered in when she found his food, and she poured out a bowl for him and set it at his feet. He gobbled it down and came sniffing for more.

“Later,” said Donna. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

Max whined and snuffled and followed her out the door. He haunted her heels as she loaded the truck, dogging her back and forth across the yard. She loaded the chickens into their crates and stacked the crates in the back of her truck. Max yipped, unhappy, and Donna patted his head.

“I know, you’re scared. It’s okay, you’ll see.” She went back to the chicken coop and took the heater, and after a moment’s thought, she took the feeder as well. She found a spare roll of chicken wire and dragged it back to the truck.

“Okay, boy,” she said, and opened the passenger door. “Gonna jump up for me, or you need a boost?”

Max crawled up more than hopped up, but he made it himself. Donna got in, leaned over, and rolled down his window. Max thrust his head out with a huge, doggy grin.

“That’s right,” said Donna. “We’re going for a ride.”
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“They’re still fighting,” said Zoe.

Eddie sighed. “Yeah, I hear.” He steered Zoe down the deck, away from the cabin. Jackson and Kelly had been at it since lunch, picking and pecking, couldn’t leave it alone.

Zoe leaned on the aft rail. “Did she really just leave Ray? Jackson says she did.”

“’Course not. You know her. She wouldn’t do that.”

Zoe picked at a hangnail, maybe weighing his words. Jackson’s voice rose, then Kelly’s, thick with hurt. Ray cut in, feeble, but the fight just raged on.

“Jackson saw her,” said Zoe.

Eddie exhaled through his teeth. “Look, it was an accident, from what I can tell. It was loud, it was foggy, and Jackson fell in. Ray went to help him and got shot in the foot. Nobody saw him, and your aunt, she thought…”

“Or she wanted to think.”

“Zoe…”

Zoe shrugged and relaxed. “I get it,” she said. “She didn’t know where Ray went, but Jackson’s her kid. You’d have done the same, right? Saved me if you could?”

“Damn right I would.” Eddie bumped her shoulder. “Did you get enough lunch?”

“Enough, and then some. I’m so stuffed I could pop.”

“Good, good,” said Eddie, and shifted his feet. The silence stretched and got awkward, but where could he start? Dad would’ve jumped in with a lecture on guns—what were you thinking? You wanna get yourself killed? You shoot and you miss, don’t you know they’ll shoot back? You know what that feels like, a shot to your gut? Then he’d have showed his scar, the one from the war. Not from a bullet, just from the war, out in the jungle and his appendix had burst.

“Uh…” Eddie frowned. He wasn’t his dad. He wasn’t mad, even, just shaken up. Five days, she’d been out there—well, four and today. She’d starved, baked, been shot at, nearly drunk turtle blood. The lecture could wait at least one more day.

“I was thinking, you⁠—”

“Dad—”

“Sorry,” said Eddie. “You go ahead.”

“Mira won’t talk,” said Zoe. “I’ve tried everything I can think of, but she won’t say a word. I don’t know if she’s scared, or maybe she’s sick, or if something happened to make her shut down. She just sits there and looks at me, and…what do I do?”

Eddie frowned. “Well, you could—I mean, if she…” He realized he was babbling and stopped to breathe. “Okay, first things first. What have you tried?”

Zoe leaned up against him, watching the waves. “I’ve tried questions,” she said. “And games, tic-tac-toe. I’ve offered her drinks if she’ll only say ‘please.’ But she won’t say a word, and I can’t not let her drink, so she knows she doesn’t have to, and that’s about it.”

“Well,” Eddie started, but Zoe kept going, the words tumbling out in a frustrated rush.

“She sleeps all the time. She barely smiles. I found her an iPod when you were with Ray, and I put it on her to shut out the sound. I thought that’d get a smile from her, but she just—she just jigged around a bit and went back to sleep.” Zoe slumped forward, all out of steam. “What do I do? What would you do?”

Eddie chewed that over, out of his depth. He’d dreamed of the day Zoe’d need his advice, but always on subjects he knew inside-out. Gibson or Fender? Teach me to drive? A traumatized five-year-old, what could he say?

“It’s not your fault,” he hedged. “And that’s a smart thing you did, drowning out Ray.”

“Yeah, but what now? Why won’t she talk?”

“Maybe try, I don’t know…” Eddie kicked the deck. “Okay, what about when you lost your mom?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“She probably misses her parents. You missed your mom, right? What did you do, uh… What helped with that?” Eddie turned away to hide his flush. How had Zoe coped? Why didn’t he know?

“Thanks, Dad,” said Zoe, soft and surprised. “I was really just venting, but that’s…kinda smart.”

Eddie just grunted, torn between pride and shame.

“It was hard,” she went on. “I mean, when Mom died. I mostly read a lot, and I listened to music. Your music, mostly, once Mom told me about you. I felt like I knew you, by the time we met.” She frowned for a moment, and chewed her lip. “I had time to prepare, though. I knew Mom was dying. What’s happening to Mira’s all happening so fast. I think what she needs is to slow down a while. To catch her breath somewhere she can feel safe.”

“The farm’s like that,” said Eddie. “The one where we’re headed. I went up a couple of times with your uncle Zach. It’s all, y’know, green, and there’s…farm stuff. A barn. Woods all around, and—” He broke off. “What’s so funny?”

“All green and farm stuff?” Zoe stifled a laugh. “If you ever write a song about it, don’t say it like that.”

“Okay, wiseass.” Eddie flicked her arm. Zoe flicked him back, but then her smile faded. She peered over his shoulder, toward the distant shore.

“Is it just me, or are we turning around?”

“Not sure,” said Eddie. “I’d better go check.” He left Zoe reluctantly and headed for the bridge. Jeb waved him over, and Eddie sat down.

“Couldn’t help noticing we’re veering inland.”

Jeb nodded, jaw tightening. “Picked up a distress call just south of here. Thought it’d be best I gave that a wide berth.”

“In case it’s them again?” Eddie glanced behind him to make sure Zoe wasn’t listening. “You think they’re the same guys who made off with our tug?”

Jeb shrugged. “Could be. It’d make sense if they were. Those guys weren’t Coast Guard, but they had Coast Guard boats.”

“So that ambush today, that’s how they get ’em? A decoy, a mayday, and then they just…” Eddie leaned on the dash. His face felt too hot, his guts all in knots. “A whole Coast Guard gang, how do you know who to trust?”

“You don’t,” said Jeb. “That’s what they’ll count on, folks not knowing the difference. Folks going along with them, just like we did.”

Eddie could see it now, five boats or ten, trawling the coast, robbing refugees blind. Folks with their whole lives piled onto their boats. He couldn’t think of much worse than that.

“I feel bad, too,” said Jeb. “Ignoring a mayday, that don’t feel right. But we’ve got kids here. We can’t take the chance.”

“Guess not.” Eddie swallowed. Down in the cabin, the fighting raged on. He should probably get down there and coax them apart. Before one of them said something they couldn’t take back.

“Even if they’re not hostile, they could have the plague.” Jeb worked his fingers through his tangled hair. “I had the radio on while you guys made lunch. They’re still pretty cagey, what they’ll say on the news. But up on the ham bands—hey, you okay?”

Eddie managed a nod. “I’ve been listening as well. Don’t know what to believe. The news says, okay, mortality’s three percent. Then some guy fleeing quarantine’s saying everyone died. Everyone in his flotilla but him and his wife.”

“I heard that, too,” said Jeb. “Not that guy in particular, but whole families. Whole streets. They’re saying this virus, it goes for your brain. It starts out like COVID, then your fever gets high, then you get so thirsty you drink till you die—fresh water, salt water, drain cleaner, don’t matter. You can’t stop yourself. You’d drink anything, just…”

“Did you hear about that cruise ship?”

“Still missing.” Jeb scowled. “Nowhere would take them. Everyone got sick. Guess they’re just drifting, or…I don’t want to think.”

Eddie couldn’t not think. Couldn’t hold back the tide. He saw the crew, sick and ragged, begging for help. Desperate tourists slurping dew off the deck—flinging themselves overboard, frantic with thirst. The few uninfected starving in their berths.

Jeb patted his shoulder. “I’m heading inland,” he said. “It’s fixing to storm, and we need to stock up.”

Eddie flicked his tongue out. His mouth had gone dry. He stood up abruptly and bobbed his head.

“Good,” he said. “Good. I’ll go check on Ray.”
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The sky was black and heavy when the shore came in sight, the promise of rain hanging damp in the air. Kelly emerged from the cabin, sweaty and drained, and took her place beside Eddie up on the bridge. Eddie offered a small smile.

“Hey, how’d it⁠—”

“No.” She cleared her throat, shivered, and looked away. “Sorry, just, could we maybe not talk?”

Eddie made a lip-zipping gesture and turned back to the wheel. He’d taken over an hour ago to give Jeb a break. Now he angled inland, avoiding the lights. Lights were a bad sign in the post-flood world. Lights meant Snow shelters and rancid plague camps. Boats full of gangsters playing Coast Guard. He’d waited for nightfall just to play it safe. Now he followed the darkness like some lost highway, up past a logjam of uprooted palms. A couple of miles inland, he could make out a town, the flat tops of buildings climbing a hill. They’d hole up for the night, then when dawn came⁠—

“What’s that?” said Kelly. She nodded southward.

Eddie squinted, saw nothing, and shook his head.

“Ugh, don’t you smell it?”

Eddie caught a whiff and tried not to gag. It’d sort of snuck up on him under the reek of warm fish—the rank waft of sewage and meaty decay. He coughed.

“What is that?”

“Let’s not find out.” Kelly took the wheel and angled away. Eddie brushed her off, but he didn’t turn back. It’d cost him some time to circle around, but better an hour than the rest of his life. He couldn’t get those plague rumors out of his head, how you’d go crazy wanting a drink. Those folks on that cruise ship, drifting at sea. They’d probably died out there, far from home, far from⁠—

He froze. Had someone just yelled?

He glanced at Kelly. Her expression hadn’t changed. If she hadn’t heard it, then⁠—

“Hey. Hey, come back!”

Eddie made a hoarse sound. Kelly stared straight ahead. He could still ignore it, as long as she did too. They’d pretend it never happened, and maybe it didn’t. The mind played strange tricks, too long without sleep. And Eddie hadn’t slept, not since⁠—

“Please, hey!”

“Can’t do it,” said Eddie, and cut the engine. Kelly got up and went to the rail.

“Stay back,” she called. “Don’t come any closer.”

Eddie half-stood, himself, and craned to see past her. A sad little rowboat bobbed on the waves. Its lone, ragged occupant stood up and waved.

“I’m Rob,” he called. “My family needs help.”

Kelly hooked her mask on. “Help with what?”

“Our evac never came.” Rob bent over, coughed, and spat off the side. “They promised last week, and now we’re sick. Regular COVID, not this new—not—” He coughed again, and Kelly drew back.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“No, please,” gasped Rob. “I’ve got family, a toddler. We just need a ride.”

“We could tow them,” said Eddie. “That should be okay.”

Kelly just stood there, fists clenched at her sides. Her breathing was rough, choked off with tears. Eddie came up beside her and peered past Rob’s boat. He could see Rob’s camp now, nestled in the trees, houseboats lashed together to form a raft. A single light burned in a shaded window.

“How many dead?” he called.

Rob shook his head and said nothing.

“That means too many,” said Kelly. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“You’re just going to leave us? You’d leave us to die?”

Eddie didn’t want to, but he turned away. Helpless tears welled up and spilled down his cheeks. He blinked, but more came, salty and sore.

“I hate this,” he whispered. Kelly leaned over the rail.

“We’ll send help,” she shouted. “When we get the chance.”

Eddie scrubbed at his face, sick and half-blind. He stumbled back to the captain’s chair and slumped over the wheel. He wished he’d left Jeb to steer them inland. Wished Rob hadn’t gone and mentioned his kid.

“Why can’t we tow them?” He gulped back sour spit. “We’re not monsters, we⁠—”

“We don’t know how this spreads, or how bad it is. You want Zoe to catch it, or Jackson? Or Mira?”

“You drive, then. I can’t.” Eddie stood and stepped aside. Kelly moved to sit down, then clutched at his arm. A soft breath escaped her, a shuddering curse.

“What?”

Kelly just pointed. Eddie wiped his eyes. He saw the lights first, then the shadows of boats, three of them, mid-sized, blocking the shore. White letters marched across their dark hulls—US COAST GUARD. Eddie’s chest hitched.

“They must’ve circled around us,” said Kelly. “While we were busy with Rob.”

“Probably been tailing us a while now, with their lights out.” Eddie squeezed her shoulder. “You drive,” he said. “I’ll get the gun.”
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Kelly swerved so hard Eddie hit the wall. He stumbled, lurched upright, and Rob screamed for help. Kelly glanced back and saw him hunched in his boat, rowing at the Coast Guard with all his might. A terrible pity tore through her, and then it was gone. She swung in a wide curve, angling up the shore. The trees there would shield her, if only⁠—

Goosemoose, surrender, or we’ll open fire.

Kelly gripped the wheel. Goosemoose? Was that her?

Goosemoose, you’re cornered. You⁠—

Eddie fired twice. Kelly’s ears rang. She opened the throttle—faster. Faster! Prayers spilled from her lips, wild pleas for speed. Speed, or a miracle. A bolt from the blue.

Gunfire burst like popcorn, again and again. Eddie fired back and this time, Kelly screamed. Her eardrums were throbbing, shot through with pain. She rocketed forward, jaw clenched, teeth bared. She squinted ahead, and her throat closed up tight. She was hurtling straight for a depthless black void, a gap in the trash bobbing down the shoreline. Something was lurking just under the waves—a wreck or a building or a raft of debris. A crash waiting to happen, but not to her.

She glanced back, and the gunboats were hot on her tail. A quick game of chicken, why not? Why not?

Eddie fired and her head hurt. Kelly narrowed her eyes. Her focus wound down to just that black void, fifty feet, forty, too close and she’d crash. She’d fly through the windshield and dash her brains on the rocks. Too far, and the Coast Guard would miss her trap.

“Kelly.” Eddie crawled up beside her. “Kelly, there’s⁠—”

Kelly ignored him. Twenty-five feet. She braced herself, growled, and sheered off to the right. The gunboat kept going, caught in her wake. It slammed into the wreckage and spun end over end, flashing bright white across the black sky. Kelly peeled shoreward and thought she heard screams. Her engine protested, a high, grinding squeal. Something struck her port side, solid and loud. Eddie went skidding and let out a shout.

“Kelly, wait, stop⁠—”

The gunboat splashed down. Kelly pitched in its wake and went into a spin. She clung to the wheel, steering into the curve, regained control, and sped off blind. That black void, where was it? Where was the shore? Rain spattered her windshield, gust after gust.

“Wrong way,” howled Eddie. “Go back, you’re⁠—”

Kelly swung back without looking, trusting his word. When she glanced in her rearview, she saw he was right. The Coast Guard was gaining, gathering speed. They’d killed their searchlights, but their nav lights blinked red. Kelly sped from them, aiming for shore. Eddie fired, fired again, and she heard him reload. Jeb pushed in beside her and bent over the dash.

“That way,” he grunted. “Past those houseboats.”

Kelly pushed the engine, but the gunboats were close.

“There, through the trees,” said Jeb. “I see buildings and streets.”

Kelly strained to see through the pummeling rain. A cluster of treetops rose up ahead, dense-packed and leafy. She eased off the gas.

“We won’t make it through. They’re too thick. Too close.”

Jeb pointed. “Keep going. I think there’s a path.”

Kelly followed his finger, eyes narrowed to slits. She picked out a stretch less dark than the rest, maybe a road, maybe just a dead oak. She aimed for it anyway, knuckles clenched white. Jeb hunched beside her—come on. Come on.

“Pray you’re right,” said Kelly, and powered through the gap. Twigs struck the windshield and scraped down the hull. Screams and shouts pealed from the cabin below. Kelly screamed with them and cringed in her seat. Then she was through, trailing leaves in her wake. Her engine whined, sputtered, and something went clunk.

“That’s not good,” said Jeb.

Kelly skimmed, slowing, across a vast, placid lake, penned in by a city stripped to its bones. A pair of cranes stood abandoned at the edge of the woods. Naked steel girders crisscrossed the sky. She swerved to avoid a low metal roof.

“Where, uh…what is this place?”

Eddie crowded in beside her. “Sewage plant, looks like. There’s the digesters, or what they’d got built.” He gestured at a battalion of squat concrete tanks, their tops gaping open to let in the rain. “Looks like they quit on this place halfway through.”

That clunk came again, and the boat lurched and slowed. Kelly tapped the gas, but the engine just whirred. It coughed and wound down, and Kelly smelled gas. She steered for the shelter of a hollowed-out tower.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting us out of sight.” She nosed through a tatter of blue plastic film, into a grotto of concrete and moss. “One of you go down and quiet the kids.”

Jeb got up slowly and headed below. Eddie sat beside Kelly and leaned on the dash. They both sat and listened, not saying a word. Kelly heard Jeb’s low rumble and Jackson’s sharp retort. Rascal barked, then went quiet, and rainwater dripped. Pale light bathed their grotto, and then it was gone. Engines receded and circled back in, dwindled to nothing, then roared back again.

“We can’t stay here,” said Eddie.

“Where can we go?” Kelly got up and went to the rail. She pushed back the plastic and peered through the gap. “Nothing out there but water and trees.”

Eddie sat quiet, picking at his shirt. Jeb came up, then Jackson, two shapes in the dark.

“Ray’s sick,” said Jackson. “Sick from the pain.”

Kelly dropped the plastic. Lights slashed through the trees. The gunboats slid by and then doubled back. Shouts rang out, faint, and Kelly held her breath.

“They’ll find us,” said Eddie. “Just a matter of time.”

“So, what? What? We swim? Leave them our boat?” Kelly’s head swam with nausea and helpless rage. She took a deep breath and found her last shred of calm. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have snapped. But I’m out of ideas. What’ve you got?”

Eddie shook his head. The gunboats swept closer, and then they broke through. Their beams raked the low walls and lanced through the rain. They slowed and split up and prowled through the ruins, weaving between buildings at a leisurely crawl.

“They’re coming,” said Jeb. Kelly wanted to scream at him, or maybe just scream. She twitched the plastic aside and leaned into the rain. All around was just water and rust-pitted beams, and stairways to nowhere creeping up walls.

“There,” whispered Eddie, and nodded past the cranes. A pipe lay, half-submerged, across a buckled steel frame, its wet mouth choked with branches and weeds.

“There, what? We swim there?”

“You want us to swim?” Jackson snorted laughter. “Mira can’t swim, and Ray⁠—”

“No, I know.” Kelly waved him to silence. She needed to think. The gunboats were coming, closing in from behind. Fragments of chatter drifted in with the waves.

Maybe that tower?

Nah, they’re long gone.

Gone where? It’s all forest, except where we came in. We used to do deals out here, back before⁠—

“I’ll get them,” mouthed Eddie, and dashed for the stairs. Kelly gauged the distance from here to the pipe—twenty feet, thirty, exposed all the way. She could dive, hold her breath, but not Mira or Ray. Not Rascal either, and what if he barked?

Jackson muttered something under his breath. The gunboat swung closer, along the west wall. Eddie came lumbering up from below, Ray in his arms, Rascal at his heels. He stooped next to Kelly.

“We’ll go first,” he said. “I’ll carry him over, and⁠—”

“His foot can’t get wet.” Jackson moved to block Eddie. Kelly held him back.

“Ray,” she whispered. “Can you hold up your foot?”

Ray stared at her, dull-eyed, and didn’t move.

“I’ll hold it,” said Jeb. “I’ll go down first.” He shimmied down the ladder almost without a sound. Eddie helped Ray over the rail. His leg bumped the ladder, but he didn’t cry out. He groped for the rungs and hung there, head down. When he moved, he convulsed and nearly lost his grip. A harsh sound escaped him, strangled with pain.

“I’ve got you,” said Jeb, and clambered back up. He held Ray to his chest and eased him into the water, Eddie leaning over to cradle his foot.

“You’re next,” said Kelly, and nudged Jackson’s arm. “Stay underwater as much as you can.”

Jackson scowled, but he went, and Zoe went next. Mira whined, frightened, and Kelly scooped her up. She glanced at Rascal, then Stanley.

“The dog⁠—”

“You go,” said Stanley. “We’ll figure it out.”

Kelly slid down with Mira and kicked out on her back. Mira struggled at first, then seemed to give up, legs floating limply on the oily black waves. Kelly looked for the gunboats and found their searchlights, one closing in and one to the north, weaving between the big concrete tanks. Behind her came creaking, and somebody cursed. Something groaned and gave way, and Ray bit off a scream. Kelly kept moving, water in her face. Water filled her ears, muffled voices, a growl—an engine close by, roaring to life.

“—up, hurry up!”

“Mom!”

“Hurry, don’t⁠—”

Kelly turned over and held Mira aloft. She held her up blind and felt her lifted away. Relief flooded through her, and she grabbed for the pipe. She got a handful of rust, then a handful of weeds, and she went under, and her shirt ballooned up. Somebody grabbed her, all panicked nails—nails up her arm and snagging her shirt, jerking it up and over her head. It tied her arms together and she couldn’t swim. She kicked and sank, gasped, and inhaled filthy water. Kicked again, surfaced, and spluttered into her shirt. She tried to breathe through it and snuffed slime up her nose.

“Let me go, stop…”

“I’ve got her. Get back.”

Kelly lashed out, all elbows. Panic beat at her chest. Then her bare belly scraped across something rough. She rose up, lurched forward, and flopped flat on her face. Jeb tugged her shirt down and she could breathe. She crawled over garbage—bags, cans, old planks—slid down a wet slope, and bumped something warm. She tried to sit up and Jackson pushed her down.

“Quit it, they’ll see.”

Kelly twisted around. The pipe lit up bright white and she squinched her eyes shut. She scrunched herself down in the mud and the wet. Eddie grabbed her arm.

“Where’s Stanley?”

“Don’t know.”

“You didn’t⁠—”

“Shut up.” Jackson dragged Eddie deeper into the pipe, down into water up to his chest. Kelly inched after them and crouched in the dark. Light flashed again and she saw Jeb and Ray, Ray’s curled body snugged to Jeb’s chest. His wounded foot stuck up stiff, bandage stained red. Mira sat huddled in Zoe’s lap, clutching an iPod in a Ziploc bag.

“We need to find him,” said Eddie. “Once the coast clears.”

Kelly shushed him, half-listening. Outside, someone cheered. They’d found the Goosemoose, she guessed, or had they found Stanley? A shiver ran through her, and she shrugged it away.

“They’ll take it and go,” said Jeb. Ray gurgled and moaned. Kelly saw he was trembling, grimacing wide. His face shone with sweat and spit down his chin. Jackson touched his forehead, and his face went tight.

“Fever?” whispered Kelly.

“Not sure. Maybe.”

“That’s a good sign,” said Zoe. “If it was high, you’d know.”

Ray groaned, then retched. Jeb wiped his chin. Kelly crawled up the pipe and scanned the water for Stanley, but he had vanished, and so had Rascal. The gunboats bobbed gently at the foot of the tower.

“Stanley,” she hissed. Rain blew in her face. Kelly held her breath and waited, but Stanley didn’t appear. She heard thumping, loud hoots, and the crude sounds of looting. A splash, and then laughter. Eddie crept up beside her.

“What’s going on?”

“Don’t know. Can’t see.”

“I’ll keep watch,” said Eddie. “You check on the kids.”

Kelly thought about arguing, but not for long. She couldn’t do much up here, but Jackson had to be scared. Zoe, as well, to say nothing of Ray. She slid back down the pipe and found a spot next to Jackson. He glanced at her, frowned, and turned away.

“He’s not talking,” he said.

“He’s in a lot of pain.” Kelly dug through her pockets and came up dry. “Don’t suppose anyone thought to grab supplies?”

“I did,” said Zoe. “Aspirin and all.” She held up a knapsack and Kelly’s heart leaped.

“Any water?”

“Just Coke.” She pulled out a bottle, the big, chunky kind.

“That’s fine. Even better. Boost his blood sugar.” Kelly took the bottle and cracked it open. It made a loud pfft, and she froze at the sound. She waited, stiff-backed, for the Coast Guard to take notice. They didn’t, and she sagged, dripping with sweat. She was panting, she realized, partly from fear, mostly from breathing the dense, humid air. The drainpipe was stuffy and rainforest moist, warm with bodies and leafy compost.

“Hey, Ray.” She leaned forward. Ray didn’t move. She could hear his teeth grinding, and his faint, throaty moans.

“He’s conscious,” said Jeb. “Just not really there. I busted my leg once, and I was the same. The pain filled my head up, crowded me out.”

Kelly touched Ray’s shoulder. “Hey, you want an aspirin? And a drink to go with it?”

Ray made an awful sound, but he managed a nod. Kelly shook out two pills and poked them between his lips. Ray chewed and swallowed, then reached for the Coke. He couldn’t lift the bottle, so Kelly helped him drink. At first, he just choked, then he sat up halfway. He grabbed the bottle and guzzled, great, messy slurps.

“Okay, go slow. You’ll make yourself⁠—”

Ray belched. Zoe snorted. Kelly took back the bottle.

“More in ten minutes, once that’s gone down.”

Ray moaned and fell back. Jeb dabbed his chin. Mira crept up beside them and slipped her hand into Ray’s, and that, more than anything, seemed to bring him comfort. He closed his eyes and breathed deep, and his features went slack. Mira leaned up against him, humming a tune.

Jackson hovered nearby, waiting for something to do. Kelly wanted to comfort him, but he wouldn’t meet her eye. She spoke; he ignored her. Smiled, and he cringed. She tried to get close, and he jerked away. He blamed her, and maybe…maybe he was right. She’d known, on some level, Ray wasn’t okay. She’d seen Jeb’s quick headshake—no, not up here. She could’ve looked for Ray. Could’ve looked harder. But she hadn’t not looked…had she? It’d all gone so fast, the shots, Jackson’s fall. Ray vaulting after him, a fine spray of blood. She’d thought it was Jackson’s. She’d panicked, was all. She hadn’t left Ray.

I left him.

She hadn’t. She wouldn’t.

She drew her knees up and waited, and somehow dozed off. In her dreams, she heard gunshots, but she didn’t wake up.
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Eddie didn’t sleep. He sat in the water with sweat in his eyes, his wet, salt-soaked jeans chafing his balls. He watched the Coast Guard loot the Goosemoose. Watched in despair as they scuttled her hull. Watched them jet off, back through the trees.

He crawled down and woke Jackson with a bump to his arm. “It’s morning. Get up.”

“Huh?”

“I’m going to find Stanley.”

Jackson sat up, rubbing his eyes. “The Coast Guard⁠—”

“They left. But you keep watch, okay? If you see anyone, whistle, and I’ll come running.”

Eddie scrambled out of the pipe and swam across to the tower. The Goosemoose was sinking, rolling to one side. They could’ve just left her, but they’d shot her hull full of holes. Spite, Eddie guessed, when her engine wouldn’t start. He rescued two life rafts and inflated the first, lighter and flimsier than the one from the tug. Rascal jumped on it, and⁠—

“Rascal! What⁠—?”

“Morning,” said Stanley. “Or maybe still night.” He eyed the horizon. “The butt crack of dawn.”

“Where did you come from? You just disappeared.”

“Couldn’t risk being spotted, leading them straight to you.”

“So you’ve been here all night? Out in the rain?”

“Not quite,” said Stanley. He flexed his hands. They wouldn’t close all the way, and he pulled a sour face. “We swam out past those silos, spent the night in a tree. Not quite the Four Seasons, but we made do.” He nodded at the pipe. “Should we wake the others?”

“Not yet,” said Eddie. “We need a plan.” He turned his face up and let the rain bathe his brow. He needed a shower, a hot meal, and a bed. A dollop of Tiger Balm to glop on his back.

“Stanley? That you? Oh, God, the boat…” Kelly swam up and climbed onto the raft. “That’s twice now they’ve robbed us. They’ve got to strand us as well?”

“No sense dwelling,” said Stanley. “How’s Ray holding up?”

“Still missing two toes.” Kelly exhaled harshly and closed her eyes. “He’s scared. He’s in pain. But he’s mostly alert. If we find him some codeine, he should be okay.”

“I’m worried about infection,” said Stanley. “That water’s not clean.”

“Jeb kept his foot up, but yeah. Yeah, you’re right. The humidity alone in there, it’s probably soaked through.” Eddie squeezed at the life raft, listening for leaks. “How about we take this and scout up ahead? Find a place to regroup, hide out while he heals? Somewhere less wet, with a roof overhead.”

Kelly nodded slowly. “Yeah, can’t stay here. And we shouldn’t move Ray till we know where we’re headed.”

They struck out when the sun came up, just Eddie and Kelly. Eddie found a path curving west through the trees, and they followed it inland for what felt like all morning. The woods ended abruptly at a short line of roofs. Beyond them lay water and the tops of power poles, and odd knots of buildings clustered here and there. A distant city stretched westward, gray as the sky.

“Nothing here,” said Kelly, but she kept rowing. Eddie watched the horizon, but he watched her too, the slant of her shoulders, the set of her jaw. The way her lips moved, forming silent words.

“He’ll come around,” he said. “Jackson, I mean.”

“Will he?” Kelly pressed her lips together. “I got up this morning, and he was awake. Then he saw me looking, and he made like he wasn’t.”

“He’s seventeen,” said Eddie, but Kelly just scoffed.

“We heard you find Stanley, and I swear he smiled. Then I said, hey, wanna go check it out? And he looked at the water, and he looked at me, and all he said was he couldn’t leave Ray. But the way he said it…you should’ve heard. Like if he did leave, I’d let something happen.”

Eddie thought about that, not wanting to speak too fast and say the wrong thing. He couldn’t fault Jackson for blaming his mom. Kelly’d been frantic, out of her mind, dragging Jackson so roughly she’d nearly snapped his wrist. She hadn’t stopped, hadn’t thought, just acted to save him.

“You made a hard choice,” he said. “Those guys were shooting, and you did what you could. You did what you had to do. Jackson gets that. He’s just had a shock, is all. He needs time to think.”

“Maybe,” said Kelly. She didn’t look up. After a while, they changed places, then changed back again. A long, flat-roofed building reared up to the south.

“That’s promising,” said Eddie.

Kelly grunted. “What is?”

“That strip mall, you see that? That’s almost dry land. Must be high ground up there. Let’s check it out.”

Kelly headed over, and Eddie’s heart soared. The building was damaged, the far roofs stoved in, but he picked out a drugstore, a Dollar Tree, a Bass Pro, all standing, all solid, hardly flooded at all.

“Quit bouncing,” said Kelly. “It’s probably picked over.”

“I’m not bouncing,” said Eddie. “And I’ll bet you it’s not. I’ll bet you those shelves are just groaning with goods.” He felt his grin spreading and let out a whoop. “Who’d come here looting, the back end of nowhere? No one, that’s who, so that means⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Kelly kicked his ankle, but Eddie saw her smile. He watched that smile grow as she saw he was right: the stores were unlooted, their grates locked up tight.

“I don’t believe it,” said Kelly. “No one thought to come here?”

“Probably couldn’t get here, with the weather and all.”

They broke into the drugstore and grabbed ibuprofen and codeine, and an assortment of -cillins and -mycins and -sporins. Eddie found a pot of VapoRub and presented it to Kelly with a flourish.

“Huh? What’s this for?”

“Under your nose.” He smudged his thumb over his own upper lip. “This new world gets smelly, so I thought, y’know…”

“Thanks.” Kelly pocketed the ointment. Eddie thought she might hug him, but she thumped him instead, a clap to his shoulder that made him flinch. Kelly noticed and frowned and ran her hand down his arm. She straightened his collar and tidied his hair. “We should head back,” she said. “Pick up the others, and we’ll camp out here. You and Jeb can go out and find a new yacht, and once Ray’s on his feet again⁠—”

“No. No more yachts.”

Kelly blinked. “What?”

“Those Coast Guard guys found us in less than a day.” Eddie stifled a shudder. “They got out ahead of us, a whole new cohort. That means they’re organized, and there’s lots of them. Oh, and they hate us, so, yeah. There’s that.”

“So, what would we do, then? Walk to Tennessee?”

“Not walk,” said Eddie. “Or, not all the way. We’ll cross the state overland, by boat, then by car, once we get past the flood. We’ll head for Sarasota and grab a yacht there. The Coast Guard won’t find us that far round the coast.”

“You hope,” said Kelly. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“But we’re doing this, right?”

Kelly picked at her shirt sleeve and said nothing at all.

“Bass Pro has canoes. Ray could stretch out. We could leave tomorrow, be in Sarasota by⁠—”

Kelly sloshed past him, straight out the door. Eddie yelled after her, but she just kept going. He grabbed a gallon of water and a tube of Hydralyte, and hurried to catch her before she could leave him behind.
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“Give me the oars,” said Ray.

“What for?” said Jackson. “Gonna row to the john?”

Ray grabbed for the oars, missed, and fell back. Zoe laughed. Rascal yipped. Kelly yelled out again.

“Okay, everyone—everyone, over here.”

Nobody listened. Eddie felt bad for her, but not that bad. The kids had spotted the strip mall and jumped off the rafts, splashing and paddling their way across the lot. Ray, who’d revived with a dose of codeine, had sat up and cheered as Jackson towed him inside. The two of them had grabbed Mars bars off the first shelf they saw, and unwrapped one for Mira to make her smile.

“They’re having fun,” he said, just for Kelly to hear. “Isn’t that a good thing, after all they’ve been through?

“We don’t know how long we’ve got before the Coast Guard comes back.” She raised her voice again, shouting over the kids. “Okay—okay, listen, I know it’s exciting. But I need you to…oh, for Pete’s sake.” Kelly climbed on the counter and stuck her fingers in her mouth. She whistled so loud Eddie’s fillings all twinged. “Everyone, stop.”

Ray was already stuck, trapped in the aisle. Jeb looked up, startled, from a shelf full of nuts. Mira hid her Mars bar behind her back. Eddie tongued at his dental work, soothing phantom pain.

“I get it,” said Kelly. “We’re all excited, can’t wait to dive in. But before we start looting, we need a plan. We’ve been chasing around by the seat of our pants, but this time—this time, let’s make a list. What do we need for a long trip by sea?”

“Or by land,” said Eddie. Stanley cocked a brow.

“By land? What’s he⁠—”

“By sea,” said Kelly. “He’s just confused.”

Eddie’s stomach felt sour, but he drew himself up. “I’m not confused,” he said. “I just want to live, and I’ve got a plan.”

Kelly scowled. “I don’t think⁠—”

“Just hear me out.” Eddie glanced at Zoe and found his resolve. “We go back to the ocean, we’ve got the Coast Guard. They’ve got it out for us, and what have we got? We can’t outgun them, outrun them, or buy them off. I say we go overland, by canoe past the flood. Then we drive to Sarasota, or maybe Fort Myers. It’d be a straight shot through mostly farmland. We’ll still have to sail from there, down to New Orleans, but the Coast Guard won’t be looking there, so we ought to be safe.”

“I said no,” said Kelly. “Now, sunscreen⁠—”

“Hold on,” said Jackson. “Let’s put it to a vote.”

Kelly’s eyes darted to Eddie’s, dark and betrayed. He looked away.

“Okay,” said Stanley. “Who wants canoes?”

“I do,” said Jackson, and Ray raised his hand. Kelly jumped down from the counter.

“You don’t get a vote.”

Ray’s smile faded. “I don’t?”

“No. Adults only, over eighteen.”

“I’m eighteen,” said Ray.

Kelly huffed, frustrated. “How’re you going to make it? You can’t even walk.”

“I can both row and drive.” Ray thrust his chin out. Kelly gave a snort.

“Okay,” said Jeb. “Let’s see where we land. I’m with Eddie. Stanley?”

Stanley shook his head. “I’m for the boat. We’ll have cities to get through before we hit farmland. That means the plague, and I’m not up for that.”

Zoe held up three fingers. “That’s three votes for Dad, two for Aunt Kelly. And, for the record, I’m team Dad all the way. We can mask for the plague. We can’t mask for pirates.”

Eddie touched Kelly’s arm. She turned to face him and he took a step back. He saw fear in her eyes, and anger and hurt. Worse than that, she looked lost, all cast adrift. He hadn’t seen her that way since the night of Zach’s wake. He’d been half-drunk, laid out on her couch. She’d tossed a blanket over him and tucked him in, and then she’d just stood there, all hollow and blank. She’d whispered to no one, what now? What now?

He reached for her hand. “Hey, Kelly, I⁠—”

Her expression hardened and she turned away. “Fine, the canoes, then. That means our first step, we need to see where we are. Find a map, mark a route with stops for supplies.”

Eddie half-listened as Kelly rallied the troops. She didn’t look at him once, and Jackson avoided her eye. When they split into groups, Jackson went with Eddie and Jeb. They broke into the Bass Pro and raided the shelves—backpacks for everyone, and dry bags, and masks. Jackson found a pair of hip waders and tried them on for size.

“We should get these,” he said. “And waterproof pants. For when it gets shallow and we have to walk.”

Jeb shook his head. “Those are for fishing, not for long hikes. We’d just get wet anyway, and sweaty to boot.” He found a display of Crocs and handed Jackson a pair. “Try these instead, and some mesh shorts. Those dry out quick, so you won’t chafe.”

Eddie winced, shifted, and grabbed some shorts for himself. His jeans were still itching between his legs. He grabbed some T-shirts as well, and a dozen ball caps. He filled his pack up with sunscreen, then changed his mind.

“We should space out our supplies,” he said. “Like, we all get some water, some food, some sunscreen. That way, we can’t lose all of anything at once.”

“Water,” said Jackson. “Hey, they’ve got LifeStraws.” He grabbed a handful and dropped one in each pack. “I saw these on YouTube, these crazy reviews, people drinking from toilets and jars full of poop.”

Eddie gagged. “Ew. Who would do that?”

“Someone who didn’t read the fine print.” Jeb grabbed some bug spray and passed it around. “LifeStraws are great, but they won’t stop a virus. If you’re gonna drink poop water, you’d best boil it first. Or drop in a chlorine tablet, but don’t—you all right?”

Eddie pulled a face. “Could we knock off the poop talk? I’m packing food, here.”

Jackson laughed. “Okay, no poop water. How about coconut water?” He held up a bottle, but Eddie waved him off.

“I’m going to check on your mom. Don’t grab anything weird.” He waded out the front door and back to the drugstore, and found Kelly sorting through the first aid supplies. Her face twitched at the sight of him, but she kept her mouth shut.

“I thought we’d stay here tonight,” he said. “Rest up, start fresh.”

Kelly held up two boxes of waterproof bandages. “Which ones?”

Eddie pointed. “The Band-Aids. They stay on seven days.”

“But these ones facilitate wound healing and, uh…autolytic debridement. What do you suppose that is, besides hard to pronounce?”

“I don’t know, but they’re light. Let’s take them both.” Eddie took them and stowed them in his pack. “Listen, about earlier⁠—”

“You were right. I was wrong. Or you won the vote, at least, so I guess that’s that.” She swept the rest of her booty into her bag—swabs, antiseptic wipes, iodine, Super Glue. Then the fight seemed to drain out of her, and she closed her eyes. “Okay, I just heard myself. That wasn’t fair.”

Eddie swallowed. “I’m as scared as you are, if that helps at all.”

“Scared doesn’t cover it. What I’m feeling, I…” Kelly sat on an orange crate and hid her face in her hands. “I thought, okay, let’s stick with the devil we know. I thought that was right, but you weren’t wrong. The plague’s bad news, but so’s the Coast Guard. You might’ve just saved us or got us all killed.”

Eddie knelt down beside her and lifted her chin. “That’d still be true if you’d got the vote. Except if we all died, the blame’d be on you.”

Kelly smiled, but her eyes were dull. “I’ll still blame myself if anything happens to Jackson.”

“Then we’ll make sure it doesn’t. You and me, yeah?”

She nodded and stood and turned back to the shelves. Eddie touched her arm.

“Hey. We’re good, right?”

Kelly glanced at his hand. “We’re surviving,” she said. “As long as it stays that way, you and me are just fine.”
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They struck out at dawn, an odd, ragged crew, decked out like gym rats and reeking of butts. They’d all “bathed” with baby wipes—Jackson’s idea—and he’d thought it a good one, until he remembered those things smelled like ass. Ass and air fresheners and road-stop bathrooms.

He gripped the oars tight with his new rowing gloves, hating the way they felt between his fingers. There’d been some discussion over who got to row. Mom was a given, and Jeb and Uncle Eddie. Stanley’s arthritis made him a maybe. Jackson could row, and Ray swore he could too, but when Zoe offered her services, Uncle Eddie shot her down.

“Not with your asthma. We’re low on inhalers.”

“I’ve had one attack since the day of the flood. One, and remember, we were being shot at. I was mostly just scared, and you never noticed. You’d never have known if I hadn’t said.”

“Still…still, it’s hot.”

“Dad—”

“I’ll think about it, okay?”

Jackson guessed Uncle Eddie would be thinking a while. Right now, he was rowing, and Mom was asleep. Jeb had the second boat, with Zoe, Mira, and Stanley. Jackson had the third, with Ray and Rascal. It felt good to row, to stretch, to move. To be going somewhere, under his own steam. Ten miles a day, Mom had said. That’s what we’ll aim for, a good, steady pace. Ten miles, that was nothing. Jackson could do twenty, thirty even. Forty, maybe, with the wind at his back. He could go forever, long, powerful strokes.

“Let me try,” said Ray.

“It isn’t your turn.”

“Yeah, but I…” Ray scratched his ankle, where a bug had bitten. “I might get tired later, or my pills’ll wear off. I don’t want to be useless, so let me go first.”

“You’re not useless,” said Jackson, but he passed Ray the oars. Ray took them and braced himself and tried a slow stroke. He tilted, off-balance, and hissed through his teeth.

“It’s okay,” said Jackson. “I can just⁠—”

“No.” Ray sat up straighter and repositioned his foot. “I just never realized you need your feet, even sitting. The weight of your legs, your balance, it’s…” He dipped his oars again and stifled a groan.

“C’mon, man. It’s fine. You just lost two toes.”

Ray didn’t say anything, just kept up his rowing. After a while, he seemed to find his rhythm. Jackson got restless, and he twitched where he sat. He picked at his waistband and jiggled his leg. Bugs swarmed around him—so much for the spray. He’d picked Ray to ride with because he’d wanted to row, not sit and let flies sip the sweat off his back.

The sun climbed behind them, hot on their necks. Mom took Uncle Eddie’s oars, and Stanley took Jeb’s. The city got closer, Port St. Lucie, drowned but not empty, hemmed in by boats. Mom pulled her mask up.

“Everyone, masks.”

Jackson’s face itched. “We’re still a mile out.”

“Still, I can smell ’em.” She took out some VapoRub and dabbed it on her mask. Jackson pulled his up and tried not to breathe. He could smell them too, the floating plague camps, mixed with his own sweat and that baby-butt stink.

“Let me row,” said Jackson, but Ray shook his head. His oars sloshed and rattled through endless debris. A low city hum rose from the camps, a drone that unraveled as they drew near. The sounds of human misery hung in the air, hoarse, wretched shouting; soft, dismal cries. Coughs and moans, retching, a lone barking dog. Rascal barked back and Stanley yelled quit. Jackson leaned forward.

“Give me those oars.”

“Hold on,” said Stanley. “We can’t go through here.” He shipped his oars and just sat there, staring ahead. Mom sculled right past him.

“We can’t go around,” she said. “That would take days.”

“Might be worth it,” said Ray. “That’s a plague nest right there.” He grabbed a mask from his pack and stretched it over the one he already had on. Jackson seized his moment to snatch back the oars.

“Hey!”

“Nope. My turn.” Jackson rowed and felt better, or at least more sane. He sank into his body and his world got small. His aches held him in like a sturdy wire fence, the strain in his shoulders, the cramp in his side. The lattice of soreness lashed down his back. Ray had to smack him when the Coast Guard boat came—the actual Coast Guard, to turn them back.

The city’s in lockdown. You’ll have to go round. Either that or join one of the quarantine camps.

Mom leaned to peer past them. “Can’t we go through? We won’t stop in the city, just row straight on.”

Lockdown means lockdown. No one goes through.

Jackson waited, impatient, for Mom to accept defeat. For Jeb and Uncle Eddie to pick a new route. He gouged at his bug bites with raw, bitten nails.

“There’s the St. Lucie River,” said Uncle Eddie. “We could head up there.”

“What, all the way south?” Jeb squinted at the map.

“Just to Palm City, then through the suburbs. Oughtta be quiet enough we can squeak through. Then it’s just parks; nothing but forests and fields.”

By the time they got going, they’d lost the morning’s cool. Jackson sweated, gulped water, and felt it slosh in his gut. Ray rowed a while, but soon dropped his oars. He groaned and crumpled and slid off the bench. He didn’t try to get up, but lay curled on his side, next to his crutches in the bottom of the boat. Jeb pulled alongside and fed him more codeine, and after a while, Ray went to sleep. The sun hit its zenith and hung at high noon. Jackson wet his spare shirt and covered Ray’s head. Zoe saw him do it and tried to switch boats.

“I could take over rowing. Until he wakes up.”

Jackson pretended he hadn’t heard.

They made crappy time paddling upriver, fighting the current every inch of the way. Rascal jumped in the water and paddled ahead. Stanley called him a showoff, but nobody laughed. Jackson checked Ray’s pulse, couldn’t find it, and shook him awake. Ray woke up hurting and cussed Jackson out.

That night, they camped out in someone’s upstairs. They ate trail mix and PowerBars and powdered instant pudding. Ray sat up, enlivened, and shone his flashlight under his chin.

“Should we tell ghost stories?”

Mom closed the window. “There’s enough ghosts here already.”

“I meant for Mira,” said Ray. “She liked them before. She had a good one, about a dead spider.”

Mira’s lips twitched, the start of a smile. Jeb crumpled a candy wrapper and stuffed it in his pocket.

“I’ve got one,” he said. “Or, my dad does. But he’s not here to tell it, so I’ll go ahead.” He paused, as though leaving room for objections. None came, and he took the flashlight from Ray. “So, Dad, he’s a birder, dyed in the wool. Ain’t a bird in this country he couldn’t name. He’s been birding in Scotland, birding in Spain, birded his way around the South Seas. But, this one time, his birds took him way up north, up the coast of BC, nearly to the Yukon. He was camping and hiking, checking off birds, siskins and shrikes and I don’t know what. What’ve they got in the great frozen north?” He smiled down at Mira, but she only shrugged.

“Puffins,” said Ray. Jeb rumbled laughter.

“On the east coast, maybe. Not in BC.” He leaned into the circle, and Jackson caught himself grinning. Anticipating the good part, like a kid at camp.

“So, it gets dark one night, and he sets up his tent. He goes to sleep and wakes up, and his hair’s all on end, all standing up like⁠—”

“What, like yours?” Jackson fluffed up his own hair and everyone laughed. Jeb shot him a stern look and shook his head.

“No, not like mine. That’s from Mom’s side. But his whole scalp’s crawling, and he knows something’s wrong. And then he hears it, and, man, he can’t breathe.” Jeb’s eyes went huge, and his beard quivered. “He hears them, these voices, like lost little kids. Little kids playing down by the creek. Little kids laughing, telling tales in the dark. He tries to hear what they’re saying, but their language ain’t right.”

Zoe frowned. “You mean, it’s not English?”

“I mean, it’s not human.” Jeb paused a moment to let that sink in. “Their voices, they’re close to ours, but something’s not right. They’re lighter, like music. Their language, it sings. And my dad lies there listening, and he wants to go look, but the second he budges, they all start to scream. And that’s not like music. That’s like banshees. It scares him half-senseless, and he lies there all night. He lies there till morning, and the voices fade out. And Dad, he feels stupid. It’s birds, right? Just birds. Chattering birds, so he heads for the creek.”

Ray rolled his eyes. “Seriously? Just birds all along?”

“That’s what he thought. But when he got to the creek, the rocks were all clean. No bird crap, no feathers, no prints in the mud. Nothing at all, except three rocks stacked up: a black one, a gray one, and a white one on top. And when he touched that white one, he heard those voices again.” Jeb killed the flashlight. Zoe shrieked, then she laughed. Mira laughed with her, a soft, creaky sound.

“You made that up,” said Ray.

Jeb chuckled. “Did I?”

“You did, or your dad did.”

“Either way, it’s time you kids got some sleep.” Mom flicked on her own light and stood up with a groan. “I’ll take the guest room—us girls can share. The rest of you, sleep wherever, but I need you to sleep.”

Jackson stretched out where he was, on a big, messy rug. He blinked and it was morning, and they set out again. Ray took the first shift, but he didn’t last long. His sweat soaked his shirt and he couldn’t keep up, and he didn’t argue when Jackson took the oars.

Jackson rowed and his back ached, and the ache felt familiar. So did the sun, and the bugs, and the smells, like he’d been rowing a month, and not just two days. Like he’d lived this way once, in some other life, a riverback nomad sculling through endless seasons.

Ray dozed through the suburbs, and Jackson let him. He saw people sometimes, folks who’d stayed put, trapped in their top floors or up on their roofs. Some of them waved, or they called out for help. Jackson stopped looking after a while. He fixed his eyes on Jeb’s back and rowed straight ahead.

Around noon, they hit parkland, and at first, that was good—big open spaces, the green smell of trees. Then the water got shallow and the land got rough, and they scraped up on tree stumps and prickly shrubs.

“We’ll have to portage,” said Jeb. “We’ll ruin our hulls.”

“We could go slow,” said Mom. “Feel ahead with our oars.”

But they couldn’t, not really, and they climbed from their boats, into brown water up to their thighs. Zoe carried Mira in a sling on her back. Jeb carried his canoe, and Mom and Stanley took hers. Uncle Eddie helped Jackson lift his with Ray in it. Ray wanted to walk, but Mom wouldn’t let him.

“Waterproof Band-Aids don’t mean you should swim. Or squish through brown water and mud to your hips.”

“But—”

“No. No buts. You lie back and rest.”

So they trudged on, then they rowed for a while. Then the ground rose back up and they had to get out. When the water got deep again, Ray wanted to row. He fell behind and pushed harder, and Jackson grabbed for the oars.

“C’mon, man, just rest.”

“I’m fine. No, get off.”

Jackson fought for the oars. Ray tried to kick him. He lost his balance and tumbled off the bench, hit his head on the gunwale and screamed out in pain.

“Sorry,” said Jackson.

“Whatever. You win.” Ray’s voice was ragged and thick with tears. When Jackson bent over him, Ray covered his face. Jackson peeled his hands away and found him burning with fever.

They stopped early that night, when Ray started puking, and camped out on the roof of a flooded bookstore. Stanley checked Ray’s foot, sniffed it, and pressed his palm to the skin. Jackson watched, sickened.

“Is it infected?”

“Looks okay,” said Stanley. “But get me my bag.”

Jackson grabbed his backpack and Stanley rooted through it. He pulled out a tube of Polysporin and redressed Ray’s foot. When he was done, he dug in his bag again, this time for coconut oil and a pouch of charcoal. From his pocket, he pulled out a Baggie of weeds.

Jackson frowned. “What are those for?”

“A poultice,” said Stanley. “We’re low on Polysporin; only got the one tube. We might need a backup if we run dry.”

“And that would be weeds?”

“Lizard tail,” said Stanley. “Found a few clumps where we lost the Goosemoose. It’s good for swelling, and helping wounds heal.”

Jackson didn’t say anything. He fed Ray sips of water while Stanley crushed up the weeds. Weird, roadside witch-cures, was that where they were headed? Oil and charcoal and weeds all ground up?

“We should go back,” said Zoe. “Get him to a shelter.”

“They’ll just stick us in quarantine. We’ll all get the plague.” Jackson trickled water between Ray’s dry lips. Mom took the bottle and set it aside.

“We’ll find someone to help him,” she said. “In Sebring, maybe, or some town on the way.” Her tone was confident, but her posture was tense. “There’ll have to be someone, a doctor, a vet.”

Jackson lay for a long time after the others were asleep, listening to Ray’s breathing and trying not to think. Then he blinked and the sun was up, and it was time to go.

They saw enough mud that day to last the rest of their lives. Mud and more mud, and water to their knees. Dense clouds of gnats that swarmed around their heads. Somewhere around lunch time, they ditched their canoes. They hadn’t been able to row in a while, and the added weight was wearing them down.

Ray swung on his crutches, head down, jaw set, his bad foot tied up to keep it out of the wet. He blew Jackson off when he tried to take his pack. Jackson still walked beside him, matching his pace to Ray’s uneven strides.

“You don’t have to prove anything. If you need a break⁠—”

Ray jerked his crutches out of the mud. “You’re the one panting. Why don’t you save your breath?”

Jackson thought about arguing, but Ray was right. He was beat. He fell back next to Zoe, and they took turns with Mira, toting her piggyback across the sodden landscape.

That night at dinner, Jackson watched Ray eat. Or rather, he watched him toy with his food. When Zoe passed out granola bars, he stuffed his in his pocket. He sniffed at his jerky and barely tried a bite. That show of strength today, was he getting better? Or was he just desperate to pull his weight?

“Eat your applesauce,” said Jeb. “It’s easy on the belly.” He patted his own substantial gut. Ray did as Jeb said, but he didn’t eat much, one bite, then one more, and then he was done.

The day after that dawned hot and sweaty, and they set out early to beat the worst of the sun. At first, they plodded through foul, reeking water, but soon they came on a windbreak arrowing west, a row of rough slash pines guarding the fields. Dirt and leaves had piled up along the roots of the trees, rising over the years into a long, narrow hillock.

“Dry land,” said Zoe. “Hey, Mira, wake up.”

Mira made a happy sound and slid off Zoe’s back. She whistled for Rascal and they ran on ahead, in and out of the shadows of the sheltering trees. Ray’s crutches struck solid ground, and he groaned with relief.

“Man, that mud’s been killing me. You have no idea.”

“If you needed help⁠—”

Ray brushed Jackson off. “No, I can handle it. It’s just extra work. Every step has an extra step, you know what I mean? I swing myself forward, then I gotta stop, pull out my crutches and start over again. That’s why I kept having to stop and rest.”

“Just that, huh?” Jackson frowned, but Ray did look better. Maybe pushing himself was what he’d needed, to keep his blood flowing. Jumpstart his healing.

Soon, their little convoy was stretched out long, Mira up front, tossing sticks for Rascal, the adults with their heavy packs bringing up the rear. They walked through the morning, along that windbreak, the breeze through the slash pines cutting the heat.

“We should stop here,” said Ray, just before noon. “Have a bite, take a load off, let the fogeys catch up.” He nodded over his shoulder, and Jackson laughed. He could just pick out Mom, and Jeb’s hulking form, shimmering in the heat haze nearly a mile back. Uncle Eddie and Stanley were barely specks in the distance.

“Lazy,” said Zoe, and plopped down on a stump. Mira flopped down beside her and patted her knees for Rascal.

Jackson dug into his pack and pulled out all his best food, everything he thought might tempt Ray to eat. He produced a fresh tin of SPAM and four flavors of crackers. Dip made from soup mix and powdered milk. He handed the treats around, and Mira and Zoe dug in. But Ray didn’t touch his, and Jackson felt his worry mounting.

“You need to keep up your strength,” he said.

“I know,” said Ray. “But I’m saving my appetite. I got us a treat for dessert. Something I’ve been holding for a special occasion.”

Zoe choked on a cracker. “A special occasion?”

“Yeah, not to doubt you, but how is this special?” Jackson raised a brow, but Ray just smiled.

“You seriously don’t see it?”

“I see mud,” said Zoe.

“Bugs,” said Jackson.

“A whole lot of bugs, and—Mira, don’t touch that. Mushrooms can be poisonous, and you just washed your hands.”

“You guys don’t see it? How gorgeous it is?” Ray rose up on his crutches and leaned back, peering up. “Man, look at that sky. You ever see it so clear? There’s birds out here singing and li’l dragonflies. We got trees, we got shade, we got a nice breeze, and how long do you think this’ll buy us off school? A disaster this bad, we could be out all year. The way I see it—yeah, you laugh it up.” He glowered at Jackson, but with no real ill humor. “The way I see it…my outlook’s all changed. I’ve been shot. Lost some body parts. Stared death in the face.”

Zoe choked on a giggle. “You got shot in the foot. And you’re high on codeine.”

“I still could’ve drowned. Or got an infection.” Ray thrust out his chest. “Anyway, what I’m saying is, why save your best stuff for some special day? Why not bust it out and make today great?” He reached into his bum bag and pulled out a small package. “See, look, I’ve got these Ferrero Rochers, and I stuck some ice in with them, so they’re only partly melted. Let’s sit here and eat them while the eating’s good. Tomorrow could rain, or it might not come at all, but today we’ve got sun. Today, we’ve got chocolate. Today, we can⁠—”

“Gimme.” Zoe snatched the candy and tore into the wrapping. Mira crawled over her, eager for her treat. Jackson caught Ray’s eye, and he tried not to smirk.

“So, what’s your take on college funds? Hold on for Harvard, or Vegas, bay-beeee?”

Ray flipped him off. “Bite me.”

“What about gold reserves? Seed vaults? Banks?”

“Fine, gimme that, and I’ll put it in the bank.” Ray grabbed for Jackson’s chocolate, but he crammed it in his mouth. They both broke up laughing, and Rascal yipped along. The girls scarfed their sweets and sucked the taste off their fingers, but Jackson couldn’t help noticing Ray barely touched his. He nibbled the shell and licked the soft filling, but after a while, he tucked it back in its wrapper.

When they got up to walk again, Jackson stuck closer, in case. In case Ray was flagging. In case his new strength ran dry. In case Zoe was right, and he was high as a kite, burning all he had left of himself, right down to the fumes.
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“Itold you,” said Donna.

“You did,” said Bill.

“That’s what goats do. They climb.” She stood squinting up at the Carsons’ three goats, nibbling on mountain grass a hundred feet up.

“We could just leave them. They look happy enough.”

“They won’t be come winter, when they run out of food. And neither will we be, when we’re hurting for milk.” She petted the husky mix panting at her side. Bill had been the one to remember the Carsons had goats, but Jem had tracked them out here, to the foot of the slope. It’d been quite a trek, through brambles and scrub. Donna found Bill’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

“How are your knees? You need to sit down?”

“Left one’s not too bad. Right’s twinging some.”

Donna winced. Twinging some meant a bad night ahead. She guided him to a dry log and helped him sit down.

“I’ll go up,” she said. “You mind the dog.”

Bill whistled Jem over and ruffled his fur. Donna set out up the steep mountain trail. Her knees popped at first, but soon loosened up. She found a big stick and leaned on it as she climbed. It scraped in the loose dirt and dislodged tiny pebbles. Donna didn’t stop to watch them bounce off the path, down the steep hillside to the rocks below. She didn’t picture her body tumbling down after, aged bones cracking and tearing through skin. Not for long, at least. She was here for the goats.

“Hey, Billy,” she called, her voice sweet and soothing. The big billy just looked at her and shook out his horns.

“Brought you some lunch,” she said, and patted her side. She’d brought a pouch of grain to entice the goats, hooked to her belt so it bumped on her hip. The goats watched her closely and sidled up the slope.

Donna turned sideways and slowed to a shuffle. The goats watched a while, then seemed to lose interest. They found a patch of clover and turned to crop it, their short, fluffy tails sticking up in defiance.

“That’s right,” she muttered. “You stay right there. You munch your clover, and⁠—”

“Jem, no! No, Donna!” Bill yelled out, frantic, and Donna spun back. Her stick skidded wild, and she skidded with it. She slid on her heels, grasping at roots. Jem barked, not behind her, but up ahead—up where the goats were, bounding straight for them. The goats saw him and scattered, bleating, outraged. The nanny leaped uphill, her kid at her heels. The billy spun, panicked, kicking up dust. Jem yipped, delighted, eager to play.

“No, Jem. Get down.”

Jem ignored Donna, or he didn’t hear her. He burst from the bushes, onto the trail. The billy goat hollered and kicked at his head.

“Jem, I said down.”

Jem whirled, snapping. The billy goat fled. He charged down the mountain, straight down the trail. Straight at Donna, head lowered, kicking up dust. She pressed her back to the cliffside, but it wasn’t enough. The trail was too narrow, the goat’s flight too wild. Donna turned and ran.

“Donna! No, jump!”

Her heart thumped. She couldn’t. She’d break a hip. Break her head. She’d break her whole body, and what about Bill? His heart would break, too, and⁠—

“Donna, please, now!”

She staggered back at a shamble, hands up, jaw clenched. Grab him. No, punch him. Jump on his back.

The goat thundered on. It let out a yell. Donna grinned through her fear—they yell just like us. Like angry old men. She sucked in a deep breath and yelled back at the goat, a great, blatting bellow that echoed off the cliffs.

The goat snorted, stiffened, and skidded to a halt. Donna stepped in front of it, hands up, legs wide. The goat stared, affronted, and let out a maaaa.

Donna glowered back at it. “That’s right, maaaa. Moooove.” She pointed down the cliffside, at the brambles below. “Go on, down you go.”

The goat jumped off the path and bounced down the scree. It saw Bill and yelled again, and Bill held out his hand. He must’ve had something in it, something good to eat, because the goat ambled over and mouthed at his palm. Bill patted it roughly on its shaggy white flank. He called up to Donna.

“Okay up there?”

“Couldn’t be better. Jem, get over here.”

Jem heard her at last, and came slinking down. Donna fed him a treat and nudged him off back to Bill.

“Get his leash on him, huh?”

“Way ahead of you, babe.” Bill clipped on Jem’s leash and wrapped it around his fist. Donna tramped back up the path, toward the bend. The nanny was waiting, blocking her way, head down, hooves splayed, protecting her kid.

“It’s okay,” said Donna. “Just brought you some food.” She unhooked her pouch and scattered grain at her feet. The goats eyed it, greedy, and minced down the slope. Donna stood calmly and watched them eat. She waited till they finished and came begging for more, then she took the nanny’s collar and led her away. She resisted at first, and tossed her head side to side, but Donna spoke softly, and she soon fell in line. Her kid stayed a moment, nosing for grain, then he came too, trotting to catch up.

“Good girl,” said Donna. “We’ll just get you home, get you all settled in. You’ll have the barn to yourselves—big stalls, fresh hay, fields full of grass. Better than roughing it up in the hills.”

Bill hurried to meet her at the foot of the slope. He hugged her one-armed, still gripping the billy.

“You scared me,” he muttered. “For a moment, I thought…”

“Don’t think,” said Donna. “It’s over. I’m fine.”

“Yeah, well, these two are still in my bad books.” He scowled at the billy, and at Jem, who whined. Donna took the dog’s leash and roughed up his fur.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Bill here gets grumpy, but his moods never last.” She smiled, but it felt wrong, all plastic and forced. Bill didn’t hold grudges, but his moods did stick sometimes, when his knees stiffened up, when Kelly didn’t call. When those other calls did come, the bad-news kind—an old friend to bury, or worse, a young one. Zach’s death had been bad, a whole winter blacked out. Bill had been lost to her, in his own world. He’d kissed her good morning and goodnight by rote, hardly seeming to see her or feel her warmth. She’d had to remind him to eat and to bathe. She’d started to worry he might not come back.

“She’ll call soon. I feel it.” The words sprang forth unbidden, and Bill stopped in his tracks.

“Kelly.”

“She’s a fighter. Always has been.” She turned to Bill. “Let’s stay strong, okay? She’ll be tired when she gets here. She’ll need to feel safe. To know she can rest after⁠—”

“Donna…”

“—after whatever she’s been through.” Donna blinked hard. Bill dropped the goat’s collar and pulled her to him.

“I’m here for you,” he said. “And when Kelly gets home, I’ll be here for her too.”

Donna sagged against him and let him hold her close. The goats milled around, cropping the grass. Birds sang, bugs droned, a perfect spring day. A perfect day, but…

“Damn it, Bill. What’s taking her so long?”
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Nobody noticed when Kelly started to cry.

She didn’t notice, herself, till her nose clogged shut.

She couldn’t do much about it, so she stuck to her rhythm, one step, then another, then she stopped to adjust. It was her turn and Eddie’s to carry Ray’s litter, him on the front end, her at the back. Jeb had built it from tent poles and a cotton blanket, and it sagged in the middle and didn’t hold its shape. The poles were too thin, and dug into her palms. Sooner or later, they’d slip through her grip. She’d stumble, or Eddie would, and Ray would go down.

“I can walk,” he mumbled, barely awake.

“Later,” said Eddie, like he did every time. Kelly cried without sound and without emotion, thick tears of pain that burned her eyes. Her palms were all blisters. Her feet were the same. Her back was a tangle of fried, twinging nerves. Every part of her hurt, except the parts that were numb. Most of her face was numb, and the back of her neck. The skin of her arms, from the rain pelting down.

“I can walk,” said Ray.

“Later.”

Kelly wiped snot on her T-shirt sleeve. She had to hunch over, and she missed a step. Eddie kept going, and she lunged to catch up. The litter dipped and tilted and jerked a moan out of Ray. He’d been walking just yesterday—no, the day before. Swinging on his crutches, right through till noon. Then he’d lain down to rest and when he’d tried to get up, his good leg had buckled and he’d crumpled in the mud.

“We should stop soon,” said Stanley.

“I can walk,” said Ray.

Stanley glanced at him and his lips went tight. “I’m thinking that barn, out of the rain.”

Kelly peered at the barn through a film of tears. It looked old, abandoned, as gray as the sky. Still, it had a roof, and it was close.

“Yeah,” she said, and cleared her throat. “Everyone, we’re stopping.”

Jackson half-turned, hand cupped to his ear. He and Zoe had ranged up ahead. They’d passed the barn already, while Kelly was wiping her nose.

“The barn,” called Eddie, hoarse from the rain. Jackson and Zoe angled toward it, sloshing through puddles up to their knees. Mira woke on Jeb’s back and started to cry.

“It’s okay,” said Jeb. “We’re stopping soon, see?”

Mira sniffed and squirmed. Jeb patted her knee.

“I think we’ve still got a box of those marshmallow bars. How ’bout it, you hungry? Marshmallow bars?”

Mira buried her face in Jeb’s dank, wet hair. Kelly knew how she felt—tired beyond tired, soaked to the bone. They’d fashioned slickers from trash bags, but the rain still got through, trickling down the neckholes and splashing from below. It crept in and stayed there, mixed with their sweat.

“C’mon, Rascal,” said Stanley, and slapped his thigh. Rascal slouched past him, nose down, tail limp. Ray shifted and murmured that he could walk. He could walk.

They squelched up the dirt path and into the barn. It smelled bad inside, like something had died. Mira made a gagging sound. Rascal fired off a sneeze. Jackson came over and helped unload Ray. He laid him out on a pile of old pallets, fashioning a pillow from his own rolled-up blanket. Zoe crouched next to Jackson and glowered up at the roof.

“It’s just as wet in here as it is outside. Look at those cracks. You could fly a plane through them.”

Kelly bit her tongue to keep from snapping back. She was wet, too. She wasn’t whining.

“Try the hayloft,” she said. “You can string up a tarp between those two rails.”

Zoe went up, but Jackson didn’t follow. He pressed his palm to Ray’s forehead and hissed through his teeth.

“Still warm,” he said.

“This ought to help.” Stanley pushed a pill into Ray’s mouth. Ray chewed it, grimaced, and Stanley fed him another. Jackson gave him some water and he guzzled it down. It gurgled in his stomach, an uneasy sound. He burped, licked his lips, and tried to sit up.

“What time—what…”

“Nighttime,” said Stanley. “It’s okay. Lie down.”

Ray lay down, but he didn’t close his eyes. His cheeks were bright red—rash-red, Kelly thought. A cluster of zits had sprung up on his chin.

“I dreamed I was walking,” he said. “Dreamed it got sunny and the grass all dried out.”

“You need food,” said Stanley. “You haven’t eaten all day.”

Ray ignored him. “I could walk, I think. Tomorrow, I mean. I think I just needed a day off my feet.” He leaned up and squinted at his bandaged right foot. “It’s stopped hurting, mostly. It’s not doing that pulsing it was doing before. I can’t even feel it, where my toes used to be.”

Stanley frowned. “You can’t feel it? You mean, at all?”

“My foot, yeah, I feel it.” Ray wagged it side to side. “That hurts, the foot part, and up my leg. But more of a hot pain, like a sunburn, but inside. That stabbing pain’s gone, where my toes used to be.”

Stanley glanced at Kelly, and she felt sick. She read fear in his eyes, and anger, and despair.

“Jackson,” she said. “Help Zoe with that tarp.”

“Jeb can help her,” said Jackson, but Jeb shook his head.

“I don’t like my chances with my weight on that ladder.”

“Jackson, please.” Kelly nudged him, but he didn’t go. He sat beside Ray with his hand on his arm. Mira followed Zoe up the ladder instead, and set to work helping her stretch out the tarp. Kelly watched them a moment, then nodded at Stanley. “Best take a look.”

Stanley found an old milking stool and dragged it over. He took Ray’s foot in his lap and set to work on his bandages. His knuckles had swollen to red, lumpy knots. Kelly caught herself wanting to push him aside, rip off the bindings, and just get it done. Instead, she stood still, and Stanley went slow, unspooling layer after layer of wet gauze.

“The water got through,” said Jackson.

“Because it’s a foot.” Stanley unwrapped another layer and set it aside. “It’s rounded and knobbly, with bits poking up. Bandages stick best on something more flat.” He kept his voice low and soothing, and Ray closed his eyes. Kelly breathed through her mouth to keep out the smell—not rot, exactly, but something not good: a sickly-clean ointment smell, and under that, what? Something familiar she couldn’t quite place. Bologna, maybe, left out all night. Warm bologna, just past its prime.

Jackson hitched a sharp breath. Stanley’s mouth turned down.

“It’s swollen,” said Kelly, but swollen wasn’t right. Ray’s foot was livid, a deep purplish-red. The sole had gone spongy and fishbelly-white. Like he’d sat in a warm bath till the skin turned to mush.

“Is that scabs where his toes were, or is his skin turning black?” Jackson reached out, but didn’t quite touch. Stanley pushed his hand back and grabbed a Q-tip instead. He prodded the black patch and it streamed rusty brown.

“That’s a scab,” he said. “But I don’t, uh…” He glanced at Kelly and shook his head. “I need to dry this. Get it redressed.”

Stanley cleaned the wound gently, but Ray moaned in pain. Jackson held his hand. Kelly played scrub nurse, handing Stanley what he needed, clean water, swabs. A tube of Polysporin, mostly used up.

“We’ll let this breathe,” said Stanley, when he was done. “Let the skin dry, then we’ll see how it looks.”

Kelly nodded. “Sounds good.” She kept her tone light, mostly for Jackson’s sake. “I’m going outside. I’ll be back in a while.” She tapped Stanley’s shoulder to suggest he should follow. He did, after a while, and stood patting his pockets.

“Looking for something?”

“Yeah, just…want one?” He pulled out a pack of Marlboros and offered it to Kelly. She waved it away.

“Didn’t know you smoked.”

“I don’t. Or I didn’t. Quit way back when.” He shook out a smoke and clamped it between his teeth, cupped out the wind, and thumbed at his lighter. The flame didn’t take, and he let out a curse. Kelly held out her hand.

“Let me get that for you.”

Stanley passed her the lighter and she flicked it to life. Stanley lit his cigarette and took a long drag.

“Twenty years I’d been off these. It never goes away.”

“What, the craving?”

“The habit, more like. You finish a meal, you reach for a smoke. You have a good day, or a bad one, same thing. You smoke.” He patted his pocket. “Familiar, you know?”

Kelly said nothing. A lump of nostalgia had lodged in her throat. She’d had habits, too, some good, some bad. Weak morning coffee from her GATOR FARM mug. Knocking on wood to ward off bad luck. Waking up groggy and reaching for Zach.

“Cliff was on my boat,” said Stanley. “In the back bin.”

Kelly stared at first, puzzled, thinking Cliff who? Then it came to her, his husband. His ashes, in their urn.

“I’m sorry,” she said. Stanley just shrugged.

“Quit for him, mostly, so why not? Why not?” He took a fresh drag and let it out through his nose. “Ray’s foot. It’s bad.”

“How bad?”

“Don’t know.” He leaned on the barn and let his head tap the wall. “It’s warm. That’s not great. And it’s swollen and red. But what’s got me worried is, that black’s not just scabs. Or, I don’t think it is. I can’t see for sure, with the skin being burned, but I think it’s gone bluish up by the wound.”

“And that’s bad because…?”

“Blue means no oxygen. It means no blood flow. That means dying tissue, dying skin, dying nerves. He said he couldn’t feel it. That’s a bad sign.”

Kelly scratched a bug bite. “So, what do we do?”

“I don’t know,” said Stanley. “I’m not a doctor, or even a vet. We could cut out the dead parts, or burn them off. But he’s so weak already, and what if I’m wrong? If the blue’s just a vein, or it’s dried charcoal? I’d put on some charcoal to dry out the wound.”

“His fever’s not that high. It can’t be that bad.”

“Maybe not now, but these things progress fast.” Stanley stubbed out his cigarette and dropped the butt in the mud. “We could up his penicillin, double the dose. Or switch to doxycycline, see if that helps.”

“Okay,” said Kelly. Stanley frowned.

“Okay to which?”

“You’re asking me?” Kelly didn’t like what she saw in his eyes, all her own fear, and her own hesitation. “What’s the difference? Is one of them stronger?”

“I wish I knew.”

“So, whichever we choose, it’ll just be a guess? And isn’t it bad to start antibiotics, then stop? Does that count for switching, or just stopping outright? Do we finish the penicillin, or⁠—”

“I don’t know.” Stanley’s voice was gentle, but his expression was strained. Kelly covered her face, struggling to think. Ray—could he die from this? Young, healthy Ray? Jackson wouldn’t come back from that, never, ever.

“Could we do both? Penicillin and doxy?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Some antibiotics fight each other. Some work together.”

“And the ones we’ve got? Don’t say you don’t know.”

Stanley shook his head slowly. Kelly held back a scream.

“Double his penicillin,” she said. “It’s been working so far.”

Stanley’s shoulders went slack, perhaps with relief. Kelly swallowed acid, more tense than ever.

“We should go in,” said Stanley. “It’s getting dark.”

“You go ahead. I’ll be there in a while.”

Kelly listened to Stanley squelch through the mud. The barn door creaked, and voices rose in question. Kelly watched the rain fall, sluggish and gray. The door creaked again, and she stiffened. What now?

“Just me,” said Eddie. “Told me so, huh?”

Kelly couldn’t look at him. “Told you so? Told you what?”

“A week, we’ve been walking, and look where we are. A week on a boat, we’d be halfway home.”

“Or we’d be dead. We don’t know, either way.” Kelly sank down, exhausted, and crouched in the mud. Had she been right, back then? Was she right with Ray’s pills? What did she know? Why come to her?

“I’m tired,” she said.

“We can drive now, I think.” Eddie peered through the rain. “I was thinking tomorrow, we’d look for a truck. Leave Ray to rest, and we’ll go, you and me.”

“The roads are still dirt. We’d get stuck in the mud.”

“I don’t think so,” said Eddie. “A good farm truck, mud tires, four-wheel drive—the road isn’t great, but we should be okay.”

Kelly picked at a hangnail. She couldn’t decide. If their search turned up nothing, or they got stuck in the mud⁠—

“It’ll be fine,” said Eddie. “We’re down to just puddles, not one big…floodle. Half an hour’s drive, and we’ll be in the dry.”

Kelly made a strange sound, half bark, half sob. “Did you just say floodle?”

“I did. Yep, I did.”

Kelly laughed helplessly, fist pressed to her mouth. Her laughter escaped her in great honks and brays. Eddie laughed with her, and the clouds didn’t part. The sun didn’t come out, and the rain didn’t stop. Still, Kelly felt lighter—or maybe just lightheaded. She pulled Eddie down next to her and leaned her head on his, and they sat staring into the gathering night.
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Eddie woke early, before dawn’s first light. He lay for a moment, chasing his dream—one of the good ones, cozy and sweet. Something domestic, gardening maybe. Burrowing into the soft, fertile earth. Planting himself like a small, warm seed, tucked in and snoozing, waiting for spring.

He sniffed and smelled vomit and nearly gagged. The last of his dream withered away. He raised himself on one elbow and groped for a light.

“Ray? You okay?”

Nobody answered. Eddie flicked on his flashlight and blinked in the glare. Zoe groaned and rolled over, away from the light.

“Dad…”

Eddie lowered the beam, searching. Ray coughed and stirred, and Eddie saw he’d been sick. His shirt was stiff with vomit, his eyes dull and glazed. Eddie crept over, quiet as he could.

“’S okay,” he said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Ray blinked in confusion and glanced down at himself.

“Oh—sorry, damn⁠—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Eddie sat Ray up and helped him off with his shirt. He wiped his face clean, and his neck, and his chest. A sick heat baked off him, and the smell of sour sweat. Stanley sat up, brow knit with concern.

“Eddie? What’s happening?”

“His fever’s back up.”

Stanley dug in his pack and brought out Ray’s pills. Kelly was stirring, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Zoe was up now, and Jackson as well, peering at Ray with wide, worried eyes. Eddie grabbed Kelly and pulled her aside.

“We should go, if we’re going.”

“What? For the truck?”

“No time like the present.” He moved farther from Jackson, out of earshot. “Ray’s not looking good, and there’s nothing out here. If he takes a turn, we’re on our own.”

“And if we come up empty, we’ve wasted a day.”

“We won’t,” said Eddie. He caught Zoe staring and lowered his voice. “It’s all farms out here. Farms all have trucks, or if they don’t, they’ve got tractors. We’ll be in Sarasota in half a day, tops.”

“Or in a plague camp,” said Kelly, but her eyes were on Ray. She made a defeated sound, air through her teeth. “All right,” she said. “Stanley, you got that?”

“You’re going ahead to find us a truck.”

Jackson scowled. “What? You’re leaving?”

“I need you to stay here and look after Ray. Keep him hydrated, make sure he’s okay.”

“He isn’t,” said Jackson. “You smell that, don’t you?”

Kelly looked like she did, all pale and sick. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I wouldn’t be going if I thought I had a choice.” She reached for Jackson, but he pulled away. Eddie pulled his shoes on and hefted his pack.

“Hey…” Jeb sat up, bleary from sleep. “We’re leaving already?”

“Just me and Kelly. Finding a truck.”

“You need me to come?”

“No, you stay here. Something happens to us, you’ll be all they’ve got.” He gestured at Stanley and Jackson and Ray. “If we’re not back by nightfall⁠—”

“Uh-uh. None of that.”

“All right. See you later.” Eddie flashed him the thumbs-up and hurried away. Kelly was already halfway to the door, her orange Crocs squidging on the damp concrete floor. She strode into the morning without a backward glance. Eddie squeezed out behind her and saw the rain had stopped. The puddles lay dwindling, sullen and brown.

“You were right,” said Kelly. “This isn’t so bad.”

Eddie grunted agreement. Kelly set out at a jog. She didn’t say anything else, and neither did Eddie. They jogged when the road was good and walked when it wasn’t, and a watery sunrise warmed their backs. It reminded Eddie of last night’s dream, the comfort of gardening, dirt under his nails. Bugs in the tall grass, droning the blues. He thought of telling Kelly, but he couldn’t spare the breath. When had he jogged last? He couldn’t remember. Never, maybe. Gym class. High school. He might’ve jogged then, or slacked off and walked.

He'd be different, he thought, if he made it through this. No more skating by, settling for good enough. If he made up a list of all his regrets, it wouldn’t be filled with the chances he took. It was the ones he’d missed that kept him up nights—why hadn’t he come home more? Spent more time with Zach? Hung with his folks more before they passed away? If he made it to that farm, he’d make it count, every moment with Zoe, with Jackson, with Kelly.

He splashed through a puddle for the cool spray of mud. It splashed up his bare legs, up to his thighs. His shorts got wet too, and bunched at the crotch. Eddie ignored them and scanned up ahead—fields and more fields, lonely power lines. A bird on a fence post, preening its tail. It stopped to watch Kelly and Eddie go by.

“There’s nothing out here,” said Kelly.

“Road’s gotta go… Somewhere.” Eddie slowed, panting, and pulled out his water. He took a long slurp and stowed it back in his pack.

They spotted a farmhouse around their tenth mile, a bright square of white against the gray sky. A poplar-lined drive carved a path to its door. Something gleamed in the shadows—a windshield? A truck? Eddie slowed to see better. Up ahead, Kelly groaned.

“What?”

Kelly bent over, hands on her knees. Eddie caught up to her and paused to let her breathe. Her face was bright red, her hair dark with sweat. The knobs of her spine poked up through her shirt. Eddie pushed down the impulse to thumb the dirt off her neck.

“I saw something,” he said. “Could be a truck.”

Kelly just snorted and nodded up the drive. A rusty chain blocked their way, strung between two trees. Someone had stretched an old sheet across it, a red-painted warning flapping in the breeze. It read PLAGUE STAY OUT, and underneath, WILL SHOOT ON SIGHT. Eddie frowned at it.

“Is that plague, comma, stay out, as in they have the plague? Or plague, question mark, stay out, as in, if we have the plague, we shouldn’t go in?”

“I don’t think it matters,” said Kelly. “Will shoot on sight. Period.”

“It might matter,” said Eddie. “If they’re already dead.”

“You promised Jeb we’d be back. I promised Jackson.”

Eddie gazed past the sign, at that faint, tempting twinkle. If they shot, he could run. Dive behind a tree. Unless that first shot hit home, and then he’d be dead.

“Come on,” said Kelly. “Worst-case scenario, we’ll come back tonight.”

They set out again. Eddie’s legs burned. A deep, gnawing stitch settled into his side. He guessed Kelly hurt too, and that kept him going—if she wasn’t complaining, neither would he. Brown fields stretched west as far as he could see, smelling of compost and worms and rain. Cornfields, fresh-planted, no shoots just yet. Eddie thought about cornbread and corn on the cob, and his stomach rumbled, and he strained to keep up.

Kelly stopped a while later when the shadows got long. She’d gained a full field on Eddie, and left him behind. The road sloped up gently, and Eddie’s knees throbbed. Still, he kept going, head down, lungs hot.

“A town,” said Kelly, when he was close enough to hear. Eddie lifted his head and saw she was right, if one crumbling main street could pass for a town. He pulled out his binoculars for a better look, but they’d fogged up inside and his view was all blurred. Still, he picked out a store and a white-painted church, a cross in its window, a marquee out front.

“First Lutheran,” read Eddie. “God provides.”

“Let’s hope,” said Kelly.

“I don’t see anyone. Isn’t that weird?”

“I don’t know. They’re farmers. They could be in their fields.”

“Really? This late?” Eddie spotted a truck up on blocks, its guts rusted out. A car sat beside it, no lid on its trunk. The house on the corner had no front door.

“Abandoned,” said Eddie, and sank to his knees. No tire tracks crisscrossed the dirt-topped main drag. No laundry hung drying on the backyard lines. Not one TV flickered in one darkened front room. “I’m sorry. I thought…” Eddie huffed, feeling stupid. He’d thought, in the country, there’d be trucks everywhere—trucks in fields, trucks in driveways, trucks in front yards. Trucks parked all over, ready to steal.

“Give me those,” said Kelly. She took his binoculars and scanned down the street. For a long time, she said nothing, then she passed them back. “Third house on the right. Somebody’s home.”

Eddie counted three houses, but nothing had changed. All he saw was a dark house, windows like caves.

“What am I looking at?”

“Those curtains were open, and now they’re closed. That little window above the garage.”

Eddie stood up and brushed dirt off his knees. “Should we make a sign, like WE DON’T HAVE THE PLAGUE?”

“We should mask up,” said Kelly, and pulled out her mask. Eddie did likewise, and sneezed through the cloth. Kelly stuck her hands up, then dropped them to her sides. “I don’t think they’ll shoot us. We’re not trespassing. But let’s be ready to book it, y’know, just in case.”

Eddie felt hot and shaky, maybe from his run. Maybe from the crawling sensation of being watched. The town was still half a mile down the road, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t been made. Halfway there, a thought hit him, and he nearly laughed.

“Hey, Kelly?”

“What?”

“Remember those memes from before all this? It’s the end of the world. The object to your left is your only weapon. How screwed are you?”

Kelly patted her left pocket. “A knife. I’m okay.”

Eddie felt in his own pocket and pulled out a shoelace. “An awesome garrote. I guess I’ll be fine.”

Kelly laughed, then she smacked him. “Okay, shut up.”

Eddie shut up and sobered up, and they marched into town. Close up, the place was as still as the grave, but Eddie picked out signs of recent habitation. The faint smell of garbage hung in the air. A candy wrapper, still shiny, blew down the street.

“I don’t like this,” said Kelly. “Feels like there’s⁠—”

“Look.” Eddie pointed past the church sign, through a gap in the fence. A big station wagon sat under a tree, its windshield streaked white from the birds overhead. “That’s a Roadmaster, a beast of a car. Dad had one just like it when I was a kid.”

Kelly squinted at the Roadmaster, at its battered brown roof. “You think it’d still run?”

“I don’t see why⁠—”

“Hey!”

Eddie gasped. Whirled. A man tumbled out of a gray clapboard house. He missed his step and blundered down the stairs, grunted and caught himself, and stumbled into the street.

“You.” He pointed at Eddie, then at Kelly. His voice was thin, broken, his skin fever-red. “You’re them. The Red Cross, right? Where’s your van?”

“Broke down,” said Kelly, and took a step back. “We hoped we could borrow⁠—”

“Laurie!” The man coughed and stumbled, and scrubbed at his mouth. “Laurie, come quick. Get Mary. They’re here.”

Eddie held up his hands. “Wait, no, we’re not⁠—”

“Run.” Kelly grabbed his arm and jerked him away. Eddie ran for the Roadmaster, clumsy with fright. He could smell his sour breath caught in his mask.

“Hey! Hey, get back here. We’re dying. We’re⁠—”

The church doors burst open and two men reeled out. A third tried to stop them, clutching their shirts. One of them broke loose and beelined for Eddie, wild-eyed, slack-jawed, gasping for breath.

“Water. It’s water. Lemme have…”

“Water?” A woman peered past him, thin, pale as wax. “Help us. Help, please.”

“Did you bring it? Where is it? The Paxlovid?” A man in stained shirtsleeves came charging out. “We talked on the phone. I’m Pat. Pat Green?”

Eddie shuffled backward. Kelly glanced back and shrieked. She yanked Eddie sideways, and he flailed and fell. A red, wild-haired woman tripped over his leg.

“Get back,” snapped Kelly. She’d pulled out her knife. She swung the blade wildly. Eddie lurched to his feet. Pat Green pushed forward and Eddie backed away.

“Wait. Wait, don’t⁠—”

“Our medicine. Where is it? You’re not the Red Cross?”

Kelly edged sideways, circling around. Eddie made to follow, but Pat Green cut him off. He fumbled in his pockets and found his shoelace, and stood with it dangling like a dying tapeworm.

“Get their stuff,” said someone. “Whatever they got.”

The red woman sat up. “You got food? Medicine?”

“Ibuprofen,” said Eddie, and took a step back. His heel hit a wood fence and he let out a gasp. “Here, you can have it. Knock yourself out.” He shrugged off his pack and dropped it at her feet.

“Her too,” said Pat, and Kelly dropped her pack.

“That’s it,” she said. “That’s all we’ve got.”

“They’ve got more,” said the red woman, her voice low and rough. “Where did you come from? Where’d you get this?” She shook Eddie’s pack and his water fell out. Two men dove for it and fought on the ground. The bottle cracked open and water spilled out. One man snatched it up and sucked at the crack. The other lay flat and lapped at the spill.

“We’re sick,” said Pat. “Tell us where you got that, or we’ll get you sick too.” He pulled off his mask and exhaled in his face. Eddie screamed at Kelly—run, go, get out. He swung his dead shoelace, and whipped it right and left. The sharp plastic aglet hit Pat in the eye, and he clutched his face, screaming, and stumbled into his friend. They tripped over each other and staggered apart, and Eddie steamed in and kicked Pat in the chest. He couldn’t see Kelly, and he yelled again, run. Pat tumbled backward and hit his head on the ground. Eddie ran over him, straight through the crowd. Someone snatched his shoelace and ripped it away. He lunged and ran faster, spots in his eyes. He hadn’t breathed, hadn’t dared, since Pat ripped off his mask.

“Kelly!”

“Get back here.” Someone grabbed his leg. Eddie spun, kicked, and jerked up his shirt. He breathed through the fabric, thick gulps of air. His knees tuckered out on him, and he nearly went down, but he grabbed the church fence and stayed up somehow. He scrabbled along it, eyes dim, legs weak. His knees dipped again, and he thought he might faint.

“Kelly!”

An engine roared, backfired, and somebody screamed. Eddie made for the sound, shambling, half-blind. He heard a car horn, then splintering wood, and the Roadmaster came crashing through the low fence. Eddie lunged for it and Kelly yelled get in. She flung her door open, and it smacked his knee.

“Get them! They’re going!”

Eddie lunged for the car door and dove inside. He landed face down in Kelly’s lap.

“Hold on,” yelled Kelly, and she hit the gas.

Eddie closed his eyes and hung on tight.
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“Typical,” said Zoe. “They think if we can’t hear them, we won’t know it’s bad.”

“Like we can’t see it. Like we can’t smell⁠—”

Ray groaned again and Jackson shut his mouth. Jeb glanced over, frowning, and Stanley grabbed his arms. He shook Jeb, or tried to, like a squirrel shaking a redwood. Jeb took his hands and pushed them away.

“Jeb’s mad,” said Zoe.

Jackson just grunted. Ray was twitching again. He’d been doing it a while now, jerking in his sleep, little tics and tremors that took him in waves. His toes flicked apart and slowly went limp. His fingers jumped and trembled, and clutched at his thighs. His lips quirked up roughly, a one-sided smile. He hadn’t woken since morning, not all the way. Jackson took his hand and rubbed it till the muscles went lax.

“Ray. Hey, wake up.”

Ray turned toward him, but didn’t open his eyes.

“How about a drink? I filtered it twice, so it oughtta taste fresh.” He sat Ray up and bumped the bottle on his lip. Ray didn’t drink, so Jackson fed him a sip.

“Don’t,” said Zoe. “He’ll choke.”

“He won’t,” said Jackson, but Ray choked anyway. He spluttered water on Jackson, all down his front.

“C’mon, man. Wake up.” Jackson slapped his face. Ray swatted at him and found the bottle instead, and tilted it upward so he could drink. When he was done, he closed his eyes.

“I’m good,” he said. “I can walk. It’s just…” He trailed off, sniffling, and Jackson ground his teeth.

“Stanley. Hey, Stanley. He needs more Advil.”

Stanley glanced over and turned back to Jeb. He hissed something quiet, and Jeb shook his head. Jackson stood up, fists balled at his sides.

“Stanley, you hear me? We’re right over here.”

“Coming,” said Stanley, and glowered up at Jeb. He stalked across the barn, through the day’s dying light. It turned his hair reddish where it’d faded to white.

“He’s burning up,” said Jackson. Stanley bent over Ray. He pressed his palm to his forehead and Ray nuzzled in.

“He’s at his limit for Advil. We’ll try Tylenol. Don’t want it eating a hole in his gut.” Stanley dug in his pocket and found the pills. Ray crunched them up, coughed, and opened his mouth for more water. Jeb gave him some, and Jackson stood and watched. Jeb didn’t look right, didn’t look like himself. It took Jackson a minute to figure out why—Jeb always looked like he was hiding a smile. His lips had that slant to them, under his beard. Now he seemed angry, like Zoe had said, heavy cheeks flushed, brows drawn in.

“Jeb? What’s the matter?”

Jeb fumbled the bottle and spilled down Ray’s chin. “Nothing,” he said.

“I need to check his foot,” said Stanley. Jackson frowned.

“What, again?”

“Yes. Again.” Stanley nudged Jeb aside and sat down on his stool. He pulled Ray’s foot into his lap.

“You just checked it,” said Zoe. Jeb had gone pale.

“I think, uh—uh, Zoe? Go check on Mira.”

Zoe glanced at the hayloft, at Mira’s sleeping form. “Check on what? She’s sleeping, and so is the dog.”

“Well, she hasn’t had dinner. You two should eat.”

“What about you guys? Shouldn’t you eat too?”

Stanley said nothing. Jeb studied his feet. Jackson took Ray’s hand and held it to his chest. His palm was dry as old leather baked in the sun.

“Fine,” said Zoe. “I’ll go feed Mira. But you know I can see you. You know that, right?”

Nobody spoke. Ray moaned, thick and hoarse. Stanley peeled back his dressing and stifled a cough. Jackson shrank back from the sudden foul smell—a rat-in-the-wall smell, death and decay. A thin, bluish smudge circled Ray’s wound, something unnatural. Jackson covered his mouth.

“That line. What is that?”

“I drew that,” said Stanley. “Two hours ago. When I drew it, that purple, that stopped right here.” He touched Ray’s foot, just inside the line. “It’s spread a good half-inch. That’s his foot dying off. We need to⁠—”

“We don’t.”

Jackson dropped Ray’s hand at Jeb’s anguished shout. He rounded on Stanley.

“What’s he talking about?”

“Sepsis,” said Stanley. “It needs to come off.”

“Come off? What, his foot?” Jackson turned to Jeb. “Is that what you’re fighting about? Chopping off his foot?”

Ray stirred at that, and his eyes went wide. He jerked his leg back and bellowed in pain.

“Not real—it’s not real. Wanna wake up.” He shrank against Jackson and clung to his shirt.

“You’re not doing that,” said Jackson, and cradled Ray to his chest. “You’re not a doctor. We don’t have the tools.”

“That’s what I said,” said Jeb. “He’d bleed out. He’d die.”

“No…” Ray let out a sob, an awful, raw sound. Jackson tousled his hair—it’s okay. You’re fine.

“We can tie off his leg. There won’t be much blood.” Stanley’s voice rose to drown out Ray’s cries. “If we don’t try, he’s finished. The sepsis will spread. It’ll get to his organs and shut down his heart.”

“Stop.” Jackson pulled Ray to him, into his arms. “Can’t we just—can’t we crush up his pills? Rub penicillin right into his wound? Or we could soak it in alcohol. Or iodine, right?”

“That wouldn’t work. We’re out of options.”

“We’re not,” said Jeb. “Eddie’s coming back.”

“Yeah? When would that be? When⁠—”

“No, no, no…”

Jackson hunched over, shielding Ray with his body. Stanley was yelling, and Jeb, and Zoe. Mira was screaming, high, piping shrieks. Rascal howled with her, and Ray sobbed and begged, and Jackson couldn’t take it, not one second more. He straightened up, stone-faced, and thumped his fist on the wall.

“We’re waiting for Mom,” he said. “That’s it. It’s done. Ray’s my friend, not yours, and he says no. It’s no.” He gathered Ray closer. “Please, no. Just no.”

Stanley opened his mouth and closed it again. He reached for Ray’s foot, but Zoe pulled him back. Jeb set his big hand on Jackson’s shoulder.

“Let’s give it an hour,” he said. “Can we spare an hour?”

“I don’t know,” said Stanley. “That’s the point, I don’t know.”

“Okay. An hour.” Jeb shifted his bulk between Stanley and Ray. Ray sagged against Jackson, snuffling snot on his shirt. Jackson held him, guts clenching. He thought he might puke.

“It’s all right,” said Zoe, not to him, but to Mira. Mira ignored her and climbed down from the hayloft. She soaked a rag in fresh water and pressed it to Ray’s brow. Rascal slunk up next to her, and they huddled in close—Jackson and Jeb, Rascal and Mira, a tight little circle shielding Ray from the world.

The barn was dark now, the sunset all spent. Jackson closed his eyes and thought please, not quite a prayer. No one was listening, or if they were, they didn’t care. Still, he begged please, low in Ray’s ear. He begged and he waited, and the darkness grew thick. Mira slept where she sat, with her head on Ray’s chest. Stanley got up and paced. Jeb watched the doors and frowned through his beard.

Rascal sprang upright and let out a bark. He ran to Stanley, ears pricked, then ran to the door. Jackson cocked his head, listening, and he heard it too, the drone of an engine off to the west. He laid Ray on his back and ran outside. Headlights glared and he blinked, and he laughed with relief.

“Mom! Mom, oh God…”

Mom parked and just sat there, head on the wheel. Uncle Eddie climbed out and leaned on the car.

“Don’t get out. We’re leaving. Jeb, you get Ray.”

Mom’s door cracked open and she swung her legs out. Rascal squeezed past Jackson and raced for the car. He wriggled past Mom, and she grabbed for his scruff.

“Leave him,” called Jackson. “We’re going anyway.”

Mom frowned. “It’s dark. We should⁠—”

Jeb shouldered past Jackson with Ray in his arms. Mom stilled at the sight of him and let Rascal go. Uncle Eddie opened the back door for Jeb.

“What happened? His foot?”

“It’s septic. It’s bad.” Jeb stretched Ray across the back seat, then wedged himself in with Ray’s legs in his lap. Jackson got in the other side and held Ray’s head.

“Get a mask on him,” said Mom. “All of you, mask up. We might’ve been exposed.”

Zoe climbed in the wayback seat, cuddling Mira. Stanley flung two bags in next to her and ran back for more. He took three trips in all, then he climbed in too, squashed into the corner with Ray’s litter between his legs.

“The…the eighties called,” said Ray. “They want their car back.”

“Two hours to the coast,” said Jeb. “Anywhere closer?”

“Sebring, maybe.” Mom pulled a U-turn, churning up mud. “I’m not sure where that is, though. If we’re north or south.”

“Go for the coast, then. We can’t afford⁠—”

“Hey.” Ray squirmed, unhappy. “I said, the eighties called. You gotta laugh.”

“The Roadmaster’s nineties,” said Uncle Eddie.

“Gotta laugh anyway. Could be my last joke.” Ray rasped in a wet breath—hamming it up, maybe, or maybe just dying. Jackson couldn’t tell, so he made himself laugh. Jeb laughed as well, and Zoe did too. Stanley made a huffing sound. Uncle Eddie just groaned.

“The eighties,” Ray mumbled. “Wasn’t even alive.”

“Me neither,” said Jackson, and stretched a mask over Ray’s face. Ray pawed at it, groaned, and dropped his hand to his chest.

“It’s wild, how short it is.” His voice caught and broke. “Two decades sounds long, but I didn’t even get that. Got about half the oughties, the tens, and now this.”

“The tens weren’t bad,” said Jackson. “We got, uh⁠—”

“Wanted more.”

“You’ll get more,” said Jeb, and patted Ray’s arm. “Think what you want and hold on to that, the first thing you’ll do when you’re back on your…”

“Feet?” Ray made a sound, half snort, half wheeze. “Can you drive with just one? If you can, I want…” His eyes drifted shut, one just halfway. Jackson sipped shallow breaths to keep from smelling his foot.

“We’ll do a road trip,” he said. “You and me, up the coast. Canada, maybe. We’ll just go and go. Put the top down, crank the radio up. We’ll even listen to Blink 182.” He waited for Ray to laugh at that, or at least crack a smile, but he’d zoned out again. He wasn’t asleep—his one open eye still tracked Jackson’s movements—but he wasn’t here either, not all the way.

The Roadmaster jounced westward, toward the coast. Ray moaned at first, when it hit a bump. Then he stopped moaning, and his breathing got slow. His left eye stayed open, and Jackson thumbed it shut.

“Lights,” said Uncle Eddie, after a while. Jackson squinted past him and saw he was right: a wan orange glow lit the western sky. A city, Sarasota, or maybe Fort Myers. The road turned to tarmac and grew two more lanes.

“Half an hour,” said Jeb, and squeezed Ray’s arm. Ray opened his eyes and closed them again. Jackson hoped that meant he’d understood. He watched the light grow and bright points emerge, red and green stoplights, bright white beacons. The warm squares of windows calling him home.

“You’ll get a bed,” he said. “So soft you’ll sink in.”

A new light flashed, closer, on the side of the road. Signs rose in the headlights—SLOW. STOP. ROAD CLOSED. Mom rolled to a stop and adjusted her mask. She powered down her window and stuck her head out.

“Problem, officer?”

“Sarasota’s a clean zone. We can’t let you in.”

Mom scoffed. “A clean zone? What’s that?”

“We’re plague-free. Clean. You need to turn off.” The cop pointed south, down a dark, lonely road.

Uncle Eddie leaned over to yell past Mom. “Couldn’t you test us and see that we’re clean?”

“Nope. Out of tests. You’ll need to move on.”

“Then, what about a hospital, outside city limits?”

“A hospital? Thought you said you were clean.”

“Got a kid, hurt his foot.” Mom nodded at Ray. “He’s got an infection. It’s out of control. If there’s somewhere close by⁠—”

“Venice is locked down, but you could try Port Charlotte. That’s just an hour from here, down the 75.”

“An hour?” Mom glanced at the dashboard. “Could we get some gas?”

“Maybe en route, you might find a station. A few were still open, last time I checked.” The cop stepped back and motioned her on.

Mom sat for a moment, then put the car in drive. Jackson braced himself, half expecting she’d speed straight ahead, straight through the roadblock and into the city. She turned instead, and veered off to the south. Ray twitched and murmured, and Jackson begged him, hold on.
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They ran out of gas just north of Venice. Mira didn’t want to get out of the car. She didn’t want to walk and didn’t want to be carried. She lay on the tarmac and screamed at the sky.

“It’s okay,” said Zoe, though it wasn’t at all. “You want your iPod? It’s still partway charged.”

Mira howled louder, red in the face. Jackson yelled over her and his mom yelled back, squabbling over who’d carry Ray. Zoe wanted to slap them both—shut up. Just shut up.

“We’ll take shifts,” said Dad. “You two go first.”

Zoe thought Aunt Kelly might yell at Dad, too, but she let out a long breath and seemed to deflate. She bent over Ray’s litter and helped him drink. When she stood, she hugged Jackson and whispered in his ear. Jackson nodded stiffly and stepped away. Mira lay watching, sniffling into her sleeve.

“You were sleeping, weren’t you?” Zoe helped her sit up. “I’ll bet your dream was just getting good.”

Mira nodded and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. She made a low humming sound, and Zoe thought she might speak, but Jeb beat her to it.

“There’s water,” he said. “Shakett Creek, up ahead. It feeds into Dona Bay and out to the gulf. I hear it’s good fishing, so there oughtta be boats. We can grab one and make our way⁠—”

“A boat?” Jackson’s voice cracked. “Ray needs a hospital, not a damn boat.”

“And a boat could get him there, quicker than this.” Jeb crouched to lift Mira, but she squirmed away.

“She’s restless,” said Zoe. “She’ll walk, won’t she?”

Mira hummed again, maybe a yes. She stood and took Zoe’s hand, still sniffling back tears. Jackson and Aunt Kelly hoisted Ray up. Dad and Stanley and Jeb got their gear from the car, backpacks and bedrolls and old dirty clothes. Dad winced when he grabbed his pack, but didn’t complain.

“Come on,” Zoe said, and gave Mira a tug. Mira found a flat rock and kicked it along, this way and that way, yanking on Zoe’s arm. Zoe lost patience and booted it into the grass. Mira whimpered at that and dragged her feet.

“We could sing,” said Zoe. “You want to sing?”

Mira poked her lip out. Zoe sang anyway. She sang one of Dad’s songs, then “Clementine.” Jeb joined in on that one, and Dad did, too. Mira swung her arms in time with the beat. Then they ran out of verses and ran out of steam, and Mira let Jeb hoist her onto his back. Zoe marched on alone, and damn, her feet hurt. She’d somehow got a blister between two toes—a blister that popped and then blistered again, blisters on blisters, all the way down.

“She’s a sweet kid,” said Stanley, falling in beside her.

“Who, you mean Mira? Yeah, she’s okay.”

“She’s been feeding my dog since back on the tugboat. Throwing sticks for him too, keeping him happy. Keeping him from being too big a pain.” Stanley pulled a face, and Zoe found herself smiling. She opened her mouth to voice her agreement, but Stanley was already hobbling ahead, favoring his left foot. Maybe he had blisters too.

“Water,” said Jackson, after a while. Zoe offered her bottle, then she saw what he meant, a black scrawl of river crossing their path. They followed it westward till the forest closed in, dense trees and brambles crowding the bank.

“That’s bad,” said Dad. “We could maybe squeeze through, but not with…” He nodded at Ray.

“I’ll go,” said Jeb. He stopped and let Mira slide off his back. “I’ll get us a boat and be back in two shakes.”

Nobody argued. Zoe sat down. Jackson sat, too, and cradled Ray’s head.

“Just rest,” he said. “Try to relax.”

Ray turned his head and puked down his cheek, a thin stream of yellow that stunk like his foot. Jackson wiped it away with the hem of his shirt. Dad glanced at Stanley, and then at Aunt Kelly, all pinched and helpless, his what now look.

“He’ll be back,” said Stanley. He lifted Ray’s foot and peeled back his bandage. Zoe glimpsed purple and deep, angry red, and she pulled Mira to her to keep her from seeing. She hummed to drown out Stanley’s soft tuts. After a while, she closed her eyes and drowsed. She dreamed of cats pawing her and knew it was Mira, and held her close, shushed her, and drowsed some more. Maybe an hour passed, or only ten minutes, then Jackson was yelling, up on his feet.

“Boat! Jeb! A boat.”

Zoe opened her eyes. The boat was a good one, from what she could see, clean and well-kept, someone’s weekend ride. Light spilled from its cabin, warm and bright.

“Hurry,” said Jackson, and Ray arched off the ground. His head snapped back so hard it made his spine crack. His wet mouth gaped open. His heels drummed in the dirt. He made a thin noise, a high, gurgling squeak.

“Ray—Mom!” Jackson spun, panicked. Ray thrashed and shook. He coughed yellow froth, and it streamed down his cheek. It pooled in his ear and dripped in the dirt, and Mira was crying, Rascal howling along.

“All right,” said Zoe. “Let’s get on the boat.” The words came out calm, but her mouth had gone dry. Her arms were rubber, numb with fatigue. She struggled to lift Mira, then to find her feet. Stanley rushed past her and crouched next to Ray.

“Eddie, come help me. Get him on his side.”

Jackson was yelling, sobbing for Ray. Zoe tuned out his shouting, and Ray’s sodden gasps. She couldn’t help them. Couldn’t help Dad. She could carry Mira, just far enough. Just to the boat, and she’d be okay. She’d have her earbuds, and she’d be just fine.

Rascal was growling. Snapping at Ray’s foot. Jackson kicked out at him, and Rascal let out a snarl.

“Rascal,” gasped Zoe. “Bad dog. Come here.” She plunged forward, unseeing, sparks in her eyes. The dog yipped and whimpered and got underfoot. Zoe shooed him ahead of her, onto the boat. Jeb came to the railing and stretched out his arms.

“Here, hand her up.”

“Hold on,” said Zoe. She put her head down a moment, gathering strength. Fear fluttered in her belly, but she pushed it away. She was fine, breathing fine, not hurt, just tired. So tired her teeth hurt, but that would pass. She breathed deep and held it, and felt her head clear.

“I’ve got her,” said Jeb, and Zoe sagged with relief. Jeb had climbed off the boat and was reaching for Mira. Zoe let him take her and lift her aboard.

“Need a hand up, yourself?”

Zoe shook her head. She clambered up, clumsy, and caught Mira by the arm.

“Let’s go sit, huh?”

Mira clung to the railing, watching Ray have his seizure. Zoe peeled her away and led her to the stern, and sat her on the aft bench with her back to Ray.

“How about some music? Want your earbuds?”

Mira hummed weakly, and Zoe plugged them in. She found a loud track and set it to play.

“I could brush your hair. How about that?”

Mira didn’t hear her, but Zoe smiled. She dug in her pack and pulled out Mira’s brush, a soft, sparkly pink thing she’d found in someone’s house. Dad and Jeb were shouting, wrangling Ray’s litter on board. Jackson was begging, for what, she couldn’t tell.

“Please, Ray—please don’t⁠—”

“Turn him, no, turn him. No, lift his head. Get him into the cabin…”

The deck dipped and shuddered. Shoes squeaked on the boards. Stanley ran by, babbling, up his leg now, you see? That’s the infection. We’ll have to take⁠—

Zoe brushed Mira’s hair, short, careful strokes. On top, it looked fine, but underneath was a mess. She must’ve been twirling it, like she did sometimes. Building a bird’s nest one twist at a time.

“He’s right,” said Dad. “We have no choice.”

Jackson squawked. “There’s still hospitals⁠—”

“Where? Tell me where.”

“I don’t know, but⁠—”

“Let me see that,” said Zoe. She took Mira’s iPod and swiped the volume to max. Mira grabbed it back and thumbed through the tracks. She found one she liked and set it to repeat, and sat swaying gently, bobbing to the beat.

“I’ll do it,” said Jeb, all strangled and thick. “I hunt, so, you know… I think I can pick it apart at the joint. Right at the knee, I think, ought to work.”

“Don’t listen,” said Zoe, mostly to herself. Dad and Jeb swung Ray’s litter around. They clumped down the steps to the cabin below, and the door slammed behind them, and Zoe exhaled.

Mira kept humming “Sweet Child O’ Mine.”
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A hot knife should do it, seal off the blood.

You mean, what, we burn him?

What about the bone? You can’t cut through bone.

Jackson stood staring, throat raw, dry-eyed. He’d been screaming, he thought. Yelling, but⁠—

You need to boil that. Get it sterile.

“You’ll kill him,” said Jackson. He knew it was true. “He said no. It’s no.”

“Jackson.” Mom tugged at his backpack. Jackson didn’t move.

“He doesn’t want this.”

“His foot’s dead,” said Mom, and that was true too. Jackson could smell it, ripe with decay. A fat fly buzzed past him, and he slapped it away.

“Go sit with Zoe. You don’t have to watch.”

Jackson blinked. His eyes hurt. Ray lay sprawled on the carpet, in the boat’s cramped cabin. His gaze lit on Jackson, and he made a small, frightened sound.

“He needs me,” said Jackson, but his voice shook with dread. “I won’t try to stop you. Let me hold his hand.”

Ray shuddered all over and clawed at his leg. Mom let go of Jackson and leaned on the door.

“We can’t all be in here. There’s not enough space.”

“Jackson.”

“I’m here.” Jackson darted forward and knelt next to Ray. He groped for his hand and clutched it in his.

“You should go,” said Ray, and the words seemed to hurt him. He gagged and coughed, turned, and spat on the floor.

“I’m fine,” said Jackson, but Ray shook his head.

“No, I mean, please go. I’m scared I might…”

“What?”

“Piss my pants, or, like… Worse. You gotta get out of here. I don’t want you to see.” He choked. Licked his lips. “Please, Jackson. Go.”

Jackson opened his mouth, but Ray was right. He wouldn’t want that, either, for Ray to see him that way. He’d want to get through it and forget the whole thing. Get through it and act like it’d been no big deal.

“Okay,” he said. “But you’ve got to pull through. I swear, if you don’t, I’ll say you wet your pants. I’ll call your whole family and⁠—”

“I’ll be fine,” said Ray. He squeezed Jackson’s hand. Jackson let go, but he didn’t get up, not till he felt Mom’s hand on his arm. He let her help him up and nudge him out the door, and flinched when he heard it slam at his back.

“Up here,” called Zoe, and Jackson made for her voice. His legs had gone boneless, and he sat down hard. The first scream came then, a weak, warbling cry. The next one was louder, and Mira jerked where she sat. Jackson put his arm around her, and Zoe hugged him. Mira clung to both of them, shoulders bunched to her ears. Her earbuds were buzzing, and Jackson strained to hear, to pick out the music over the screams.

Zoe murmured something, lost in the noise. Jackson rocked Mira. Zoe stroked her hair. Ray screamed and gurgled, and then he was quiet. Jackson froze, listening, and Zoe shook her head.

“Don’t,” she said. “Talk to me.”

“I don’t… I can’t.”

Something thumped in the cabin. Somebody retched. Mira held out one earbud, and Zoe took it. She held it to Jackson’s ear and leaned up against him, and the sound wasn’t good, but he could make out the beat. Zoe could too, from the way her head bobbed.

“Guns N’ Roses,” she said. “Kid’s got weird taste.”

Jackson almost laughed. “She picked that out?”

“Stuck it on repeat, so I hope you’re a fan.”

Jackson guessed he wouldn’t be, after tonight. Still, he leaned closer, humming off-key. The song petered out and went back to the start. They listened again, and again, and twice more. Jackson smelled burning and tried not to gag—rich, sizzling meat, and dear God, was that⁠—

“No …” Zoe dropped her earbud and hid her face in his shirt. Jackson held her, stone-faced, not daring to breathe. In his head, he could still hear “Sweet Child O’ Mine.” Maybe he always would, on an endless, grim loop.

“I can’t do this,” he whispered. “If he’s not⁠—”

The cabin door opened. Jackson sat up. He saw Jeb duck down to fit through the door, then stand there bent over, hands on his knees.

“Jeb?”

Jeb straightened up. Swayed on his feet. “He made it,” he said. “Don’t go in just yet.”

Jackson was running halfway through he made it. He had to see. Had to know, right now.

Right now.
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Kelly rushed to block Jackson, but he pushed in anyway. He ran straight for Ray and crouched at his side, pulling the sheet back to feel his heartbeat.

“He’s okay,” said Eddie. “Just needs to rest.”

Jackson leaned over to feel for Ray’s breath. Kelly watched, nervous, half expecting a scream. Ray had lived through Jeb’s sawing, but he’d bled like a sieve. The carpet was soaked with it. Kelly’s pants, too. She looked down and grimaced and turned away.

“Jackson,” she said. “I’m sorry. I⁠—”

“He’ll wake up, right? This isn’t a coma?”

“He’s unconscious,” said Stanley. “His fever’s still high.” He set a bowl on the counter, filled with fresh water. “Give him a wipe down. It’ll help him cool off.”

Jackson took the bowl and a clean scrap of cloth. He bathed Ray’s forehead and dabbed water on his lips. Kelly stepped outside and motioned Stanley to follow. She shut the door behind them and leaned in close.

“What are the chances he wakes up again?”

“I’d say, not good. What we did was—we had to, but that was a mess.”

Kelly stood breathing, trying to think. Jackson and Ray, they’d been friends since…since when? Forever, it felt like, two peas in a pod. They’d ridden Big Wheels together, and traded Pokémon cards. Shared Ray’s third birthday at Chuck E. Cheese. Ray had stuffed Dippin’ Dots up Jackson’s nose. Jackson had sneezed them out, and they’d laughed and laughed.

“Get us moving,” she said. “And call for help. Get on the radio, and—there’s gotta be a hospital, a doctor, a clinic. Find out, and just…” Her throat closed without warning, and she blinked back tears.

“A doctor,” said Stanley. “I can do that.” He glanced at the cabin and his mouth turned down. “Listen, I think we got it all, all the infection. But the wound’s still open where we took off his leg. If that gets infected, there’s not much we can do.”

Kelly pinched her forehead. “So…?”

“So, he needs his penicillin. If you can get him to take it, he might have a chance.”

Kelly felt her jaw clench. “How? He’s out cold.”

“Dissolve it in water. Feed him drop by drop.” Stanley took her arm and steadied her on her feet. “Or get Jeb to do it. You don’t look so good.”

Kelly glanced at Jeb’s shadow, hunched over the rail. However she looked, she guessed he felt worse. He’d been the one with Ray’s life in his hands. With his blood on them, if Ray didn’t pull through.

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “I just need a minute.”

Jackson was waiting when she came back inside. He looked up, expectant, and Kelly saw double. She saw Jackson, all scruffy, blood on his face, just three weeks shy of turning eighteen. Then the blood turned to greasepaint, and he was just seven, dressed as a zombie for Halloween. Ray was there, too, in his pirate disguise, a big plastic parrot hooked on his arm.

Trick or tweet, Mrs. Walker?

Jackson scrubbed at his face, smearing blood down his cheek. “He keeps trying to puke,” he said. “Should he be on his side?”

Kelly narrowed her eyes. Ray had puked on her shoes that Halloween night, too many tweets, and bleugh. Off he went.

It’s not tweet. It’s treat.

Little Ray grinned at her. Parrot says tweet.

“Mom.”

She shook her head sharply. The past fell away. “Yeah. On his side.”

Eddie twitched, as though waking from an unpleasant dream. He wiped his hands on his pants and pulled them back red.

“You should change,” said Kelly.

Eddie stared through her like she wasn’t there. She snapped her fingers, click in his face.

“Huh?”

“We need ice,” said Jackson. “Does that fridge have ice?”

Kelly glanced at the fridge and felt herself slipping again, back to her kitchen and the comforts of home. Eddie cracked it open and peered inside.

“It’s not on,” he said.

Kelly gripped the counter and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and smelled blood and decay, cooked meat and vomit, and the cool tang of bleach. She felt her bra chafing and blood in her shoes. Her head hurt. Her back hurt. Her mouth tasted sour. She was here in the cabin where Ray lost his foot. Here with Eddie and Jackson, and most of Ray.

“Put the fridge on,” she said. “Fill the ice trays.”

Eddie plugged in the fridge. Kelly poked through the cupboards. She found a plate and a spoon and an ugly, cracked mug, and crushed up Ray’s pills with the back of the spoon. It took longer to do than she’d thought it would. The pills were hard, not crumbly, and coated with some sort of stretchy shellac. When she added water, they didn’t dissolve. They just made a paste that clung to her spoon.

“You should give him these first,” said Zoe, and held out a blister pack.

“Phenergan?”

“It’s for seasickness. So he won’t throw up.”

Kelly took the blue pills and crushed those up too. She mixed them with the penicillin, into a sickly gray paste. By the time she was done, Zoe was gone. Eddie was pushing Jackson away from the fridge.

“They’re not frozen through. They’re just gonna melt.”

“That’s what ice does. Gimme the tray.”

Kelly shoved between them and grabbed the ice tray. She cracked it over a bowl and shook out the ice—not proper cubes, as Eddie had warned, just chips and floaters, but it was a start. She handed the tray back.

“Make more,” she said.

Eddie gaped blankly. Jackson took the bowl. Kelly knelt on the carpet next to Ray’s bed, a vinyl-topped bench too short for his length. His left leg hung off it, bent at the knee. His right leg…where was it? Where was his foot? What had Jeb done with it when the horror was through?

Jackson set a wet cloth on Ray’s burning head. It crackled with ice chips and leaked down his neck.

“Did you give him his pills?”

Kelly glanced at the counter and saw that she hadn’t. She brought the mug over and opened Ray’s mouth. He didn’t resist her, or try to bite. She smeared a fat drop of pill goop on the back of his tongue, hoping he’d swallow, but he just drooled. Jackson thumbed the drool back in and held his mouth shut.

“More in ten minutes,” said Kelly.

“His fever’s not coming down.”

“We don’t know that yet.”

Jackson settled against her. “Why won’t he wake up?”

“I don’t know that, either.” She put her arm around Jackson and tried to think. “He could just be tired. People get that way sometimes, when they’ve had a shock. Their body shuts down to let them heal.”

“Like you when Dad died.”

“Yeah. Yeah, like that.” Or like me right now. Kelly pressed her lips together to stifle a yawn. She wanted to sink into some friendly dream, the kind where she wasn’t watching Ray die. Her eyelids went heavy, and she drifted a while, and when she woke up, Jackson was gone. Eddie was outside, conferring with Jeb. She fed Ray more mush and held his mouth shut. While she’d been dozing, they’d got underway, and the hum of the engine filled the cramped space. Kelly hoped that meant Stanley had found some safe haven, some place nearby that could see to Ray.

Jackson gave Ray his next dose, and the one after that. Mira came in a while and let Ray listen to her iPod. Ray’s fever spiked high, and he sweated and groaned. Jeb crushed up some Advil and rubbed it on his gums. Ray licked and licked at it, and moaned in distress. Jeb went away and Jackson came back. Light filtered in, a bright, blazing dawn.

Kelly frowned. “Where are we?”

“More ice,” said Jackson, and passed her the bowl.

“Yeah, but where⁠—”

“Gulf of Mexico,” said Eddie. “Heading for New Orleans.”

“New Orleans? But, that’s⁠—”

“There’s a clinic just near there, if we head upriver. They’re still taking patients, as of last week.”

“What about this week?”

Eddie didn’t respond. Jackson was crying, trying to act like he wasn’t. Kelly pushed Ray’s hair back, and his brow felt cool.

“Wake up,” she said.

Ray muttered something—go away, she thought. Jackson wiped his face.

“Ray? You awake?”

Zoe came clattering down from the deck. Jeb crowded in behind her, blocking the light. Ray opened his eyes, winced, and closed them again. Jackson bent over him.

“How do you feel?”

Ray seemed to consider that, head cocked to one side. He licked his lips, grimaced, and made a pah sound. “Feels…bad,” he said. “Like I got… Crawling. It’s crawling inside.” He squinted down at himself, sweat on his lip. “Can I see it? The…stump?”

Jackson made a hurt sound. Kelly shook her head no. Ray tugged at his sheet and whimpered in pain.

“It’s bandaged,” said Jeb. “You wouldn’t see much.”

“It’s just, I got ants…” Ray’s brow knotted up with intense concentration. When he spoke again, the words came out slow. “It itches. My foot. I thought if I saw it, the ants—it might stop.”

Jackson lifted Ray’s sheet. Ray took a long look. He threw back his head and let out a hoarse scream.

“Have some water,” said Kelly, and held her bottle to his lips. Ray turned his head away and closed his eyes.

“Let him sleep if he can. It’s probably best.” Jeb adjusted Ray’s ice pack and smoothed out his sheet. “You should rest too. You’ve been up all night.”

Kelly wanted to ask where. Here in the cabin, with its rich, old-blood stink? Up on the deck, in the glare of the sun? She wanted to lash out and snap at someone. She got up instead, and headed up top, and stood on the port deck with the wind in her face. The salt air was bracing, the sky wide and clear. The shoreline arced westward, bursting with green.

“Nice day,” said Stanley.

Kelly nodded. Sat down. Rascal nosed up to her and licked at her palm.

“How long to this clinic?”

“Three days if we’re lucky, if we go day and night. Four or five’s more likely, counting stops for fuel.” Stanley checked his map. “Depends on the river, if the water’s high or low.”

“There’s nowhere closer?”

“Nowhere I could find. They’re saying the hospitals are mostly full up. Or they’re in clean zones, and there’s no getting through.”

Kelly leaned back, exhausted, and closed her eyes. She woke up in darkness, with a hat on her head. Stanley had vanished, and Jeb was driving the boat.

“You slept a long time,” he said.

She rubbed her eyes. “Ray?”

“Fever’s up and down. But there’s none of that smell.”

Kelly didn’t have to ask which smell he meant. She stretched out and squinted, and felt her back crack.

“How’re we doing on fuel?”

“We’ll need to stop soon. Stanley found a place, though, oughtta be safe.”

Kelly nodded and stood, and went belowdecks. Ray was awake, but fuzzy and vague, refusing a breakfast of thin, brownish soup. He didn’t want applesauce either, or a juice box. He wanted to sleep, and Kelly let him. Jackson slept too, sitting up on the floor. The day wore on, long and hot, and Ray didn’t stir.

The day after that, Kelly plied him with water, waking him hourly to force sips down his throat. Each time he woke, he fought less and less. His eyes didn’t focus, and he didn’t speak. Zoe tried soaking a rag in water for Ray to suck, but he just spat it out at first, and then he just lay there. Kelly shooed her and Mira out of the cabin, not wanting them seeing if Ray didn’t make it.

That night, Eddie woke her some time after dark. He nudged her abovedeck, and up to the bridge.

“Watch on your right,” said Jeb. “There should be some lights soon, and a road through the trees.”

Kelly’s heart leaped. “The clinic?”

“If we read the map right.”

The first light appeared about a mile upstream, then a cluster beyond it, the shape of a town. Jeb slowed and steered shoreward, and found a short dock. Kelly grabbed Eddie and went to get Ray. He couldn’t hold on when she went to lift him, and screamed when she settled him onto his litter. He screamed all the way up the cabin stairs, and screamed when Eddie jostled him going over the rail. Jackson gave him water and he coughed it back up.

“You should stay with the boat,” said Kelly. “You kids stay with Stanley. It could be dangerous⁠—”

“We’re coming,” said Zoe.

“Yeah, strength in numbers.” Jackson peered at the lights twinkling through the trees. “We don’t know this place, this forest, these roads. We won’t know where to look for you if something goes wrong. If the clinic isn’t open, if you end up somewhere else.” Jackson’s voice rose, edged with sharp panic.

“All right,” said Kelly. “We’ll all go. Which way?”

“Up there, there’s a road.” Jeb pointed at a dirt trail wending through the trees. “We go up half a mile, then we go right, and if we’re where I think we are, the clinic’s up there. But everyone stay quiet, and stick to the side of the road. Be ready to hide if you see anything funny.”

Kelly squatted and gripped the back of Ray’s litter. Jeb took the front, and they trudged through the woods. They found the shore road and followed it north, and half a mile on, a new road branched off. Kelly eyed it, doubtful.

“Looks like a driveway, more than a road.”

“It’s the boonies,” said Eddie. “Out here, that’s a road.”

Jackson huffed laughter. “You’re the boonie expert?”

“That’s about where the lights were,” said Jeb. “At least, from what I could see.”

“There’s a sign,” said Kelly, squinting into the gloom. “Someone run up there and see what it says.”

Eddie ran up, flashlight bobbing as he went. Kelly caught glimpses of branches and leaves, and a rotten old sign overgrown with weeds. Eddie stopped in front of it and wiped it with his sleeve.

“Saint Damian’s Convalescent Hospital,” he called. “A hospital. Not a clinic.”

Kelly glanced at Stanley. “You sure they said clinic?”

“Yeah, but it came from some guy who knew a guy. It could’ve got garbled somewhere down the line.”

“You sure it’s even open? That road’s pitch dark.”

“It’s three miles,” said Eddie. “We wouldn’t see it from here.”

They set out up the road, through the dark, humid night. Tiny, mean flies buzzed around Kelly’s head. They got in her ears, up her nose, in her mouth. She stumbled in potholes and cringed from Ray’s screams, and then Ray stopped screaming, and the silence was worse. Gray predawn light filtered down through the trees.

“This was a mistake,” said Jackson. “There’s nothing here.”

“Yeah, there is,” said Zoe. “Check it out, there’s a gate.” She pointed, and sure enough, Kelly picked out a gate. A high wall cut through the woods on both sides, and in the darkness beyond it hung a square of soft light.

“Windows,” she said. “There’s people inside.”

Jackson lunged forward, tripped, and surged up. He shouted out, hey, and the forest flashed white. Kelly gasped, staggered, and nearly dropped Ray. Rascal barked, Mira shrieked, and Eddie covered his eyes. A pair of huge floodlights washed out the road, so bright Kelly’s eyes streamed, and she squinted to see. She tilted her head.

“Hello?”

A loudspeaker whined. Someone racked a gun.

“This is private property. Don’t move an inch.”
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Kelly stood waiting, heart in her throat. Her palms were all sweaty. She was going to drop Ray.

“State your business,” said someone, a young voice. A kid?

“I’m Kelly,” she said.

“You’ll have to speak up.”

“Kelly. We’re here for, uh…we heard there’s a clinic?”

Kelly heard mumbling, then the speaker cut out. She hitched up Ray’s litter and balanced it on her hip. In the glare of the floodlights, she could see he’d passed out. His mouth gaped open. Flies buzzed in and out. The sight made her gag, and she looked away.

“The clinic’s in Scarsdale,” came an older, cracked voice—or maybe the same one undistorted by static. Kelly hung her head.

“Okay, we’ll go. How do we⁠—”

“Where’d you come from? Someone point you this way?”

“The radio,” said Stanley. “We spoke to a…Joe? He told us the clinic was still taking patients.”

“Just wait,” said the young voice, and then came more mumbling, a low, heated conference just past the gate.

“I don’t like this,” said Eddie. “These guys are weird.”

Kelly took a step back, and Jeb backed up with her. “We’re going,” she called. “Just point us to Scarsdale, and we’ll be on our way.”

The big gate slid open, but only a crack. A figure slipped through, goggled and masked. A man, Kelly thought, a rifle strapped to his back. He held one hand up and pressed the other to his ear.

“Don’t go,” he said. “We just need a second.”

Kelly thought about running, but she had Ray. And Zoe was flagging, Mira dead beat. Up on the wall, she picked out two more guns, their barrels aimed somewhere over her head.

“We won’t say anything,” she tried. “We just need the clinic, and then we’ll move on.”

“The clinic’s a morgue now,” came that young voice again. “You take your friend there, you can kiss him goodbye.”

Kelly glanced at Eddie. He shrugged—don’t ask me. She stretched, slow and careful, to finger Ray’s throat. At first, she felt nothing, just his flaky, dry skin, and the soft bumps of bug bites under his chin. Then she felt his pulse, or maybe her own. It ran fast and thready, a scared-rabbit beat.

“Kate’s coming out,” said the man at the gate.

Kelly frowned. “Who’s Kate?”

The man didn’t answer. He went back inside. The gate slid shut behind him, smooth on its tracks. Jackson muttered something under his breath. He glanced at Ray, stiffened, and Kelly shook her head.

“Hey,” he called.

“Don’t.”

Jackson ignored Kelly’s protest. “If we leave, will you shoot us? If we walk away?”

Nobody spoke. A rifle swung toward Jackson, a laser dot on his chest.

“They’re scared too,” she said, hoping it was true. Hoping this Kate had run from the plague, and holed up with her family in this old hospital. She could see it was derelict, with the sun coming up, its walls green and mossy, its lawn overgrown. Someone had patched the roof with new copper tile, but the gutters were ancient, mottled with rust.

“You can sit if you want to. Set your friend down.”

Mira sat down. No one else moved. They stood in the floodlights, frozen in time.

“We won’t shoot you. Just⁠—”

“Open the gate.” A woman stepped forward, in a purple housecoat. She had on a gas mask with a long, fly-tongue hose. Mira squeaked at the sight of her and hid behind Zoe. Kelly took a deep breath.

“You’re Kate?”

The gate slid open. Kate nodded. “I am.”

“So, you’re in charge here?”

“You could say that.”

Kelly peered at her, trying to see through her mask. The eyes were insectile, glittering black. “I’m Kelly,” she said. “This is my family, and we were—we’re just…” She licked her lips, nervous. Her mouth had gone dry. “Whatever you’ve got here, we never saw it. And if we did, we don’t know where we are. We’re from Florida, okay? Just passing through. All we want is, we heard there’s a clinic nearby. Give us directions and we’ll leave you alone.”

“Clinic’s closed,” said Kate. “Word got around, and they got overrun.” She circled past Jeb and leaned over Ray. “What happened to him?”

“He got an infection,” said Stanley. “We had to take off his foot.”

Kate lifted Ray’s sheet and frowned at his stump. “When did you do this?”

“Four days ago.”

“Smells healthy,” said Kate. “But he needs fluids. And IV antibiotics. If he doesn’t get treatment, he’ll die anyway.”

Kelly’s eyes narrowed. “Are you a doctor?”

“I am,” said Kate. She straightened, stepped back, and surveyed the group. “You’re all wearing masks. Are the rest of you sick?”

“We’re fine,” said Jeb.

“Any sniffles, sore throats? Trouble catching your breath?”

A murmur of denial ran through the group.

“No muscle aches, fevers, excessive thirst?”

“Ray has a fever,” said Jackson. “But that’s from his foot.”

Kate crouched next to Mira. “How about you, sweetheart? What’s your name? You okay?”

Mira hid her face against Zoe’s leg.

“She’s fine,” said Zoe. “Leave her alone.”

Kate got to her feet and brushed dirt off her knees. “We can help you,” she said. “Bring you into our camp. You’ll have food, water, medicine, everything you need. But we have families as well, and their safety comes first. You have to agree to follow our rules.”

Kelly gripped Ray’s litter. Every instinct she had was telling her run. The whole thing felt wrong, these people, this place. The laser dot trembling above Jackson’s heart.

“If you want to go, we won’t stop you,” said Kate. “You’re free to leave.”

Jackson glanced at Ray. “Mom…”

Kelly tried to think. She could run, and then what? Head for the clinic? Back to the boat? Or she could stay here and get help for Ray. She squinted at Kate, at her ratty housecoat, pink fuzzy slippers poking out underneath. These people weren’t soldiers. They didn’t seem like a cult. They just looked like people who’d found somewhere safe. People protecting their doomsday fortress. She turned to Kate.

“Could we have a minute to talk?”

Kate bobbed her head and stepped back through the gate. Kelly beckoned the group to her, and they gathered around Ray’s litter.

“Okay, let’s vote. Stanley?”

Stanley gripped Rascal’s collar white-knuckle tight. “I went for my gun when you showed up at my door. Might’ve shot, too, if not for the dog. These guys are scared, but I think they’re okay. I think Ray needs this, so my vote’s let’s stay.”

“Me too,” said Eddie. “Jackson?”

“Stay.”

“Us too,” said Zoe. “Me and Mira.”

Kelly pursed her lips. “Jeb?”

Jeb peered at the hospital, at its high, gabled roof. His beard hid his expression, but Kelly thought she saw doubt.

“Jeb?”

“I guess the vote carries. Okay, let’s stay.”

Kelly wanted to demand his real vote. Had he spotted something? Something she’d missed? Or was that her own fear yammering in her head? She couldn’t think past it. She needed to sleep.

“We’re staying,” called Jackson, and Kate strode back out. She zeroed in on Kelly, hands on her hips.

“You’re all in agreement? That includes you?”

Kelly’s voice caught, but she managed a nod. Her mouth tasted of copper. Her pits itched with sweat. This was it, her last chance to turn and run. Instead, she stood frozen, pulse loud in her ears. She watched the guards march out, two adults, two teens. Watched as they herded Eddie to the wall. They kicked his legs open and patted him down, took his pack and his pocketknife and the belt off his jeans. More guards came out and formed a circle around Jeb.

“Put him down,” said Kate, and it took Kelly a moment to understand she meant Ray. She lowered him to the gravel, gentle as she could.

“Get him inside. Get him into the ward.”

Kelly watched Ray lifted and carried away, out of the floodlights and up a long, shadowed path. She watched till it was her turn with her face to the wall, curious hands mining her pockets for treasure. They got her knife too, and her pack, and her belt, and the elastic she’d stuck in her hair.

“No guns,” said Kate. “And you made it this far?”

“We had one,” said Kelly. “But someone with more guns took it away.”

Kate snorted at that. “There’s always someone with more guns. That’s why we have a wall.” She ushered Kelly inside. “Jonah will take you up to your rooms.”

“Our rooms?”

Kate hurried off toward the main building. Kelly made to follow, but someone held her back—Jonah, she guessed. She shook him off.

“You’re this way,” he said, and jerked his head to the west.

“But, Ray⁠—”

“He’s with Mom. He’ll be okay.”

Kelly shouldered past Jonah, but he caught her wrist and pinned it behind her.

“You can’t go up there,” he said. “You said you’d follow our rules.” He steered her down a stone path, past a squat little shed. Behind it, a garden stretched down the wall, shadowy plant stakes poking up from the dirt. Kelly kicked out, panicked, and Jonah shook his head.

“You don’t have to worry. Your friend’s okay. Mom’s gonna look at him, then she’ll bring him back.”

“And what about us?” Jeb’s tone was jovial, full of forced cheer. He stumbled past her, a gun to his back.

“You’ll be fine, too,” said Jonah. “It’s just, we’re plague-free. You come in, you quarantine. You get that, right?”

Kelly said nothing. She let Jonah march her down a dark, grassy slope, up a stone staircase to a flat-roofed annex. It had an ’80s look to it, very Office Space, dull and anonymous and clad in concrete. Jonah entered a passcode to get in the door, and another for the stairs at the end of the hall. Kelly craned over to see what it was, but Jonah caught her peeking and blocked her out.

“We’re on three,” he said.

Jackson half-turned. “Is it just us? Or do you do this too, when you have to go out?”

Jonah frowned. “We don’t go out. We’ve got all we need here.”

They marched up the stairs, to the third floor. Jonah entered his passcode again at the top. He escorted Kelly down a short hall and stopped at the end.

“This is you,” he said, and gestured at a gray door.

Kelly’s stomach turned over. The door was like a fire door, solid and thick. It had two locks, one the old-fashioned kind, one electronic. Jonah held it open and waved her inside.

“I don’t know if⁠—”

“If you don’t want to stay, you can talk to Mom. But you’ll have to wait till she’s done with your friend.”

Kelly cast about and saw no escape. Up ahead, the hall ended in a blank wall. Behind her, two masked men blocked off the stairs. Eddie was clinging to the next door down, trying to keep from being bundled inside.

“Kelly—”

“Just go,” she said. Eddie’s eyes flared with panic, but he blundered inside. Jackson went next, then Jeb, then Stanley and Rascal. Jonah cleared his throat, and Kelly went in, herself. Zoe followed, then Mira, and the door hissed shut behind her. A key rattled in the lock and the deadbolt shot home. Then came a beep, and another dull clunk. Zoe squeezed past her to survey the room.

“It’s not that bad,” she said. “At least there’s a bed.” She flopped down on a mattress, no box spring, no frame. An enormous beanbag chair lay against the far wall. Above it, light slanted through thick, close-set bars. The window behind them was too small to squeeze through, more of a gun slit than a proper window. A door on the right opened on a bathroom, a prison-style toilet bolted to the wall. To the left stood another door, this one tight shut. Kelly tried the handle and found it locked. She knocked and got a knock back from the next room.

“Kelly?”

“Eddie.” She pressed her head to the door. “We’re all barred in here. How about you?”

“Same, and it’s cramped, one bed for us all. And there’s a beanbag chair, but the dog jumped on that.”

Kelly laughed, shaky, and slid down the door. “You guys all okay? Nobody hurt?”

“We’re good,” said Jackson. “Just, where’d they take Ray?”

Kelly had no answer, but she tried anyway. “To help him,” she said. “Jonah called Kate ‘Mom.’ I think they’re a family, sort of like us. I think they just want to get through this alive.”

Jackson started to say something, then cut himself short. Kelly heard a soft thunk, then the sound of his breath. He was sitting, she thought, leaning on the door. She laid her hand on the wood where she thought his face was.

“Jackson?”

He swallowed, muffled through the door. “You’re sure they won’t hurt him? You really trust Kate?”

Kelly smiled and she lied—trust Kate? Sure, she did. Ray would be fine. He’d be fine, so just wait. Just try to rest, and you’ll see. We’ll be fine.
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“It’s for Kelly,” said Donna.

“For Kelly,” said Bill. He leaned out the window and drew back with a frown. “You know I’d feel better if you’d stayed home.”

Donna didn’t want to admit it, but she felt the same way. The town looked deserted, but she knew it wasn’t. The sick were still here, and the frail, and their families. The rest had all got while the getting was good. Run up north mostly, where the plague was still rare.

Bill reached for his rifle and slung it over his shoulder. “It’s like one of those movies, that one Eddie made.”

“They’re not zombies,” said Donna. “They’re our neighbors. Our friends.” A deep sadness rose in her and caught in her throat. Claire Howlett had called last night. Her husband was dead and her son was coughing. Claire herself was okay, at least for now, but Bill would be heartsick when he heard about Doug. They hadn’t been so close lately, but their friendship ran deep. Donna had offered to drop by on their way to town, but Claire told her no—don’t come, sweetheart. You keep yourself safe.

Bill was saying something. Donna shook herself. “What?”

“I said, I don’t know why we brought these.” He patted his rifle. “I couldn’t shoot them. Could you?”

“Course not,” said Donna. “But we won’t need to do that.”

Bill adjusted his seat belt and started the truck. The diner stood empty just down the hill, its front windows shattered, its sign swinging loose. A car had smashed through the entrance and sat wedged in the doors, a trash can jammed under its flattened rear tire. The driver lay crumpled over the wheel. Donna squinted at him.

“What d’you think happened there?”

“Tried to run through the roadblock. Got himself shot.” Bill pointed at the skid marks scrawled down the street. Donna could picture how it must’ve gone down, the gray Honda screeching top speed down Main, the cops leaning out to line up their aim. One shot, precise, through the driver’s headrest. Screams, then the whoop of a burglar alarm.

“We’ll be fine,” said Bill. “Cops are gone, see?”

Donna nodded. She saw. Their cars were still there, nose to nose in the street, but they’d abandoned their posts. Got sick, maybe. Bill skirted the roadblock, tires crunching on gravel.

“Watch the ditch,” said Donna.

“Watching the ditch.”

“Don’t roll your eyes at me. Your vision’s not⁠—”

The truck’s bed dipped sharply, into the ditch. Bill hit the gas and his tires spun and screeched. Gravel plinked on the undercarriage, and then they were through, Donna’s heart pounding so hard she saw stars.

“Told ya,” she gasped.

“You always do.” Bill crept down the street, quiet in second gear. He circled the diner and parked around back.

“Closer,” said Donna.

He edged up to the fire door and killed the engine. Donna got out and listened, but she didn’t hear much. Birds sang. Leaves whispered. Somebody’s wind chimes plinked in the breeze. The soft sounds should’ve soothed her, but Donna’s skin crawled. Saturday morning, and no screaming kids? No traffic, no horns, no slamming doors?

“I know they’re not coming back,” said Bill. “But this still feels like stealing.”

“We could leave cash,” said Donna. “You got, uh, four grand?”

Bill pulled a face. “If it’s worth that much, it’s gone already.”

Donna laughed. “Gone where? It weighs three hundred pounds.”

“Not in pieces, it doesn’t.” Bill hoisted his toolbox and headed around front. Donna followed more slowly, watching the street. Shadows hunched in doorways and flitted behind drapes. Reflections danced in windows. Birds stirred in trees. Donna’s heart quailed with every shift, every twitch.

“What are you looking at?” Bill followed her gaze.

“One of us should stay out here. Keep an eye on the road.”

Bill looked at her, then he turned to the street. He stood a long time, eyes narrowed, lips tight. Then he tapped on her rifle.

“Loaded?”

“You know it.”

“Okay. Yell out, and you know I’ll come running.”

Donna crouched, mostly in shadow, by a sign advertising free shakes, making herself hard to spot from the street. She listened as Bill made his way in, circling the crashed car, crunching through glass. Scraping the window frame clear of jags. He must’ve cut himself anyway, because he grunted and cursed, then his footsteps receded into the back.

Donna held her breath, waiting for Bill’s shout of frustration. It never came, and she smiled: that meant she was right. The big Westinghouse generator was still there, untouched, under the counter by the walk-in freezer. Its shiny new parts should fix theirs up just fine, and keep the house running now their power had cut out.

The town was dark too, she saw, all down Main Street. No traffic lights signaled green, yellow, or red. No TVs flickered in curtained sickrooms. She listened to Bill clanging around in the back, taking the motor apart piece by piece. They needed the crankshaft, but they’d grab what they could, anything light enough to get on the truck.

“Donna, get in here. Gonna need a hand.”

Donna scanned the street one more time and saw nothing new, the same hulking shadows, the same flecks of light. The same old tin sign creaking in the breeze.

“Coming,” she called, and headed around back. Bill had propped the fire door open, and she made her way inside.

“Heavy,” said Bill, and nodded at the crankshaft. “You take the thin end, and we’ll lift it out.”

Donna gripped the shaft with both hands. It felt warm and oily, and she hissed with disgust. Bill cocked a brow at her.

“Careful. It’s slick.”

“No kidding. And heavy. What is this, uranium?”

“Better hope not, or we’ll be glowing green.”

Donna chuckled at that, then she braced herself. “On three,” she said. “One, two, three…”

She heaved up her end and Bill heaved up his. He came up slower and Donna’s grip slipped. Bill staggered backward, into the wall. Donna lunged after him, clutching the shaft. She got her hip under its thin, blunted end, and pushed up against it to hold it in place. Bill did the same, and they dipped at the knees.

“Get your hands on the middle, the middle⁠—”

“Don’t drop it. Crap!”

“That’s it, you got it. Ease up, hold still.”

Donna straightened up, panting, shirt streaked with grease. “I thought it was hollow.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not. Would you mind moving, or⁠—?”

She shuffled backward, cradling her end. Bill tottered after her, favoring one leg. A fat drop of sweat streaked down his pate, caught on his eyebrow, and dripped in his eye. He cursed through his teeth and blinked it away.

“Watch for the counter. Your elbow⁠—”

Donna skirted the counter and edged out the door. She glanced over her shoulder and nearly dropped the crankshaft.

“Why’s the tailgate still up?”

Bill’s face fell. He stumbled. “I’m old. I forgot.”

“Okay, put it down.” Donna sank down, half-falling. Bill crumpled to one side. The crankshaft went rolling across the tarmac.

“I’ll get it,” said Bill.

“Don’t be stupid. You won’t.” Donna leaned in and kissed him, a peck through her mask. “Just sit a minute. Let’s catch our breath.” She leaned up against him and felt his heart thumping hard. He took her hand and squeezed it, and stretched out his legs.

“You know what this reminds me of?”

Donna smiled. “What?”

“When Kelly was little, taking her to the pool. We’d walk home in our swimsuits with the sidewalk burning our feet, maybe stop for ice cream at that place with the cat.”

Donna snorted laughter. “How’s this like that?”

Bill shrugged. “It’s hot?”

She couldn’t argue with that, so she stood up instead. Bill got up too, and tried his sore knee. It wobbled a little, but didn’t give way. Donna opened the tailgate and tipped Bill a wink.

“Okay, take two.”

They hoisted the crankshaft into the back. Bill got a rope and secured it to the side. Donna headed into the diner and filled a box with parts, gaskets and seals, cables and bolts. She took the battery, too, and something that might’ve been a fan. Bill complained she was making a mess—how would she know which part went where? Donna suggested he get down and help. He did, and they made short work of the rest. Donna’s stomach rumbled, and she sat back and groaned.

“Too bad this place is closed. I could’ve gone for a melt.”

Bill swallowed. “Uh, Donna…”

“Or one of those burgers, with the radish slaw.”

“Donna.” Bill stood up slowly and took a step back. “Don’t jump, don’t scream, but behind you, there’s…”

Donna froze where she sat, her hunger forgotten. She turned her head and her first thought was, that’s funny. Ten years on the farm, and not one damn bear, not in the dooryard and not in the woods, not in the garden scaring the dogs. She’d halfway forgotten there were bears, at all.

Her second thought was, that’s one huge nose. Then, the bear yawned, and oh, God, its teeth.

“Stand up,” said Bill. “Slowly, don’t rush.”

Donna scooted backward, flat on her butt. The bear turned to watch her, eyes black and bright. Its head was enormous, its back rough and broad. It smelled of dry grass and clover, a warm, outdoor scent.

“Up,” said Bill, again. Donna reached for the counter to pull herself up. The bear made a woofing sound and stretched out its neck.

“Keep going. Ignore him. Don’t look in his eyes.”

Donna didn’t dare take her eyes off the bear. She stared at the tip of its bluey-pink tongue. Her ankle made a popping sound, and she let out a whimper.

“’S okay,” said Bill. “Here, take my hand.”

She took his hand and he pulled her up slowly. The bear stood there grunting, sniffing the air.

“He smells food,” said Bill. “Don’t think there’s much left. Let’s not be here when he figures that out.” He nudged her behind him and backed her away, across the kitchen and toward the swing doors. The bear squeezed inside and its rump hit the door, and the wedge turned sideways and began to slip. Donna’s throat tightened and she couldn’t breathe.

“Almost there,” said Bill.

Donna gripped his arm. “That’s going to slam.” She pointed at the fire door, now swinging shut. Bill shoved her backward, so hard she yelped. She slammed into the counter and choked back a scream. Bill hurtled into her and spun her around.

“Run.”

The door slammed. Something fell. Donna heard scrabbling, blunt claws on tile. She ran, legs like pool noodles, and bounced off the wall. The swing doors kept swinging, and the bear—was he through? She could hear him panting, or was that Bill? Was it her?

Bill caught her arm and dragged her along, between the tables, crunching through glass. He pushed her through the window and into the light, and she didn’t stop running. Didn’t look back. She could hear Bill behind her, and maybe the bear, maybe its claws, its deep, snoring breaths. She hooked round the diner and sprinted for the truck. Felt in her pocket for her keys, and—beep-boop—the locks sprang open, because Bill had the keys. Bill had been driving. She gasped with relief.

“Bill, my God…” She hit the door running, Bill at her side. They wrestled it open and both dove inside, Bill on the bottom, Donna on top, twisting around to slam the door shut.

“Sweet jumping bluegrass, I thought⁠—”

“A bear.” Donna rolled off Bill and grabbed hold of the dash. She pulled herself up, peered out, and saw⁠—

“Donna?”

She doubled over laughing and collapsed in Bill’s arms. He held her and rocked her, laughing along.

“Babe? What’s so funny?”

She gasped, caught her breath, and wiped her face on his shirt. “He’s not even out there. The bear, he’s not⁠—”

Bill craned back and looked, and his laugh rumbled deep. “Well, blow me. He’s not. I thought for sure…”

Donna’s laughter tore through her, and she leaned back and let it. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed this hard. Or the last time she’d been so sure her luck had run out.
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Kelly woke from a thin sleep to a soft, distant ping. She thought she’d dreamed it at first, then it came again, a ping, then a hiss, then the rumble of wheels. Footsteps as well, three sets, maybe four.

“Zoe? You hear that?”

Zoe didn’t stir. Kelly sat up, still groggy—how long had she slept? The light at the window said maybe an hour, but her headache said longer. Like she’d overslept. She shook her head to clear it and swung her legs off the bed. She could still taste the breakfast Jonah had brought, scrambled eggs, white toast, coffee and cream.

“Zoe.” She reached out and gave her a shake. Zoe grumbled, disgruntled, and burrowed into her pillow.

“It’s just me,” sang Kate, too cheerful by half. She knocked on the men’s door, a quick triple rap. “Could I get you guys lined up along the back wall?”

Kelly stood, got a head rush, and waited it out. She could hear the men groaning and bumbling around.

“You can’t keep us here,” said Jackson. “I need to see Ray.”

“I’m right here,” said Ray, his voice weak but clear.

“Ray?”

“It’s okay,” called Kelly. “Do what she says.” She went to the connecting door and tried to peer through the crack. She couldn’t see anything, and she closed her eyes. Her head felt all woolly, cobwebbed with sleep. Was she asleep, still? She yawned and wiped her eyes.

“That’s good,” said Kate. Kelly heard the door creak. Wheels bumped on the threshold, and Rascal gave a yip. She heard Jackson gasp, then she heard him laugh. Eddie made a pleased sound, almost a whoop. Kelly thumped on the door. She wanted to see.

“Kelly? That you?” Kate came up to the door, on the other side. “I can open this up, but you’ll need to stand back.”

Kelly shuffled backward, stifling a yawn. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this tired. Or, no, she could—the night she’d had Jackson. The night, then the day, then the night after that, forty hours of contractions and gut-splitting pain. She’d slept after that, three days on and off, through Jackson’s feedings, through his first coos and squeals.

“C’mon through,” said Kate. Kelly jerked where she stood. She hadn’t heard the door open. Hadn’t heard Kate step back. She’d dozed off on her feet like a cow in the field.

“You did a great job,” said Kate. “Honestly, I’m amazed. Field amputations are a last resort for a reason. But your boy’s healing well. Looks like he’ll pull through.” She steered Kelly to a rolling bed, raised at the head so Ray could sit up. He smiled at Kelly, tired but alert.

“I’ve got him on broad-spectrum antibiotics, and a fluid drip.” Kate patted Ray’s arm. “His worst problem right now’s just dehydration. That and bug bites, but there’s plenty of lotion.” She rattled on and on, and Kelly tried to listen. Her focus kept drifting, flitting about the room. Eddie and Jeb stood with their backs to the wall, Eddie gaping at Kelly, Jeb frowning deep. Stanley was sleeping, curled up on the bed. Jackson kept trying to edge close to Ray. Jonah blocked him, not roughly, and pushed him back to the wall.

Two men flanked the main door, rifles clutched to their chests. They looked more scared than hostile, shoulders up, backs tense. Their breaths came quick and raspy through their gas masks. Kelly frowned at them, trying to think.

“—exercises,” said Kate. “He won’t feel much like doing them, but it’s vital he does. I’ve written two lists, for strength and flexibility. You can do one in the morning and one after lunch, or whatever he’s good with, as long as it’s done.” She thrust a blue folder into Kelly’s hands. Kelly blinked and nodded like she’d been listening all along.

“It’ll be an ongoing process,” said Kate. “There’s info there too, for once he scars over. You’ll want to massage the stump, keep the scar tissue mobile. It’ll help, when he’s ready to look at prosthetics.”

Jackson reached for Ray’s stump, as though in a dream. Jonah batted him back, but Ray just laughed.

“And who’s this?” Kate crouched down. Kelly jerked back and nearly tripped over Mira.

“That’s, uh—that’s Mira. She’s kinda shy.”

“I was once shy,” said Kate. “You know what I did?”

Mira shook her head.

“Nothing at all.” Kate winked. “It’s okay to be shy, if that’s who you are.”

That made Mira smile, and Kelly smiled with her. Kate reached into her bag and pulled out a box of crayons.

“I brought these for you, and a big pad of paper. I was thinking, if you wanted, you could draw me a picture? Something nice and pretty I could hang on my wall?”

Mira chewed her lip. She kept her eyes on the crayons, but didn’t take them.

“I’ll just leave them here,” said Kate. “They’re yours if you want them, but if you don’t, that’s okay.” She set the crayons on Ray’s bed, and the paper as well. Kelly stared at them and felt tempted, herself. A bright vision gripped her, all her senses at once. She was five again, six, stretched out in the sun, doodling the flowers from the garden outside. She smelled cut grass and marigolds and sun-warmed wax, and tasted those cookies Mom used to buy. The carpet had pebbled her elbows and knees, that orange-gold carpet, seventies chic.

“Kelly? What do you think?”

Kelly made a strange sound, sort of a croak. She choked back her nostalgia and wiped her eyes dry, and stood there, bone-shaken, missing her mom. Where had that come from, that blast from the past?

“I’m sorry,” she managed. “I didn’t quite catch…”

“I was saying, come walk with me. Get a feel for the place. I want you to feel at home here, at least for your stay.”

Kelly’s head spun. What had she missed?

“The quarantine⁠—?”

“It’s okay,” said Kate. “We’ll stick to the grounds, out of harm’s way. And I’ll need you to wear this, just to be safe.” She held out a gas mask, but Kelly just stared.

“Here, let me help you.” Kate moved behind her, and Kelly snapped back to herself. She took the gas mask and fumbled it on. Its buckles felt tiny, its straps rubber-slick. It fought her fingers, but Kelly fought back. By the time she got through, she felt more like herself.

“You’ve got to excuse us,” she said. “We’re all just so tired. We’ve barely slept since Hurricane Barker.”

“We heard about that,” said Kate. “But we didn’t expect refugees showing up at our door.” She laughed, low and pleasant, and Kelly laughed with her, and the next thing she knew, she was outside. That sharp-toothed nostalgia tore through her again—the warm smell of childhood, Mom’s garden, wet soil. She sniffed the air and smelled snap peas, rhubarb, and kale, the dry scent of sunflowers, berries on the breeze. Summer and ice cream, long holidays.

“—not much to see yet, this early in the season.” Kate nodded at the garden, mostly just dirt. “We’ve brought in our spring crops, garlic aside. Our turnips, our shallots, that’s all been dug up. But our corn’s all planted and coming up good, and⁠—”

Kelly licked her lips. Corn sounded perfect, boiled on the cob. Buttered and salted, with a dash of hot sauce.

“And these are just flowers, ’cause flowers attract bees. You need bees in your garden, or not much’ll grow. The kids tend these, mostly. It’s their project.”

Kelly drifted through the flowerbeds, lost in color. She picked out snapdragons and hollyhocks and bright marigolds, foxgloves and pentas, and more she couldn’t name.

“Too much,” she muttered. Kate cocked her head.

“What?”

Kelly stood squinting at a messy red bloom. She’d never seen red so deep, so layered. She reached out to touch it and pulled back with a frown.

“Sorry,” she said. “I think I’m just…you’ve got kids, right?”

Kate nodded. “Two.”

“Then you’ll know what I mean—when you’re up with your baby night after night, running on empty, and then you just crash. You get a day to yourself and your brain turns to mush, and all the things you had planned fall through the cracks.” She found a bench and sat down, and stretched out her legs. “I’ve got that big-time. That whole…brain-mush…thing.”

“I don’t blame you,” said Kate. She sat down beside her. “This place, though, it’s different. The antidote to all that.”

“To what? To kids?”

Kate’s laugh was melodious. It made Kelly smile. “We love kids,” she said. “But we raise ours together. A village, you know? No one’s up all night, not even new moms.” She squeezed Kelly’s arm. “So, what do you think?”

Kelly wasn’t sure she could think, but she tried anyway. “This is one of those, uh—you guys are preppers?”

Kate laughed again. “You could say that. But not like those preppers you see on TV, you know, with their bunkers all full of old soup. We just knew this was coming, or something like it. And you bet we’re prepared—prepared to survive. We grow our own food. Filter our own water. Even our medicines, we grow most of those, and what we can’t grow, we’ve got our sources. We trade. We’re going to get through this, just see if we don’t.”

Kelly shaded her eyes to peer down the lawn. She spotted two kids in floppy straw hats, drawing water from an old-fashioned pump. “They’re your family?”

“Mine and two others.” Kate adjusted her mask. “My folks moved in first, when they saw the signs. Then came the Borlands, and the Woods after them.”

“The…sorry, the signs?”

“Social collapse,” said Kate. “Greed running wild. Folks like Donn Snow think this is all theirs. They think with their money, they’ll inherit the earth. But my folks thought, and I think, that’s not how it ends.”

A cloud-shadow passed over, darkening the lawn. Kelly shivered, uneasy, and Kate touched her arm.

“I’m not saying we’ll rise up and reclaim the earth.” Her laugh echoed oddly in her gas mask. “I just think money’s on its way out. And when it goes, the Donn Snows out there, what have they got? A bunch of plastic, that’s what, and we’ve got all this.”

Kelly breathed deep and smelled nothing but rubber. She looked at the flowers and they’d lost their luster, maybe from the gray clouds scudding overhead.

“You’re tired,” said Kate. “We should head back inside.”

“Yeah,” agreed Kelly, through a jaw-cracking yawn.

“We’ll bring you some lunch, and then you can sleep.”

Kelly followed Kate back the way they’d come. Her body felt heavy, all full of sand. She had to stop on the stairs to let a wave of dizziness pass. Kate held her steady with an arm around her waist.

“I can’t even imagine what you must’ve been through. What that must’ve been like, taking off your boy’s leg. But please know you’re safe here. You can rest. It’s okay.”

Kelly’s eyes stung, but she had no tears to shed.

“You could stay if you wanted, you and your group. While your boy heals and gets back on his feet.”

“Maybe,” said Kelly. She needed to lie down.

“You’re so tired,” said Kate. “Let’s get you upstairs.”

Kelly let Kate herd her back to her room. She wanted to dive face-first into bed, but Mira had spread her crayons all over the quilt. Kate lit up at the sight of her, a wide, sunny smile.

“Oh, look how gorgeous! Is that your house?”

Mira turned her pad so Kate could see. Kelly smiled at her drawing, but it made her feel sad. Jackson had drawn a hundred just like it, the cute, boxy house, the big yellow sun. The lime-colored grass as tall as your knees. Mira had drawn herself in the house, watching out the window while birds played on the lawn.

“You should sign this,” said Kate. “You know how to write?”

Mira nodded, but made no move to sign.

“Do you know what that means, to sign your work?” Kate picked up a crayon. “You write your name on your art, so the world knows it’s yours. All artists do it, Rembrandt, van Gogh.”

Mira looked doubtful, but she signed her name.

“Mira Sahai. So pretty. Just like you.”

“Leave her alone,” said Zoe. “She’s scared, can’t you see?”

Kelly’s head swam, and just like that, she was done. She dove into the beanbag chair, facedown, arms out. Her legs stuck out behind her, stiff at the knees. Her gas mask slid up and dug into her cheek.

“Aunt Kelly? You okay?”

She raised herself, grunted, and sank down again. Someone unhooked her mask and peeled it away. Kelly tumbled down a dark well of sleep, to a realm beyond dreams, beyond anything at all.
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“Gimme your Jell-O,” said Ray. He tried to swipe it, but Jackson snatched it away.

“Uh-uh, all mine. I like the blue kind.”

“So, give me Jeb’s.”

Jeb forked over his Jell-O and Ray peeled it open. He licked the scum off the lid and closed his eyes.

“You can’t eat just that,” said Jackson. “Have some soup, or some rice.”

Ray shook his head. “I’ll just puke it up. Me and antibiotics, I always get sick.”

Jackson thought about arguing, but Ray looked okay. His color was back and his fever burned out. He’d even been joking about getting back on his foot. If he wanted Jell-O, Jackson guessed he’d earned that.

He turned back to his own soup and spooned up a bite. The food here was good, at least. Better than Mom’s. The broth had a kick to it, some kind of spice. It sort of snuck up on you as you worked through your bowl, a prickle of flavor over your tongue. It tingled, sort of, like salt and vinegar chips. He wondered if Kate could bring up some of those.

He guessed he’d be okay hanging out here a while.
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He woke up in darkness, to the soft sound of snores. He’d been dreaming, he thought, a bad dream. Something weird. He tried to remember, but all that came was a feeling—a dark, nagging feeling, something like dread. He’d been running, maybe. Or swimming. And lost. Searching for someone, for Mom. For Ray?

Jackson rolled over. He felt halfway sick, but hungry as well.

“Jackson? You up?”

He craned back, blinking. Uncle Eddie was sitting up in bed, pale in the light spilling under the door.

“I’m up,” said Jackson. “You feeling okay?”

“Dreamed I killed someone. Buried him in the yard.”

Jackson’s brows rose. “Yeah? Who’d you kill?”

“Dunno—all I know is, I didn’t wanna get caught. I was digging up the flower bed, thought I’d plant him in there. But then I thought, the acid—what if it kills the flowers? Y’know, from his stomach, when he decays? There’d be this corpse-shaped dead patch, and everyone would know.”

“That’d be a good band name, Corpse-Shaped Dead Patch.” Jackson scratched at his chin. “I’ve been having weird dreams, too. Since we got here.”

“Makes sense.” Uncle Eddie hunched forward and threw off his quilt. His bed-tangled hair hung in his face. “Dreams are just our brains working through their sh—crap. Figures they’d start that the moment we’re safe.”

Jackson couldn’t help laughing. “And your crap’s a corpse?”

“Not a literal body. I’d say it’s my guilt.”

“Your guilt? For what?”

“For…doesn’t matter. Nothing, I guess.” He swung his legs off the bed and got to his feet. “I’m coming back, so don’t take my spot.”

Uncle Eddie shuffled to the bathroom and ducked inside. Jackson waited five minutes, then he took his spot.
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They were laughing the next time he opened his eyes—Jeb and Uncle Eddie, cackling up a storm. The ruckus annoyed him. Were they laughing at him?

He curled into his pillow to wait for breakfast.
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“You do it,” said Ray.

“I’m not rubbing your stump.”

“Then, I guess, uh…” Ray’s voice cracked. “Could you look away?”

Jackson looked up, surprised. Ray’s brow was furrowed, his eyes squinched tight shut. A fine glaze of sweat slicked the back of his neck.

“Sorry,” said Jackson. “I thought you were kidding. I’ll do it, of course. Just, read the instructions so I don’t mess it up.”

Ray swallowed thickly and reached for the sheet. “There’s a lot of long words. But basically, you’ve got to knead the whole leg. Work your way down to the bandaged part. Oh, and go gentle. Try not to poke.”

“No poking. Gotcha.” Jackson stood up and stretched. He flexed his hands. Cracked his knuckles. Hovered his palms over Ray’s leg. He huffed like a hog and raked his hands through his hair.

“I don’t want to hurt you. Are you sure you want…?”

Ray hung his head. “Don’t worry, it will hurt. It already does. I think about touching it and the nerves all just—” He waggled his fingers.

“Your nerves do jazz hands?”

“Yeah. Yeah, they do.”

Jackson took a deep breath and let it out with a laugh. “Okay, I got this. Just try not to scream.” He set his hands on Ray’s thigh and started to knead. Ray hissed through his teeth and slapped him away.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Just, not so hard.”

Jackson tried again, more gently this time. Ray squeaked and shuddered and swiped at the air.

“Try rolling your palms,” said Jeb. “Sort of like this.” He mimed a rolling motion. Mom shook her head.

“Use your whole hands, not too much force. Push, then release.”

“Backseat massagers! Everyone back off.” Jackson eased off the pressure till he felt Ray relax. He worked in slow circles, inch by inch down his leg. Whenever Ray stiffened, he stopped and let him breathe. Soon, his palm brushed Ray’s bandage. Ray hissed through his teeth.

“Okay? Should I stop?”

“Don’t know,” said Ray. “It feels—it feels wrong.”

“Wrong, like you’re bleeding?”

“Wrong like the pain doesn’t end with my leg.” Ray fell back on the pillows and lay breathing hard. “I get these…these jolts, like lightning through my foot. I feel my toes curling, my calf cramping up. Only, I’ve got no calf. No toes to curl. I can’t make them uncurl. Can’t work the cramp out.”

“Let me try something,” said Jackson. He got a pair of jeans and rolled it up tight, and tucked it under the covers in place of Ray’s foot. “I’m going to touch your bandage. Tell me when it cramps.”

Ray didn’t say anything, but he bobbed his head. Jackson tapped him gently, on the side of his stump.

“Ow, motherhump, what are you⁠—”

“Watch.” Jackson kneaded his jeans-foot through the light quilt. Ray shook and whimpered, and his eyes streamed with tears.

“Not helping?”

“No. I don’t know.” He moved Jackson’s hands up. “You’re in the wrong place.”

Jackson kept going. Ray watched, glassy-eyed. At last, he lay down and waved Jackson away.

“Sorry,” said Jackson. “I thought that might work.”

“It did, maybe. Sort of. I’ve just had enough.” He sat up again and pushed the jeans away. “We’ll try again later. If you don’t mind.”

“Sure, after lunch.” Jackson stretched out on the bed and frowned up at Ray. “Speaking of which, you need to eat. You’ve been living on Jell-O almost a week.”

“I’ll skip lunch,” said Ray. “That soup smells spicy. But if it’s fish again, I’ll try some dinner.”

Jackson nodded, distracted. Mom was staring again, not at him, but through him. She’d been doing a lot of that, zoning right out. Staring off, smiling, all dreamy and fond. She did it for hours sometimes, if he left her alone. This time, he didn’t. He snapped his fingers.

“Huh?”

“Nothing. Just, where did you go?”

Mom did a slow blink. “Go? I don’t⁠—”

“What were you thinking, staring off into space?”

“Oh, that.” Mom smiled. “I was thinking of you on your first camping trip. You remember that, don’t you? You were five, maybe six. You got stuck in that hole you thought was the Batcave.”

“I’d as soon forget that. That hole was full of ants.”

“Still, it smelled good up there. All that fresh air. You know, I still get…I smell those car air fresheners, and I think of that trip. Pine fresh, they call that, but there’s no pines up there. Just maples and live oaks, elm and ash…”

Jackson closed his eyes and let himself drift. Might as well sleep till dinner. Not much else to do.
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Dinner was fish that night, in a lumpy white sauce. It looked kind of nasty, but it tasted just fine—light, not too fishy, with a sweet mustard tang. Jackson watched Zoe push her food around her plate.

“Not into fish?”

“No. No, I am. It’s just, once I eat it, it’s gone. Then there’s nothing to do till tomorrow’s breakfast.”

Jackson frowned at her. “Are you okay?”

Zoe nodded. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You’re acting weird. All quiet and slow.”

“I’m tired,” said Zoe. “We all are. Except him.” She nodded at Ray and his cup of Jell-O. “Didn’t he say he’d eat dinner tonight?”

“Yeah, now you mention it.” Jackson stole Ray’s spoon and tucked it under his plate. “You’ll get that back once you’ve tried your fish.”

“What am I, five? I can’t do dessert first?” Ray pulled a sour face, but he reached for his fork. He cut a small bite of fish and dragged it through the sauce. “Smells fresh,” he said.

“It goes in your mouth. Not up your nose.”

Ray made a noncommittal sound. He set his fork down and stretched.

“You’re stalling,” said Zoe.

“Maybe,” said Ray. “Too bad they won’t let us eat this outside. I miss outside. We’re missing our summer.”

“I think it’s still spring,” said Zoe. “Technically, at least.”

“You know what I miss?” Uncle Eddie stood up, then sat down again. “Normal conversations, like ‘hey, pass the salt.’ Or ‘how about those Dolphins?’ Just getting up and coming down to breakfast, and your mom’s mad ’cause we drank all the milk.”

Mom made a snorting sound. “I don’t mind you drinking it. But you take the empty carton and put it back in the fridge.”

“He does,” said Zoe.

“Not me,” said Ray. “Pop’s rule is, you finish it, you go buy a new one. So if we’re low on milk, I just have OJ.”

“That’s just as lazy.” Zoe nodded at Ray’s plate. “You scared they’ll make you catch a new catfish if you eat the last bite?”

Ray rolled his eyes, but he tried his fish. He chewed, closed his eyes, and swallowed it down. Jackson smiled.

“Good?”

“Yeah, it is. Reminds me of home. Fishing with Dad, y’know, on the weekends.” He took another bite, and another after that. Rascal came begging, and he fed him one too. Jackson finished his dinner and leaned back on the wall. The daylight was dwindling, the sunset bright red. It bloodied Jeb’s beard and the back of his hand. Jeb sat up and frowned, leaned forward, and⁠—

“Jackson?”

He blinked. Something light hit the carpet and bounced off his foot. Ray’s Jell-O cup. Ray was⁠—

“Water.” Ray sat up abruptly. He groped out, eyes bulging. Zoe passed him her water and he took a gulp.

Jackson half-rose. “Ray? You okay?”

Ray clutched at his throat, eyes wide with alarm. He spat out his water, coughing, red-faced.

“He’s choking,” said Jackson. “Here, cough it up.” He wrestled Ray upright and thumped on his back.

“Don’t do that,” said Zoe. “You’ll just choke him worse.”

Ray shoved Jackson off him and scrambled off the bed. He grabbed the wall for balance and took one lurching hop. His stump bumped the wall and he wheezed in pain, and then he was crawling, half on his side. He made it two feet and clapped one hand to his mouth, and puked through his fingers, a thin, whitish spray. Jackson caught him and held him and rolled him on his back.

“Ray? Talk to me. Ray⁠—”

“He can’t breathe.” Mom dropped down next to him and laid her hand on his chest. Ray heaved and scrabbled and drooled down his chin.

“You need to get him up. He needs the Heimlich.”

“No, he doesn’t,” said Zoe. “He’s not choking. That’s⁠—”

Mom scooped Ray up and spun him away. She laced her arms around him and jammed her fists under his ribs. Zoe was yelling, stop it, no, wait. Rascal was barking, jumping on Mom. Jackson knelt helpless, limp with dismay.

“Okay,” said Mom. “Heimlich on three. Just relax, and…” She jerked back sharply. Ray sputtered puke. His eyes were all whites, his tongue fat and loose.

“He’s not choking,” yelled Zoe. “Look, he’s got hives.”

Mom tilted Ray back to peer at his face. His skin had gone blotchy, all down his neck. Jackson reached for him.

“Ray?”

The room erupted in chaos, everyone shouting at once. “It’s an allergic reaction!”

“What can’t he eat?”

“Nothing. I don’t know. He eats everything.”

“Think. You must know.” Zoe slapped Jackson’s arm. “What’s he allergic to? What makes him sick?”

“That’s just it, nothing.” He lurched to his feet. “He used to eat anything, y’know, on a dare. He ate a raw egg one time. He drank Listerine. Even a spider, he ate—he ate…”

Ray seized in Mom’s arms and arched off her lap. He thrashed and kicked out. Banged his stump on the floor. Jackson grabbed for his good leg and caught his foot in his crotch.

“Don’t touch him, just⁠—”

“Ray, Ray! Mom, help!”

Jeb sprinted past him and drummed on the door. “Hey! Hey, you out there? Hey, we need help.”

Nobody came. Jackson fell to his knees. Ray’s lips were blue now, his face a dull mauve. His eyes had bulged out like crab eyes on stalks. He’d stopped kicking, mostly, and lay in Mom’s arms, twitching and trembling without will or rhythm. He’d pissed down his leg, and Jackson looked away. Ray wouldn’t like that, knowing he’d seen.

“Hey!” Jeb thumped the door, then he gave it a kick. Jackson felt the floor shake, but the door didn’t budge. He jumped up and pounded along with Jeb, pounded and shouted and banged his head on the door. Zoe was crying. Mom was calling his name. Jackson banged harder, and hollered and kicked. He rammed the door with his shoulder so hard he saw stars.

“It’s over,” said Jeb. “Stop fighting. It’s done.”

Jackson roared. He reared back and flung himself at the door. The impact jarred through him and rattled his bones. He slid down, Jeb caught him, and Jackson went limp.

“C’mere, now. I’m sorry. Uh-uh, don’t look.”

Jackson sagged against him. He choked on a sob. “No. No, he can’t…”

“Oh, Jackson. Oh, no.” Mom’s voice was raspy, all nasal and hoarse. She crowded in and held him, her and Jeb both. Jackson couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t believe. He squirmed and broke free, and crawled to Ray’s side. He took his limp hand, still warm. Alive.

“Ray, c’mon, breathe. You can’t… You just can’t.”

“Jackson—”

He slapped Mom away and pressed his ear to Ray’s chest. Felt the rush of his own pulse, loud in his head.

“You can’t,” he whispered. “It’s not fair. It’s not right.”

Mom touched his arm. Jackson stretched out next to Ray.

“It’s not fair. He lived. He made it, his foot. You can’t live through that, then a fish—then a fish⁠—”

Zoe said something, too soft to hear.

“Not now,” said Mom.

Jackson held Ray and rocked him and told him it’s okay. He told him over and over, it’s fine. Don’t be scared.
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“He’s sleeping,” said Kelly.

Eddie nodded, shell-shocked. He had to use the bathroom, but he couldn’t move. He hadn’t moved since it happened, since Ray’s first pained gasp. Jackson had jumped up, then Kelly, then Jeb, but Eddie’d just sat there and watched it go down. Watched Ray choke out, and Jackson’s raw grief. Jeb at the window, yelling for help. The sun had come up and Kate had brought breakfast, and Jackson might’ve killed her if Kelly hadn’t held him back.

Not Eddie, though. Eddie hadn’t moved.

“Oil and milk, butter, flour, salt, and lemon. Fillet of catfish. Doesn’t seem right.” Stanley sat staring at Ray’s empty bed. “If the fish had spoiled, maybe—but then we’d all be sick.”

Kelly sat next to Eddie. She still smelled of fish sauce, and faintly of puke. “Kate said it could’ve been something else. A clot in his lung. A bug bite, even.”

Stanley barked laughter. “What bug? Where?”

“Could’ve been in his clothes.”

Eddie closed his eyes. His body felt heavy, but he didn’t want to sleep. His dreams had been hostile these last few nights, vivid and violent, all drenched in blood. He swam, in his dreams, through vast lakes of fire, and when he found Zoe, it was always too late. She’d drowned or been burned or speared through with glass. Or he found Kelly, or Jackson, or Jeb. Ray black with sepsis up to his thigh. Always too late. Why hadn’t he moved?

“It was the food,” said Zoe. “His whole mouth swelled up. Why would his mouth swell if it was a bug?”

Ten steps, it would take him, to get to the can. Ten steps, but first, he’d have to get up. They’d ask, “where are you going,” and he’d say, “for a piss.” Kelly would chide him for saying “piss” in front of Zoe. He’d say he was sorry, and man, he was tired.

Kelly covered a yawn. “Where’d the fish come from? Maybe there’s pollution. And he’d been through so much, his body couldn’t take it.”

Eddie tried to remember when he’d last been this tired. Zach’s wake, maybe, or the morning after. Or that time they’d played the Greek, him and the band. He’d been wrecked off his ass on Jack and cocaine, and then he’d just crashed, hadn’t woken for⁠—

“Drugs.”

Kelly coughed. “What?”

“I didn’t, uh…” Eddie blinked. Kelly was staring. Had he spoken aloud?

“You just said drugs.”

“’Cause I feel, I’m all itchy. Did you have breakfast today?”

Kelly frowned. “Couldn’t stomach it.”

“Me neither. Jeb?”

“Just the oatmeal. Mira wouldn’t eat hers unless I ate mine.”

“I didn’t,” said Zoe, and scratched at her neck. “Are you saying we’re on something? Something in our food?”

“I don’t know,” said Eddie. “But I didn’t eat, and I could almost throw up. My skin’s gone all crawly, and my head—it hurts.” He probed at his temples. The skin felt too hot. “Like coming off something. You guys okay?”

Zoe shook her head slowly. “I feel sick too. I thought it was shock, but I⁠—”

“I’ve been seeing things,” said Kelly. “Flashes of memory, except they feel real. Snippets of music, or colors, or smells. I thought—I don’t know. I’ve just been so tired.”

“Me too,” said Stanley. “Can’t hardly wake up.”

“Ray was living on Jell-O up till last night.” Jeb went to the window and leaned his head on the bars. “Those little sealed cups, so he’d have been safe.”

“So you’re saying I killed him.” Jackson stood in the doorway between the two rooms. His eyes were red-rimmed, his cheeks hollowed out. “I made him eat. He was fine, but I made him.”

“Don’t do that,” said Jeb. “Unless you poisoned his food, you’re not to blame. And you’re not thinking straight. None of us are.”

“Jeb’s right,” said Kelly. “Whatever they’ve had us on, I still don’t feel right.”

Jackson slid down the doorframe. “We need to get out.”

“We’ll tell Kate at lunch,” said Kelly. “She’ll understand. With Ray gone, there’s no point in us staying here.”

“You think she’ll let us go?” Stanley sat up. “She took us hostage at gunpoint. Locked us in here. And now we find she’s been drugging us, and she’s killed Ray. If I was in her place, we’d never walk out.”

“So we’ll swarm her,” said Jackson.

“And the rest of her men?”

Eddie stood up abruptly and went to the bathroom. He pissed, washed his hands, and lay on the floor. The cold tile felt good on his fevered cheek. His whole face was burning, his nostrils, his eyes—and, damn, he was crying, messy, stoned tears.

“Not fair,” he muttered. “Jackson was right.”
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Kate didn’t release them. Didn’t come in at all. She pushed in their lunches and left the cart, and Kelly ran after her and banged on the door.

“Hey! You can’t keep us here. Kate? Are you there?”

“I’m here,” said Kate, to Eddie’s surprise. “And I’m not keeping you. I’m just—you’re upset. You need answers. I understand. Give me a day or two, I’ll do an autopsy. I’ll be able to tell you⁠—”

“You’re not cutting into him.” Jackson kicked the door so loud Kate shrieked. “You lay one hand on him, and I swear to God…”

“Quiet,” said Kelly. She laid her hand on his arm. “Listen, it doesn’t matter. Dead’s dead. He’s gone. We’re not going to sue you, or try to lay blame. All we want is to go. You’ll let us go, right?”

“I will,” said Kate. “Just not today.”

“Why not today?” Jackson thumped on the door. “Let us out and we’ll go. What’s so hard about that?”

“Today’s just not…” Kate cleared her throat. “You’re upset. We’ve got kids here. I can’t risk a scene. Take a day, get some rest, and then we’ll talk.”

Kate went away, over Kelly’s protests. Nobody ate lunch. It went down the toilets, except the Jell-O.

“We should act stoned,” said Zoe. “When she comes back. That’s probably what scared her, that we didn’t eat breakfast. She knows we’re not high, so she won’t come near us.”

Eddie pressed his lips together. He didn’t trust Kate to free them at all. Something was weird here, deeply messed up. The armed guards at mealtimes, the drugs, the locked doors—none of it made sense, now his head was clear. They’d all agreed to quarantine once they’d understood. Quarantine made sense, but keeping them high? What did that do, besides clouding their heads?

Dinner came, but Kate didn’t. Jonah dropped off their meals. He shooed them all into the girls’ room before he opened the door. Eddie tried to question him, but he didn’t respond. He just stood there listening, out in the hall.

Kate didn’t show the next day, either. Jonah brought breakfast, but lunch never came. At dinner, Eddie listened when Jonah dropped off the trays. He couldn’t be sure, with the echoes in the hall, but he got the sense the kid was alone.

“Jonah? Hey, Jonah?” He crept up to the door. “Listen, I was wondering, is everything okay?”

Jonah didn’t say anything. Eddie took a deep breath.

“It’s just, things seem quiet. We never got lunch. And I haven’t been hearing the kids on the lawn. I was wondering if maybe something happened out there?”

“It’s a school day,” said Jonah. “The kids were in class.”

“Fair enough,” said Eddie. “But Kate said⁠—”

“I gotta go.”

“Wait, no, hold on.” Eddie banged on the door, for all the good that would do. “I’m Eddie,” he said. “Eddie Walker. We never met properly, but I’m from⁠—”

“I know who you are,” said Jonah. “I still have to go.”

“You don’t have five minutes? Five minutes to talk?”

Jonah walked away. Eddie listened again and heard the meal cart, its wonky back wheel rattling in its bolts. He heard Jonah’s footsteps, and maybe one more set. Boots, or an echo? He strained to hear.

Jonah stopped. “Mr. Walker?”

“Yeah?”

“I loved Bitter Hills.”

Eddie grinned—his first album. The kid was a fan?

“I could tell you a few stories, how I wrote those songs. Where the lyrics came from. Where to find that blue lake.” He waited, hardly breathing, but Jonah didn’t respond. After a moment, he started walking again.

“Damn it.”

“I don’t know. I’d say that’s a start.” Jeb came up beside him and snagged a Jell-O. “He likes you, that’s something. Keep working on that.”

“And, what, I’m so charming he’ll just let us go?”

Jeb opened his Jell-O and took a slurp. “More charming than I am. May as well shoot your shot.”

Jonah came back first thing the next day, banished everyone to the girls’ room and dropped off breakfast. Eddie’s knees buckled when he ran to catch him. Two days, he’d been fasting, and his body felt light—not in a good way, but like he might float away. His stomach felt sloppy, full of Jell-O and bile. He hit the door with a thud and stood clutching his gut.

“Jonah? Hey, wait.”

The punk wheel stopped squeaking. “Mr. Walker? You okay?”

“Just tired,” he said. “How’s things out there?”

“Normal,” said Jonah. He shuffled his feet. “Uh, I was wondering, you know that blue lake?”

“I’ll answer your question if you’ll answer mine.”

Jonah made a humming sound. Eddie waited, jaw clenched. His mouth tasted rancid, like he’d nibbled old cheese. Jonah’s response, when it came, was so soft he almost missed it.

“You want to ask me a question?”

“One for one. That’s fair, right?”

“Well, maybe. What’s yours?”

“Nothing that’ll get you in trouble.” Eddie winked, then felt stupid. Jonah couldn’t see him, this close to the peephole. “Think of it this way: I can’t make you answer. What do you have to lose?”

Jonah thought a while more, then Eddie heard him move. “Okay,” he said. “Where’s the blue lake?”

“Nowhere,” said Eddie. “It’s not a real lake.”

Jonah let out a shout. “That’s not fair. You cheated.”

“I didn’t,” said Eddie, a smile in his voice. “I never said it doesn’t exist. It’s just not a lake, or even a place.”

“What is it, then?”

“Paint. It’s blue paint.” Eddie’s smile faded. He leaned on the door. “It’s deep blue, near black, but drop in some paint thinner, there’s more blues underneath, royal blue and azure, all the way to sky blue. That’s what the song’s about, an old tube of paint.”

“The tube you were buying when you first fell in love?”

Eddie laughed. “I wish, but no. Just an old tube I sat on, and it ruined my pants.” He glanced at Kelly. She’d been there that day, her and Zach both. She’d found the paint thinner and helped him clean up.

“That sucks,” said Jonah. “That song’s so romantic, and it’s just about paint?”

Kelly opened Mira’s Jell-O and handed it down.

“Just paint,” said Eddie, and turned away. “So, now it’s my turn. Where’s your mom?”

“Busy,” said Jonah. “I should get going.”

“Wait.” Eddie’s head swam. He pressed his hands to the door. “You’re how old, eighteen?”

“Sixteen.”

“Wait, you’re sixteen, and you like “Blue Lake”? You’re a musician, right? Tell me I’m wrong.” His vision went blurry, and he sank to his knees. He closed his eyes and waited for his heartbeat to slow. Jonah was still out there, thinking maybe.

“I play guitar,” he said. “But I’m not very good.”

Jeb grinned at Eddie and flashed him the thumbs-up. Eddie’s heart thumped so hard it hurt.

“Tell you what,” he said. “I’m writing again. Working on a new album, but you know. My hand.” He flexed his bum hand and felt the tug in his palm. “Bring your guitar next time, and we can jam. You’ll help with my chords. How does that sound?”

“Maybe,” said Jonah. “If Mom—I don’t know.” He hurried off then, wonky wheel rattling. Eddie slumped where he sat, and Jeb sat beside him.

“You should eat,” said Jeb, and uncovered his tray. “I know you’ve been giving Zoe your Jell-O.”

Eddie’s mouth watered, but he pushed the food away. “Don’t even tempt me. I don’t want to get high.”

“Better high than fainting. Especially considering—” He glanced at Jackson and lowered his voice. “You’re gonna do something, right?”

Eddie nodded. “I want to. I’ve got to, right?”

“I’d say so,” said Jeb. “What’ve you got in mind?”

Eddie frowned, knowing his plan sounded dumb. “I thought, if he’d jam with me, he might relax. Then, I’ll be all, pass me that guitar. Like I’m gonna play for him, teach him something. Show him some fingering, so he’ll sit there and watch. Then I can grab him, and, I don’t know. Tell him I’ll kill him if he won’t let us out.” A wave of sickness passed through him, and he leaned on the door. “You sure we can’t break out, like we did in the fire?”

“If we could, I’d have done it when Ray was dying.”

“Okay,” said Eddie.

“You got this,” said Jeb. He pushed Eddie’s tray toward him and patted his arm. “Now, get your strength up, and take your best shot.”
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Morning came. Jonah didn’t. Eddie fretted and fidgeted, and couldn’t sit still. Had he scared the kid off? Was he not coming back? He should’ve made up some story about the blue lake. Left the end hanging so he’d have to come back.

Jeb sat down next to him. “Is there really a song?”

“Huh?”

“You said you had a new album brewing. Any truth to that?”

“Sort of. Maybe. I’d been noodling around. Then all this happened, and…” He gestured at nothing, at everything, all around. “What if the room’s bugged? Or Jonah got spooked? Or if we get out, and the dog starts to bark? He does that, you know. He barks and he barks. Stanley can’t stop him. He’s a bark machine.”

“Who, Rascal?” Jeb laughed. “He’s not that bad.”

“It just takes one bark.”

“You’re spiraling,” said Jeb. “You gotta calm down. Breathe, count to five.”

“We’re starving.”

“Breathe.”

“The kids⁠—”

“C’mon, breathe.”

Eddie breathed, but his mind rattled on. So many pitfalls, so many ways he might whiff it. He could say the wrong thing and get Jonah’s back up. Say the right thing, then fumble the grab. Jonah could shoot him, or worse, shoot Zoe. He could shoot Kelly and break Jackson’s heart. Eddie’s heart, too, but that wasn’t⁠—

The elevator bell dinged, three floors down.

“You’re on,” said Jeb. Eddie couldn’t breathe.

“Get the kids,” he said. “Get them out of the room.”

“I’m not going,” said Jackson. Eddie felt sick. Stage fright, he thought, and nearly laughed. He’d never had stage fright, not even once. He’d loved to perform. Loved the limelight. Even the bad nights when nothing went right⁠—

Ding.

He couldn’t do this. He swallowed. Licked his lips.

Ding.

The doors hissed open and the cart rattled out. Was this what a stroke felt like? Static in his head?

“You got this,” said Kelly. “Go on, break a leg.”

Eddie made a dying sound. Jonah tapped on the door.

“Everyone on the girls’ side while I unload your food.”

Everyone filed out. Jonah checked the peephole to make sure they’d all gone, mumbling a headcount under his breath. Then he jogged back and pushed in their trays.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, when Eddie came to the door. “You said bring my guitar, but Darrell was watching.”

Eddie frowned. “Darrell?”

“Our cook. He left, though. I got my guitar.”

“Good. Good, that’s…” Eddie pinched his own arm. Get it together. He leaned on the door to keep from falling. On the other side, Jonah cleared his throat.

“We don’t have to do this if you changed your mind.”

“What? No, of course not. I wouldn’t do that.” Eddie straightened and steeled himself, and took a deep breath. “Okay, don’t laugh. It’s still kinda rough. But the chorus goes something like, I’m the weed in your garden. You got all you need. I’m your trash, baby. I’m your bad seed. And then I go up a key and do the last lines again.”

“I like it,” said Jonah. “What’s it about?”

“Uh-uh, quit stalling. Let’s hear you play.”

Jonah’s voice rose. “What, now?”

“Nah, tomorrow. Come on, let’s go.”

Jonah shuffled around some, and tuned his guitar. Eddie waited, nerves jangling, while he found his pitch.

“All right,” said Jonah. “I thought something like this.” Then he launched in, and Eddie hummed in surprise. The kid wasn’t bad. In fact, he was good. Better than Eddie, when he was sixteen. His voice was deep and mellow, his chords light and sweet. He switched to a minor key on the last line, turning defiance to sudden yearning.

“I changed the end,” he said. “Oh, God, I never asked. Can I make changes, or⁠—”

“What, this your first jam? You gotta tinker. No point if you don’t.” Eddie sang it again, with Jonah’s twist. He went into the first verse and Jonah joined in, neat little riffs that brightened the tune. The chorus came round again and Zoe sang too, leaning in the doorway with Mira in her arms. Eddie hadn’t written the next verse, but he didn’t want to stop, so he riffed a new one off the top of his head. It came out sort of silly and made Mira laugh. Jeb snickered, too, and even Jackson cracked a smile.

“Don’t know about that last line,” said Jonah, muffling a snort. “It’s like Weird Al took over halfway through.”

Eddie chuckled. “Well, lyrics…they’re not my strong suit. I just go with my feelings, and today, I feel…”

“Good?”

Eddie swallowed, dry-mouthed. This was it. He could feel it. Jonah was happy, relaxed, riding a high. If he didn’t try now⁠—

“Hey, Jonah, uh… You know you’re good, right? I’m talking good-good, like you could go all the way.”

“You’re just saying that,” said Jonah, but Eddie could tell he was pleased.

“I got some tricks I could teach you, but it’ll be tough through the door. If I gave you my word, would you⁠—”

“I know what you’re doing.” Jonah didn’t sound angry, just sort of sad. “I’d hoped you’d wait longer. Maybe one more song.”

Eddie licked his lips. “What do you think I’m doing?”

“Same thing I’d do if our places were reversed. You’re gonna hit me and run out the door.”

“You could let me,” said Eddie. “No one has to get hurt.”

Jonah didn’t say anything, but he didn’t move either. Eddie could hear him fiddling with his pick.

“Jonah—”

“I’d want to hurt me. For what we did to your friend. The food’s drugged, you know. That’s why he died.”

“We know that,” said Jeb. “But you’re just a kid. We don’t blame you for Ray.”

Jonah shifted, but made no move to flee. Eddie leaned forward, struggling to think.

“If you just came to jam, you’d have run off by now. You feel bad, don’t you? You wanted to help.”

“Mom’s sick,” said Jonah. “I think it’s the plague. She snuck out a few nights ago, and now she’s all sick. She won’t let me near her, or anyone else. She says it’s just quarantine, because she helped Ray, but I heard her coughing, and Darrell did, too. That could mean we’re sick, and⁠—”

“Hey, it’s okay.” Eddie stood up and peered through the peephole. He couldn’t see much, looking through the wrong way, just Jonah’s form pacing to and fro. “Listen, she’s a doctor. She knows what to do. Just try to⁠—”

“She’s not.” Jonah stopped pacing and scrubbed at his face. “She’s the closest we’ve got, but she never finished med school. Her dad got sick and she left, and she never⁠—”

“She what?” Jackson shoved in, outraged. Eddie pushed him back.

“You can’t keep us here,” he said. “You’ve gotta see that. If your mom’s got the plague, that’s it. We’re done. Either we’ll catch it and die of that, or you guys’ll catch it, and we’ll starve to death.” His guts clenched with anger, and he thumped his hands on the door. “C’mon, we’ve got kids here. They deserve a chance, right?”

Jonah gulped air and let it out in a rush. “It was just, I think, molly and a dash of morphine. Just enough you’d stay calm. We never thought it would kill him. Mom wouldn’t⁠—”

“Stop.” Eddie bunched up his fists and swallowed back rage. He wanted to hit something. Hurt someone. Scream. “My daughter’s here—Zoe. She’s only thirteen. Mira’s just five, and she wants to go home. You could come with us, if⁠—”

“No!”

“Okay, not that.” Eddie held up his hands, though Jonah couldn’t see. “I get it, you’re home. Your mom’s here. Your folks. We’ve got folks too, if you’d just let us go. They’ve been waiting a while now, and, man, we’re real late. They’ve gotta be worried, thinking the worst. Please, Jonah. Please. Let us take our kids home.”

Jonah made a hurt sound. Eddie ground his teeth.

“He choked to death,” said Jackson. “Ray. My best friend. The last thing he heard was us screaming for help. Imagine how scared you’d be, your last moments, just…”

“Today’s food’s okay,” said Jonah. “You can eat it. It’s safe. I’ll come back after dark, and⁠—”

Eddie caught his breath. “And?”

“And be ready, okay? And I’m sorry about Ray.” He made a sound like a sob and scooped up his guitar. Eddie’s knees wobbled and he let himself drop. His head went all muzzy and the world went soft, a vague mix of voices and colors and hands—Jeb’s hand on his shoulder, Kelly’s on his knee. Somebody holding a cloth to his head.

“You’re not sick, are you?” Kelly mopped his brow.

“Not sick,” croaked Eddie. “Just, that was wild. Never thought it could work.”

“So, we think we can trust him?” Stanley had joined them, and was poking through the trays. “If I don’t eat, I’ll drop. But if I do…worth the risk?”

“I’ll eat,” said Kelly. “If an hour goes by and I’m sober, we’ll know it’s okay.”

“Hold on, let me.” Jeb took Kelly’s tray and tried a bite of her stew. He patted his belly and made a wry face. “More of me to absorb it, in case he was lying. I might sober up by the time night comes round.”

Eddie sat where he’d fallen and watched Jeb eat. Stanley sat next to Jackson, at the foot of the bed.

“You know what you said, about the way Ray died?”

Jackson hunched up his shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” said Stanley. “But you want to hear this.” He turned away slightly to give Jackson his space. “You know I was married, and my husband passed on. He died in a hospice, and his nurse’s name was Sal. And she told me this story, and⁠—”

“Does it end with ‘he died’?”

“No. No, it doesn’t.” Stanley tried a smile. “Sal had been an ER nurse, before the hospice. One day, this guy came in, him and his kid. They’d been in an accident, banged up pretty bad. Then the dad had a heart attack, and, well, he did die. He coded, they called it, and that was it—but it wasn’t. Three minutes later, his heart kicked back on. He opened his eyes, and he said to Sal, ‘thanks.’”

“For bringing him back?”

“No, because she didn’t. They’d pronounced him, remember? But she did do one thing for him, after he died. She came back and told him his kid was okay. He died, but he heard that, so maybe⁠—”

“No. No.”

“So maybe Ray’s last moments were you holding him. Maybe he felt that. Heard you say don’t be scared.”

“And maybe he didn’t. Or Sal made it up. What’s that, her entry for Chicken Soup for the Soul?” Jackson lurched upright and stumbled away. Kelly got up and followed. Stanley rubbed his cheek.

“Damn. I got that wrong.”

“He’s not ready, is all. No shortcuts with grief.” Jeb finished his bread roll and brushed crumbs from his beard. “We can’t screw this up tonight. He needs to get home.”

Eddie sat and watched Zoe through the connecting door. Watched her playing with Mira, braiding her hair. She needed to be a kid again, not mini-Mom.

“Home,” muttered Eddie, and tipped his head back. You hear that, up there? Just get us home. Anyone listening, we need to get home.
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Mira kept trying to kick off her shoes. Every time Zoe turned, she was at it again, kicking and wriggling till clunk went her shoes.

“You’ve got to stop that,” said Zoe. “We’re leaving, remember?”

Mira tucked her feet under her and pooched out her lip. Zoe wanted to shake her, but she made herself smile. Maybe Mira was playing, just messing around. Or maybe she was scared. Zoe was, too. She didn’t trust Rascal not to bark up a storm. Didn’t trust Jackson not to go for Jonah. To snatch his gun, maybe, and go looking for Kate. He hadn’t moved much since lunchtime, or spoken at all, just sat in his corner watching the door.

The elevator dinged. Dad sprang to his feet. Zoe wagged Mira’s shoe.

“Time to go, okay?”

Mira took her shoe, and Zoe thought she might throw it. Instead, she just held it clutched in her lap. She opened her mouth, closed it, and licked her lips.

“Come on, we’re going. Let’s see your foot.”

Mira lowered her eyes.

“Listen, I know you’re scared, but can you be brave for tonight?” Zoe clasped Mira’s hands. “You like Rascal, right? Well, we’re going to a farm with a whole lot of dogs, the one Dad’s been talking about, and Jackson and Aunt Kelly. And they don’t just have dogs there. They have food and soft beds, and they have a phone, even, so you can call your folks.”

Mira’s eyes lit up, and Zoe kept talking. She was on the right track—she had this. She could feel it.

“You’ll call your mom and dad, and they’ll come get you. You can go home. Would you like that?”

Mira nodded.

“Then just for tonight, you need to be brave. I need you to stick with me, no matter what happens. Don’t be scared, and I promise, I’ll get you home.”

Mira put on her shoe and tied it up tight. Then she reached for the other, and Zoe watched, smiling. Something squeaked in the hallway, and Dad got up to see. Jackson stood, too, and went for the door. Jonah rapped sharply, and Mira jumped.

“It’s okay,” said Zoe, and helped Mira stand. “We’ll be out of here so fast, then we’ll get you home. You’ll be back in your own room, with your own books and toys, all your own clothes to wear, whatever you want.”

Mira squared her shoulders and took Zoe’s hand, as ready as she’d ever be for what came next.

Jonah muttered something, out in the hall. Dad pulled Jackson away from the door. Everyone lined up along the back wall, Stanley with one hand looped through Rascal’s collar.

“Stick with me,” said Zoe, and squeezed Mira’s hand. “Be brave for me, and I’ll get you home. Promise.”

“Darrell’s sick,” said Jonah. “And the Wood girls too. But that doesn’t mean you can just walk on out. There’s still guards on the gate, and cameras too. They’re mostly pointed outward, not in at the camp, but the lights’ll still catch you if you go running wild. You gotta stick where there’s cover, behind the main block.”

“The main block? The hospital? Isn’t that where you live?” Dad peered out the window, at the welcoming lights.

“Everywhere else, they can see from the gate.”

Mira gripped Zoe’s hand tighter. Zoe smiled through her own fear and tried to picture the farm. In her head, it was green and lush and perfect, a storybook farm with cotton-puff sheep.

Jonah thrust something into Dad’s hand, a big clunky tool as long as his forearm. “There’s a grate down the creek so the gators don’t get in. You can bust that out and go under the wall. But don’t run for the creek till you hear a bang.”

“Hold on,” said Dad. Jonah shook his head.

“The code for the locks is 3042. I’ve done all I can. The rest’s up to you.” He turned and ran. Jackson jerked in Dad’s grip, then he seemed to give up. He sat down on the bed with a short, snorted laugh. Jeb went to the doorway and peered down the hall.

“So we hide in the shadows and wait for the bang?”

“Guess so,” said Dad. “That creek, where’s it lead?”

“Let’s go,” said Aunt Kelly. “Everyone follow me.” She went out first, then Jeb, then Stanley. Rascal balked at the threshold and didn’t want to go. He whimpered and trembled and dug in his heels.

“What’s wrong? Something out there?” Stanley scratched his ears. Rascal’s tail thumped the doorframe and he let out a whine.

“C’mon, boy,” said Jackson. “Time for your walk.”

Rascal eyed him, distrustful, but he quit his whining. He let Stanley lead him out to the hall. Jackson went next, then Zoe and Mira. Dad brought up the rear, and shut the door behind him. It locked with a thunk, and Zoe’s mouth went dry. This was it, then. No going back. She swallowed the impulse to run for her life.

“It’s bright,” said Stanley. “The moon’s almost full.”

“Stay down,” said Aunt Kelly. “Below the windows.”

Zoe bent low, but she still felt exposed. The windows ran all the way down the hall, big empty windows with no curtains or blinds. You could look out of them and into the main building—or out of the main building and into here. What if somebody saw something, some hint they’d got loose? Zoe hugged the baseboards and tried not to think, but every shape, every shadow took on a life of its own. A creaking board conjured visions of furtive pursuit. The glint of a doorknob became the flash of a knife. Rascal’s soft panting became a predator’s breath. Zoe’s shoe squeaked and Jackson told her shush. She rolled her eyes and kept going, Mira’s hand damp in hers. Mira was being brave, just like Zoe had said, following along without so much as a sniffle.

“It’s okay,” said Dad. “We’re almost home free.”

Zoe ignored him and kept her head down. If she stayed in the moment, she couldn’t freak out. Right now, she was fine, crouched on her heels. Waiting for Aunt Kelly to input the code—beep, beep, beep, beep—and, man, was that loud. Then she was moving, hustling downstairs. Shepherding Mira past a shape in the dark, a monster, a fire hose, coiled in its case. She waited again, through two more sets of beeps, and then she was outside with her back to the wall, breathing fresh air for the first time in weeks. The breeze made her shiver, and that felt sort of nice.

“Through the garden,” said Stanley. “The raspberry canes.”

“They’re not very leafy this time of year.” Aunt Kelly squinted across the wide lawn. “We’ll have to stay low. Can you make him crawl?” She jerked her head at Rascal. Stanley shook his head.

“I’ll do my best. But he’s just a pup.”

Zoe squeezed Mira’s hand. Mira squeezed back. They lay on their bellies and wormed through the grass. A warm, green smell rose up from the earth. Zoe focused on that, and not on the gate. Not on the floodlights mounted on the wall. Not on the gulf between her and the raspberry canes—twenty feet, thirty, a thousand miles. Anyone looking would see her for sure, her black, squirming shape, and Jackson’s, and Jeb’s.

Rascal jumped on Jeb’s back and let out a yip. Stanley hissed and shushed him, and Zoe breathed deep. No one was shouting. No one had seen. A tall stalk of chicory tickled her wrist.

Mira tugged on her pant leg. Zoe glanced back.

“Mm…” Mira pointed at Rascal, then at herself, but Zoe just shook her head and kept crawling. Whatever Mira wanted, it would have to wait. Rascal was whining now, a high, breathless sound. It felt loud as a jet engine to her frightened ears.

She told herself steady, screamed it in her head. It made her nerves jangle and her neck prick with sweat. Calm wouldn’t save her when Rascal let loose. He was a damn bark machine, like Dad had said. He’d barked on the boat, when the Coast Guard gang struck. He’d barked through Ray’s death and Jackson’s tears. Any minute, any second⁠—

Rascal bounced ahead, between the raspberry canes. Aunt Kelly grabbed at him and hissed through her teeth.

“Stanley, I swear⁠—”

“Rascal, get down.”

Zoe didn’t see if Rascal got down or not. She crawled till the grass thinned and the garden took over, and her elbows sank into the dank, fragrant earth. Her world became darkness and fresh-turned soil.

“That’s not good,” said Jackson, rising halfway. Zoe stretched to see what he saw, and her skin rose in gooseflesh. Two squares of yellow burned through the night—two first-floor windows twinkling through the leaves.

“Someone’s up,” said Jeb.

“Could be Jonah.” Dad crawled past Zoe and patted her arm. “Stay down, stay quiet, and we’ll be okay.”

Zoe thought of the beanbag chair she’d left back upstairs. It had smelled sort of funny, like mothballs and dirt. But the way she’d sunk into it had made her feel safe. Made her feel held, like when she was small, burrowed into Mom’s arms for her afternoon nap. She wondered if she’d ever feel that way again, warm, unafraid, and at peace with the world.

Rascal whined. Mira reached for him, but he skittered away. Zoe crawled up to the garden’s end. The hospital’s west wing loomed just ahead, a dark moat of wildflowers lapping at its flank. Just one room seemed occupied, the one at the back. The light from inside splashed yellow on the lawn. Zoe could hear music, a muted bass thrum.

“Ignore it,” whispered Jackson. “Pretend no one’s there.”

Zoe pretended, but then she got close—close enough for the music to take the shape of a tune. Close enough that she shivered when a shadow slid over her back. Someone stood at the window, maybe looking out. Gazing over her head, and if they glanced down…

“It’s the flu,” came a voice. “I saw him. It’s flu.”

Somebody answered, a muted rumble. The shadow at the window bobbed on the lawn.

“I told you, I saw. With SNOVID, you’re thirsty, and he wouldn’t drink. That means it’s flu, so we just wait it out. I say, let’s not scare them till there’s something to fear.”

Dad nudged her gently. Zoe kept moving, Mira snugged to her side. The sound of their passage seemed impossibly loud—cracklings and rustlings, harsh, labored breaths. Rascal’s claws scrabbled. Mira muffled a sneeze. Jackson’s pant leg dragged on the wall, rough little Velcro sounds, fabric on brick.

“You’ll see in a day or two, it was only the flu. Give it three days, and I’ll bet…what was that?”

Zoe froze, then she bolted. She spun Mira around the corner and flung her to the ground, and lay, stiff and trembling, along the back wall. Rascal charged past them, growling deep in his throat. He whirled, hunkered down, and he was going to bark. Zoe could feel it building, a bark machine special, one great noisy rouf and the game would be up. She shook her head, pleading, and Mira squirmed away.

“No, Mira, stop⁠—”

Mira stretched out her arms. Rascal dove into them and she held him tight, one tiny hand scratching under his collar. Instead of a bark, Rascal let out a snuffle. Zoe half-sobbed and shrank against the wall. Behind her, the window creaked and someone leaned out.

“Jonah? That you?”

Zoe held her breath.

“I bet it’s those rabbits. We oughtta set traps.”

Zoe lay waiting, not daring to breathe. Mira kept stroking Rascal, long, soothing pets. After a while, the window clunked shut.

“Quickly,” said Dad. “All the way to the end.”

Zoe ran down the wall at a jog, tugging Mira behind her. She heard the creek babbling just up ahead. That way lay safety, just through the grate. Through the grate and upriver, and through Tennessee. She let herself picture it, Aunt Donna’s farm—a little red barn, a chicken-scratched yard. A lazy old farm dog asleep on the porch.

Aunt Kelly slowed as they ran out of wall. She poked her head around the corner and jerked back with a curse.

“I don’t believe it. There’s a lamp on the wall. We’ll be lit up like Christmas trees, in full view of the gate.”

Jeb crouched down beside her, ready to run. “Jonah said he’d distract them with some kind of bang.”

“A bang?” Zoe frowned. “Won’t Rascal⁠—”

“Crap.” Stanley dropped down and crushed the dog to his chest. Rascal shook free and tried to lick his face.

“I got him,” said Jeb, but he didn’t at all. Rascal licked him, too, and then came the bang, a pots-and-pans clatter down the front steps. Rascal barked and took off, back the wrong way. Stanley lit after him, but Jeb grabbed his arm.

“Uh-uh. No time.”

Stanley didn’t struggle. He ducked down with the rest of them and fled across the yard. Zoe overtook him and plunged into the creek. She dragged Mira with her, then towed her along, struggling and thrashing, and damn. She couldn’t swim.

“Sorry,” she whispered, and caught her under her arms. “Relax, it’s okay. I won’t let you drown.”

Mira thrashed and wriggled, gulping for air. Dad arrowed past them, straight for the grate—a huge metal lattice, choked with dead leaves, placed where the creek wandered under the wall. The water flowing through it was muddy and brown.

“It won’t budge,” said Stanley.

“I got a wrench.” Dad shouldered past him. Rascal barked again. He charged into the water and pandemonium broke loose—a shout from the front gate. Hey! Hey, the dog! The floodlights came on, all of them at once, on the roof of the hospital and along the high wall. A distant crack made Zoe’s heart lurch, a warning shot, maybe. She pulled Mira to her and lay back in the creek, only her face poking out of the stream.

“Rascal, get down here.”

“Stanley, quit⁠—”

Aunt Kelly grabbed her and hauled her downstream. Zoe went under and came up with a gasp. Dad and Jeb were attacking the old, rusted grate, Dad with his pipe wrench, Jeb with his boot. They hauled it off partway and Jeb bent it back, but the gap was too narrow. They wouldn’t fit through.

“One more, c’mon.” Jeb grabbed the pipe wrench. Dad stumbled back. He lunged between Zoe and the hospital grounds, and stood with his arms out, loose and exposed.

“Dad! Dad, get down.”

“Stay behind me.”

Zoe let go of Mira. She tugged at Dad’s shirt. Another shot rang out, closer this time.

“Dad. Dad⁠—”

“Stay down.”

She brought up her knee as hard as she could, up through the water and between Dad’s legs. He buckled and crumpled and Jeb shouted out, and a clump of earth blew up and showered on their heads. Someone grabbed Zoe and shoved her into the stream, deep underwater and into the mud. She struggled at first, then she caught her bearings and swam, straight through the gap where the grate had once been. She swam through the dark water and broke the surface, gasping. Jackson came after her with Mira in his arms. They scrambled up the loose bank and somehow gained their feet, and then they were running pell-mell through the trees, coughing and spluttering and dripping down their backs. The light died out quickly and they ran blind. Mira shrieked, panicked, and Jackson let her go. Zoe hauled her onward, terror tight in her chest. The night crashed and rustled with the sounds of pursuit.

“Get the big one.”

“Ouch, damn it⁠—”

Zoe made for the river, or she hoped she did, downstream, downhill, that had to be right. Mira gasped and panted, fell down and howled. Zoe half-carried her, half dragged her along.

“You need to be be brave still. Shut up and run.”

Mira quit sobbing and picked up her pace. They crossed the road—a road—and blundered on. Zoe’s throat was closing, and she couldn’t go much longer. She doubted Mira could either, on her short little legs. They crashed into each other and crashed into trees, tripped over branches, and slid in the mud. Sometimes, Zoe thought she heard Jackson or Jeb. Once, she heard Dad calling her name. She didn’t call back, just kept charging on. The river was close now, just a stone’s throw away. Had to be close because she was done. The boat would be there, and Dad would be waiting, and Jeb and Aunt Kelly, and they’d go, just go. Go, go, she chanted, in time with her steps, barely a whisper but loud in her ears.

She tripped up again and half-flew through the brush. Mira flew with her, and they rolled down the bank, and there, there, downriver, close enough to hail⁠—

Mira scrambled upright and ran for the boat. Zoe ran after her, and her heart soared. The lights were all on, the cabin bright as day. Someone had beat them, Dad or Jackson. She picked out his figure, tall at the prow.

“Dad!” Her voice broke and caught in her throat. She wheezed and her breath went, but hey, no big deal. Dad had her inhalers, there on the boat.

Mira ran ahead. Dad turned around. His face was red, shiny, covered in scars. His face. Not his face. Not Dad. Not⁠—

“Mira!”

Her cry came out strangled. She dropped to her knees. Beyond her boat, she saw it, a second, red boat, US COAST GUARD stamped on its prow. Her head spun—how?—and she crawled through the mud, grasping for Mira, too slow. Too slow. The Coast Guard man pointed, and his men swarmed the bank. They crowded around Mira and seized her. Flung her flat. One of them jerked her up hard by the hair. A flashlight blinked on, full in her face.

“That her? The kid?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. C’mon, get her up.”

Zoe croaked, gape-mouthed. Mira reached for her. Screamed.

“Zoe, no, help!”

Zoe fell, breathless, flat in the mud. Mira’s screams chased her into the dark.
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Kelly was losing when she heard the first scream—pinned to the ground with a gun to her throat. Crushing her windpipe, and soon she’d pass out. Her head buzzed with static. Spots danced in her eyes. Her hand twitched and scrabbled, and then came the scream.

Kelly jerked toward it. Her attacker did, too. His rifle slid up and Kelly gulped air. She surged up, head swimming, and they fought in the mud. Kelly swung blindly and caught his gas mask. She groped underneath it, nails in his eyes. He flung himself back and she kicked at his head. She hit his rifle instead and it went off with a crack, so loud her ears rang. So loud she reeled.

“Get back. I’ll kill you.”

She lunged forward instead. Mira screamed—was that Mira?—Zoe, no, help. Kelly grabbed the rifle and her assailant jerked it back. They rolled in the dirt, all elbows and knees, and Kelly knew she’d kill him if it came to that.

Eddie yelled Zoe, a raw, anguished cry.

Kelly found the trigger and pulled it again. Another shot cracked off, then a dull click, and she fell back and scrambled away. Her attacker fled too, back the way he’d come. Kelly sat for a moment, reeling, half-stunned. Then she remembered—Eddie. Mira. She could hear them both screaming, just down the slope.

She blinked the stars from her vision and ran for the sound. Jeb bounded past her, covered in blood, swinging Eddie’s pipe wrench like a caveman’s club. They slid down the bank and burst from the trees, and Eddie was kneeling, Zoe in his lap.

“There—there—” He pointed. Kelly sprinted for the boat. Two men jumped down and lunged at Jeb. A third man yelled after them, hoarse as a crow.

“Not him, forget him. We just need the kid.”

The men turned back. Jeb swung his wrench. It cracked hard on bone, and one man went down. The other half-turned and Kelly steamed in, but he drew his pistol and whacked her across the jaw. She spun from the force, a rough pirouette, and crumpled at his feet, drooling blood down her chin. Jackson yelled Mom. Eddie just yelled. Jeb ran for the boat. Kelly didn’t move. She’d seen that boat before, knew its shape all too well, that long, low-slung hull, that low, flat-topped cabin. The Coast Guard. A gunboat. Kelly’s head swam and she choked on a warning. Her vision went gray, and she felt herself fall. Caught herself, barely, palms scraping gravel. She gasped and slid, toppled, and fell on her side.

“Mom, no, don’t⁠—”

An engine kicked on. Mira screamed one more time. Kelly lunged for the gunboat through a curtain of spray, choking on water and dead leaves and sand. She saw Jeb scramble aboard and saw him hurled back. Saw Mira struggling, eyes wide with fear. She heard Eddie shouting from far, far away, and Rascal barking, and Jackson’s faint pleas.

“Mom—”

She grayed out again, and dreamed of Eddie. Dreamed he caught her and held her, but he smelled of gasoline. He kept coughing, too, and no. That was Jeb. Jeb’s arms lifting her, setting her down. His thumbs on her jawline, and her world flashed white. She fell into the pain and hung there a while, and when she surfaced, she was on the boat, their boat. The Coast Guard had vanished, and with them…

“Mira?”

She turned her head and saw Zoe instead, hunched up and trembling, inhaler clutched to her chest.

“Zoe? What⁠—?”

“I thought they were you guys. I let her run right to them. She trusted me, and I let them take her.”

Kelly blinked, fuzzy-headed. Her pulse throbbed in her jaw. “The Coast Guard,” she muttered, but it came out Coash Garr.

“Jeb tried to stop them. They threw gas in his face.”

“It’s not your fault,” said Eddie, and smoothed Zoe’s hair. “Don’t talk. Keep breathing. You need to relax.”

Kelly sat up, pitched forward, and nearly threw up. She held her head till the pain passed and her stomach unclenched.

“Why aren’t we moving?”

“We’re all out of gas.” Stanley sat next to her and peered into her eyes. “Those Coast Guard dirtbags siphoned our tank.”

“What are you looking at?”

“Your eyes. Are you dizzy? What’s my dog’s name?” Stanley reached for her face. Kelly slapped him away.

“Not dizzy. Hurting. Think he cracked a tooth. Your dog’s name is Bad Dog. No, Bark Machine.”

Behind her, Jackson snorted. Rascal let out a whine. Kelly stood, shaky, and peered over the rail.

“Where are we? This isn’t—I don’t see the town.”

“We made it a mile or two on the fumes we had left.” Stanley stood, too, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Jeb can’t see much, but he says he can walk. Zoe’s got her asthma, but she can walk too. How about you? Up for a stroll?”

Rascal yipped—he was. Kelly smiled. Winced in pain.

“I think so,” she said. “We can’t stay here.”

Eddie helped Zoe up. Jackson took Kelly’s arm. He steered her to the ladder and over the rail. She climbed down and Jeb was there, rinsing his beard. He still smelled of gas, and of mud and dead leaves, a deep, fetid river smell soaked into his clothes. Kelly sniffed her arm and she smelled the same. She guessed they all did after what they’d been through.

“We could drive,” said Zoe, “if we had a car. Speed up the road and cut them off at the pass.”

“Cut them off how?” Jackson waded ashore. “We might get ahead of them, but they’d still have a boat.”

“So we get one too. There’s boats everywhere.” Zoe’s voice trembled. Kelly pulled her close.

“We’ll find her,” she said, though she didn’t see how. How long had it been since the Coast Guard took off? They’d known Mira. Known she was here. We just need the kid—Kelly’s guts churned. Kate must’ve called them, but why? How? What for? Ransom, maybe, but who’d pay? Her dad?

She grabbed Eddie’s arm. “Mira Sahai.”

“What?”

“Her full name. She signed it, Mira Sahai. Is she famous? Her family?”

Eddie frowned. “I don’t know.”

“She trusted me.” Zoe wiped her eyes. “She found her voice just to scream for me, and I just sat there.”

“They won’t hurt her,” said Eddie. “It’s a ransom thing, right? That means they’ll be nice to her. They’ll keep her safe. They need her alive or they won’t get their cash.”

“How do you know it’s ransom?”

“What else could it be?” Kelly seized on the clues, thin as they were. “Kate saw her, remember, outside the gate. She never asked our names, but Mira’s, she did. She made her sign that drawing. She knew who she was.”

“That’s why Ray’s dead? So she could sell Mira?” Jackson laughed, harsh and broken. Kelly’s heart ached. It made sense, she guessed, in a sick sort of way—Kate had said they traded for what they couldn’t grow themselves. What had she got for Mira? What was worth this?

“Let’s go,” she said. She started walking up the bank. Jackson fell in beside her, the others behind, and they tramped through thick darkness, haunted by bugs. Black, rotten river mud sucked at their shoes. Jeb hung way back to keep his stink to himself, but the breeze caught it anyway and shared it around. Kelly’s eyes stung from the pungent gas fumes. She squinched them half shut and tried not to breathe.

“Where are we?” said Zoe, after a while. “There’s no lights, no boats—I can’t see a thing.”

“I think the power’s out,” said Stanley. “There’s not much around here, but it shouldn’t be this dark.”

“Not much? What is there? Where are we going?”

“New Orleans is close, maybe twenty miles on. I’m not sure where we are, so it’s hard to tell.”

“New Orleans?” Zoe stopped in her tracks. “We’ll never find Mira in a city that size.”

“They won’t be in the city,” said Kelly, more to head off a squabble than out of any real conviction. “The streets are too dangerous, with the plague running wild.”

Eddie nodded. “Plus, they’re boat people. They’ll want to stay with their boat. That’s where their guns are. Where they’re in charge. If we stick with the river, we’ll find them, no sweat.”

“Not walking, we won’t.” Zoe slogged on anyway. Kelly fell back to keep pace with Eddie. She let the kids march ahead, out of earshot.

“If we find them, then what? Like you said, they’ve got guns. We’ve got what? Good intentions?”

“I don’t know,” said Eddie. “Honestly, I…”

“What?”

“This sounds really bad, but what if we leave her? They sell her back to her parents—they must be rich, right? What’s the worst that’ll happen, they’ll lose a few bucks?”

Kelly thought about that. You didn’t leave kids with gangsters. That wasn’t right. But if the end of the story was Mira at home, back with her parents, in her own bed…

“It might not be her folks they’re selling her to.” Jeb eased up beside her, his mouth a grim line. “I can think of a lot of folks might buy a little girl. A lot of reasons to sell one, and none of them nice.”

Eddie made a sick sound. “Damn, man. She’s five.”

Kelly’s jaw throbbed. She swallowed and groaned. “We can’t leave her,” she said. “Even if it is her folks, it could still go wrong. Someone could panic, or try to play hero.”

“Isn’t that what we’d be doing, busting in on their deal?”

Kelly couldn’t answer that, but she was spared having to try. Jackson came running, Zoe at his heels, both of them breathless and spattered with mud.

“There’s a boat,” gasped Zoe, and huffed on her inhaler. Eddie caught her and steadied her.

“A boat?”

“Just up there.” Jackson gestured ahead, past a dense stand of trees. “Problem is, though, it’s full of frat boys.”

Kelly blinked. “Frat boys?” A cheer went up, then a loud gale of laughter.

“They’re having a party,” said Zoe. “For the end of the world.”

Kelly massaged her forehead. She’d never felt older. Frat boys—she should smack them. Send them home to their moms. Who had a party for the end of the world?

“We could boatjack them,” said Jackson. “I doubt they’d fight back.”

Boatjacking frat boys. Was that who she was? Kids barely older than Jackson himself, and she’d just, what? Rob them? Scare them away? She could use the dark to make them think she was armed. Clutch a stick like a rifle. Jam it in their backs. It wouldn’t take much, except maybe⁠—

“Mom?”

“They’re kids,” she said.

“They’re douchebags,” said Zoe.

Kelly frowned at that, but didn’t correct her. “You kids stay here,” she said. “And that bark machine too. We’ll go see what’s happening, and maybe…” She left the thought unfinished. Maybe fate would intervene. The kids would move on, or they’d be armed. Or their boat would be trash, or something would happen. Some stroke of fortune, to pluck this choice from her hands.

They crept through the dense brush, through the black, mossy trees. The party got louder and Kelly almost smiled. She couldn’t help but remember her own college days, pizza and beer pong, tipsy late nights. Zach’s couch in his dorm, with the springs poking through. How many butts could you fit on that couch? Nine was the answer, when she sat on Zach’s lap.

She pushed through a curtain of damp Spanish moss, and crouched in the shadow of an old hollow log. She could see the boat now, and it wasn’t trash. The kids weren’t armed, not that she could see. They were just kids, eighteen, nineteen. Happy and buzzing on lukewarm beer.

“I can’t do this,” she whispered.

Eddie squeezed her shoulder. Jeb scratched his neck.

One of the kids lit a sparkler. “Used to love these,” he said, “me and my dad. We’d light a whole pack at once and watch them go wild.”

“No, no, you know what’s wild? You take a pack of sparklers and your dad’s cigarettes, and you cut down the sparklers and jam ’em up his smokes. Next time he lights up, crack-a-lack in his face.”

The kids laughed. One belched. Kelly backed away.

“Or you can do that, but up your dog’s butt.”

Kelly froze. The kids roared, some with laughter, some with outrage.

“What?”

“Ew, that’s nasty.”

“You sparklered your dog?”

“What? It don’t hurt ’em, just freaks ’em out. They spin around snapping, trying to bite their own tail. They make this sound, too, like aiyiyiyi. Same sound your gram makes in bed with your gramps.”

Eddie nudged Kelly. She turned his way. He mouthed a word—douchebags—and she nodded.

“Okay,” she whispered, and steeled herself. “Jeb?”

“Mm?”

“You still got that wrench?”

He held it out and she took it, stone-faced. Party’s over, she muttered, and set out for the boat.
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Kelly tried not to think too hard about what she was doing. She tried not to see the kids, how young they all were. How their eyes lit with panic, how they huddled up small. One of them pleaded, down on his knees. Begged for his life with his hands in the air. Jeb turned toward him, and he burst into tears.

“We need you all off,” said Kelly, and nudged her captive—the one she’d pegged for the ringleader, but he was just a kid. He whimpered don’t shoot and cringed from her wrench, nuzzled up tight to the small of his back.

“No one needs to get hurt,” she said, and her voice was steady. “All of you, one by one, over the side.”

“Please don’t,” came a small voice, a girl, she saw. She looked younger than the rest of them, maybe sixteen. “No one knows we came out here, not our parents, not⁠—”

“Shut up,” hissed a tall boy. Jeb cuffed him hard.

“What? I’m just saying, we got no way home.”

“You can walk,” said Kelly, and this time, her voice caught. She swallowed back acid and hardened her heart. “I won’t tell you again. Over the side.”

The tall boy went first and reached for the girl. Kelly guessed they were brother and sister, both pale and freckled, with long, straw-like hair. They stood in the water gawping up at Kelly.

“You don’t get it,” said the boy. “The city’s gone nuts. There’s no power. It’s a zoo. You can’t tell who’s sick, or who’s up to no good. We thought on the water, at least we’d be safe.”

“Shut up,” said Kelly. Eddie had turned away. Jeb was glowering at nothing, fists bunched at his sides. Sick shame swept through her, but she didn’t move or speak. She could still call this off, let the kids keep their boat. Instead, she stood silent and watched them slink off, one after another, over the side. One of them caught his foot and plunged in headfirst. He came up hopping, sobbing in pain.

“My ankle—ow, man…”

“Now you,” said Kelly. She nudged her captive again. He blundered, stiff-legged, across the low deck. Kelly thought of a prisoner walking the plank. Did that make her a pirate, or just a scumbag? Stealing from children, how low could she go?

Jeb went to the helm and started the boat. Kelly shoved her captive over the side. She let her pipe wrench drop to the deck.

“Check the storage,” she said, mostly so Eddie wouldn’t turn her way. She didn’t think she could meet his eye, or Jackson’s, or Zoe’s. Soon he’d say it, or Jeb would—we can’t do this. It’s wrong. She’d sag with relief, and they’d go set it right.

Jeb slowed in the shallows and Zoe climbed aboard. Jackson came next, then Stanley and Rascal.

“There’s a flare gun,” said Eddie, and held up the case. “Not a weapon, exactly, but⁠—”

“It could be,” said Zoe. “That Coast Guard captain had burns down his face. I think he’s the same one you shot with that flare.”

Kelly just stared at her. She hadn’t thought about that since it’d happened. She’d shot him point-blank, close enough she’d smelled him burn. Close enough she’d watched the hot wax melt his face. She hadn’t once wondered if he’d lived or died.

“Kids, go below,” she said.

Jackson frowned. “What?”

“They could be anywhere, the Coast Guard gang. If we get lucky, we’ll see them first. If we don’t, they’ll shoot, so kids. Go below.”

Jackson muttered something about bulletproof boats, but he went below, and Zoe went with him. She whistled for Rascal, and he followed her down.

“That dog,” said Eddie, and shook his head.

Stanley scowled at him. “He’s a puppy, is all.”

“He’s a good boy,” said Eddie. “I’m glad he’s okay.”

Kelly ignored them and went to the rail. She gazed upriver, toward New Orleans. The city was dark, like the kid had said, no dull smear of light pollution to mark its presence. She spotted more boats, mostly headed downriver. None were the one she’d watched speed away. The trees along the water’s edge grew thin and spare, and the dark hulks of buildings rose on both sides. Here and there, Kelly picked out a stray point of light—a house with its own power. A lonely bonfire.

“This wasn’t their boat,” said Eddie.

Kelly jumped. She hadn’t heard him come up behind her.

“Sorry. Did I scare you?”

“I’m fine. Whose boat?”

“Those kids we took it from. No way it was theirs. It’s all full of fishing stuff, old boots, nets, reels.” He nodded at a tackle kit under the bench. “We didn’t so much steal it as we…”

“Stole it again?” Kelly gripped the rail. “That doesn’t make it better.”

“Guess not,” said Eddie. His shoulder bumped hers. “What we did was crappy, no arguing that. But if we can save Mira, it might cancel out.”

Kelly moved away from him. She could see what he was doing, trying to make her smile. Trying to take the edge off, but she needed that edge. She needed to feel bad, at least for a while.

The city crept up on her as she stewed in her shame. It didn’t much fit her notion of New Orleans, a Mardi Gras muddle of absinthe and beads. It was dark, mostly quiet, and wreathed in foul smoke. Clusters of boats lounged along the black shore, bodies in sleeping bags stretched on their decks. Kelly took them for corpses till she caught their faint snores. Something had happened here, something not good. A fire, Kelly thought—a few patches still smoldered, farther inland. A fire had been part of it, but it hadn’t been all. She glimpsed streets blocked off by shot-out cop cars. Bodies strung up along a high wall. Every so often, gunfire broke out, a distant pop-pop that made her skin crawl.

They passed a gray shipyard choked with shipping containers, then a reeking green swamp that might’ve once been a park. Kelly’d read about that, how the river was rising to drown New Orleans. How, since the Snowstorm, that had got worse—huge sinkholes opening, land swallowed up. Citizens fleeing for higher ground. She hadn’t paid much attention. She’d been fleeing, herself.

Past the swamp, the boats thinned out, then disappeared. Jeb slowed to circle a sunken factory. Its mossy gray stacks gave way to trees and huddled green islands along the shoreline.

“Hold on,” said Jeb. He killed the engine.

Kelly turned. “What is it?”

“Coast Guard, two o’clock.”

She peered through the trees, but she didn’t see much, just an old shed perched on a rotted-out dock.

“Where those trees form a horseshoe, north of the dock.”

Kelly looked closer, and sure enough, she saw red, just a flash of the stern, but it was enough. She’d know that shape anywhere: a Coast Guard gunboat.

“Why would they bring her here? There’s nothing around.”

“That might be the point.” Jeb started the engine and kept cruising by. “We can assume they see us, but the dark’s on our side. They won’t know it’s us if we just drift on by.”

Kelly bristled. “But, Mira⁠—”

“We’ll double back.” He pointed ahead, where the river bent south. “We’ll dock past those trees and swim up their tail.”

Kelly opened her mouth to debate his plan, but she didn’t have another. Sailing up unarmed would be suicide. This might be, too, but what else could she do?

“Just us,” she said. She gave Jeb a nudge so he knew she meant him. “Stanley’ll get the kids out if we run into trouble.”

“What about me?”

Kelly glanced at Eddie. “Jackson’ll need you if I don’t come back.”

“Jackson’ll kill me if I let that happen.”

Kelly kicked her shoes off, and then her socks. She’d run out of energy to argue the point. Her stomach felt hollow, her head full of wool. Her jaw throbbed and twinged in time with her pulse. It had swollen grotesquely, like a chipmunk’s cheek, stuffed full of needles instead of dinner. She ached to lie down and give in to sleep, but Jeb was slowing, angling into the trees.

“Give us half an hour,” she said. “If we don’t come back, get the kids to the farm.”

Eddie’s lips narrowed to a thin, angry line. Kelly smacked his arm.

“Promise you’ll take them.”

“I can’t promise that.” He took her by the shoulders, thumbs digging in. “Stanley can take them. I’ll come for you.”

Kelly guessed that was the best she’d get. She pushed Eddie off her, then pulled him back, into a rough hug that made him stumble. He trod on her bare foot. She butted him with her chin.

“Thank you,” she muttered. “Also, you stink.”

“Well, so do you. Go take a bath.”

Kelly laughed softly, into Eddie’s chest. He laughed as well, and then it was time. Kelly stepped back and over the side. She slid down the ladder, into the water. Jeb climbed down after her and dipped his head. He smoothed his hair down, sleek to his scalp.

“No talking from here,” he said. “Just use your hands.” He pointed along the bank, and Kelly nodded. She let Jeb swim ahead of her, setting their pace. He kept to the shadows, where the trees grew thick, weaving between drowned trunks heavy with moss. Most of the trees Kelly saw were long-dead, but the ferns that grew on them were fragrant and alive. Grasses caught at her ankles and clung to her shirt. She tried not to think what might lurk beneath, in caves of tree trunks and sunken concrete. Gators, most like. Bull sharks, water snakes. Factory runoff. Sewage. Mercury.

Jeb pointed deeper into the trees. Kelly half-waded, half-swam through pitch-black forest. She kept track of Jeb by the sound of his strokes, slow, quiet ripples like a lazy turtle. All around, the trees whispered. Bugs chirped and droned.

When Jeb stopped moving, Kelly bumped into his back. He pulled her down next to him and pointed straight ahead. Kelly stopped breathing. Her body went cold. There, past the ferns, sat the gunboat, so close she could’ve counted the barnacles on its hull. Not that it had any, but⁠—

Jeb pointed again, slow and cautious. Kelly peered into the cabin and spotted a man at the helm. He had his back to her, watching the river. Apart from him, the boat was empty.

She shook Jeb by the shoulder. Mouthed a question—where’s Mira?

Jeb didn’t understand, or he didn’t know. He shrugged with one shoulder and backed away. Kelly grabbed his shirt sleeve, but he pulled free. He nodded at the shed and puffed out his cheeks. Pointed straight down, and Kelly scowled. What?

He breathed deep and dove, and Kelly felt stupid. She dove down as well, into blackness. No light pierced the water, no trace of the moon. Kelly swam blind, through silt and weeds. Her elbow bashed something solid, and when she grabbed at it, it was a bike rack. She used it to pull herself toward the dock, and how far was that? Her lungs ached and burned. Maybe she’d overshot, and now she was lost. Caught in the current, drifting to…where? She resisted the impulse to pop up like a cork. She’d kept to a straight line, which meant…which meant…

She left the bike rack behind her and groped up ahead. Her nails caught on plastic all covered in slime. Still, she kept going, through the soupy shallows. Her knee scraped on something that felt like concrete. Her palm struck old wood, and there. There. The dock. She stroked underneath it and hooked toward shore, and bumped into Jeb again, the knob of his knee.

Relief washed through her, and she let herself rise—slow, she reminded herself. No gasp, no splash. Just the tiniest ripple, water streaming down her face. She breathed through her nose, a soft, controlled hiss. Above her, the shed rose, perched on the dock. Light spilled from the crack under its door—pale light, torchlight, but light all the same. Jeb was craning toward it, trying to see.

“I hate this,” said someone. “It’s not what we do.”

“No, it’s better. We’re gonna be rich.”

Kelly frowned, disgusted. Jeb edged down the dock.

“At least untie her. What’s she gonna do?”

Kelly’s heart leaped. Mira was alive. Unless they’d tied up a dead girl, which hardly seemed right.

“It’s just one more hour. Best leave her be.”

“Okay, you watch her. I’m going for a smoke.”

Jeb dove back down. Kelly choked on a gasp. Her throat burned and spasmed, and she muffled a cough. Above her, the boards creaked, and somebody groaned. The shed door swung open, and Jeb popped back up. He dragged Kelly under and hauled her along, and then she was swimming, her chest full of fire.
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Kelly lay on the deck, staring up at the sky. Her jaw pulsed red-hot, her eyeball, her ear, a skewer of pain through her cracked tooth, and up through her face. Her nose ran, and her eye streamed with thick, gluey tears. She needed an aspirin. She needed a drink. She needed everyone to shut up so she could think.

“Shut up,” she whispered. Nobody did. They hadn’t stopped babbling since she’d laid out the facts. How long had that been? Five minutes? Ten?

“That’s stupid,” said Jackson. Zoe smacked his arm.

“I don’t hear any brainwaves coming from you.”

“Still, ‘bait and switch them’? This isn’t Call of Duty.”

Stanley and Eddie had their own debate going, a soft little squabble down by the stern. Kelly picked up the odd snatch, nonsense mostly—then I could ram them. And get yourself killed?

“Shut up,” she said again. She got to her feet. “Whatever we’re doing, time’s running out. So, if no one has a real plan⁠—”

“I do,” said Jackson. Kelly gaped at him, thrown off her stride.

“You, uh… You do?”

“They want money, right? So, we dangle some in their face.”

“Except, we don’t have any.”

“They don’t know that.” Jackson’s eyes gleamed. “I mean, yeah, they’ll get it, given time to think. But we won’t give them that. We’ll light ourselves up, full shock and awe. Nav lights and flashlights, everything we’ve got. We’ll cruise right on up on them, yelling for Mira. Like we’re who they’re waiting for, come to collect.”

Jeb nodded slowly. “You’re thinking they won’t shoot us till they’re sure we’re not them.”

“Exactly,” said Jackson. “We’ll say we’ve got their money, but fair is fair. Make ’em show us Mira, so we know she’s alive.”

Kelly frowned. “Then what?”

“They’ll bring her out. Meanwhile, there’s three of us under the dock: me, Jeb, and Uncle Eddie, and we’ll swarm up. We’ll grab Mira and dive, and swim to the boat. Stanley’ll floor it, and we’ll all go home.”

Jeb raised his eyebrows. Everyone stared.

“Mira can’t swim,” said Zoe, at last. “You’d be as likely to drown her as get her out safe.”

“She doesn’t have to swim, just hold her breath.”

Eddie scoffed. “What’s to stop them shooting us dead?”

“It’ll all go too quickly. They won’t get the chance. And it doesn’t take much water to stop a bullet.”

Kelly caught Eddie’s arm to stop him snapping back. “You’re all forgetting something,” she said. “They’ve got their own boat, faster than ours. We can’t just grab Mira. We need their boat too.”

“So, uh…” Jackson floundered.

“We’ll go,” said Kelly. “Me, you, and Jeb.” She pointed at Eddie, a quick, forceful jab. “We’ll swim up like before and…okay. Okay.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, gathering her wits. “Stanley’ll come in, like Jackson said. He’ll be our distraction, and I’ll…”

Jackson frowned. “Mom?” He steadied her as she wobbled. Kelly took a deep breath.

“We’ll take their boat. Me and Eddie, I think. Two against one, and I’ll have the flare gun.”

“I’ve got this,” said Eddie, and held up a spear. “For catfish, I think. Found it under the bench.”

Kelly ignored him, turning to Jeb. “Once we’ve got the gunboat, we’ll fire on the shed. Not so it’d hit Mira. Over their heads. They’ll run out and you’ll grab her, and we’ll scoop you up. It’ll be messy, but it’s now or never. If no one objects⁠—”

Jackson cut in sharply. “Where am I through all this?”

“There, where those trees are, with Zoe and Rascal. We’ll pick you up on our way back with Mira.”

“So you’re going against them, three against five? With just a flare gun and a stupid fish spear?”

Kelly blinked. “Five? I just counted three.”

Jeb sighed. “Jackson’s right. There’s two up on shore. I spotted them earlier, watching the road.”

Kelly closed her eyes, sick to her core. It could still work, maybe, but the odds weren’t good. Five guns to her none, and it just took one shot.

“I could distract them,” said Jackson. “Circle behind them and make a noise up the road.”

“I don’t know. I…” Kelly’s stomach did a slow roll. She clung to the rail. Her head spun with a thousand ways that could go wrong—a shot in the dark, through Jackson’s head. A plague-fraught marauder shambling up on his flank. He could get lost, arrested. Fall in a hole. Mira’s real buyer could spot him and snatch him up, too.

“Mom?”

She swallowed. Her throat hurt. Her spit had gone sour.

“You’ll do your distraction and run straight back here.”

Jackson nodded. “Unless they follow. Then I’ll run wild, so they won’t find Zoe.”

“They won’t chase you,” said Jeb. “They won’t risk splitting up.”

“That’s it, then,” said Kelly. Her knees had gone weak. She turned to Stanley, lips tight, fists clenched. “Give us ten minutes. Fifteen. Then you know what to do.”
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Kelly shook like a sick cat, wracked through with chills. The night was balmy, the river bath-warm, but her bones seemed determined to rattle apart. Her teeth tried to chatter, and she bit her tongue hard. She was hungry, starving, and weak with fatigue. Her head buzzed and pounded. Her skin felt too tight.

She gripped her flare gun through its Baggie—still dry and ready. Eddie’s chest rose and fell, his back pressed to hers. She could hear him breathing, quick gulps of air. Too loud. They’d hear him. Where was Stanley? He ought to be here by now. Her blood sang in her ears.

Above her, a phone rang, loud in the night. She jumped. Eddie gasped. She dragged him into the weeds.

“Yeah?” came a voice, rough with disuse. A shadow unfurled, tall and bulky. “Speak up. I can’t hear you. This is Jenner.”

Kelly sank deeper into the muck. She could see him now, Jenner, his dark silhouette. He paced the deck of the gunboat, phone to his ear, a big, bulky sat phone with a fat antenna.

“No, I can’t do that. That’s not what we said.” He did a jerky about-face and headed for the stern. Headed for Kelly, and she shrank away.

“Because I said so. Because—don’t you dare. Don’t you hang up on me. Don’t you—” He loosed a stream of expletives. The shed door cracked open.

“Was that him?”

Jenner holstered his phone. “He says he can’t land here. Wants to meet at the airport.”

“Which one? There’s two.”

Kelly’s throat tightened. This was bad. Really bad. If Stanley showed up now, his goose would be cooked. All of their gooses. Kelly’s head throbbed.

“Lakefront,” said Jenner. “He’s giving us an hour.”

“Should I get the package?”

Kelly felt Eddie stiffen. Her lip curled back.

“Get her,” said Jenner. “Wait, what was that?” He spun on his heel and Kelly’s breath caught. Time slowed, and she saw him drop to a crouch. She heard Stanley’s engine. Glimpsed his lights through the trees.

“Police,” bellowed Jackson, and chaos struck. Jeb surged from the water like Nessie herself. He wrapped his thick arms around the man on the dock, jerked his legs out from under him and they both disappeared.

Jenner yelled, “Wallace?” and fired at thin air. Eddie lunged for the gunboat, and Jenner’s back. He glommed on like a limpet, arms and legs, choking him out with a sloppy throat-hug. Jenner roared and fired wild, into the sky.

Kelly lurched after Eddie. She sank in the mud. Her knees twitched and buckled, and she went down. She dove underwater and stroked for the dock, muffled gunfire popping over her head. Her hair floated loose and caught in the weeds. She swam till she guessed she’d come far enough, and surfaced to shooting and splashing and shouts.

“Shoot him!”

“Where’s Wallace?”

“The package. The⁠—”

Light flashed, harsh and blinding, full in her face. Stanley sped past her, and his wake flung her back. Her head struck the dock and her jaw fizzed with pain. Red splashed her vision, then black, and she moaned. Jeb—where was Jeb? Jackson? Mira?

“No! Get the girl!”

Footsteps tripped down the dock. Kelly heard Mira scream. She glimpsed her running through the cracks in the boards, small feet, skinned knees, a smudge of dark hair. She tottered and toppled, and⁠—

“Hey!”

Kelly gasped. A man lunged from nowhere and grabbed Mira’s hair. She jerked back and fell with a terrified scream. Kelly clawed her flare gun free of its bag. She held it out, trembling, and swam into the open.

“Over here.”

The man let go of Mira at the sound of her voice. He whipped around, and Kelly knew him, not by his features, but by the damage she’d caused. She’d shot this man once, right in the head. Fed him a faceful of molten hot wax. She could see where it’d splattered and run down his neck. Where it’d shrunk his skin like melted cling wrap.

“Screw you,” he said, and rose to his knees. He dropped his hand to his sidearm. Mira wriggled away.

Kelly let Mira squirm clear, and then she fired. The night filled with red light and hissing and screams. Kelly grabbed for Mira, but Jeb was faster. He shot up from nowhere and snatched her off the dock. Somebody roared, and gunfire raked the water.

“No, get the fat guy!”

“I got his friend.”

Kelly spun, trying to see. Eddie was gone, and the gunboat as well. Stanley was circling, and Jeb⁠—

“Damn it. Mom!”

Her guts clenched and knotted. She turned around. Jackson couldn’t be here. He’d promised. He’d gone.

He dropped to the deck, between two big men. One of them kicked him, and he crumpled on his side. Kelly fired, but she hadn’t thought to reload. She felt for more flares, but her Baggie was gone.

“Shoot him.”

She shrieked, a dry, ragged sound. She launched herself at the dock and hauled herself up, flat on her belly on the old, rotten boards. They groaned underneath her. Jackson writhed and kicked. An engine roared, deafening, and somebody screamed.

“He’s gonna ram us! Don’t⁠—”

Jackson broke free and plunged off the dock. The boat swept past Kelly, so close she spun, the wind of its passage dragging her down the dock. A black, reeking wave struck her hard in the back. It flung her flat, but she struggled upright. She got her knees under her, skidded, and fell. Her chin struck the boards and she sprang up again. She grabbed the man nearest her, seized him by the boot. He fired at the water, then up at the sky, and then Kelly was wrestling him, dragging him down.

They fought for his rifle, and then they just fought, snatching and grasping, clawing at flesh. He punched her hard in the kidney. She bit his face. He slammed her nose with his forehead, two times, smash-crunch. Blood choked her airways, and she spluttered and sprayed. She heard Eddie bellow, take them and go.

Another punch landed, square on her jaw. Her world exploded in bright agony. Her captive wrenched free, and she jerked him back.

“Let go.” He slapped her.

She groped. Found his throat. Dug in her thumbs and twisted them deep. She couldn’t hear Jackson, or Mira, or Jeb. She couldn’t hear much through the blood in her ears. She strained to peer backward, to find Stanley or Jeb. Her hair pinned her down, trapped by her weight.

She called out for Jackson, a low, gurgling cry. Nobody answered, just her own racing pulse. Just the man on her body, grunting spit down her neck. His hands scrabbled, clumsy, and grasped at her throat. She felt his grip tighten. Felt her eyes bulge. She felt her chest hitching, but she didn’t let go. She couldn’t. If she did, he’d go free, and he’d get Jackson.

“Wring your neck,” she groaned, but no sound came out. She tightened her chokehold, and he did the same. His face was a pale smudge, wan in the dark. His eyes were like water, light gray or blue. Her vision blurred, and her body went loose. She was drifting, drowning, and she bit her lip hard. She couldn’t pass out, not yet. Not till she knew…

Sparks danced in her vision and faded to gray.

Her consciousness narrowed to her throat, her hands. Her breath that wasn’t, her death grip that was. She couldn’t win, maybe, but she could hold on.

One minute longer.

One second.

One—

A dull blow cracked through her, sound and feel both. A crushing weight dropped like a stone on her chest. Then it was gone, and she blinked and saw Jeb, towering above her with a gun in his hand. It looked like a toy in his great, meaty paw.

You hit him, she tried to say, but no sound came out.

“Don’t talk,” he said. “Is Eddie with you?”

Kelly stared, banjaxed, her head full of fog.

“Eddie.” Jeb hauled her up by her shirt.

“I—I… Where’s Jackson?” She coughed and spat blood.

“With Stanley,” said Jeb. “He took him and Mira, but Eddie stayed here. At least, I thought he did, but… Eddie? You here?”

Kelly peered down the dock. She couldn’t see jack. She tried to call out, but her throat had gone numb.

“Wha—hah,” she managed. “Where, uh…”

“I drowned two myself,” said Jeb. “This one’s out cold.” He kicked at the body he’d pulled off Kelly. “Eddie got one, so that leaves⁠—”

“Over here.” A voice called out, not Eddie’s. Kelly’s heart plunged. She turned, and a shadow broke free from the rest. At first, Kelly couldn’t make sense of its shape—big, loose, and messy, all elbows and legs—and then she got it, and her world ground to a halt.

“Eddie,” she whispered. “Oh, no. Eddie.”
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“Don’t hurt him,” she breathed.

Jeb raised his gun.

“Drop it,” said the burned man, and stepped away from the shed. His pistol caught the moonlight, a glint off the barrel. The barrel, jammed snug under Eddie’s chin.

“Don’t do it,” said Jeb. His gun hit the dock.

“Kick it into the water and get in the shed.”

Jeb stood up slowly and kicked the gun away.

“Now, get in the shed.”

Eddie made a low sound. Jeb’s big hands twitched. Kelly thought he might try something, but he went for the shed, having to stoop low to fit through the door.

“There’s a bag on the shelf, there. Bring it out to your girl.”

Jeb brought out a rucksack and dropped it at Kelly’s feet.

“Now, hands up and turn so you’re facing the water.”

Jeb turned stiffly, hands in the air. He stood at the dock’s edge, staring into the night.

“There’s cuffs in the bag. Take them out. Cuff his hands.”

Kelly stood for a moment, then she realized he meant her. She knelt and dug through the rucksack and found the handcuffs, a standard police set, shiny and new. Jeb lowered his arms and let them hang at his sides.

“Sorry,” she said, and took his left hand. She tried to cuff him loosely, but his wrists were too thick, and when she went for his right hand, the chain wouldn’t reach.

“His back’s too wide,” she said.

“So use two pairs.”

She bent and got another pair and locked them together. Jeb gave them a rattle, then let his arms hang loose. The cuffs were solid and snug on his wrists. He wouldn’t break free unless he snapped the chains. Somehow, she doubted even he could do that.

“Now kneel,” said the burned man. Jeb dropped to his knees. Kelly went to follow, but he stopped her. “Not you.” He pushed Eddie forward, pistol at his back.

“Cuff her,” he said.

Kelly turned around. She heard Eddie shuffling, digging through the sack.

“There’s no more cuffs,” he said.

“Then use zip ties.”

Kelly let Eddie zip her, then she knelt on command. The burned man tied Eddie, then pulled Kelly’s tie tight. The plastic dug in, but she didn’t make a sound.

“Right, you three wait here. I’ll get the boat.”

The burned man tramped off, back down the dock. Kelly leaned close to Eddie, bumping up on his side.

“The kids—did you see⁠—”

“They’re okay,” said Eddie. “Stanley took off with them. He got a head start.”

Kelly closed her eyes. She prayed Stanley’d have the good sense to get off the river. Find a truck, maybe. Make tracks for Tennessee. It wasn’t far now, just a skip and a jump. She let herself picture it, how it might be—Mira on the tire swing, Jackson on the porch. Stanley and Zoe out with the dogs. Everyone smiling, everyone safe.

The gunboat swung round and bumped up on the dock.

“Get in,” said the burned man. He pointed. “You first.”

Kelly got in, and he looped a rope around her ankle. Jeb got in next, and he roped his leg, too, leaving a foot of slack between him and Kelly. Eddie came last and joined their shabby chain gang. He tested his bonds, found them tight, and slumped back.

“Hey. Where are you taking us?”

The burned man ignored him. He knelt on the dock next to his friend.

“Miller? You with me?”

Miller stirred and groaned. “Harris? That you?”

Harris just grunted and hauled Miller to his feet. He half helped him, half lifted him onto the boat, and laid him near the cabin, stretched out on his back.

“You’re lucky he’s breathing, or you wouldn’t be.” He scowled at Kelly. “Doubt Kate needs three of you to get to the truth.”

Kelly leaned close to Jeb. “The truth? What⁠—”

“We don’t know where they went,” said Jeb, to Harris, not Kelly.

Harris just glowered at him. “Best hope that’s not true.”

Kelly shivered all over. What would it take to get her to talk? To betray her own family, her own mom and dad? She’d kill herself first, but what if she couldn’t? She might not get the chance, and everyone had their limits.

Jeb wouldn’t talk, she thought. What could he say? He didn’t know much. Unless Eddie’d told him, which…

Eddie.

She peered at him through her wet hair. He sat hunched, head down, not moving at all. Not hurt, not bleeding, but cowed all the same. He’d break first, she thought. It wouldn’t take much. A gun to her head or Jeb’s, and he’d spill his guts. He’d sell out Zoe because who was she to him? He’d been her dad a hot minute, and a distant one at that.

Kelly glanced at Harris, then back at Eddie. She couldn’t reach Harris, but Eddie, maybe—headbutt him. Stomp him. Shut his mouth for good.

Harris hit the gas. Kelly lost her balance and nearly slid off her seat. Jeb steadied her with his elbow, and she fell back, breathing hard. Her guts had gone sloppy, all liquid and sick. She couldn’t think past the churning, past the pain in her head. Had she just been plotting—had she just been⁠—

My brother, said Zach.

Kelly choked on a moan.

You’re all he’s got now. You and Zoe. You think he’d hurt her, look at yourself.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Her stomach bubbled and rolled. She was tired, was all, and scared, and banged up. She wouldn’t have hurt Eddie. She wouldn’t. Not that.

Jeb shifted beside her, rattling his cuffs. Kelly took a deep breath and let it out through her teeth. She needed to focus, not lose her damn mind.

“Harris,” she said.

He didn’t respond. Didn’t hear her, maybe. Kelly cleared her dry throat and tried again.

“Kate’s paying you, right? Got a price on our heads?”

Harris just grunted. Kelly sat up straighter.

“Whatever she’s paying you, her place is worth more. She’s got food in there. Shelter. Walls all around. We could help you take over. Kate’s sick with the⁠—”

“Kate’s my sister,” said Harris.

Kelly almost laughed. What were the odds? His sister? Out here?

“We knew it was you,” he said. “Those pathetic maydays, your friend with the foot. We sent you right to her, and what do you know? You went.”

Eddie’s head snapped up. “You knew about Mira?”

Harris laughed. “Not at first. But Kate heard she’d gone missing, and she thought, maybe…”

Kelly gaped, mind racing. A trap, all along? Could she have seen it if she’d taken charge? If she’d stayed awake to send the mayday?

“Don’t get in your head,” said Jeb, low in her ear. “Zip ties ain’t hard to break. You just need to⁠—”

“Hush the chatter.”

Jeb hushed. Kelly tugged and wriggled and wrenched her wrists back and forth. The zip tie bit into her, but didn’t come loose. A grim dawn was breaking, red in the east. Kelly spotted the swamp where they’d stolen the boat, the bend in the river, the woods up ahead. Back where they’d started. She spat, bright red.

“Hey.”

Harris slowed, angling into the shore.

“Could we get masks, at least? Kate’s got the plague.”

Harris cut the engine and secured the boat. He helped Miller sit up, then looped back to Kelly.

“Masks,” he spat, and shook his head. He slapped her hard, without warning, and Kelly saw stars.

“No masks,” said Harris. “Go on, get out.”

Kelly stood up with difficulty, without her hands for balance. Jeb got up, too, and Eddie stood with him. They made their way to the gunwale and slid overboard, Jeb and Kelly together, Eddie behind, the rope at his ankle jerking him off his feet. He landed face-first and Harris dragged him up, and the three of them shuffled up the steep, muddy bank. They marched through the sunrise, through the woods, up the road, the rope at their ankles chafing their skin. Harris goosed them on sometimes, with a kick or a slap, a nudge of his pistol between their ribs. Kelly kept working on her zip tie, twisting and jerking, wiggling her wrists. She bled and she whimpered, and Jeb stumbled close.

“Not like that,” he muttered. “You need to⁠—”

“Shut up.” Harris slapped Jeb this time, across his bicep. “Open your mouth one more time and I’ll shoot out your tongue.”

The morning grew humid and the bugs swarmed in, sipping their sweat and the blood from their wounds. A fly crawled up Kelly’s cheek and into her eye. She blew to dislodge it, and it flew up her nose.

“Damn it.” She tossed her head, and she saw where the road widened out, the wall and the gate and the gray roofs beyond. The guards on the wall had spotted her, too, and shouldered their rifles to track her progress.

“Incoming,” called Harris. “Open the gate.”

The gate clanked and hissed. Jeb bent to her ear.

“Arms up, elbows out. Bend over, pull outward, slam your fists on your butt.”

“Huh?”

“To snap your zip tie. Quick slam, up and down.”

Kelly’s head spun, but she did as he said. She raised up her arms as high as she could, clenched her hands into fists, and thrust her elbows out. Somebody shouted. She jerked her fists down. The tie snapped, Harris whirled, and she charged him, head down. She heard the air whoosh out of him and felt him go down. Felt her knees buckle and scrape in the dirt. Her head burst with starlight. Her jaw throbbed and pulsed. She scrabbled for Harris and clawed for his gun. Her knuckle grazed the barrel and bumped it out of reach.

“His belt,” croaked Eddie. “His keys, get⁠—”

A gun went off, blam. Dust flew in her face. Someone hollered, don’t shoot, and Kelly ducked down. She groped around blindly and found his keychain. It didn’t come when she tugged it, so she tore off his belt.

“Stop her!”

“I can’t. Joe’s in the way.”

Someone fired anyway. Jeb dropped and yelled. Eddie yelled, too. Kelly scrambled to her feet.

“Run,” she gasped, and she ran, and Jeb slammed into her back. She fell hard, surged up, and dove for the woods. Jeb blundered after her, half dragging Eddie. The rope at their ankles caught and bit. It snapped taut between them and made them trip up. They barged into each other and into the trees, and fell and got up, fell again, crawled. Jeb stopped abruptly.

“Wait.”

“What?”

“His belt.”

Kelly blinked. She still had it, Harris’s belt. She pulled off his keychain. “Which one?”

“The knife, there’s no time. Cut the rope, cut us loose.”

Footsteps came crashing through the dense brush. Kelly found the knife, a scratched, folding thing. She thumbed it open and cut Jeb loose. He charged off yelling, drawing their pursuers. Kelly hunched small and sawed Eddie free, then she cut through his zip tie, and they raced after Jeb.

Jeb dodged them. “Don’t follow.”

Kelly plunged after him. “What?”

“I’m huge and I’m bleeding. I’m easy to track. I’ll draw them off, and you⁠—”

Eddie grabbed him by one arm. Kelly took the other. They hauled him on with them, then shoved him ahead, down a steep scarp where a sinkhole had formed. Eddie tripped and rolled after him, and Kelly slid on her rump. Shouts rose, then thrashing, then a burst of gunfire. Kelly glanced back and Harris was there, two guards—no, three—riding his heels. They hurtled down the slope and Kelly raced on. Eddie lunged past her, hauling Jeb by his shirt. They zigzagged through the trees, through stagnant puddles. The ground got muddy and sucked at their shoes.

“This way,” said Jeb, and cut to the left. “Don’t snap the branches. Duck down, stay low.”

Kelly ran doubled over. The ground firmed up. Jeb stopped and listened and turned to Kelly.

“My cuffs. Got the key?”

She checked the keyring and found it and took off his cuffs. His arm was bleeding from a long, mud-choked graze.

“Your arm⁠—”

“Forget it. We need to move on.” He kept running, but Kelly could see he was flagging. Eddie was, too, puffing like a train. Kelly’s own lungs felt shot through with fire, her legs like rubber, her head full of wool.

“They’re gaining,” said Eddie, and she knew it was true. More of them now, five or six, maybe ten. Loud voices shouting, boots in the dirt.

"Circle in,” yelled someone. “Cut them off.”

Jeb slipped and went sprawling. Eddie pulled him up. Kelly bulled into a dark, mossy thicket, shoving through branches heavy with leaves. Day turned to twilight in the reeking, cramped bush. Something had died in here. Kelly wrinkled her nose.

“Hold still. They won’t see us.” Eddie snatched at her arm.

“They will,” said Jeb, and kept pushing through. He missed his step in the gloom and rolled down a hill and crashed to a halt against a dead tree. When he tried to get up, his ankle gave way. Kelly crouched down to probe it.

“Broken?”

“Twisted.” Jeb shifted and winced. “You two go on. I’ll just slow you down.”

“We’re done, too,” said Kelly. It wasn’t a lie. Any minute, she’d faint, and she’d wake up in cuffs. Eddie might run a while, but he’d soon get lost. She knelt in the darkness, gulping for breath.

“Fine. Dig,” said Jeb. He rose on his knees. It took Kelly a moment to get what he meant, but then she saw where the trunk was half rotted out. The loose earth beneath it had washed away, leaving a hollow choked with dead leaves. Jeb wormed in as deep as he could, into wet darkness and fat, creeping grubs. Eddie crawled after him, then Kelly squeezed in. She piled up the leaves to hide where she’d dug. A shrill, frightened voice yapped in her head—trapped, trapped, we’re trapped. Rats in a trap. Jeb’s breathing was loud. What if he sneezed? The thought made her nose itch, and she tried not to sniff. Eddie’s hip dug into the small of her back.

She lay still and silent, and let her nose run. Her left calf cramped up, then her right thigh. A muscle twitched and kept twitching, and she hardly dared breathe.

“In here, there’s footprints. They went in the weeds.”

“Ew, are those cobwebs?”

“Shut up, listen.”

The voices went quiet. Kelly’s heart thumped so loudly it made her feel sick. Footsteps crunched closer, two sets, then three.

“They must’ve come this way. I don’t see⁠—”

“Quiet. I hear them.”

A bird wheeped and chirruped. Something scurried overhead. Kelly closed her eyes and waited for the end.
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The thing about darkness was, it slowed time to a crawl. Science might contest that, but Eddie knew it was true. You switched off the lights and time stretched like gum. Seconds stretched to minutes. Minutes stretched to hours. Whole days went by in the space of a night.

He’d tested his hypothesis in Dad’s garage, under the workbench where the darkness was thick. He’d sat there and counted to sixty, five times—one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three, and so on. He’d counted five minutes, and then he’d crawled out, and his trusty Timex said just three had passed. Maybe he’d counted wrong, but maybe he hadn’t. Maybe dark corners did strange things to time.

Eddie lay in Jeb’s arms, Kelly’s hair in his face. Something crawled up his pant leg and bit his knee twice. Its bites itched a little, and then itched a lot. His face itched as well, and his nose and his scalp. He twitched with the need to scratch himself raw.

Time passed, maybe minutes, maybe whole hours. Someone was sitting on top of their cave, up on the tree trunk, silent and still. Eddie knew this the same way he knew it was morning: deep in his bones, and not at all. A feeling, was all, one he couldn’t shake. Someone above him, watching, waiting. Perched in the darkness, listening for life.

Kelly shuddered against him.

Jeb’s stomach gurgled.

Footsteps crunched by, two sets, heavy.

“It was around here we lost them.”

“They could’ve looped back.”

“Smith would’ve found them. I say they’re hiding.”

“Well, I say my feet hurt. And I need a smoke.” Something thumped on the tree trunk, by Eddie’s foot. He counted ten seconds and no time passed at all. The rich waft of pipe smoke tickled his nose.

Lucky we don’t have phones, he thought. Someone’d text us for sure.

“We should circle out. Walk from here in a spiral.”

“Or we could hang here and say we did that.”

They laughed. Eddie cringed. He beamed hostile thoughts at them—go on. Buzz off. The itch from his bug bites spread up his thigh. Jeb’s stupid beard was tickling his ear. He needed to scratch. If he didn’t, he’d die. If he didn’t—if he couldn’t⁠—

“Okay, let’s go.”

Yes!

They went. Eddie scratched. Kelly’s elbow twitched sideways, into his gut.

God—God, what time is it? One, Mississippi…

His thoughts cracked and fractured. He dozed, woke, lay still. Laughter rang out, faint and far away. Then it was closer, then distant again. Eddie slept and woke slimy with his own sweat. Kelly was shaking him.

“Wake up. It’s dark.”

He blinked. It’d been dark. What was her point?

“We need to go. Now.”

Dark out. Eddie’s heart thumped. He unfolded himself slowly, both legs asleep. Pins and needles lanced through him when he tried to stand up.

“What’s the matter?”

“My legs.” He bent over and massaged his thigh. Jeb blundered past him and into the woods, and Eddie heard a zipper, then the patter of piss. That made him have to go, but he turned to Kelly instead.

“How’s your face doing?”

She rubbed her jaw. “Sore.”

“We can’t go back to the river. The Coast Guard⁠—”

“I know.”

“So, the road, then?”

Kelly took off her shoe and shook out the dirt. “We can drive to the farm in about a day. Assuming the roads are clear and we find a car.”

Jeb came back to the clearing, straightening his shirt. He was favoring his left leg, listing to one side. “Road’s that way,” he said, and pointed in a direction that, to Eddie, seemed random. Still, he followed along, and Kelly did too. They trudged through the forest, not speaking at all. Eddie kept his ears pricked for signs of pursuit, but all he heard were night sounds and his own labored breath. Now and then, his leg spasmed, and he nearly fell. His mouth was so dry he could’ve lit a match on his tongue. He needed a drink and something to eat. A bed piled with blankets. A light to see by.

“River,” said Kelly, after a while. Eddie stopped to listen, and sure enough, they were close.

“The road’s just ahead, then.”

“We shouldn’t walk in the open,” said Jeb. “Not this close to Kate’s.”

They veered off and tramped alongside the road. After a while, Jeb sat down, head in his hands.

“Jeb? You okay?” Eddie squatted beside him.

“Bleeding,” said Jeb. He prodded his bicep and pulled his thumb away bloody. “Must’ve pulled it open. Gonna need a minute.”

“We could close that with pine sap,” said Kelly. “Mom used to do that, put it on scrapes.”

“I don’t see too many pines around here.” Jeb closed his eyes and pulled off his shirt. “I’ll just tie it off. Oughtta hold me for now.”

Eddie took his shirt from him and tore it into strips. The first strip he used to clean Jeb’s wound as best he could, teasing out dirt and fragments of leaves. The next one, he folded and laid across the scrape. He tied it in place, tight enough to stem the bleeding, but not so tight as to cut off circulation. Jeb flexed his hand and nodded his approval.

“We should move on,” said Kelly. “We’ll need water soon.”

Eddie licked his lips. He’d been ignoring his raging thirst, sucking his teeth to draw out his spit.

“All right,” said Jeb, and got to his feet. He swayed, grabbed a tree trunk, and dropped to one knee.

“Take our arms,” said Kelly. She held out her own. Eddie did the same, and Jeb got up again. He couldn’t lean on their arms, tall as he was, but he used their shoulders for balance and stumbled along. Twice, they dropped to their bellies to let headlights go by. Once, they lay frozen as footsteps approached. Flashlights cut white swathes through the black woods. Eddie flattened Jeb’s hair with the palm of his hand, scared his wild curls would give them away.

“We’ve lost them,” said someone, and Eddie’s skin crawled.

“Better hope we haven’t. Kate’ll pitch a fit.”

“Not if she’s dead, she won’t. Jonah says⁠—”

“Shut up.”

The flashlights moved on, searching downriver. Eddie’s knees buckled when he tried to stand up. He knelt till his heart slowed and tried again. Soon, the woods thinned and the road widened out, and Jeb grabbed his shoulder.

“Check it out. Truck.”

Eddie resisted the impulse to sprint out pell-mell. Instead, he stood quiet, squinting through the leaves. He picked out the truck, just a shape in the dark, and a house beyond it, and a fence beyond that. Nothing moved. No lights burned. No sound disturbed the night.

“I’ll check it out,” said Kelly, at last.

Eddie moved to stop her, but she was too quick. She flowed up the driveway, a silent shadow. Eddie flinched at the thunk when she tried the door. It came open, creaking, and she slid inside. Then she just sat there, hunched over the wheel. Eddie watched, breathless, awaiting disaster—the chunk of a shotgun, an alarm, a shout. None came, just a cough when the engine came on. Kelly leaned out and beckoned and Eddie ran out, Jeb close behind him, holding his arm. They squeezed in beside her, Eddie in the middle, and Kelly threw the truck into gear.

“Lucky it’s old,” she said. “Not sure I could hotwire a Golf or a Prius.”

“Not sure I’d fit in a Golf.” Jeb dug through the glove box. He pulled out a hairbrush and a squashed fast-food bag.

“Anything in there?”

Jeb peered inside. “Ketchup and mustard, petrified crusts. Hello, what’s this?” He pulled out a juice cup with a foil lid. Eddie took it from him and held it up to the light.

“How long would you guess that’s been sitting in there?”

“A while,” said Jeb. “Weeks, maybe months.”

Eddie peeled the foil back and took a sniff. “Doesn’t smell bad.”

“Ugh. Give it here.” Kelly took it and sipped from it, and licked her lips. “It’s not sour or fizzy. I think it’s okay.” She took two more gulps, then passed it to Eddie. “Up to you if you try it, but I think you’ll survive.”

Eddie slurped his share and tried not to moan. The juice went down warm, but sweet on his tongue. He longed to drain all of it, but he passed it on. Jeb took it and frowned at it, and did a loose shrug.

“Over the lips, past the gums…” He plugged his nose and guzzled, and crushed the cup in his fist. “Either that was a great idea, or we’ll need a bucket.”

“It was fine,” said Kelly, and stepped on the gas. They passed a cluster of lights—Scarsdale, maybe—then a dark stretch of nothing stretching to New Orleans. They couldn’t avoid the city, so they drove through, backs stiff, eyes forward, trying not to look. Kelly skirted a traffic jam, then a small fire, then they were rolling over the bridge. Eddie laughed as they left the city behind, not from amusement, but from relief. Jeb let out a harsh breath and mopped his brow. Kelly let her head drop, just for a moment—bop on the steering wheel, and she drove on.

“The Coast Guard,” she said, after a while. “Did you see Jackson—are we sure he got out?”

“Positive,” said Eddie. “I scooped him up myself. Got him to Stanley, and they took off.”

Kelly nodded, but her brow furrowed. “Why didn’t you go with them?”

Eddie stared. She didn’t know?

“He came back for you,” said Jeb. “I thought he had you, or I’d have got to you sooner.”

“Almost did,” said Eddie, and he swallowed hard. “Except Harris caught me, and you know the rest.”

“But Jackson got out. The kids all…they’re safe.” She squeezed Eddie’s arm. “Thank you. You did good.”

Eddie smiled. He felt good. A rush of warmth washed through him, sweet as the sun. He thought of that day when he’d written “Blue Lake,” Zach’s frantic warning, Kelly’s laughter. The squish of blue paint squeezing out of the tube. He could practically smell it, the stale linseed oil. The soap Kelly gave him to scrub his blue shanks. She’d lent him pants, too, an old pair of Zach’s.

“Eddie? You okay?”

He sat up straighter and stretched out his legs. “Just tired,” he said. “Might take a nap. Give me a nudge when you need to switch spots.”

“Sweet dreams,” said Kelly.

Eddie closed his eyes. He slept through Mississippi, all the way to Tennessee. When he woke, the sun was up and blazing bright. Jeb passed him a Slim Jim and a can of Coke. He took them with something approaching amazement.

“We stopped to eat? And I didn’t wake up?”

“You were dead to the world. And we didn’t stop long.”

“An overturned truck,” said Kelly. “Snacks everywhere.”

Eddie tore into his Slim Jim, excitement mounting in his chest. He knew this road, this stretch of country. These green hills, those mountains, he’d seen them before.

“Two hours now,” said Kelly, and her voice shook. Eddie gripped her hand where her knuckles bunched white on the wheel.

“They made it,” he said.

“How do you know?”

He didn’t, not really, but he did anyway, same way he knew time stopped in the dark. Some things just were, and he couldn’t say why. Because they had to be, maybe. Because. Just because.

“Well?”

“Stanley’s smart, and so’s Jackson. Zoe as well. They know where we’re headed and how to get there. If we can do it, they did it too.”

Kelly made a humming sound. Eddie felt her shiver. He put his arm around her.

Because. Just because.
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Kelly lived every version of her homecoming, on the road to Tennessee.

She drove up the mountain and no one was there, not Jackson, not Mira, not Mom or Dad. The farm stood deserted, the drive choked with weeds. The barn doors hung open, bumping in the wind. She ran to the house, from room to room, and each one was empty, covered in dust. She ran to the garage, and Dad’s truck was there—Dad’s truck, his radio, his weathered workbench. The scent of his aftershave hung in the air. She called his name, hopeful, but nobody came. Her own voice bounced back to her, a dismal echo.

She drove up and Mom came out, and Dad after her. They asked her, where’s Jackson, and she died. Not with you? And she waited and waited, and drove out to look. She searched down the river, and up every road, but Jackson was nowhere. Just gone.

She drove up and they all ran out, and she raced to meet them. Dad scooped her up and spun her around. The kids ran to hug her, all three at once. Rascal danced around them, thumping his tail. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, and smelled Jackson’s hair. The sky was blue overhead, the breeze cool and fresh. Wildflowers waved and nodded, the glory of spring. She’d never been happier.

Never.

Never.

She rolled up on the farm just after dusk. Dad’s truck was parked sideways, blocking the drive. She couldn’t squeeze by it, so she got out and walked. She walked, then she trotted, then she sprinted all-out. Through the trees, she spied lamplight, soft and yellow.

“Mom? Jackson? You up there?”

She heard a door open, then the scuff of a boot.

“Mom? It’s me, Kelly. Is Jackson⁠—”

“Mom?” Jackson’s voice cracked. Kelly ran faster. She tore across the dooryard, Eddie at her heels. In the light from the porch lamp, she saw Zoe and Mira, rushing barefoot down the wide steps. Rascal shot past them, and another dog too, and they both ran to Kelly and jammed their snouts in her palms.

“Hey, shoo, wait your turn.” She pushed them aside. The dogs piled back in, snuffling, eager.

“We shouldn’t hug anyway.” Jackson plucked at his mask. “Gram says, with the plague, we won’t know right away, if Kate got us sick or we’re in the clear. Plus, no offense, but I can smell you from here.”

Kelly stood awkwardly, arms half-raised. In all her imaginings, she hadn’t seen this, a happy reunion, barren of hugs.

“You’re okay,” she said, then she said it again. The dogs spotted Eddie and swarmed him and Jeb.

“Kelly,” said Mom. She looked like Kelly felt, limp with relief. Leaning on the porch rail to stay upright. “We fixed the place up for you. We knew you’d come.”

“You and Dad? Where is he?”

“Somewhere with⁠—”

“Here.” Dad strode from the garage, Stanley in his wake.

“We found bikes,” said Stanley, by way of hello. “Rode a few miles, then we found a car. We wouldn’t have left you, but⁠—”

“You did the right thing.” Kelly’s eyes watered, and she dabbed at her tears. Jackson passed her a mask and she hooked it over her ears. “Everyone’s here? And you’re okay? No one’s hurt?”

“We’re all good,” said Zoe.

Dad frowned. “How about you guys? You’re covered in dirt.”

Kelly looked down at herself and burst out laughing. Dad was right. She was filthy, her clothes caked with mud. Her knees were all grass stained, and her elbows as well.

“We, uh…”

“Tell us later.” Mom straightened up, shaking her head. “We saved you some dinner. I’ll go heat it up. Meanwhile, you dirt devils go get hosed down. You’re not coming in my house scattering mud.”

“Mom—”

“You heard me.”

Kelly’s eyes stung anew. She didn’t have to pinch herself to know this was real. Mom was so…Mom, telling her off. And Dad, with his T-shirt all smeared with grease. She was home. She’d made it, somehow, some way.

“Let’s go,” said Eddie, and took her by the arm. She let him lead her behind the barn, and they took turns spraying each other with the garden hose. Jeb tried to protest—damn it, not the hair—but they got him too, and they stood like drowned rats, laughing and shivering, dripping in the dirt. Mom brought a basket full of soaps and shampoos, and they descended on it and picked it bare.

“I can’t even remember last time I felt clean.” Jeb took the hose and sprayed it under his arms. “I’d kill for a bath right now. And a book. And some cake.”

“That’s what you do? Eat cake in the bath?” Eddie snatched the hose back. “Caveman, I swear.”

“Did they have cake in caveman times?” Kelly squeezed out her hair. The water ran brown, and she grabbed the shampoo. She worked it in slowly, eyes closed, head back. It felt good, smelled good, and she let out a sigh. When had she last breathed deeply and not wanted to gag? She couldn’t remember and didn’t want to try. Didn’t want to go back there, where she’d just been.

“You know what I’ve missed?” said Eddie. “I’ve missed my damn job. Digging up flowerbeds, I could do that all day, just out there gardening, spinning daydreams.”

“You should write a song about that,” said Jeb. “A whole album, even, for middle-aged dads. Gardening songs, fishing songs, odes to your chair.”

“No one would buy that.”

“I would.”

Eddie laughed. He stole the hose back from Kelly and helped her rinse off.

“How about you? What have you missed?”

“Ask me what I haven’t missed. It’d be a shorter list.” She squeezed her hair out again and the water ran clear.

“Your mom left some clothes,” said Jeb. “While you were washing your hair. We could take turns, uh—” He gestured vaguely around the side of the barn.

Kelly nodded, and she and Eddie left Jeb to himself. They leaned on the barn and watched the dusk turn to night. The breeze nipped their noses and Kelly shivered. Eddie moved closer, and she leaned into his warmth. She felt him sigh deeply and bow his head.

“Hey. You okay?”

He nodded. “Just thinking.”

“Thinking of what? I don’t have a penny, but you can have…”

“What?”

“Nothing,” said Kelly. She laughed. “I got jack.”

“Me neither,” said Eddie. Then, “It’s not fair.”

“What isn’t?”

“Getting so close and never seeing the end.” He sagged against her and let his head rest on hers. “Ray was a good kid. He should be here tonight.”

Kelly’s throat closed up. Eddie was right. Ray’d been a sweet kid, never angry or mean. He’d kept his spirits up, even through the worst. Kept laughing and joking, right to the end. His last moments, even, he’d been goofing around. Right till he’d choked, and then⁠—

“Sorry,” said Eddie. He put his hand on her arm. “I think Jeb’s done back there. You should go next.”

She went behind the barn and peeled off her clothes. The night had cooled fast, and it made her teeth chatter. That got her jaw throbbing, and her broken nose ached. Jeb had straightened it out for her, back in the woods, but it still hurt to smile, and to blink, and to live. She rinsed herself quickly and shook herself dry, and slipped around the corner to collect her clothes. Mom had left her a pink dress, and she pulled it on. It was hers, she realized, from back in high school. It shouldn’t have fit her. She guessed she’d lost weight.

“All clear,” she called, and left Eddie the hose. She headed across the yard and found tables set up, citronella candles burning in their wax nets.

“Thought we’d sit outside,” said Mom when she saw her coming. “Safer, plague-wise, and we can all catch up.”

Kelly hooked her mask back on. “Anything I can do?”

“Sit. Take a load off. Dad’ll be out in a minute.”

Kelly sat down and the tables filled up, her and Eddie together, Jackson and Zoe across from them. Mira slouched, tired out, between Mom and Dad. Stanley sat with Rascal and some shaggy old hound, feeding them biscuits from a pouch on his belt. Jeb sat on the porch steps, a plate on his knee.

“We grew the veggies ourselves,” said Mom.

“Her, mostly,” said Dad. “You know me, brown thumb. I’d let a cactus go dry.”

Dinner was simple, and the best Kelly’d had—pasta with red sauce, salad, then pie, soft foods, easy chewing, gentle on her jaw. She took her time eating and savored every bite. When she glanced at Eddie, she caught him doing the same, licking his fork with a rapturous sigh.

When the last bite was eaten and the plates put away, Kelly went to find Jackson. She found Mom instead.

“We should talk,” said Mom.

“Jackson—”

“He’s with your dad.” Mom took her arm and steered her to the porch swing. They sat at opposite ends, smiling through their masks.

“It’s good to see you,” said Mom.

“You too. But…?”

“Not but, exactly, but Mira Sahai—how is she with you? Do you know who she is?”

Kelly blinked. “Mira? Jackson found her at⁠—”

“No, I know that. But, do you know Raj Sahai?”

The name was familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. “An actor, maybe? Or, no, a politician?”

Mom laughed. “Not quite.” She dug out her phone and passed it to Kelly. “Our Internet’s down now, but I downloaded this. You ought to see it. It’s…well, just watch.”

Kelly watched, and she frowned—not at Raj’s plea for his daughter’s safe return. Not at Mira’s picture, on her dad’s knee. No—no, she knew this man, his face, his voice.

“Mira’s my world,” he said. “If you’ve seen her, I…” He glanced to one side. “No way. I’m not saying that. Here’s the plain truth: I should’ve been with her. I wasn’t. I can’t stand here and claim I deserve a second chance. But my daughter—Mira does. She deserves to come home. If you’ve seen her or heard of her, even a rumor—if you know anything, I’ll pay, whatever it takes. I’ve set up a tip line, so⁠—”

Raj disappeared, and a number popped up. A harried voice cut in, an official statement.

“The news is weird lately,” said Mom. “Worse than when COVID hit and they read it from home.”

Kelly stared, still struggling to place Raj’s face. “Weird how?”

“No footage, no interviews, just talking heads. It’s mostly pre-recorded, sometimes days old. That there’s from last week, but it played yesterday. Everything’s collapsing. It’s like the end of the world.”

The end of the world. Kelly’s mouth went dry. She knew Raj Sahai. Everyone did. He’d been big news a while ago, him and Donn Snow.

“The Snowstorm,” she whispered, and she gripped Mom’s phone tight. That’s who he was, the Snowman, Raj Sahai—shining star of climate tech, toast of Menlo Park. At least, he had been, till he’d met Donn Snow. Till he’d sold him the Snowstorm and all that came with it.

She swallowed. “Your land line. Is that still up?”

“For now,” said Mom. “We had cell service till yesterday, at least on and off. It might pop back on, or…”

“It might not.” Kelly licked her lips. “I should call his tip line.”

Mom nodded. “He’ll be worried.”

“Or maybe I shouldn’t. He’s Raj Sahai. What if he thinks we took her, or…” Her head spun and she cradled it. “How does someone like that—how does he lose his kid?”

“He’s divorced,” said Mom. “His ex-wife had Mira. She’d been drinking, apparently, and…” Mom stretched out her hand, but didn’t quite touch her. “He’s still her father. What that poor man must be going through, wondering where she is…”

“I know,” said Kelly, and damn, but she did. She’d died without Jackson, a thousand times over. Drowned in the horrors of what might’ve been.

“She misses him,” said Mom.

Kelly knew that, too, but still. Raj Sahai. Was she really going to invite the Snowman to her door?

Mom’s hand brushed hers, and she guessed she just might be. Family was sacred, even Raj Sahai’s.


EPILOGUE



Kelly woke the next morning to gentle spring rain. She’d slept late—she could tell from the sounds drifting up from downstairs, murmurs and shufflings and the scraping of chairs.

She went to her closet and tried not to smile. It was all still here, as she’d known it would be, her prom dress, her blue jeans, a pile of band shirts. Mom’s little shrine to teenage Kelly. Her entire wardrobe, at forty-three. She grabbed her Nirvana shirt and a pair of GUESS jeans, and laughed when they fit her, barely a squeeze.

“Nice pants,” said Jackson. Kelly jumped.

“You don’t knock?”

He shrugged. “You didn’t answer. There’s hearts on your butt.”

Kelly craned over her shoulder, and sure enough, he was right. Her back pockets gleamed with rhinestones, set in heart shapes.

“These were cool when I got them.”

“Yeah, in your dreams.”

They both laughed at that, and Jackson leaned in the door.

“We’re having sort of a funeral, a memorial for Ray. Gram said we could bury this out by the pond.” He held up a metal tab, an old zipper pull. “It fell off his jeans. It’s all I’ve got left.”

Kelly stared at it and felt her heart break. That was Ray’s legacy, an old zipper pull? Off a pair of jeans stolen from…where? Somebody’s dresser, in some flooded-out house?

“Okay,” she said. “This afternoon?”

“Now, actually.” Jackson looked away. “We’ve kind of been waiting for you to wake up.”

Kelly glanced in the mirror and felt underdressed. “Should I change, or…?”

“No need.” Jackson gestured at his own jeans—Dad’s, Kelly thought. His shirt was Dad’s too, a faded plaid thing. “We’re all kind of casual, Gram and Gramps too. And Jeb’s wearing swim trunks. Nothing else fit.”

Kelly tried not to laugh, but she did anyway. She laughed even harder when she caught his full ensemble: neon green swim trunks banded in pink, a faded blue caftan with a yellow sunburst. On his feet, he wore flip-flops with bright orange thongs. His ankle was bandaged, and his arm as well. Someone had drawn a smiley face on the gauze.

“You can’t swim in the pond,” said Eddie, and snapped the band of his shorts. “Snapping turtles, y’know?”

That got Zoe giggling, and Mira joined in. Jeb took his ribbing with weary grace. Encouraged it, even, for the sake of the kids. He kept them smiling all the way through the woods, down to the wide pond with its short, mossy pier. You could swim, if you wanted. Kelly had, once or twice. Jackson, as well, with his orange water wings. He’d swum all summer, his first time up here. Now, he circled the water, up past the pier, and stopped where the grass cozied up to the bank.

“Here,” he said. “Make a circle.”

They all crowded in, but Mom waved them back.

“Not too close,” she said. “Even with masks…”

Kelly backed up a step, away from Dad. She touched her mask to make sure it was on tight. She could live with a lot, but getting Dad sick⁠—

“I thought we’d, uh—” Jackson cleared his throat. “I thought we’d each tell a story, y’know, about Ray. Then we’ll bury the zipper and…” He blinked and shook his head. “That’s it, I guess. Bury it. Let him rest.”

“We could build a cairn,” said Dad. “Bury that now, then there’s plenty of rocks. Whoever tells a story, they’ll pile one on.”

“Okay.” Jackson swallowed. “Okay…Mom?”

“What?”

“I thought you’d go first. While I bury this.”

Kelly stood flustered, put on the spot. Stories about Ray—she had a million, and none. Mundane mom stories with no beginnings or ends. He came over. I made lunch. He didn’t like liverwurst, so we had peanut butter.

“He, uh…” She glanced at Jackson, then Zoe, hoping something would spark. Ray and Jackson at summer camp, waving goodbye. That time Ray slept over and puked on the rug. His snail collection, when he was three.

“He stole a lasagna,” she said. Jackson looked up, surprised. “You might not remember—you were just six. But I had the flu, and your dad was at sea. I was all tired and snotty. I couldn’t make lunch. Ray took a lasagna from his freezer at home, damn near burned our house down heating it up. But we still ate the middle, where it wasn’t all charred.” She cleared her throat, awkward. “It was sweet. He was sweet.”

“Now the rock,” said Jackson, ragged and hoarse.

Kelly found a big rock and laid it on the grass. It hid the dug-up patch, and her eyes swam with tears.

“He liked animals,” said Jeb. “I didn’t know him that well, but I know that. He’d always feed Rascal right off his plate. And once, on our journey—” He paused and glanced at Jackson. “He used his crutch to save a drowning squirrel. He was struggling by then, but he stopped anyway.” He set his rock next to Kelly’s and went back to his spot.

“I liked him,” said Zoe. “Sort of a crush. I don’t think he noticed. We never talked much. But I think, more than anything—I think I was jealous.” She picked up a rock and turned it over in her hands. “We always moved a lot, me and my mom. I was never friends with anyone like Ray was with Jackson. I wanted that. I wish…” She dropped her rock on the pile and scrubbed at her face. “I wish we’d talked more, is all. Us too, Jackson. You’re practically my brother, and I—just, let’s be friends.”

Jackson’s brows shot up.

“I’d have tried,” he said. “I thought you didn’t like me.”

“No, I do, just⁠—”

“Damn it. Can’t I hug her?” He stretched out his arms. “We were always together. If she’s sick, so am I.”

“Not necessarily,” said Mom. “But you’re both masked, so…quickly.”

Jackson hugged Zoe, a quick, fierce embrace. She hugged back just as tightly and patted his back.

“I’ll go next,” he said, when he pulled away. He found a rock and held it, weighing it in his hands. “Me and Ray, it’s like she said. We were friends all our lives. There’s so many stories, it’s hard to pick one. We had our first day of school together. All kinds of firsts. He was the first one to kick me in my nuts.”

A chuckle went up at that. Kelly bit back a tsk.

“I guess his best trait was, he had no filter. The first thing he said to me was ‘You have snot in your hair.’ And I did, because Michael Whortley was picking his nose, wiping snot on my head like it was some big joke. I thought he was petting me, y’know, like a dog.” That got more laughter, and Jackson smiled. “Ray had a big mouth, but he used it for good. He’d go after bullies, like ‘hey, fathead. Hey, dweeb.’ He’d get his butt kicked, but he didn’t care. He’d stand up for anyone, so I’d stand up for him. He didn’t deserve, uh…”

Jackson stood stiffly, his eyes squinched tight shut. He knelt in the grass and set down his rock, balanced neatly across Kelly’s and Jeb’s.

“You deserved better,” he said. “You deserved to be here with us, not…wherever you are.”

Eddie was up next, and Kelly hadn’t thought he’d cared much for Ray. But he talked about music, how he’d taught Ray guitar. They hadn’t got far, and Ray kind of sucked, but still, it’d been fun. Eddie set down his rock.

Stanley told the story of Ray and the turtle, how he’d got up early to toss it overboard.

“None of us wanted to hurt it,” he said, with a frown. “Ray was the only one did anything about it.”

He set his stone on Ray’s cairn, and Mom and Dad placed theirs. They stood a moment in silence, then Mira raised her hand.

“You’ve got a story?” Jackson cocked a brow.

Mira opened her mouth, closed it, and cleared her throat. “He gave me this,” she said, the words coming slow. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a toy, a pink plastic bunny with a cotton ball tail. “It came in a bubble, from a machine. He said I could have it, but—” She sneezed and rubbed her eyes. “But you should…”

“Mira?” Kelly started forward.

“I don’t feel good.” Mira sat down abruptly, flat on her butt. Mom felt her forehead and pulled back with a frown.

“Maybe a cold,” she said. “You’re running warm.”

“I’ll take her home,” said Dad, but Mom pushed him back. She drew Mira to her, away from the kids.

“I’ll take her,” she said. “Get her tucked into bed. It’s likely just flu, but…”

But. Kelly shuddered. Always a but.

“You should all go,” said Jackson. “We’re about done here.”

They trudged back round the pond, Mom, Mira, Dad. Eddie went next, and Stanley and Jeb. Zoe stopped to comfort Jackson, a quick squeeze to his shoulder. Then she went, too, and Kelly shuffled her feet.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “About Ray, about everything, back on the boat.”

“I don’t blame you,” said Jackson. “You did what you could.”

“Not his foot,” said Kelly. “I meant before that, when he got shot. When you tried to save him, and I⁠—”

“I know. I don’t blame you.” He looked away. “I was scared, but I couldn’t afford to be scared. I had to be strong. I had to get mad, and you were right there.” He tucked Zoe’s rock in tighter and patted it into place. “You and Jeb saved him. He should’ve lived. Kate’s the one who killed him, and those Coast Guard guys. You got them all, right? When you went back for Mira?”

“Most of them,” said Kelly. “They won’t find us here.”

Jackson didn’t say anything, just stared at his hands. After a while, he looked up at Kelly.

“I thought I’d sit here a while. If you don’t mind…” He made a vague gesture. Kelly took the hint.

“Take your time, honey. We’ll see you for lunch.”

She made her way back to the house, and inside. Mom was in the kitchen, going through the cupboards. Kelly came up beside her and leaned on the counter.

“How is she?”

“Sick.” Mom pulled out a pot. “She’s stuffed up, headachey, fever, sore throat.”

Kelly waited, but Mom didn’t say anything else. She dug out a can opener and a can of chicken soup, and stood frowning at them like she’d forgotten what they were.

“Do you think it’s the plague?”

“Too soon to tell.”

“If it is⁠—”

“People live through it.” Mom grabbed the can opener. “The news has been spotty, but we know what it is. We know how to treat it, and I’ll do my best. Right now, I’m going to feed her and read her a book. After that, we’ll see. Step by step, right?”

“Step by step,” agreed Kelly. She turned to go, but Mom caught her arm.

“Did you call that tip line? She needs her dad.”

“I’m going to.” She frowned. “Or maybe I should wait. If she’s sick, if he blames us, a man like that⁠—”

Mom clucked her tongue. “Whatever else he might be, he’s still her father. He deserves to be with her, if…”

“I know.” Kelly bit her lip hard. Mom was right about Raj, but at the same time, she wasn’t. She hadn’t seen what Kelly had seen. Hadn’t done what she’d done to shield her child from harm. If Raj was like her, he’d do anything for Mira. Anything to save her…or to avenge her.

Kelly went back outside, and down the porch steps. She spotted Eddie by the tire swing, drying out in the sun. When had the rain stopped? She hadn’t noticed. She strode out to join him, rustling through the grass.

“Hey, Kelly,” he said, without turning around. She bumped up against him.

“Hey, Eddie. How’s tricks?”

“Don’t know.” He chuckled. “I ought to be sad. Ray dying was awful, and Jeb’s leaving too, off down to Georgia to find his mom and dad. He said he’d come back here, bring his folks to the farm, but Georgia’s a ways off. A lot could go wrong.”

Kelly nodded. “He’s Jeb, though. He’s⁠—”

“And poor little Mira, man, how’s that fair? Everything she’s been through, and now she’s sick too?”

Kelly patted his arm. “She’ll be okay.” The words rang hollow to Kelly’s ears, but Eddie seemed cheered by them.

“You know, I think you’re right.” He grabbed the tire swing and gave it a push. “I’ve just had this feeling since we got in last night, this warm, fuzzy feeling it’ll all be okay. Even now, it’s still there, like a voice in my head, hey, man. Chill out. The worst is all done.”

“You and your feelings.”

“I know, I know. But sometimes, I’m right. And Mira’s a strong kid, to have made it this far. She’s gonna get through this, because… Because, well…”

“Well?” Kelly nudged him.

“Well, she’s talking. That’s progress, right? And we don’t know it’s SNOVID. It could be the flu.”

“It could,” said Kelly. She hoped that was true.

“And, look, the sun’s out. It’s a beautiful day.” He breathed deep through his mask. “Smell that? Sweet clover. That means it’s summer, or near enough. Why not enjoy it, at least while we can? We’ll have all of tomorrow to deal with tomorrow’s problems. Today, it’s gorgeous, so why not just⁠—”

Kelly threw her arms around him. Eddie hugged her back.

“What was that for?”

“For today. For right now.” Kelly tilted her head back and sniffed the air. She didn’t smell clover, but she picked up wet grass. Wet dog, as well, from the noisy dog run. Dirt and leaf litter, and there. There it was. A faint whiff of clover, sweet on the breeze.

Summer was coming, despite everything.

Maybe she could hope, at least for today.
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“Five minutes,” said Eddie. “You can’t do it, can you?”

Kelly eyed him, sour-faced. “It’s not that I can’t,” she said. “I have too much to do. I can’t just sit still when there’s…”

“What?”

She cast about, searching for something to do. The counters all sparkled, and the floor as well. The dishes sat drying in their rack by the sink. Outside, the laundry fluttered on the line.

“I should check on the sheets,” she said. “See if they’re dry.”

“I just walked by them. I promise they’re not.”

“Dinner, then. I’ll start chopping⁠—”

“It’s barely gone noon.”

Kelly let herself sag against the freshly-scrubbed counter. She was busy, was all. She had things to do. Things like the laundry, but she’d done that already. She guessed there’d be more soon, but soon wasn’t now. For now she had, well—she had things to do.

“Sit down,” said Eddie. “Five minutes. Please.” He patted the seat next to him. Kelly turned away.

“You shouldn’t be in here.”

“Then neither should you.”

“Somebody needs to be. The kids need to eat. And Mom needs her coffee, and—the coffee. It’s cold.” She snatched up the pot, still warm to the touch, and poured it out anyway, straight down the sink. She could feel Eddie watching her, his eyes on her back. Soon, he’d say something, and she might just snap.

“That smelled hot,” said Eddie.

Kelly breathed deep and gripped the coffee pot hard. Eddie was right, but she needed to keep busy. She needed to keep doing things, because if she didn’t⁠—

The baby monitor cut in with a burst of static. Its nag lights blinked red, and Kelly held her breath, waiting for more screams and hoarse pleas for water. After a moment, the lights blinked back out.

“It’s been bad,” said Kelly, and sat down at last. Her head felt too heavy, her eyes full of grit. She closed them and buried her face in her hands.

“So it’s definitely SNOVID? Not a cold or the flu?”

Kelly just nodded, too tired to speak. Up till this morning, it could’ve gone either way. Mira’d been sick, but not thirst-crazed like you got with the plague. She’d been regular kid-sick, tired and whiny, alternating between sniffling and fitful sleep. Then she’d woken at daybreak with her fever sky-high, wailing and crying and clutching her head. She’d puked up last night’s dinner all over her bed, then the minute her sheets were changed, she’d puked again. Mom had run a bath for her, and she’d puked in there too, pink baby Tylenol and orange Gatorade. Even then, Mom’d insisted it could be the flu, right up till Mira tried to drink the shampoo.

“Everyone else is still healthy, for what that’s worth.” Eddie squeezed her shoulder. Kelly tried not to flinch.

“You saw Jackson?”

“And Zoe. They’re feeding the goats.”

Kelly smiled faintly behind her mask. “And you? How’d your raid go? You find the place okay?”

“No sweat,” said Eddie. “They didn’t have sleeping bags, but we took their duvets. And a whole mess of clothes, even some to fit Jeb. Well, almost fit him. The pants are too short.”

Kelly made a low sound, not quite a laugh. She remembered the neighbors—the Carsons, she thought—a Viking-looking family, big, tall, and blond. Mr. Carson, especially, had to duck through most doors, but even he was just pocket-sized next to Jeb.

“Speaking of Jeb, when’s he heading home? Wasn’t he going to meet up with his folks?”

“Not yet,” said Eddie. “He doesn’t want to risk getting them sick.”

A thin, nasal wail drifted down from upstairs, and blared through the baby monitor in stereo. Kelly got up and just stood there, head cocked to one side. Eddie frowned at her.

“You gonna go up?”

She shook her head. “Can’t. Quarantine.” Mom had sequestered Mira in her and Dad’s room, up the stairs, down the hall, last door on the end. She’d declared the upstairs off-limits, and the downstairs as well, except for the kitchen and the screened-in back porch.

Mira sneezed down the monitor and let out a hoarse cry. Kelly leaned on the table and strained to hear more. After a moment, she heard Mom’s footsteps, and Mira screamed louder—go away. Go away! Then her voice cracked and broke up into coughs.

“It’s okay,” said Mom. “Just try to breathe.”

Mira gasped. Sobbed. Something thumped on the floor.

“I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t you want⁠—”

“No!”

Eddie blinked up at Kelly. “What’s going on?”

“She’s scared,” said Kelly. “Scared of Mom’s mask. It’s one of those respirators Dad has for welding—you know, with the goggles, and the filters on the sides? I think it reminds her of Kate and her gas masks.”

“I want my daddy! You promised my dad—” Mira coughed wetly, or maybe threw up. Her cries dwindled to whimpers, and Kelly heard the bed creak. Eddie stared at the ceiling, one hand to his chest.

“That’s—the whole time, she’s been scared of your mom?”

“Not the whole time,” said Kelly. “Just when her fever spikes, she doesn’t know where she is. Or who Mom is, or…or, I don’t know.” She sat down again and scrubbed at her face. “I hate this so much, sitting down here. I ought to be doing something. Helping somehow.”

“You are helping,” said Eddie. “You’re looking out for your mom.”

“Listening in on her, mostly. I can’t do a thing. Meanwhile, she’s up there all by herself, and sick kids are hard. I’m a mom. I’ve been there. I remember with Jackson, when Zach was at sea, and he ate a bad hot dog and⁠—”

“Kelly? You there?”

Kelly grabbed for the monitor. “Yeah, Mom. I’m here.”

“Kelly?” An edge of desperation had crept into Mom’s voice. “Sweetheart, if you’re listening⁠—”

“You have to press the button,” said Eddie. “The one shaped like a mouth.”

“I know that,” snapped Kelly, and instantly felt bad. “Sorry,” she said. “I just haven’t slept.” She mashed down the button. “Yeah, Mom, I’m here.”

“Could you bring me fresh washcloths to the foot of the stairs? And a new ice tray and a clean shirt? And a nightie for Mira, if we’ve got any left?”

Kelly forced an upbeat tone. “Sure, Mom. On my way.”

“I’ll check our clothes haul,” said Eddie. “You got the rest?”

Kelly nodded, but she’d forgotten—what did Mom want? Washcloths and something…clean clothes. What else? She stood with an effort. Washcloths, okay. Under the sink? No, in the drawer with the handle askew. She got out a few, then a few more, and a trash bag for Mom to fill with laundry. But she hadn’t asked for a trash bag. She’d asked for…

“Ice.” Kelly went to the freezer and got out a tray. She dumped the ice in the blender and gave it a spin, enough to break up the cubes without turning them to slush. Eddie came up beside her and leaned on the sink.

“Your mom’s shirts are still wet, but I took two of your dad’s. I figured Mira could use one as a nightie.” He set them down on the counter. Kelly scooped them up.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Stanley was out there. He said to tell your mom⁠—”

“I know, linden tea. Mom told him already, it won’t break her fever. It’ll just make her sweat more, and that’s not what she⁠—”

“He said to tell her sorry,” said Eddie. “He’s worried, is all. He didn’t mean to hound her.”

Kelly gave a tight nod and hurried off. She set her cargo down at the foot of the stairs, the clothes and the washcloths all piled up together, the ice perched on top in a big plastic bowl—the same bowl, she thought, from when she was a kid. Rubbermaid’s biggest, with only two uses: holding fresh, buttered popcorn or catching puke. Maybe Mira could use it, instead of barfing on Mom.

“Your stuff’s here,” she called, and waited for Mom to come out. She needed to see her, to see she was okay.

Mom’s footsteps halted halfway down the hall. “Kelly? You still down there?”

“Yeah. Right here, Mom.”

“Go back in the kitchen. You wearing your mask?”

“I’m wearing two. I need to see you.”

Kelly heard Mom’s breath catch, a faint, choked-up sound.

“You can’t,” she said. “You need to go back.”

“Please, just from here. I won’t come upstairs. Just show your face so I know you’re okay.”

Mom didn’t answer. Kelly stood waiting. She could hear Mira snuffling, her sobs dying down. Crying was a good sign, probably, maybe. If Mira could cry, that meant she could breathe. It meant she had strength, still. It meant she could fight.

“Kelly?”

“Still here.”

Mom sighed. “Okay, hold your breath.” She came up to the top step and peered down the stairs. Kelly resisted the urge to run to her, quarantine be damned.

“See? I’m okay. Now go on, shoo.”

Kelly just stood there, squinting through tears. Mom looked like she felt, miserably tired, purple-smudged eye bags, arms hanging loose. She was stooping a little, leaning on the rail.

“I should come up,” said Kelly. “You can’t do this alone.”

“Try it and I’ll hurt you. I’ll push you back down.” Mom’s voice was sharp and high with fear. “Eddie, get her out of here. Eddie—Eddie.”

Eddie came up behind her and pulled her away. Kelly let him, but only because Jackson was still downstairs. He might still need her, so she went with Eddie, back to the kitchen and back to her seat.

“I hate this,” she said again, and hung her head. She pulled the baby monitor toward her, but Eddie pulled it back.

“We could turn this off,” he said. “Or, not all the way off, but we could flip it to intercom mode. Your mom can still buzz you, but you won’t have to hear⁠—”

“Leave it,” she said. The words came out harsh, and she drew a deep breath. She held it in her chest till her lungs started to burn, then let it out through her nose with a long, sustained hiss. “Hey, Eddie?”

“What?”

“Can I say sorry now and have it cover, uh—until Mira’s better, or… Until it’s all done?”

Eddie’s brows drew together. “Sorry for what?”

“General snappishness. Being a jerk.” She shrugged. “I can’t swear I’ll be sweet with all this going on. So I thought I’d just⁠—”

“Don’t.” Eddie leaned forward and took her hands in his. He’d grown some new calluses and got a new scar, a short, jagged pink one across his left thumb. “You’re stressed out. We all are. We’re all gonna snap. That’s just being human. Don’t be sorry for that.”

Kelly sat breathing slowly, letting Eddie stroke her hands. His thumb traced her knuckles, back and forth, back and forth. He smelled like car air fresheners, and that made her smile. Dad always smelled like that, his cheap cologne. Eddie must’ve borrowed it, or borrowed one of his shirts.

“How about you?” he said. “How are you holding up?”

Kelly thought about that. She was tired, dead tired, and too scared to sleep—scared for Mira, for Jackson, for Mom and Dad. People survived the plague. A lot of folks did. The news was saying up to ninety percent, at least in hospitals, with the newest drugs. But the ham stations were telling a whole different tale, whole families wiped out, plague-razed ghost towns. Mass graves and bonfires, bodies stacked high. And Mira was little, and she’d had a rough month. Just how much longer could she keep up the fight?

“Her dad hasn’t called yet.”

Eddie looked up. “What?”

“Mira’s dad,” she said, louder. “He still hasn’t called. I could try again, maybe. I don’t know if I should.”

“You mean the tip line?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Maybe my tip got lost, or they could just be swamped. Or they tossed me on the crank pile, and he won’t call at all. And that might be better, because he’s the Snowman.”

“The Snowman.” Eddie made a snorting sound. “I still can’t believe her dad’s Raj Sahai.”

“He is, though. No doubt about that.” She tugged her hands free of Eddie’s and got to her feet. Outside, the day was bright, the sun high in the sky. Zoe was tossing a stick for the dogs. Jackson and Jeb were in the old garden patch, pulling up weeds and turning the soil. Kelly smiled at the sight of them, but her chest felt tight.

“This could be home,” she said. “Our port in the storm. It’s peaceful, it’s safe, and it’s out of the way. We could build a life here, but not if—” Her head spun with vertigo, and she bent over the sink. “What if he thinks we’re the ones who snatched Mira? He could send in the cops or the National Guard. Or a couple of news vans, and what happens then? We could end up famous, or dead, or in jail, and I don’t know about you, but I can’t take that risk.”

Eddie got up and set his hands on her shoulders. He kneaded them roughly, his thumbs digging in. “We can’t keep her,” he said. “I think you know that.”

“But we could wait and see.” Kelly stared at the bright sky, her eyes dry and sore. “With the plague, we don’t know. She might not pull through.”

Eddie stopped kneading. “What are you saying?”

Kelly’s throat burned with acid. She swallowed it back, and her words along with it. If she dies, what’s the point? Why take the chance?

“Kelly?”

Family came first—her family. Her own. If SNOVID took Mira, what could she give Raj? Closure? And what would her family get in return? Giving Raj closure wasn’t worth their lives. That was the truth, so why couldn’t she say it? Why did the words stick so fast in her throat?

“We could call from the Carsons’ place,” said Eddie. “Or from the town.”

“Maybe,” said Kelly, and shrugged Eddie off. “I need to go get the laundry. You should check on the kids.”

Eddie stood frowning, his mouth a tight line. After a moment, he licked his lips. “There’s juice in the fridge,” he said. “Apple and grape. You should mix it with water and freeze it into cubes. Mom used to do that when we were sick. Helped us stay hydrated and…just try it, okay?”

Kelly nodded, just barely. She couldn’t meet his eyes. Eddie went out and left her and didn’t come back. She made the fruit ice and sent it up to Mira. Made dinner for everyone and served it on the porch, and ate hers in the kitchen, over the sink. Mom ate with her, sort of, while Mira slept. They chatted over the monitor, about nothing at all—Eddie’s a nice boy.

Give it up, Mom.

What? I’m just saying…

It got bad after that, after dinner. Mira stopped crying, but that wasn’t good. She stopped moving as well, and stopped begging for water. After a while, she stopped waking up. Mom pinched her leg, and she didn’t jerk away. Her breathing got froggy and ragged and wet. Kelly sat up past midnight and into the morning, and listened to Mom keeping Mira alive—great, hollow thumps, her fist on her back. Awful, wet splatters. Thin, wheezing breaths. Mom crying, Mom yelling, Mom cursing God.

Jackson came in. Kelly shooed him out. He stood at the screen door, pale in the dark.

“I’m just saying, try it. I saw on TV⁠—”

“I will, I’ll try it, but please go to bed. I can’t have you in here with Mira sick upstairs.”

Jackson turned to go, but Kelly called after him.

“Jackson?”

“Yeah, Mom?”

“Thank you. I mean it. For wanting to help.”

Jackson stood where he was, his frown slowly fading. “If you need anything⁠—”

“I’ll call you. I promise.” Kelly watched Jackson go. If he got sick, she’d die. She couldn’t watch him go through this. Her heart couldn’t take it. She trudged to the junk room and dug through the trash, finding a humidifier, like Jackson had said. She left it for Mom at the foot of the stairs, and ten minutes later, she heard it go on. For a while, that was all she heard, the whirr of its fan—that and the whistle of Mira’s breath. She dozed off a minute and woke at first light, and someone was calling, Kelly. Kelly.

“Mom?” She reached for the monitor and pushed the button. “Yeah, Mom. I’m here. Is she⁠—”

“Her fever’s broken, but her breathing’s still rough. I’m going to lie down a while, so you’ll need to yell out if you hear it get bad.”

“Okay,” said Kelly. “Can I get you some breakfast?”

“No. Maybe later. I’m dead on my feet.”

Kelly nodded, then remembered Mom couldn’t see. She mumbled her assent, but got no response. Mom’s heavy steps blundered overhead, down to the guest room, where she tumbled into bed. Mira was crying, choked little sobs. Kelly tried to console her, but she didn’t seem to hear.

“Hey, Mom?” Jackson was back, face pressed to the screen. Kelly gestured for him to put his mask on.

“She’s okay,” she said. “Her fever’s come down.”

“Does that mean she’ll make it?”

“Maybe,” said Kelly. “I hope so.”

“You look tired.”

She laughed at the understatement. Tired had been weeks ago, before the flood. She was exhausted. Ready to drop.

“I could listen awhile, if you need to sleep.”

“Maybe later,” said Kelly. “I’ve got breakfast to make.”

Jackson went back to his sleeping bag, next to Eddie’s. Kelly went to the pantry and thought about what to make. Oatmeal would be easy, but they were running low. Scrambled eggs, maybe, but there wouldn’t be bacon. At least Mira had quit crying, and⁠—

“Bill! Oh, Bill, no!”

Kelly dropped the oatmeal. It scattered on the floor. Mom was screaming and yelling, and Mira was, too.

“Bill, what are you doing? You can’t be up here.”

Kelly ran for the baby monitor and snatched it up. It had died—no, been switched off. She thumbed it back on, and Dad’s voice came through.

“Someone needed to comfort her, the poor little mite. Look—look how scared she is⁠—”

“Your mask, that’s just cloth. Are you out of your mind?”

Kelly gasped. Dad? When had he snuck in?

“It’s okay,” said Dad. “We’ll do this together.”

“Do what? Get sick?”

“Look after Mira. It’s too much for just you.”

Kelly sank down, ears ringing. She’d let Dad through. She’d turned her back and he’d crept on by, and whatever came next…

“Oh, Dad. Oh, no.”

Her ears rang louder, brrring, brrring. The phone.

The phone was ringing on the wall by the fridge.
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Kelly picked up the phone and nearly dropped it. She was sweating all over, palms, pits, and crotch.

“Hello? Is this⁠—”

“Hello? Are you there?”

“Yeah, this is⁠—”

“Hello?” Static buzzed down the line, and then it cut out. Kelly hung up and stood waiting, heart in her throat. Mom was still yelling, berating Dad. Zoe and Jackson had come to the door and were yammering for her attention. Kelly waved them back.

“Who was that on the phone?”

She frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Well, can you⁠—”

The phone rang again. Kelly dove for it and snatched it off the hook.

“Hello, Kelly Walker.”

The line bleeped and whined, then a gruff voice came through. “This is Raj Sahai. I want to see Mira. Let me see my daughter, and then we can talk.”

Kelly blinked. “See her? Where are you right now?”

“I’m sending a Zoom link. You’ll put her on. And I’m warning you, if you’ve hurt her, it won’t end well for you.”

Kelly’s head spun. She turned her back on the kids. “I think there’s been⁠—”

“Get her. Right now.” Raj’s voice dropped an octave, a furious snarl. “I have nothing to say to you till I know she’s okay.”

“I, uh…” Kelly’s voice caught, and she cleared her throat. Her stomach was churning, all tied up in knots. “Listen, Mr. Sahai? We don’t have Zoom. We don’t even have Internet, just our landline. You can talk to Mira, but you should know⁠—”

“Fine. Put her on.”

“You should know, she has⁠—”

“I said, put her on. Get her on the line.”

Kelly grabbed the baby monitor and pressed to talk. “Hey, Mom?”

“Kelly? Did you let him up?”

“No, Mom, I⁠—”

“You let him up here in just a cloth mask. What were you thinking? Did you fall asleep?”

Raj snapped in her other ear, who’s that? What’s wrong? Kelly covered the mouthpiece and turned back to Mom.

“Mom, it’s her dad. You need to pick up the phone.”

“What are you—whose dad?”

“Raj Sahai, on the phone.”

Mom quit her yelling. Raj kept his up. Dad picked up the line.

“Hello? Mr. Sahai?”

Raj made a sound like a broken coffee grinder, half-growl, half-hiss, all high-octane rage. “You put my daughter on, or I swear to God⁠—”

“Of course. Mira, sweetheart? Your dad’s on the phone.”

Kelly heard rustling, then a muffled squeal. Then Mira, all croaky—“Daddy? That you?”

“Mira?” Raj caught his breath. “Talk to me, bugjuice. What’s going on?”

“I missed you,” said Mira. “Are you—” She coughed and kept coughing. Raj cried out, alarmed.

“Bug? What’s the matter?”

“She’s sick,” said Kelly. “I was trying to tell you, she’s got the plague.”

“She’s got—she—” Raj’s voice rose, then he cut himself off, breathing hard as he struggled to rein himself in. At last, he swallowed and tried again. “Mira? I’m coming. Can you hold on?”

“Mm-hm,” said Mira, and coughed again. “Can we still—my birthday…”

“Whatever you want. It’ll be your best birthday yet, ponies and cupcakes and…hold on, okay? Remember I’m coming, and just—just hold on.”

“Mm-hm…” Mira sniffled. “Hurry, okay?”

“Tomorrow, I promise. I love you, bugjuice.”

“Love you too, Daddy.”

“She’s doing better,” said Dad. “Her fever’s gone down. It’s mostly her throat now, and⁠—”

“Kelly? You there?” Raj’s voice was hard, with Mira off the line. Kelly sat up straighter, phone gripped to her ear.

“I’m here,” she said. “Dad, can you hang up?”

Dad hung up with a click. Raj hitched a harsh breath.

“You’re monsters,” he said. “She’s my whole world, and you just—you⁠—”

“Sir—”

“I brought your damn ransom, just like you said. I waited for hours, and you never showed up. I went by that pier, even, and all I found was⁠—”

“Raj.”

“All I found was a body, and I thought… Who are you? What kind of mother—what if she was your child? She’s not your meal ticket. She’s the sweetest, kindest…” He choked on a harsh sound, an awful hurt gasp, his pain so raw it made Kelly’s eyes sting. She shut them tightly to hold back her tears.

“We didn’t take her,” she said. “And we don’t want your money.”

“Then, what? What do you want?”

“Nothing at all.” She swallowed and sniffled, snot soaking her mask. “Look, my son found your daughter at Pirate Splash. I don’t know what she was doing there, but⁠—”

“Then, why not find a shelter? Turn her in?”

“Because, the flood—those shelters were—” Kelly broke off, guts roiling, and tried to gather her thoughts. “We couldn’t leave her. She’d have been all alone. And those shelters were awful, full of the plague.”

“Which she caught anyway.”

“But not from us.”

“Maybe not, but you called me. You demanded money. You had her on video. How do you explain that?”

“That wasn’t us. That was…please listen. That body, we killed him. We took Mira back. They snatched her from us, and we took her back. We’ve been taking care of her. We’d never hurt her.”

Raj didn’t say anything for a long time. Kelly could hear him breathing down the line. At last, he sighed, a defeated sound.

“Put her back on,” he said.

Kelly called back upstairs, and Mira came on.

“Daddy?”

“Don’t worry. I’m still on my way. I just need you to tell me, are they treating you okay? Are they nice people, the family you’re with?”

“Uh-huh,” said Mira, through a loud yawn. “Ray was the nicest, but he choked on a fish.”

“He—uh, I’m sorry. How about Kelly?”

“She yells a lot, but yeah. She’s okay.”

Kelly winced at that, but she guessed it was true. She hadn’t been her best self since the end of the world. She opened her mouth to say sorry, but Mom got on the line—Mira was done talking. She needed to sleep. Then she was gone, and it was just Kelly and Raj.

“I don’t know if I believe you,” he said. “Your story’s ridiculous, but Mira seems… She doesn’t sound scared of you, so thanks for that. For at least pretending she’s safe with you.”

“She is,” said Kelly, but Raj just kept talking.

“I’ll be there tomorrow to pick her up. Once she’s home safe, we can talk about your reward.”

The line went dead. Kelly lurched to her feet.

“Raj! Hey, wait, Raj.” She shook the receiver, but Raj was gone. *69 got her nothing, just a buzz on the line. She tried again and a robot voice kicked in—we’re sorry. Your call cannot be completed as dialed. Please hang up and try your call again.

Kelly hung up, but she didn’t try her call again. She stood for a moment, staring at the dead phone, but Mom and Dad were still bickering and the porch was abuzz, faces at the screen door and in the window. Everyone was shouting, calling her name. She pressed her hands to her ears, but the noise still came through.

“Shut up,” she whispered, mindful not to yell.

“Mom? Mom, what happened?”

“Was that Mira’s dad?”

“Kelly, get your mask on. Dad’s coming downstairs.”

She clenched her jaw so hard her teeth creaked. A hot jag of pain shot down her neck. She needed a minute, and quiet to think. Raj would be here tomorrow, and Dad⁠—

“Kelly. Your mask.”

“Was that Raj? Is he coming?”

She grabbed for the baby monitor. One fire at a time.

“Mom? Hello, Mom?”

Dad launched in, instead. “Kelly, tell your mother I’m already exposed. There’s no point in me leaving, now I’ve come up.”

“That might not be true,” said Mom. “Being exposed doesn’t mean you’ll get sick. You need to go quarantine in the garage.”

“I’m not going,” said Dad, and in her head, Kelly could see him, arms crossed, jaw thrust out, the picture of defiance. “Look at you. You’re exhausted. You need me up here.”

“Dad, I don’t think⁠—”

“Remember our wedding vows? We’re a team, right? We’re doing this together, and that’s that. You swore.”

“Dad.” Kelly threw up her hands. Dad wasn’t listening. Mom yelled down instead, drowning him out.

“He’s not listening to me. Kelly, you talk him down.”

Kelly leaned on the table. Spots danced in her eyes. Her whole face was throbbing with pain from her jaw. One moment, one second, was that too much to ask? She closed her eyes and tuned out the noise and focused instead on the breeze from outside. It played with her hair and cooled the sweat off her neck, and she breathed deep and smelled dew-damp grass.

“Maybe Dad’s right,” she said, when her head had stopped spinning. “You’ve been up there three days now. You’ve barely slept. If you don’t want Dad up there, let me come instead.”

Mom and Dad both cut in, telling her no. Kelly set the baby monitor on the counter and walked out the front door, across the dooryard, to the garage. Inside was quiet and concrete-floor cool, and the thick stink of engine oil hung in the air. Underneath that, she could smell Dad’s cologne, and was that marijuana? She laughed.

“Damn it, Dad.”

“Driving you nuts, huh?”

Kelly smiled. “Eddie. I thought you might follow.”

“I can go if you want me to. Just checking you’re okay.”

She let out a long breath. What was okay? Relative to the apocalypse, sure, she was fine. She wasn’t being shot at, or sick with the plague. No one had a dead foot needing sawed off. But when had she last been really okay? Calm and at peace, her mind at ease?

“I’m looking for respirators,” she said, avoiding the subject. “Mom and Dad might need more, if they’re both staying upstairs.”

“I’ll help look,” said Eddie, and they got to work, poking through drawers and milk crates stacked high. “Jeb’s got the kids gardening. He’s great with them. He says not to worry—he’ll keep ’em outside. And Stanley’s been dosing everyone with vitamin C. He says it’ll help if we catch, well, y’know.”

Kelly nodded, half-listening, rummaging through Dad’s workbench. She’d loved it out here, back in happier times, loved watching Dad going about his work. She should’ve seen it coming, him sneaking upstairs. He’d always been a fixer, a do-something type.

“Got them,” said Eddie, interrupting her musings. He held up a respirator so she could see.

“Thanks.” Kelly took the box, but made no move to go. “Raj is coming,” she said. “I’m scared for the kids.”

“You think he’d hurt them?”

“Raj? Probably not. But he won’t come alone. He still thinks we took Mira, or suspects we did. He’ll bring the cops or, y’know, muscle for pay. We don’t know what they’ll do if they think we’re a threat.”

Eddie glanced over his shoulder, then shut the door. “We should get the kids off the farm,” he said.

Kelly massaged her temples, trying to think. “Yeah—yeah, you’re right, but don’t take them far. Take them to the Carsons’ and keep them overnight. Jeb’ll drive you, or Stanley, and bring the truck back.”

Eddie nodded. “I can do that. But you’ll get some sleep, right? It’s not just your mom who’s been up for days.”

“I’ll do that,” she said, and she meant it. She did. If she’d been more with it, she might’ve calmed Raj. She might’ve called back the tip line while she still could. Might’ve been able to set this mess straight.

Something thumped behind her, and she spun around. Stanley stood with his hands up, framed in the door.

“Didn’t mean to startle you.” He took a step back. “It’s just, the greenhouse. We’ve had a break-in.”

Kelly’s stomach turned over, and she nearly gagged. “We—what? When?”

“Some time in the night. They pulled down the plastic, made quite the mess. Could’ve been animals, but I don’t think so. They mostly took what was ripe and ready to eat, lettuce and bean sprouts, a few green tomatoes. And…”

Stanley kept talking, but Kelly couldn’t hear. Her ears were ringing, her head full of fog. A break-in—thieves? And nobody heard? This place was defenseless. They were all sitting ducks. She grabbed Eddie’s arm so hard he yelped.

“Get the kids out of here. Right now. Don’t wait.”
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Raj liked to have something to do with his hands. It helped him stay grounded when life got out of hand. Kept him from diving down the worst rabbit holes, like was Mira dying? Would he be too late? Had Kelly hurt her? Had she been drugged?

He lined up three rolls of ribbon, gold, silver, and pink, and pinched the ends together, and measured a length—one foot exactly. Twelve inches. Three hundred and five millimeters—no, three-oh-four point eight. He snipped off the ribbons and pressed them to the scissors, and dragged them across the blade for a perfect curl. He taped it to the others: two more to go.

“That’s a fancy bow,” said Cohen from across the aisle. “What’s in the box?”

Raj thought about telling him he didn’t pay him to talk. But he felt silly just thinking it, so he frowned instead.

“Gift for my daughter. She just turned six.”

“Yeah? What’d you get her?”

Raj stared at his ribbons. He’d lost his groove. Was it gold, silver pink, or was he doing pink, gold, silver?

“A princess tiara,” he said, distracted. “She’s into all that—Disney, you know? I’ve been meaning to take her, but⁠—”

The plane hit a rough patch. Raj dropped his scissors. He bent to get them, but Cohen got there first.

“I’ll hold these,” he said. “Till we’ve evened out.”

Raj scowled at Cohen, but he didn’t seem to notice. These army guys, their faces never changed. You couldn’t tell what they were thinking, or if they thought at all. Bowman and Rogers sat just as stone-faced. Johnson had his back turned. Major Stutt was reading. Or, not Major Stutt. He’d said, call him Doc. Raj frowned and decided Major Stutt would do fine. Doc sounded childish, like a—a cartoon dwarf.

The intercom kicked on, the pilot, Marks. “Sorry to disturb you,” he said. To Raj’s ear, he didn’t sound sorry at all. “There’s been a bird strike incident, and the airstrip’s shut down. Asheville’s still open, so we’re going to try there.”

“What, Asheville airport? In North Carolina?”

“Not much we can do,” said Cohen. “If we’re not cleared to land, that’s it. We go.”

“Isn’t there anywhere closer? Another private airstrip? There’s got to be something in Tennessee.”

“I’ll check around,” said Marks. “But our options are limited, with the situation on the ground. Flying’s restricted outside the⁠—”

Raj yelled out, wordless, then snapped his mouth shut. Blood rose in his cheeks, and he sat back, embarrassed.

“Your scissors, sir.” Cohen held them out. Raj searched his face for a hint of a smirk, but he got nothing, just blank, vacant stone. He took his scissors back and grunted his thanks, and went back to floofing up Mira’s gift. She liked the little touches, the ribbons, the bells. Squealed over them, saved them, hung them on her walls. She’d light up like a sunrise when she saw the box, and probably scream when she looked inside.

If she could scream, with her throat all coughed hoarse.

Raj pushed the thought away and bent to his task. He could feel Cohen watching, but he didn’t care. No one’s opinion mattered but Mira’s.

He reached for a birthday card and found his pen in his bag. Wrote down I’m sorry, and crossed it out. He dug out a fresh card and sat thinking it over. He needed Mira to know he was sorry—that he should’ve been there for her, and he’d dropped the ball. But maybe a birthday card wasn’t the place for all that. A simple message was better: happy birthday, bugjuice. Or happy bidet. That’d make her laugh, because bidet. Like b-day.

“That’s Asheville,” said Cohen, not to Raj but to Bowman. “Should be starting our descent.”

Bowman looked out and grunted, and glanced at Raj. The intercom crackled, and Raj braced himself.

“Bad news,” said Marks. “We’re being redirected to Charlotte. But once we land there, we’re stuck for two weeks.”

“Two weeks? What⁠—”

“They’re mostly plague-free, and they want to keep it that way. We land, we’ll be quarantined, no ifs, ands, or buts.”

“Then turn around. Find us somewhere else.” Raj heard his voice rising and took a deep breath. His hands twitched with the impulse to pull out his hair. “What’s wrong with Asheville? Why can’t we land there?”

“They’re only open for cargo flights. No private traffic.”

“But this is an emergency. Doesn’t that matter?”

“Sir, with respect, your emergency’s on the ground. An emergency in the air means you gotta land now or you’re going down hard. We can head for Charlotte, or⁠—”

Raj threw his head back and bashed it on his headrest. “Just land us somewhere they won’t lock us up. Or say I’m having chest pains. They’ll let us down then.”

Marks made a coughing sound. “Sir? Are you in pain?”

“He’s fine,” called Cohen. “You are, aren’t you?”

Raj scowled, but he nodded. Sure. He was fine. He pulled out his sat phone, but it wouldn’t connect. Cohen watched as he fiddled with the antenna.

“They don’t work well on planes. It’s to do with the angles, and⁠—”

“I’m an engineer. I know that.” Raj got up and paced, but the space was too cramped. He had to skirt Cohen’s legs, then Bowman’s, then Stutt’s. He sat down again and breathed to stay calm.

“My brother had SNOVID,” said Bowman, out of nowhere. “He’s okay now. Your kid will be too.”

Raj wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he said nothing at all. He didn’t want to talk about Mira. He wanted to talk to her. He needed to hold her and know she was okay.

The plane banked again, away from Asheville. Raj peered out his window for something to do. The world stretched below him, seemingly unchanged—the same lines of highway carving up the state. The same gleaming cities, the same sprawling woods. Only, hadn’t those woods once been green? Some stretches still were, but some were brownish, ratty bald patches on the crown of the earth.

“We’ll find somewhere,” said Cohen. “Marks knows his stuff.”

Raj made a humming sound. He didn’t want to talk.

“You’ll be able to call her once we get on the ground.”

Raj twisted a button on the sleeve of his shirt. His anger was rising, and he fought it down. These guys didn’t have kids. What did they know? Not an emergency—what if she died? If she died alone while he was up here, watching the landscape drift by below?

“Good news,” said Marks. “There’s a country club with an airstrip just east of Asheville. We’re cleared to land, and I’m bringing us in.”

Raj sagged in his seat, limp with relief. A country club—perfect. They’d have phones and cars, maybe a helicopter if his luck was in. He’d be back with Mira in no time at all.
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Raj’s relief didn’t last long.

He tried to call Kelly first thing on the ground, but her number was disconnected or her landline was down. Either way, he got no answer, not even her voice mail. All he got was silence, then a weird clicking sound. It made him think of termites chewing on wood.

“Sir?”

“Just a minute.” Raj tried one more time and got termites again. He turned to find Cohen dogging his heels. “Where is everyone? Did you get us a car?”

“That’s the thing,” said Cohen. “They won’t let us inside. They’re asking we clear the property as soon as we can.”

Raj gaped. “They what? How do we clear off without a ride?”

“Marks is working on it,” said Cohen. Raj turned away. He pulled out his phone again and called his office. He got a recording and tried his PA. Jordan picked up, but he wasn’t much help. He put Raj on hold and didn’t come back, and Raj stood there fuming and sweating through his shirt, slick palms wrinkling the tissue paper on Mira’s gift. Cohen was on his phone, and Marks was on his. Bowman and Stutt were unloading the plane, which, damn it, he hadn’t⁠—

The on-hold music cut out, and Jordan was back. “Sir?”

“Took you long enough. What’ve you got?”

“I can get you a helicopter, but it’ll be a few hours. Or there’s an Avis just east of Asheville. You get off the highway at⁠—”

“They can’t meet us here?”

“They’re not even open, but the manager’ll come in. He says you can call him. I’ll text you the number.”

“And he can’t— Actually, hold on.” Raj tried to put him on hold and hung up instead, and jogged to intercept Bowman getting off the plane.

“What are you doing?”

“Unloading your equipment, your ventilators, your pills. Most of it, we can carry without slowing ourselves down.”

Raj blinked. “Wait, slowing… Didn’t you get a car?”

“Sorry,” said Marks. “Asheville’s on lockdown. Everything’s closed. We’ll be able to find something if you don’t mind bending the law, but until then, we’re walking. Ready to go?”

Raj clenched his fists, his heart beating fast. He wanted to hit someone. Hit Marks, most like. Instead, he breathed out, harsh through his nose. “There’s an Avis,” he said. “Just outside Asheville. They’ll open for us if we can make it that far.”

“Avis, huh?” Marks checked his map. “Yeah, okay, that’s maybe ten miles. Shouldn’t be a problem if we get a move on.”

They set out walking, all in a line, Marks at the front, Cohen at the rear. Raj trudged along somewhere in the middle. He’d shrugged off his jacket to shield Mira’s gift—that way, he wouldn’t sweat through the wrapping.

“Bug spray,” said Bowman, and slipped him a can. Raj sprayed himself, coughed, and passed it up the line. They marched up the highway, along the shoulder. Stutt paused a mile in to peer east, then west.

“What are you looking for?”

“No traffic,” he said. “Not coming or going.”

Raj kept walking. “So?”

“So expect a roadblock outside Asheville.”

Raj shrugged, uncaring, then Stutt’s meaning sank in. He stopped in his tracks. “You mean, before the car rental?”

Stutt shrugged. “Maybe. We’re on foot, so we could walk around. But once we get in, it might not be pretty.”

Raj wanted to ask him, not pretty how? But he’d seen the news, same as everyone else—the protests, the riots, crowds smashing roadblocks. Folks fleeing the cities, sick with SNOVID, following rumors of hope and relief—vaccines and treatments, plague-free havens. Mythical hospitals with wide-open wards. Boulder’d been flooded, after a rumor like that, festering traffic jams for miles on all sides, cars ripe with corpses stretched across their back seats.

“We’ll get you there,” said someone, Cohen, he thought. Raj nodded, but he wasn’t sure he believed it. He was still wrapping his head around this happening to him. Raj Sahai walking, with the sun in his face. There had to be someone, someone he could pay. Someone who’d come for him, even in this.

A bug bit his neck and he slapped it away. The trees petered out along the road’s edge. Raj glimpsed buildings between them, gray urban sprawl. He searched for an Avis sign—what if they’d missed it? Ten miles wasn’t far, or maybe it was. He checked his watch and nearly blundered into Johnson.

“Huh? Why’re we stopping?”

Marks held up his hand. “Listen.”

Raj listened. He heard the wind in the trees and a river nearby, or no. No, not water. Voices, a crowd. A great angry roar. Raj jerked back sharply and trod on Stutt’s foot.

“Sorry,” he said.

Marks dropped his arm. “We’re going around. Back roads only from here.”

Raj opened his mouth, but his voice caught in his throat. His heart was pounding again, but not with anger. He was scared, terrified, and not of the crowd. Not just of the crowd, but of all of it—a world where Mira got snatched away. Where people were dying, and did they blame him? What would they do if they caught the Snowman?

“Come on,” said Cohen. “Let’s get off the road.”

Raj blundered on, following Johnson. They cut through the forest and across a wide field, and Marks spotted a florist’s van in an open garage. He stole it, and the soldiers piled in the back. They waved Raj in after them, but he climbed in the front, not liking the idea of riding blind.

“It’ll be better from here,” said Marks. “It’s a pretty straight shot back to Tennessee.”

Raj wanted to believe him, but his fear only grew, a lump in his throat that hurt when he swallowed. When he noticed the smell, he knew—he just knew. He knew a deer hadn’t died, or a dog, or a bear. He knew what he’d see when Marks turned the corner, and from the way Marks stiffened, Raj guessed he knew too.

“Don’t look,” said Marks.

Raj knew what he’d see, but he looked anyway. He looked and he saw a long, narrow pit spanning a clearing cut into the woods. He saw bags of quicklime piled up like pillows, and a yellow excavator parked to one side. In the pit, he saw gray shapes laid out in a line, gaunt human shapes with black holes for mouths. Some lay stretched out, some curled tight. Some had their hands flung out grasping at air. One was just tiny, about Mira’s size, and Raj made a hurt sound.

“I said, don’t look.”

Raj kept on looking. Was he to blame?
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Kelly stood in the driveway in the gathering dark, buzzing with caffeine and nerves stretched too thin. He’d said tomorrow. Well, that was today. What was he doing? Why hadn’t he⁠—

“Kelly.”

She jumped, nearly toppled, and let out a yelp.

“Jeb, what the— What are you doing, sneaking around in the dark?”

“I wasn’t sneaking,” he said. He handed her something warm wrapped in wax paper. “Stanley made cornbread. I brought you a hunk.”

Kelly peeled back the paper, but the smell turned her stomach, too sweet, too buttery, too rich for her gut. She tucked it away.

“I think he’s planning an ambush. That’s got to be it.”

“Who, Raj?” Jeb sat on a rock. “I don’t know I’d do that, if I were him.”

“Why not? It makes sense to catch us flatfooted.”

“Like I just caught you?” Jeb chuckled into his beard. “He won’t want to scare us. That’s how things go bad.”

“Then why isn’t he here? He said today, right?”

Jeb shrugged and squinted down the shadowed driveway. “We left Orlando thinking we’d be here in two weeks. It took us, what, six? And it felt like a year. Raj could’ve hit the same hitches we did.”

“In his private jet? Gimme a break.”

“He had to land somewhere, and who knows what happened next? The Snowman’s not so popular outside his bubble.” Jeb stretched out, back crackling, and groaned deep in his chest. “Ugh, stiff. Long day.”

“Yeah? What were you doing?”

“Why don’t you come see?”

Kelly shook her head. “I need to keep watch.”

Jeb laughed again. “The dogs’ll do that. Haven’t you noticed? A gnat farts within five miles, and they bark up a storm.”

Kelly thought about arguing, but Jeb was right. The dogs were big barkers, and she’d been out here for hours, working up a head of paranoia to beat Ted Kaczynski. She’d fled the house some time after lunch, fled Mira’s crying and come to look for Raj. She hadn’t meant to stay out so late, but she’d convinced herself he’d be along any minute. The wind sighed and she stiffened, sure she heard cars. The cry of a bird became the squeal of brakes. Ghost lights blinked and flickered at the edge of her vision, products of exhaustion, but she still turned toward them, squinting through the forest for a glimpse of headlights.

“Come on,” said Jeb, and got to his feet. He slung his arm around her and steered her back up the drive, across to the garage, where the big door gaped open. She stopped at the threshold and peered back toward the house.

“Kid’s sleeping,” said Jeb. “Your dad read her a story, and she conked right out.”

Kelly nodded, but Mira’s silence didn’t bring her any comfort. What if Raj never showed? What would she say then? She couldn’t decide which was worse: telling a six-year-old her dad had gone missing, or an ambush by said dad in the dead of night.

Jeb nudged her gently into the garage. Kelly’s arms pricked with goose bumps at the sudden coolness. A cobweb brushed her shoulder, and she flicked it away.

“Me and Stanley had a root around, with your dad’s blessing. We found⁠—”

“Is that a gun?” Kelly went to Dad’s workbench. She tugged on the light pull, and yeah. Yeah, it was. She picked up the rifle and weighed it in her hands.

“Remington .223,” said Jeb. “It’s good for coyotes.”

Kelly checked the safety, then raised it to her shoulder. She peered down the barrel and mimed a trigger-pull. “Pew.”

“I know,” said Jeb. “Not a whole lot of use if Raj goes nuclear. But assuming he doesn’t, we can’t sit on our laurels. This place is wide open, no fence, no gate. We’ve got animals already, eating our greens. It’s only a matter of time before we get the two-legged type. If we haven’t already, in the greenhouse.”

Kelly nodded. She’d been thinking the same. “You find anything else, besides the .223?”

“Your dad’s got tools we could use to build us a fence. We’d just need some concrete to sink our fence posts, and a whole lot of chain link to stretch in between.”

Kelly set down the rifle, then changed her mind. The kids might get hold of it, left out in the open. She popped out the magazine and cleared the chamber, and locked the rifle away in Dad’s bottom drawer.

“The fence,” she said. “Chain link won’t cut it. It’ll keep the coyotes out, but not so much people.”

“Then, what were you thinking?”

“Steel mesh and razor wire, like you’d get at a prison. Walls ten feet high, too tough to cut.”

Jeb stroked his beard, thoughtful. “I could build that, no problem. I’m good at fences. But there’s stuff on that shopping list you won’t find at Lowe’s—mostly the steel mesh. You’d need lots of that.”

“There’s a power plant near here with a fence just like that. Maybe they have extra, y’know, for repairs.”

“Maybe,” said Jeb, but he didn’t look convinced. He frowned for a moment, then his face cleared. “Oh, before I forget, here, check this out.” He reached under Dad’s workbench and dragged out a strange object—a squat plastic cannon? A telescope on wheels? Kelly pulled it toward her and peered down its bore.

“What’s this, this curly part?”

“It’s where you put your balls.”

Kelly spluttered laughter. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Your balls. It’s a baseball launcher. For the dogs, I’d assume, but it looks like they’ve chewed it, and the spring’s twisted up.”

“But if we could fix it…yeah, we could use this. Load it with sandbags, like warning shots.” Kelly poked at its casing, trying to feel where it was broken. The battery compartment fell open at her touch.

“We’ll be okay,” said Jeb. “Once we get through this Raj thing, we can fix this place up. It’s a good spot, up high, with the hills at our back. And there’s all kinds of wild fruit growing in the woods. Good hunting, too. We’re not gonna starve.”

Kelly let him talk a while, though he wasn’t saying much she hadn’t thought of herself. His easy confidence was balm for her nerves. She felt herself relaxing, thinking he might be right. If Raj was like her, he had just one goal, to get Mira home and out of danger. As long as Kelly let him, she had nothing to fear.

She stood up, knees popping, and blinked through her head rush. “I’m going back to the house,” she said. “Got to radio Eddie and check on the kids.”

Jeb nodded. “I’ll stay here and make a list for the fence, what we’ve got already and what we still need.”

“Meet me back here when it gets dark? I want to watch the greenhouse and keep an eye out for Raj.”

Jeb gave her a narrow look. “Get some sleep first. I’ll watch till midnight, then we can switch off.”

“Or that,” agreed Kelly. “Yeah, that sounds better.” She set off for the house, numb with fatigue. A few hours in dreamland would set her to rights.
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Mom’s old clock radio kicked on at midnight, static instead of music blasting in her ear. Kelly slapped it off and scrambled upright. She sat there a moment, unsure where she was—in her bed in Orlando? Her berth on Zach’s boat? Locked up at Kate’s place, stoned off her head? A long, gasping breath brought her back to Earth, back to Mom’s pantry in her old sleeping bag, the sweet scent of baked goods heavy in the air.

“Home,” she muttered, and shuffled out to the kitchen. The baby monitor was quiet save for Mira’s breathing, soft little snuffles that weren’t quite snores. Out on the back porch, Stanley was sawing logs, him and Rascal in concert, snoring up a storm. Kelly wondered if she snored and decided she didn’t. Zach would’ve said something. Bought her snore strips. Wrapped them up in a fancy bow to make her laugh.

She slipped out the front door and across the yard, and found Jeb in the shadows just inside the garage, watching the greenhouse and the darkened driveway.

“We need some lights down there,” he said as she sat.

“I’ve been telling my folks that since…I can’t even remember.” She took the rifle from Jeb and laid it over her knees. “All quiet, I take it?”

“Mostly,” said Jeb. “The dogs woke a while back, sniffed around some. But they went back to sleep. I think we’re okay.”

Kelly frowned at that. She scanned the line where the weeds met the forest, a messy black smudge in the weak kitchen light. Movement caught her eye, waving grass, rustling leaves. Nothing was still, not even the greenhouse. Flaps of plastic sheeting caught on the breeze. The shadows of plants swayed and shivered inside.

Kelly watched and she listened, and her paranoia crept back. If Raj had brought the cavalry, wouldn’t they case the place first? See how close they could get without rousing the dogs? Sneak around back, maybe, set up camp in the hills, ready to strike at the first light of dawn. They’d grab Jeb and Stanley off the back porch—or better, do it quiet when they went to piss. Hold them as security, to swap for Mira. But if one of them fought, or someone panicked⁠—

Jeb gripped her arm. Kelly almost screamed.

“What?”

“Over there.” He pointed between the barn and the greenhouse. One of the dogs did a tired, lazy yip. Kelly strained to make sense of the shadows, the rough shapes of bushes and…was that a man? She edged back, rifle raised, holding her breath. The man shape ducked lower, and she took aim.

“Easy,” whispered Jeb. “Could be just⁠—”

Two more dogs barked. Someone hissed, shh. Kelly heard shuffling behind the barn.

“I see you,” she called. “Come out, hands up.”

More whispers rose. Something clinked in the dark. A black shape burst from behind the greenhouse. It bolted for the forest and went down with a thud. Someone screamed gun, and Kelly jerked back. She was standing, she realized, aiming at the barn. Aiming at the voices, ready to fire. She eased her finger off the trigger and took a deep breath.

“I don’t want to hurt you. I just⁠—”

A gun went off, so loud Kelly thought it was hers. Then came the second bang, and she knew it wasn’t. She swung around, and the fleeing man was back, up on one knee, aiming for her. She swung around, fired, and he went down in a heap.

“Trevor! No, no!” A small form came streaking across the dooryard, then another behind it—kids. They’re just kids. Trevor was sobbing, pained little cries, curled in a heap in a tangle of weeds. The dogs were all barking and scratching the walls. Kelly lowered her rifle, sick with horror.

“He’s crying,” said Jeb. “That’s a good sign.”

“Help us,” called someone. “We swear we won’t shoot.”

“I’m sorry,” said Kelly. “We thought you were⁠—”

“What’s going on out there?” A window thunked open and Mom leaned out. Her respirator had slipped down, and she pulled it back up. “Caitlin? Caitlin Evers? Is that you I see?”

The littlest shadow bobbed its head up and down. “Yes, ma’am. It’s me, and Nancy and Trevor.”

“You kids hold on. I’m coming down.”

“You shot him,” said Nancy, her voice thick with tears. “He only had a pellet gun, and now he’s gonna die.”

That made Trevor cry harder. Jeb knelt at his side. He pulled out a flashlight and thumbed it on.

“He’s not going to die,” he said. “See, just a scratch.”

“It hurts,” moaned Trevor. Jeb hitched up his sleeve, exposing a wide, shallow graze. He’d bled a lot, but the wound wasn’t deep. Still, Kelly winced. It looked like it stung.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Why’d you have to shoot?”

Nancy ignored her, focused on Trevor. Mom came charging out, still in her slippers and floral nightgown. She stopped six feet back, clutching her mask to her face.

“What’s going on out here? Trevor? What happened?”

Trevor sat up, wiping snot off his lip. He looked older than the other two, maybe fourteen, with the scraggly beginnings of his first mustache.

“We were hungry,” he said, and glowered at Kelly. “We wanted some beans, and you’ve got so many. We didn’t know you’d shoot us, or we’d have gone to the Cade farm.”

“You shot him?” Donna’s eyes darted to Kelly. Kelly couldn’t look at her. She turned away.

“He’ll be all right,” said Jeb. “I’ll patch up his arm.”

Trevor lurched to his feet. “I can do it myself. I don’t need your help. All we need is your food, and I guess you won’t share.”

“That’s for our kids,” said Kelly, but Mom smacked her arm.

“Of course you can have some. There’s enough to go around. But no more midnight visits—you come to the door. And you give it a week or two. We’ve got plague in the house.”

Nancy gasped and jumped back. Trevor pushed Jeb away.

“We’re gonna get sick now?”

“I don’t wanna die!”

“You’re all right,” said Jeb. “We’ve all got our masks.”

Kelly stumbled backward, toward the barn. She leaned on the wall, and her vision went gray. Her senses went hazy, and she thought she might faint, but she just slid down slowly to crouch on her heels. She’d shot the neighbor boy. Shot him in the arm. If her aim had been steady, she’d have shot him in the face. Her spit went sour and she let out a groan.

“Kelly,” said Mom.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Mom stood looking down at her, her expression unreadable behind her mask. “I’m sure you are sorry, but…sorry for what?”

Kelly blinked. “Trevor. What else? I shot him. I⁠—”

“That was an accident. What you said was just cruel.”

Kelly opened her mouth and closed it again. What she’d said—what she’d said. What had she said?

“You’d have sent those kids off with nothing to eat?”

Kelly’s guts churned with shame, then with rising anger. She choked back her rage, but it broke loose anyway, mean, ugly words she hated as she said them—hated them and believed them, right down to her core.

“You don’t get it,” she said. “The world, it’s changed. You’d know if you’d been with us. If you’d seen what we’ve seen. The way things are now, everyone’s out for themselves. Once they see we’re a soft touch, they’ll just take and take. They’ll take all we have, and we’ll be the ones starving.”

Mom’s hand fluttered up. “Do you hear yourself?”

Kelly said nothing, thinking of Faye. She’d tried to warn her, but Kelly hadn’t listened. She’d shrunk from the truth, and maybe if she hadn’t, Ray would still be alive. He’d still have both feet, and as for Mira⁠—

“Those are kids,” said Mom. “Kids I’ve known all their lives. They’ve just got their grandma since their mom passed away. The day I won’t help them’ll be the same day I die.”

“Ease off,” said Jeb, getting to his feet. “I get where you’re coming from, but everyone’s fine. We’re all tired and stressed, so let’s take a step back. We can talk in the morning, figure out what comes next.”

Mom scowled at Jeb. He took a step back. Kelly stared past them both, into the dark, trying to think of something to say. Long moments passed, and the silence grew heavy. In the end, it was Mom who broke the impasse.

“I know it’s been hard out there.” She let out a sigh. “But, Kelly, sweetheart, you can’t let it change you. The storm will end, and you’ll have to live with yourself. Don’t become someone you won’t recognize.”

Kelly couldn’t find her voice, but she managed a nod. Mom turned and headed back for the house. Kelly stared after her till her eyes blurred with tears. Then she dropped down on her ass in the dirt, buried her face in her arms and let herself cry. She cried for the person she’d been and the person she was—and who was that? Who was she?

What had she become?
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Jeb showed up at the Carson place just after dawn, him and Stanley and Rascal in Bill’s old truck. The kids ran to greet them, eager to go. Stanley waved them back with a shake of his head.

“Not yet,” he said. “Maybe this afternoon.”

Jackson launched into the same spiel he’d perfected on Eddie, all the reasons his banishment didn’t make sense. Eddie, who’d heard it all, pulled Jeb aside.

“Nothing from Raj yet?”

“Not when we left.”

“Word is, he’s gone missing.” He glanced at the kids. “They found Carson’s ham radio and got it online, and from what I’m hearing⁠—”

“I’m practically eighteen. I should get a say.” Jackson tried to dodge Stanley, but Stanley blocked his way.

“I’m hearing you, believe me, but your mom says⁠—”

Jeb pulled Eddie away from them, toward the truck. “Speaking of Kelly, she sent me to get you. Wants us to grab her some things from downtown.”

“What, now? Today? What about the kids?”

“Stanley’ll sit with them. She, uh—we need to talk.” He stood up a little taller and waved to Jackson. “Hey, we’re taking the truck for a couple of hours. You kids okay to hold down the fort?”

Jackson and Zoe fixed him with identical scowls.

“Let us come,” said Zoe.

“You can’t just dump us off and expect us to stay.”

“It’s for your mom,” said Jeb, and his broad shoulders sagged. “I don’t know if you noticed, but she’s not doing so good. She hasn’t been eating or getting much sleep, and knowing you kids are safe—can you give her that much?”

“I want to see her,” said Jackson, but Zoe held him back.

“We can call her,” she said. “Stanley’ll let us, right?”

“Sure, we can buzz her. She’s got her radio.”

Jeb gave Eddie a nudge. “Come on. We should go.”

Eddie waved to Zoe and got in the truck. She shot him an appraising look and didn’t wave back. Jackson looked like he might try to jump on the truck, but Stanley had his arm, and he stayed put. Eddie huffed through his mask and leaned back in his seat.

“What you said about Kelly—I’ve noticed it too.”

Jeb pushed his hair back. “It’s been worse since you left. She’s all scared and paranoid, refusing to sleep. Like if she closes her eyes, it’ll all fall apart. And last night, those kids came back, the ones who robbed the greenhouse. They tried it again, and, well, it was bad. One of them shot at us and she shot right back, and no one got hurt much, but she took it hard.”

Eddie frowned. “Wait, she shot him? Kelly shot some kid, and you left her alone?”

“She’s got her folks. They’ll watch over her. And this was the only way I could get her calmed down, swearing I’d help her fix the place up.” Jeb gripped the steering wheel white-knuckle tight. “I didn’t want to leave her, but what else could I do? She was up at first light, measuring for the fence. I told her there’s no point till we’ve checked underground—you know, for phone lines, pipes, and the like. Her dad’s got a utility scanner, but I didn’t tell her that. I made her promise she’d rest up while we went to town.” He turned off the dirt road, wheels bumping on asphalt. “What was that, earlier, about Raj going missing?”

Eddie shrugged. “Just a rumor, could be true, could be bull. Guy Jackson heard it from’s sort of a kook, thinks Russia made SNOVID and Donn Snow’s one of theirs. But he’s saying Sahai went to pay Mira’s ransom, and disappeared somewhere out in NC.”

Jeb frowned. “I guess that’d explain why he hasn’t shown up. But if you ask me, I’d say he’s just fine.”

“How do you figure?”

“Guy like that goes missing, it’s a big deal. Someone’s gonna come looking, and pretty sharpish. Nobody has, so I’d guess he’s checked in.”

Eddie closed his eyes, not much relieved. He hadn’t been sleeping much better than Kelly, last night especially, when Raj didn’t show. Kelly had radioed, and she’d sounded…off. All weird and jumpy, not like herself. She’d asked about Jackson and kept right on talking, not leaving space for him to reply. She’d come off as high almost, amped up on speed. Only, she wasn’t, because where would she get speed?

“What are we getting if we don’t need the…thing?” Eddie flapped his hand. “The utility sniffer—you know. The thing.”

“Underground utility locator,” said Jeb. “Main thing today is, we need a bigger truck. We’ll be hauling fence posts and quick-set concrete, not to mention a whole mess of wire. And Kelly wants, uh…”

Eddie’s stomach lurched. “What?”

“Guns.”

“Uh-uh. No way.”

“Might not be a bad idea, as long as we’re safe.”

“Didn’t you just say Kelly shot some kid?”

“After he shot at her.” Jeb slowed for a pothole. Eddie breathed through his nose.

“Guns, man, I hate guns. Guns are the pits. Take any disaster, and guns make it worse.”

“Except if the bad guys have guns of their own. You don’t want ’em shooting, and you can’t shoot back.”

“I guess not,” said Eddie. “But…guns. Around Zoe.”

Jeb skirted a roadblock, two cars nose to nose. He crawled past the diner, tires crunching on glass, and stopped with a whistle at a defunct red light.

“What happened here?”

“Bill said they all left. Upped sticks and tried to outrun the plague.”

“Not all of them,” said Jeb, and sniffed the air. Eddie sniffed too, and tried not to retch. The breeze smelled of summer, and something corrupt—meat past its prime and overripe fruit. The diner, maybe, or something worse.

“Let’s be quick,” said Jeb. “You been here before?”

Eddie just nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“There a U-Haul around here? Or a furniture store?”

Eddie tried to think. He’d never lived here, only come up with Zach. They’d done some exploring, but just the fun kind, hunting for nightlife and places to eat.

“I think there’s an Ashley store up by the mall. You’re looking for trucks?”

“Nah, thought I’d stop by and pick up a couch.”

Eddie smacked him, half-hearted. Jeb swatted back. They laughed, but their mirth soon petered out.

“The mall’s straight up Main, then go right on…Fourth? Watch for the root beer sign, and you won’t go wrong.”

Jeb rolled through the town, careful and slow. He had to go slow because of the crows. In the absence of people, they crowded the streets, scattering garbage from curb to curb. They flocked in the roadways like they owned the place, sharp little landlords in sleek, glossy coats. Two of them flapped down and perched on Jeb’s hood, and pecked fallen berries from under his wipers.

“Creepy,” said Eddie.

“Go on, shoo,” said Jeb.

The birds didn’t shoo. Jeb stopped outside Moosie’s Hardware and Guns, and they broke in the back, but the shelves were all bare. Moosie had taken his stock when he left, not a nail or a pea shooter left on the shelves.

“It’s a small town,” said Eddie. “There’ll be guns around. We could check the houses, but⁠—”

A distant door slammed. Eddie choked on a yelp. Jeb shouldered past him and back down the hall and stood in the doorway, frowning down the street. Eddie waited for his heart to calm down, then he went out too and surveyed the scene.

“What is it?”

“There.”

Eddie looked up, and he felt his scalp crawl. Something two blocks off had angered the crows, and they’d gathered to squawk at it, and circle and swoop.

“We’re not alone,” said Jeb.

Eddie thought of zombies and killers in masks, horror-flick stalkers prowling the streets. His mouth had gone dry, and he licked his lips.

“The locals,” he said, and cleared his throat. “The original town, it was just the one street. Then it caught on with, y’know, retirees. Summer-house buyers, all those kind of folk. They built it all out, but now, with the plague⁠—”

“You’re saying that’s the real town, the ones left behind?”

Eddie swallowed. “I guess so. The locals. Where else would they go?”

“So to them, we’re strangers looting their town.” Jeb watched the crows settle back on the roof. “All right. I got you. We’ll stick to the mall.”

They left Moosie’s behind and headed uptown, where the houses got bigger and the shops got faux-quaint, all painted awnings and kitschy displays. The crows were here too, lined up on the eaves. They gossiped among themselves as Jeb puttered by.

“This mall you mentioned⁠—”

“Past the golf course.” Eddie frowned as they passed it, at its bleak state, all bone-white sand traps and yellowing links. Where the lake had receded lay a festering swamp, dotted with golf balls and old rusted clubs. The woods stretched beyond it, hiding the mall.

“You okay?” said Jeb.

Eddie nodded. “I’m good.” He drew himself up and tried to breathe right, but his heart was still racing, his stomach in knots. Something felt screwy, but he couldn’t say what—maybe the quiet, maybe the birds. Maybe the unpleasant whiff of decay.

Jeb cruised past the golf course and up to the mall. “Looks closed,” he said. “Like it’s been closed a while.”

Eddie squinted across the parking lot and saw he was right. The Dollar Mart was just closed, its displays still intact, but the next storefront down was boarded up tight. The concrete was lighter where a sign had once hung—TERRAPIN STATION. A pet shop, maybe. Up past the mall, Ashley’s was gone, the building abandoned, the lot overgrown. The Maaco across the street was shut down as well, a red BACK SOON sign askew on the door.

“Sorry,” said Eddie. “I didn’t know.”

“We might still find something. Might as well look.”

Jeb parked in the shade around the side of the mall. He got out of the truck and headed up front. Eddie followed more slowly, on high alert. His neck prickled, hairs standing on end. He scanned the mall roof, suspicious, then paused to look back. A crow bobbed its head at him from the town limit sign. He turned his back on it and huffed through his nose. Drive anyone crazy, all these damn birds.

Jeb broke in through the Dollar Mart, through the front door. Eddie trailed after him, flashlight in hand. Inside was cool, but the air still smelled fresh. The shelves were still sparkling, no sign of dust. Jeb pulled a pillowcase from his backpack, and set about filling it with random crap—tube socks and marbles, nails, a machete. Eddie watched without comment and with dawning dread: a sock full of marbles made a fine flail. A nail-driven bat would hit one bloody homer. As for the machete…the yard was overgrown. Maybe Jeb wanted to clear out the weeds.

Eddie paused to inspect a display of glass bottles. “How about these? For firebombs, maybe?”

“I wouldn’t,” said Jeb. “It’s been a dry spring.”

Eddie thought of the golf course, yellow as straw. He pictured it going up with a Hollywood whoosh, like a match in a kitchen where the gas was left on. A shudder ran through him, and he left the bottles behind. Jeb quit his looting and glanced down the mall.

“You could check through those other stores while I finish up here. Under the counters, y’know, in case…”

He left the thought hanging, but Eddie understood. Jeb was leaving the choice up to him, whether to snag any guns left behind. He hoped he wouldn’t find any, but of course he did. Baker’s Fine Foods had a handgun in back, but nothing to load it with, so he left it alone. The security office yielded a richer harvest: the first locker he opened had a rifle inside, and a box of ammo, full to the top. Eddie closed the locker, then opened it again. He stared at the rifle for what felt like an age, its greasy black barrel, its fiberglass stock. He thought about Zoe holding one just like it, firing at nothing, her eyes glazed with fear. She could’ve hit someone, and Kelly had.

They hadn’t shot first, not Kelly. Not Zoe. But was that better, or was it worse? Not shooting first meant someone else had. No point in a gun, without the will to use it.

He’d use it, he thought, if it came to that. If it came down to Zoe or some nameless thief…

He took the gun and the ammo and checked the rest of the lockers. His bolt cutters broke on the third from the end, but by that time he’d looted two more handguns and enough ammo to last him a while.

Eddie zipped up his bag and turned back the way he’d come, only to freeze at a pop from outside. A gunshot, a backfire. One or the other. He stood where he was, ears pricked, listening. An engine revved, sputtered, and backfired again. Wheels crunched on gravel and a heavy door slammed.

“Eddie? Just me.”

Eddie’s knees buckled and he nearly went down. He took a deep breath instead and hurried outside. Jeb had found an old farm truck with a stained wood-stake bed, bigger than Bill’s truck and ancient as dirt. An elderly motorbike leaned in the back, its front brake held on with a thin rubber band.

“A twofer,” said Jeb, and hopped down from the cab. “I doubt the bike’s running, but we’ll get her fixed up.”

“Where’d you even find that?”

“Across the street.” He gestured at the Maaco, its front boarded shut. “You weren’t back yet, so I figured I’d check.”

Eddie eyed the truck, skeptical. “You’re gonna drive home in that?”

“That’s the plan,” said Jeb. “Come help lash this bike down. It’s wobbling around.”

Eddie climbed up and helped Jeb with the bike, tightening its straps and chocking its wheels, bundling it in blankets and taping down its brakes. He couldn’t much see the point in all the tender care—the bike was a trash heap, and so was the truck. A couple more scratches, who’d even know?

“Pass me that strap?” Jeb held out his hand and Eddie passed him the strap. He caught a whiff of tobacco and wrinkled his nose.

“Didn’t know you smoked.”

Jeb frowned. “What? I don’t.”

“Then, what…” Eddie sniffed the bike blanket and sneezed from the dust. Jeb stood, pulled his mask down, and scented the breeze.

“Who’s there?”

No one answered. Eddie’s heart skipped a beat.

“Jeb?”

“Quiet—wait.” Jeb hopped off the truck bed and stood breathing deep. “Kids, if that’s you, y’all come on out.”

Eddie reached for his bag, heavy with guns. He dragged it toward him, wincing at the sound. A bird flapped up, squawking, from deep in the woods.

“They’re gone,” said Jeb. “Whoever was there.”

Eddie clutched his gun bag. “How do you know?”

“That bird. They just scared it, or that’d be my guess.”

Eddie watched the bird settle back into its tree. “I felt weird before,” he said, and cringed as he said it. Still, he kept talking, a nervous patter. “Back in town, I felt weird, and outside the mall. That prickly feeling, like eyes on your back. I know that’s just stupid, but⁠—”

“I felt it too.” Jeb’s voice was quiet, but it shut Eddie up.

“You—”

“We should head back, straight to the farm. Not to the kids, in case…”

In case.

Eddie’s scalp prickled, and he thought he might puke. A wave of fear hit him, huge and unformed—zombies and Bigfoot, the great unknown—his own horror movie, and when did it end?

“It doesn’t,” he muttered.

Jeb half-turned. “What?”

Eddie hopped off the flatbed and brushed dust off his pants. He swallowed to calm himself, and his next words came out steady. “I’ll take Bill’s truck,” he said. “C’mon, let’s head out.”
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Kelly wasn’t sleeping when Raj rolled up the drive.

She wasn’t sleeping, but she wasn’t awake. She was somewhere between the two, one foot in a dream, the other perched carelessly in Eddie’s lap. He’d come back from town with a decent haul, no fence stuff this time, but he’d found her a truck. He’d brought her guns, too, though he’d put her off when she’d wanted to see them. We’ve got all day for that. C’mon, let’s sit. It’s nice on the porch swing, out of the sun.

So they’d sat on the porch swing, and Kelly’s head had gone heavy. But she wasn’t sleeping, because she’d slept half the day. She was just resting her eyes, and listening to Eddie, and in a minute, she’d get back to work.

“Jackson looks good,” said Eddie. “Hadn’t noticed before, but he’s got quite a tan. And his beard’ll be something if he lets it grow in. It isn’t just anyone can pull off a beard, but Jackson looks rugged. A real mountain man.”

Kelly smiled, half-dreaming, and yeah, she could see it. Zach’d had a beard, a wild, bushy thing. He’d trimmed it back for their wedding, but it’d grown back in. An Ancient Mariner beard, rimed with sea salt. She’d always loved the feel of it, rough on her cheek. The way it tickled her when he went in for a cuddle.

She drifted deeper, sailing close to sleep. Sometimes, when she dozed off to a good memory, she could follow it into a perfect, sweet dream. A dream where her family was still all together, where Zach had stayed home that day, and the dogs were barking.

The dogs were barking.

Kelly sat up. “What’s happening?”

Eddie jerked and snorted. Had he drifted off too? Kelly staggered upright, the sun in her eyes.

“The dogs. They’re barking.”

“They bark all the time.”

“Where are the guns? What did you get?”

“Huh? Kelly, stop.”

Eddie moved to block her, but Kelly ducked past him. She ran to the garage and found his bag on the bench, stretched out to fit the length of a rifle.

“Wait. You don’t⁠—”

“Get in the house.” She hustled him out, but Eddie pushed back.

“You don’t know you need those. You don’t know it’s him.”

“Not with you yapping, but if you quit, I could hear…” She cocked her head, listening, but she was wrong. All she could hear were ten noisy dogs. Eleven, if you counted the one on the porch, that old one, Max. Mom spoiled him silly.

“Inside,” she said again, and hurried up the steps. Then, she remembered. “I don’t see Jeb.”

“He went to the Carsons’. Come on, sit down.”

Kelly ran inside, but she didn’t sit down. She jogged to the front room and knelt by the window, squinting across the dooryard and down the drive. Eddie crouched beside her.

“What are you doing?”

She unzipped the bag and rummaged inside. Pulled out the rifle. “This is loaded,” she said.

Eddie’s face fell. “I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t check?” She didn’t wait for an answer, just flipped the safety. “Get Max. Bring him in. Lock him in the pantry.”

“What, with the food?”

Kelly scowled. “Do it.” She shut the window halfway and drew the curtain, leaving a slim gap overlooking the drive. Outside, the dogs barked and raced up and down, and stood on their hind legs, peering out of their run. Kelly thought they seemed nervous, their yips high and strained. Had they always barked that way or was this something new?

She crouched in the shadows like a hunter in a blind, raised her rifle to her shoulder and aimed it down the drive. The sun caught the barrel, and she shuffled back. She found a dark space where she could squat unseen, at the foot of Mom’s couch, shoulder to the wall. Outside, the drive seemed impossibly bright, a loud burst of sunlight slashed through the trees.

“Kelly.”

She jerked at Mom’s voice and almost turned to look. Then she remembered Mom wasn’t there, only the baby monitor parked on the table.

“Kelly.”

She narrowed her eyes. She could hear the intruders, two sets of wheels. Two engines purring, and neither was Jeb’s. He’d taken Mom’s truck, and it had its own sound, a sort of low rumble, a road-weary broom. These sounded newer, factory-fresh. Kelly homed in on them, and that bright slash of drive, and the rest of the world lost its edges. It all blended together, the hiss of the sprinklers, the noisy dog run. Mom on the monitor, calling her name.

Kelly breathed slow and waited, and she didn’t blink. She lined up her finger along the trigger guard, near the trigger, not on it. She wouldn’t shoot, unless…

Unless what?

The first truck breached the trees, sun in its grill. Sun on its windshield. Kelly’s eyes ran. She blinked and saw spots and shouted over the noise.

“Stop. Stop right there.”

The truck didn’t stop. It came up to the mailbox and cruised right on by, into the dooryard, and Kelly fired off a shot. She let out a scream—she hadn’t meant to do that—and the truck swerved. Someone shouted get down. A black sedan sped out to block off the truck. Kelly fired a second time, into its tire.

“Stop right there,” she called. “Nobody move.”

Nobody did, not that Kelly could hear. Not that she would, over the dogs. Not that she’d hear anything, like what if—what if this was the vanguard, not the main force? Just a distraction meant to draw fire? What if, behind her, in the dark, in the woods⁠—

“Miz Walker? Kelly? Can I call you⁠—”

“Stop.” She gripped her rifle, trying to think. She’d loused this up, beefed it big-time. She needed to fix it, but⁠—

“Miz Walker?”

“Hold on.” Her voice came out squeaky, and she cleared her throat. “Step out of your vehicles, hands in the air. If you’ve got weapons, kick them my way.”

For a long, raucous moment, nothing happened at all. Mom yelled, the dogs barked, and the intruders just sat there. Kelly thought she saw movement inside the sedan, but the glare on the windshield made it hard to tell.

“Hello? I said⁠—”

She heard a low thunk, then the scuffling of feet. Somebody scrambled behind the white van—one man, two men, crouched behind the rear wheel. The sedan’s door flew open and a shape arrowed out, into the forest and out of her sight. This was bad. This was real bad, headed for worse. She swallowed, dry-mouthed, and searched for her words.

“I, uh—I wasn’t⁠—”

“Hello? Is that Kelly?”

Kelly’s breath caught. “Raj? Is that you?”

“I’m coming out. Don’t shoot, okay?”

A commotion went up, a brief, violent struggle. Kelly heard whispers, the loud, angry kind. An eddy of dust blew up, then Raj staggered out. Two men lunged after him and slammed him to the ground. A third scrambled out and aimed his rifle right at her. He moved to cover the others, and Raj raised his head.

“Wait—wait. Hey, Kelly. You’re a mom, right? I don’t want to hurt you. I just want Mira.”

Kelly knelt breathing hard. She couldn’t get enough air. Could they see her? Her rifle? The barrel in the sun? She shuffled back along the side of the couch.

“Ma’am, lower your weapon, or I’ll have to fire.”

“No—no, you won’t.” Raj struggled free. He rose on one elbow and was shoved down again. “Get your hands off me. She won’t hurt us, right?”

Kelly choked on her answer, her throat dry as sand.

“She won’t,” called Eddie. “Kelly, just—everyone. Put down your⁠—”

Something fell with a thud. Eddie made an umph sound. Kelly’s head spun. Was he—had they⁠—

“Kelly. Just come out. I swear, you’ll be fine. These guys, I—I pay them. They do what I say. I’m saying don’t shoot, so they won’t. You’re fine.”

Kelly crouched frozen, breath caught in her throat. Her brain had short-circuited, stuck on Eddie. That sound—had they hurt him? Was he down? Was he dead? She hadn’t heard gunfire…or had she? She couldn’t think. The light was too bright, sharp in her eyes. The day was too loud, all barking and screams. Screams from upstairs, Mom yelling, and Dad. Running footsteps, too close. Too loud.

“Mira!”

“Daddy!”

“Ma’am, lower your weapon. I won’t warn you again.”

“Don’t you dare shoot. Not one shot, or—oh, God. Oh, bug. Mira, come here.”

Kelly blinked and she saw it, a tiny dark shape, Mira all swaddled in one of Dad’s shirts. Mira running, then falling into Raj’s arms. Raj stooped to catch her, then the soldiers closed in, thrusting their bodies in Kelly’s line of fire.

“I’m sorry,” said Kelly, but no words came out. She lowered her rifle a hair, then an inch. She let it clatter to the wood floor.

“Go! She’s unarmed.”

“Nobody move.” Raj raised his hand, but the soldiers kept coming. Kelly knelt in the window, half-there, half not. She saw Raj with Mira, stroking her hair. She saw pouring rain, and Zach, and Jackson—that day, that raft. That terrible moment.

“Everyone stop.”

Eddie? He was alive?

The screen door slammed open. Kelly braced for impact, but the soldiers didn’t come. Max burst out instead, and tottered down the steps, and forced himself in between Mira and Raj. Mira laughed, delighted, but Raj pushed him off.

“Dogs, c’mon—Kelly? Call your dog back.”

Kelly’s teeth chattered. She was soaked to the skin. Soaked from the rain—no. From her own sweat. She could smell herself, rancid and sour.

“Max,” she whispered, but the dog didn’t come.

“Hey, Max,” called Eddie. Max didn’t seem to hear. He licked Mira’s arm, then started on Raj.

“Seriously? He’s licking me. I ca—I…” Raj reared back, wheezing, and sneezed into his mask.

Allergic, thought Kelly, and almost laughed.

“Everyone. Hey. I need everyone out.” One of the soldiers held up his hand. “I’m gonna need everyone lined up in the yard, along the barn with your hands on the wall.”

“Come on,” said Mom, and Kelly jumped. Mom was behind her, in the doorway. Mom and Dad both, in their big, bulky masks. Dad held out his hand and Kelly got up.

“Not too close, sweetheart. Follow along.”

She followed, half-present, shivery-sick. Her mouth tasted funny, like copper and tears. The noon sun was blinding, but she kept seeing rain—not seeing it, exactly, but sensing it there. Sensing its drumming, its chill down her back. The wind off the ocean, fresh in her face.

“I’m just going to search you, like the airport, okay? A quick little pat down—yeah, spread your legs.”

Kelly spread them and endured her pat down. The soldier took her knife, and the pin from her hair.

“Shouldn’t there be more of them? Our intel said⁠—”

“It’s just us,” said Zach. “We took the kids to the neighbors’ in case, well, this happened.”

Kelly smiled. That was Zach, always calm, always⁠—

Eddie. That was Eddie. She was falling apart.

“Sit down,” said Mom. “Breathe, just relax.”

Kelly dropped down and knelt in the weeds. Her vision was going. Soon, she’d black out. She started a five-count, but her breath snagged at two. One, two, and she gagged, and she bent at the waist. She coughed, dry and gusty, into the grass.

“Keep trying,” said someone, maybe Mom, maybe not. Her voice came through muffled, murmurs in fog.

One, two, thought Kelly, but forgot to breathe.

One, two. One, two. Buckle my shoe?

She huffed shaky laughter and pressed her head to the wall. Someone squeezed her shoulder, a comforting touch. Then they were gone, and she sat there just breathing, breathing in darkness, her eyes squinched tight shut. She needed a moment, or maybe a few, time to sit empty, not thinking, just here. Here in Mom’s dooryard, hugging the barn. Here in the present, not anywhere else.

One, two, she counted. Three, four, and five. She let out a long breath and sucked in another. The air smelled of clover and dogs and sweat. Good air. Sweet air. She was home.

“Kelly.”

Her stomach flipped over. She opened her eyes. “Raj?”

“Sorry to disturb you. You’ve been out here a while.” He hovered, awkward, hands at his sides. “I, uh, talked to Mira.”

Kelly blinked. “Yeah?”

“Could I sit down?”

Kelly stared up at Raj. Her body felt heavy. The light had changed, she saw. It had been a while.

“Sure. Sit,” she said, and stretched out her legs. Her left knee twinged hotly, and she hissed through her teeth. Raj sat beside her and a few feet down. His mask had bugs on it, red ladybugs. Kelly thought maybe he’d worn that for Mira.

“That could’ve gone better,” he said.

Kelly snorted. “It could.”

“But it could’ve gone worse. No one got hurt.”

Kelly just nodded, her eyes welling up. She couldn’t remember quite what had gone wrong, only that something had, and she’d been to blame.

“Mira told me what happened, the whole, uh…” He flapped his hand. “You guys have been through it. I’m not surprised you freaked out.”

Kelly sniffed wetly and gazed up at the sky. “I haven’t slept much,” she said. “Not in a while.”

“Me either,” said Raj. “Not since Jackie lost Mira.”

“Jackie?”

“My ex. She has problems with—” Raj cut himself off. “We’ve both had our issues, but never mind that. I came over to thank you, not get into that.”

“She’s getting better,” said Kelly. “Mira, I mean. This time yesterday, she couldn’t get out of bed.”

“She probably shouldn’t have. She’s still pretty weak.” Raj leaned back, sighing, and pushed his hair off his face. “My doctor looked at her. He thinks she’ll bounce back. But she’ll need to rest awhile, and I need to ask…”

Kelly stiffened. “You can stay,” she said. “But not your soldiers. Or, not in the house.”

“They’ve got tents,” said Raj. “They’ll set up outside.”

Kelly guessed that wasn’t up for debate. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe slow.

“Hey, Kelly, can I ask you, was Ray—was he real?”

Kelly’s chest felt like it might burst. A wave of anger broke through her, then hatred, then grief. She let it pass through her and trickle away, leaving her empty and crushingly tired.

“Ray was Jackson’s best friend,” she said. “Jackson’s my son. Ray died in front of him, but Mira didn’t see it. Zoe rushed her out of there—that’s Eddie’s daughter.”

“I’m sorry,” said Raj. “I hoped she’d made him up. She does that sometimes, makes up friends to play with. She’s been lonely a lot, with the divorce and the—” He cut himself off again, and got to his feet. “I’d like to thank Jackson, if you’re okay with that. She said Jackson saved her. Well, him and Ray.”

Kelly thought about that, Jackson meeting Raj. Raj and his soldiers, with their hard-eyed stares. Her stomach did a slow roll, and she swallowed back bile.

“Let me sleep on it,” she managed. Raj’s mask twitched, and she thought he was smiling.

“Let’s all get some sleep,” he said, and damn, that sounded good.
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Eddie woke before dawn and got dressed in the dark. He sniffed yesterday’s shirt and deemed it okay, and tugged it on over the tank top he’d slept in. Yesterday’s jeans were a tad worse for wear, so he tossed them in the hamper and found a new pair. It was funny, he thought, how fast habits formed—new patterns and routines to replace the old ones.

It’d been six days now, since Raj had descended, five days since the kids came home and Donna and Bill moved out, to ride out their quarantine down at the Carsons’.

“It’ll be safer,” Donna had said. “Mira’s got Doc now. She doesn’t need us. We’ll just be a call away if anything changes.”

Raj had wanted to leave the day after he came, but Doc had put the kibosh on that idea. They’d come from a clean zone, a plague-free haven. They wouldn’t get back in without two weeks of clean tests. Better they quarantined here than a hospital or shelter, especially with Mira as weak as she was. They hadn’t asked Donna’s permission to stay, or even Kelly’s, and that rankled somewhat. But no one would’ve sent Mira off to some shelter, not after all she’d been through already. She deserved to recover in the warm summer sun, swinging on the tire swing and playing with the dogs.

Eddie balanced in the doorway to pull on his socks, then padded up, quiet, to check on Kelly. She was in her bed, pretending to sleep, curled on her side with her face to the wall. Eddie frowned at that, but at least she was resting.

“Morning,” she said, as he turned to go.

“Good morning. Come down for breakfast?”

“Think I’ll sleep a while longer.”

Eddie wanted to tell her it was okay. She didn’t have to avoid him. He wouldn’t give her guff. She’d screwed up, sure, but he’d screwed up worse—his life, his career, you name it, he’d biffed it. And she hadn’t hurt anyone, so⁠—

“Did you need something else?”

“Uh-uh, just…nope.” He padded back down the hall and down the stairs, skipping the creaky steps and the loose board at the bottom. He’d fix that today, but first, time to eat.

He moved about the kitchen on autopilot, pulling out breakfast stuff from cupboards and drawers. He dug out the chopping board from under the sink, unhooked the cheese grater from its peg on the wall. The fridge yielded eggs and cheese and fresh chives, and a Baggie of thyme leaves that still smelled okay. Scrambled eggs, then, the kids would eat those. They’d want toast as well—Eddie checked the freezer. Bill had left six loaves, now down to two.

Eddie chopped the chives fine and did the same with the thyme. He grated his cheese and started the coffee. By that time, Jeb was up, and Jackson and Zoe. Zoe stole from Eddie’s cheese pile on her way to sit down, and only winked at him when he shot her a glare. Jackson leaned on the counter, covering a yawn. His mask was on sloppy, and Eddie leaned in to fix it.

“I’ve got it,” said Jackson. “Did Gram call yet?”

Eddie glanced at the radio perched on the table. “Not yet,” he said. “Bit early, maybe.”

She’d call, Eddie thought, when he cracked his first egg. When his fingers were all messy and the pan was sizzling. That was part of it too, his new routine. New little annoyances, new stumbling blocks.

The radio crackled. Jackson picked up the handset.

“Gram, hey, that you? How’s quarantine?”

“Not bad,” said Donna. “How’s things on the farm? Those soldier fellas staying out of my barn?”

Eddie smiled as they chatted, cracking his eggs. Donna sounded good, lively, upbeat. She and Bill had eight days now, and they could come home, officially plague-free and back to their lives.

“How’s Mira?” said Donna. “I don’t hear her voice.”

“She’s good,” said Eddie, stirring in chives. “She ate her whole lunch yesterday, and dinner as well. Raj still has her sleeping in that fancy-pants tent, but she isn’t contagious, so she comes in for meals.”

Jeb and Stanley came in and the kitchen got loud, all tromping boots and hands grabbing for scraps. Jeb let Max in and Rascal got in as well, and they crowded around Eddie, bumping him with their snouts. He fed them each a dog treat and nudged them away. They came back, whining, and Eddie held up his hands.

“Okay, social distancing—go on. Get out. Sit on the porch, and I’ll bring out your plates.”

The humans filed out, and Stanley took Rascal with him. Max stayed behind and sat on the floor. He raised a paw, plaintive, and cocked his big head.

“That doesn’t work on me, that ‘poor me, I’m so old.’”

Max stared at nothing, blind as a bat. He pawed Eddie’s shirttail and let out a whine.

“Fine, one more treat, but then you get out.”

Max ate his treat and stayed right where he was, just like he did every time Eddie cooked. Eddie smiled because, yeah. He could get used to this.
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Jeb left after breakfast and took Stanley with him, to scavenge for fencing stuff at the golf course. They’d found most of what they needed scattered about town, and at the power plant at the top of the hill, but they’d run short on concrete and razor wire. Eddie stayed back to work on the bike—well, to watch Jackson do it, but he was helping.

“Someone rode her hard,” said Jackson. He ran his thumb down the brake disc and pulled it away black. “This’ll need sanding, or the brakes won’t grip. I’ll get on that, and you clean the calipers.”

Eddie reached for the calipers. “Clean them with…”

“This.” Jackson held out a toothbrush. “And there’s no brake cleaner, so just use dish soap. Water it down first, so it doesn’t gum up. Or if there’s rust, you can dip them in Coke. Give ’em a soak, but don’t leave them too long.”

Eddie retrieved the Dawn and a bottle of Coke, and sat down ready to work.

“Slide the pistons out some, but not all the way. You’ll want to de-gunk them, and make sure there’s no rust. Check the seals while you’re in there, and—hey. Get the old pads out first.”

Eddie eased out the old brake pads and set to work. He’d never been much of a fix-it guy, and he guessed he never would be, but the slow, steady rhythm soothed his frayed nerves. The sun filtered in through high, cobwebbed windows, marking time in slow shadows crossing the walls. Outside, Mira laughed, and Raj sneezed and groused—allergic to dogs. Talk about a rough deal. Eddie would’ve felt bad for him, if he wasn’t such a pill.

“Ray would’ve loved this,” said Jackson, so softly Eddie wasn’t sure he was talking to him. He paused in his scrubbing, but Jackson kept working, and after a while, Eddie did the same. He dipped the brake pins in dish soap and scrubbed them clean, and sluiced them with fresh water to rinse off the soap. One of them looked wonky, and he held it up to the light.

“His pop had a Bandit,” said Jackson, at last. Eddie set down the brake pin.

“A Bandit?”

“This bike.” Jackson discarded his sandpaper and chose a new piece. “A Suzuki Bandit GSF250. Not a bad bike for getting around.”

Eddie thought about asking how it’d compare to a Harley, but if Jackson caught on he knew nothing, he might kick him out. He grunted instead, and patted the brake pins dry.

“Looks good,” said Jackson. “Go easy when you push the pistons back in. You don’t want to squirt brake fluid all over your shirt.”

Eddie went easy, but the fluid leaked anyway. He wiped it up with a rag and slid the new pads into place. They didn’t look like much, just thin strips of…something. Some kind of fiber. They fit in his palm with room to spare.

“I had a bike once,” he said. “For about six hours.”

Jackson snorted. “What happened? You crash it?”

Eddie frowned. He probably would’ve, given the chance. But he’d never ridden it, not even once.

“My insurance,” he said. “I wasn’t allowed, y’know, in case…” He trailed off, lost on the details. “Anyway, my manager made me take it back.”

“And you just did it?”

He shrugged. “Being famous, it’s weird. Folks think, with the money, you can do whatever you want. And maybe you can, if you’re famous enough. But my life had limits, like who I could date. What I could say, where I could⁠—”

“Who you could date?”

“Well, I mean…” Eddie shifted, discomfited, and held up the calipers. “How do I get these back on?”

“I’ll do it,” said Jackson. “Just leave them for now.” He tested the brake disc with the pad of his thumb. “Hey, you and my mom—you’re pretty close, right?”

Eddie fumbled the calipers and nearly dropped them. “Your mother? I never⁠—”

Jackson scoffed. “Not like that. I mean, you talk, right? You’d know how she’s doing?”

Eddie’s discomfort took on a new shape, embarrassment turning to sick, heavy dread. Jackson calling out his crush would’ve been awkward, but he could’ve denied that. Blown it off. This, though, he didn’t dare push aside.

“It’s a lot to deal with,” he said. “We’re all having⁠—”

“Don’t do that,” said Jackson. “Don’t talk like my dad.”

“Like Zach?”

“Like a parent.” Jackson put down his sandpaper and turned around. “Don’t give me canned answers, what you think I need to hear. Tell me the truth. What’s happening with Mom?”

Eddie’s armpits prickled with nervous sweat. It itched and he scratched, and what could he say?

“Don’t think. Just answer. Don’t make it nice.”

“She’s struggling,” said Eddie, and that was honest. “She’s scared of what might happen, and what she might do. What she might have to do, to keep you kids safe.”

“She didn’t have to go shooting at Raj.”

Eddie winced at that. “I don’t think she meant to. She hadn’t slept in a while, and⁠—”

“Is she sleeping now?”

“More than she was.” Eddie stared at an oil stain grimed into the floor. It had a nice shape, like a pecking kiwi. “Listen, she⁠—”

“I hate how she thinks it all comes down to her. She’s always been like that, trying to do it all herself. Dad used to tell her, you need to slow down. He’d do this thing where he’d slam her in jail—a fake jail, an air jail, with an air key. He’d lock her in there and tell her, time out, and then she’d laugh, and she’d slow down a while. But now, without Dad, she just keeps on going.”

“Jackson—”

“I hate this. She’ll wear herself out.”

“Maybe tell her that? She might listen to you.”

“That’d be a first.” Jackson let out a snort. “No, you know what I hate most? I hate that she’s right. You think we’d have got here if she hadn’t been her? I’d have died back at Pirate Splash, but she wouldn’t give up. She never gives up, but I wish she could. I wish I could do something, and then she’d feel safe. Put things back how they were somehow, and just let her rest.” He dashed at his eyes, and Eddie’s chest hurt. What could he do here? What could he say?

“I hate this,” said Jackson, and turned away. He cocked his head, sniffed, and reached for his wrench. “Somebody’s out there. You should see who it is.”

Eddie frowned. “Hello?”

Jeb’s big silhouette filled the doorway. “Just me,” he said. “Got a second to talk?”

Eddie glanced at Jackson, but he’d gone back to his bike. “I’ll be back,” he said, and followed Jeb out. He had a leaf in his beard. Eddie plucked it away.

“Been in the woods?”

“Me and Rascal,” said Jeb, but he didn’t smile. He peered past the greenhouse, toward the tree line. “Someone’s been out there.”

“You mean those kids?”

“Could’ve been, maybe. They left this behind.” He dug in his pocket and held his hand out, palm-up. Eddie frowned at his find: a plug of paper. A hand-rolled cigarette, smoked to the butt, tight-packed, no filter, charred at one end.

“I smoked at fourteen,” he said. “I’m not proud, but I did.”

“Me too,” said Jeb. “But remember, in town?”

Eddie remembered, that whiff on the breeze. Somebody smoking, not him or Jeb. Watching them, maybe, but who would be⁠—

“I’m gonna start on that fence,” said Jeb. “This afternoon.”

Eddie glanced past him, toward the house. Kelly should know about this—or maybe she shouldn’t. What would it matter, once the yard was secure?

“I’ll help,” he said. “Let’s build that fence.”
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Mira was sleeping, Jackson thought. He couldn’t be sure, with her hair in her face, but she’d been sitting a while with her book in her lap, and he couldn’t remember her turning the page. Either she was a slow reader, or she’d gone to sleep.

“She looks good,” said Zoe. Jackson nearly jumped.

“Where’d you come from?”

“Upstairs. I was reading, but it’s too hot up there.”

Jackson nodded. Upstairs was hot. He’d kind of liked sleeping out on the porch, waking to birdsong and the taste of fresh air. But Mom had decreed it was time to come in, and what Mom said went. It was quieter, anyway, inside the house. The farm had got loud since Raj’s crew showed up.

Zoe nudged him. “Well?”

Jackson stared at her. “Sorry. Wasn’t listening.”

“Ugh. You’re the worst.” She gave him a smack, the affectionate kind. “I said we should do something for Mira’s birthday. So, are you in, or you gonna sit here all day?”

“Mira’s birthday.” Jackson bit back his guilt. He’d known that was coming, but it’d clean slipped his mind. “Did she open her present yet? The one from her dad?”

“Uh-uh. She’s saving it to open at her party. But Raj hasn’t planned one, so I thought we could try.”

Mira’s book slipped down and fell off her lap. Rascal pranced up and stuck his head there instead. Mira reached for him, but didn’t wake up.

“We should talk to him,” said Jackson. “He might take it wrong if we leave him out.”

Zoe frowned. “Do we have to? He’s just so…grrrr.”

Jackson laughed. “Yeah, he is. But I think we’d better.”

They set out to look for him, but they didn’t have to look far. His voice drifted out from the old potting shed, tense little murmurs too low to hear. Zoe glanced at Jackson.

“Who’s in there with him?”

Jackson held up a finger and pressed it to his lips. He crept up to the shed and leaned into the wall. Zoe stood watching, hiding her smirk.

“I’m not,” said Raj. “No, you listen. I⁠—”

Jackson made a phone sign, thumb and pinky extended. He held it to his ear and mouthed blah, blah, blah. Zoe covered a giggle and Jackson grinned back.

“Forget it,” said Raj.

Jackson drew himself up. He raked his hair forward to mimic Raj’s, and paced up and down, miming an angry phone call. Zoe doubled over, hand pressed to her mouth. Her laughter got Jackson going, and he stifled a snort.

“No,” shouted Raj, and thumped his fist on the wall. Jackson jerked back, clumsy with fright. He tripped, caught himself, and dropped to a crouch, fragments of excuses flooding his head—tying my shoe. Lost my keys. Hurt my foot. But Raj didn’t come out, just kept on yelling.

“I’m telling you no. I get you don’t hear that much, but I mean it. No. You took my whole life from me, left me out in the cold. Destroyed my good name, and all for—for what?”

Zoe edged up next to him. “Think that’s his wife?”

“Shh…” Jackson leaned closer. “Maybe Donn Snow?”

“What’re you kids up to?”

Zoe jumped up. “Jeb!”

Raj broke off mid-rant. Jackson stopped breathing. He heard the beep when Raj hung up his phone, then the sharp snick when he collapsed its antenna. Then came a shout and a great messy smash, pots on the hard floor cracking to shards. Raj flung the door open and came storming out, and shouldered past Jackson, toward the barn.

“Eavesdropping,” said Jeb. “Shame on you both.” His tone was amused, but Jackson did feel ashamed. He’d stuck his nose in on a private moment. Not only that, but he’d mocked Raj, as well. He started after him, jogging to catch up.

“Jackson, hey, wait.” Jeb moved to block him, but Jackson kept going. He caught up to Raj at the greenhouse. Raj spun to face him, hand on the door.

“What do you want?”

“To apologize. I⁠—”

“Fine. Good. You’re sorry. Will that be all?”

Jackson glanced over his shoulder, back at the shed. He could say that was all and Raj might let it go. Even if he didn’t, he’d be gone soon enough. It didn’t much matter what he thought of Jackson. Still…

“I really feel bad.” Jackson licked his lips. “I could’ve left when I heard you, but I stayed. I eavesdropped. It’s none of my business, what you were⁠—”

“What were you looking for?”

Jackson blinked. “What?”

“Were you looking for me?”

Jackson swallowed. “We wanted to know if you had plans for Mira’s birthday. We thought, if you didn’t, we could do something here.”

Raj seemed to deflate, though he hardly moved. His face twitched, his breath caught, and he looked away. His grip on the door handle tensed, then went slack.

“Mira,” he said. “You care for her, huh?”

“She’s a good kid.”

“I thought, uh, we’d celebrate when we got home.” Raj tugged the door open, but didn’t go inside. “Do you think she’d rather do something here?”

“You should probably ask her that,” said Jackson. Raj made a humming sound, not a yes or a no. He brushed his hair off his face, but it flopped straight back down, too long for comfort, too short to tie back.

“She’s lost a lot of her friends,” he said, backing into the greenhouse.

“You mean, to the plague?”

“No—God, I hope not. I mean, since the Snowstorm. You know I’m the one…”

“Who sold Snow the tech?”

“I didn’t sell it to him.” Raj’s eyes blazed, and Jackson thought he might hit him. He grabbed a claw rake instead and attacked a tray of soil. “He said we’d be partners. He said I’d have a say. But the minute my say didn’t line up with his—” He dragged the rake through the loose soil, leaving deep furrows. “I’m not the Snowman. He’s the Snowman. I told him, I warned him, but does he listen? No. Nobody listens, and that’s the problem. You know what a gannet is?”

“I think⁠—”

“It’s a bird. A big, greedy seabird with a great dump truck gut. Any old garbage, it’ll gobble it down. It doesn’t care. It’ll just eat and eat—eat till it spits up, then eat some more. That’s a gannet, but also, that’s people. They want what they want, and they want it right now. They don’t wait, won’t wait, no matter the cost. They’ll gulp down your garbage, gulp all you’ve got. You tell them it’s poison, and do they care?”

“No?”

“No—no, they don’t. They don’t even hear. They don’t listen, and⁠—”

“I’m listening,” said Jackson, mostly to derail Raj’s rant. He caught hold of his arm, the one wielding the rake. “Ease up with that. You’ll tear the planter apart.”

Raj stared at the rake like he’d never seen it before. His cheeks had gone darker, a deep, angry flush. “Snow pushed me out,” he said.

“So he could do the Snowstorm?”

Raj didn’t say anything. He picked up the rake again and set it down.

“You didn’t want to do it?”

“It wasn’t safe.” Raj nearly screamed it, all ragged and raw. He bent over the planter, shoulders bunched tight. “I told him, I said, but he wouldn’t listen. And now Mira’s friends are too busy for playdates. Her mom’s off the wagon, and I’m—I’m…” He shook his head. Laughed. “I can’t leave my building without bodyguards. Bodyguards. Me. I was no one. Now this.”

“Why didn’t you say something? Denounce Donn Snow?”

Raj laughed again. “Oh, I denounced him, but look. Look around. Snow pulled the trigger, but I loaded his gun. This world, this disaster, wouldn’t exist without me.”

Jackson reached out to touch him, then changed his mind. Raj was wound tighter than an eight-day clock. It wouldn’t take much to snap his spring.

“Snow could stop it,” said Jackson. “I heard he has to keep doing it, to keep the Snowstorm going.”

“Every six months,” said Raj. “He’s seeding the atmosphere every six months. At least, he was. He doesn’t send me updates.” He reached for a pack of seeds and turned it over in his hands. “Snap peas. I like these. We got any ripe?”

Jackson checked the vines. “I think these are close.”

Raj plucked one and tried it and spat it out. “Eugh, no. Not ready. There’s a sweet spot with these—ripe enough to be tasty, but not so ripe they’re stringy.” He picked another one anyway, and popped it in his mouth. “You should enjoy these while you still can.”

Jackson had reached for one, but he let his hand drop. “I heard something about that. About crops dying off.”

Raj cocked a brow at him. “What did you hear?”

“Well, that crops are failing, and no one knows why.” Jackson peered out at the bare garden patch. “There’s this guy on the radio, kind of a nut. He thinks the plague’s making zombies, and it’s a KGB plot. And the President does his speeches from a fake White House bunker. But the grass is brown, and some trees as well.”

“It’ll get browner,” said Raj. “And Snow damn well knows why. I warned him, didn’t I? I told him, I said⁠—”

“He’s an idiot,” said Jackson, heading Raj off at the pass. “Why is it happening?”

“Pollinators,” said Raj, as if that explained everything. “Without pollinators, nothing can grow. But that’s not the half of it. The climate’s unstable. Bugs are dying off, not just your bees, but your woodlice, your wasps. Wasps kill ants and aphids, which eat up your crops. Woodlice clean heavy metals out of the soil. They digest your lead, your cadmium, your poisons. If they don’t do that…” He made a fart sound. “I don’t know about the President, but that zombie stuff’s bull. Some folks get brain damage, but zombies aren’t real. As for the KGB, what is this, 1950?”

Jackson smiled. Raj seemed calmer now, planting more snap peas in neat little rows.

“Was that Donn Snow you were yelling at, before on the phone?”

Raj stiffened briefly, but didn’t respond.

“Do you know where he is? Could you make him stop?”

Raj laughed at that. “I’d have to get to him first, and that’d be a trick. I’d have a simpler time flying to Mars.”

“Curiosity made it.”

“But it’s not coming back.”

Jackson leaned forward. “You know, though. You know where he is.”

Raj turned to face him. “I didn’t say—” His gaze flicked to the doorway, and he took a step back. Jackson glanced back, and Mom was running toward them, a whisk in one hand, dripping thick cream. That whisk, more than anything, made Jackson’s scalp crawl. That whisk she’d run out with in her haste to do…what?

She stopped in the dooryard, panting through her mask. “Your grandma,” she said.

“Gram? What?”

“She called.” Mom’s whisk hit the dirt with a tiny, clear sprunch. She took a step forward. Raised her hands to her face. “Your Gramps has the plague. He’s bad. Worse than Mira.”

Jackson stood dumbstruck, shocked by Mom’s face more than the news. She looked just like Raj had, ranting on about birds—there, but not there. Staring right through him.

“Mom? You okay?”

“I have to find Eddie. I—you’re okay, right?” She snapped back to herself. “No coughing? No fever?”

“I’m fine, Mom. But, Gramps⁠—”

“Six feet apart,” she said, and gestured at Raj. “And you pull your mask up. Your nose is half out.”

Jackson reached for her, but Mom backed away.

“No, no. No touching. I’ve been in the house.” She turned and fled, then, toward the garage.

“I’m sorry,” said Raj. “If there’s anything I can do⁠—”

Jackson’s guts boiled with a poisonous rage, for Gramps, for Ray, for all that he’d lost. For all Raj had stolen when he’d sold out to Snow. He rounded on him and backed him into the wall, between the plant food and the ripening snap peas. Raj’s eyes widened, and Jackson steamed in. He grabbed Raj by his collar and yanked him in close, close enough he could see where he’d nicked his throat shaving.

“Go to Mars,” he snarled. “Go to Jupiter, if you have to. I don’t care where you go, just make this right.”
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Kelly had a song stuck in her head, not the whole song, just a fragment. Two lines. She mouthed the words as she stacked up a line of ham sammies. Slapped down the toppings in time with the beat. And…a…bread-doot-doot, ham-doot-doot, cheese and mayo…

The ham wasn’t ham, just thick-sliced tomato.

Dad was strong. He’d bounce back. He’d live, doot-doot, and she could relax. Raj had sent Doc over with meds and equipment. He’d have the best chance. He had to pull through.

She sliced the sandwiches crossways and piled them on two plates. Marched them out to the porch, doot-doot, and set them on the table.

“Aren’t you going to eat with us?”

She paused to look down at Zoe, and her song skipped off-track. “I’ve eaten,” she said, and that wasn’t a lie. She’d nibbled the cheese like a hungry rat, three slices, four, till they stuck in her throat.

“Come sit down,” said Eddie, and led her inside. “Why are you walking like that? Stamping your feet?”

Kelly smiled sweetly and took him by the arm. She marched him through the kitchen, knees up, bees up.

“Kelly, seriously⁠—”

“I have a song in my head.” She grinned, wide and foolish, and her head felt light. “Sounds funny, right? It’s driving me nuts. All day since Mom called, these same damn two lines…”

Eddie huffed laughter, but even with his mask on, Kelly could see he wasn’t smiling. He herded her to the living room and into a chair, and perched beside her on the arm of the couch.

“Okay, what’s the song?”

“I don’t even know. It’s stupid, just endless, some kind of march.” Kelly’s voice rose, halfway to madness. “When constabulary duty’s to be done, to be done—what’s that even from?”

“No clue,” said Eddie. “Hey, listen, what’s eighteen times twelve?”

Kelly frowned. “I don’t…uh, that’s…two hundred and sixteen?”

“Now take that number and divide it by three.”

Kelly tried, but she couldn’t. Her brain was too fried. She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m too tired.”

“But, is the song gone?”

She stared, confounded. It was, or it had been, till Eddie brought it back up. She tried some more math and the beat sputtered out.

“You’re a genius,” she said.

“Just a musician. I get songs in my head.” He got up off the couch and shuffled behind her. His hands on her shoulders were heavy and warm, kneading the tension from her overwrought frame. She wanted to sink into him, but she shrugged him off. If she relaxed, she might fall apart. She had to keep busy, keep moving, keep sane.

“Sorry,” said Eddie.

“No, that felt nice. It’s just, if I let go, I might fall asleep.”

“Would that be so bad?” He went back to the couch. The sun cut a hard line across his blue shirt. He’d dripped food on the cuff, something oily and red. Kelly stared at it—ketchup? Tabasco? A splat of sauce from last night’s spaghetti?

“I know I need sleep,” she said. “I haven’t lost my mind. I’ve come close a few times, but I know up from down. It’s just, when I sleep…”

Eddie looked up. “Bad dreams?”

“Sometimes,” said Kelly. “But that’s not the worst. The worst is, so much’s happened, my head can’t keep track. I wake up not knowing what’s real and what’s dreams—if Mira got better. If Dad’s really sick. If we made it at all, or we’re still on the boat. The bad parts all hit me time after time. Every day I wake up and Ray dies again. Mira gets sick. Jackson—Jackson…”

“I get it,” said Eddie, and took a deep breath. “When Zach died, I⁠—”

The radio squawked. Kelly surged to her feet. She ran to the kitchen and grabbed the handset.

“Mom? Mom, it’s me.”

“Kelly. You’re there.”

She leaned on the table. Her knees had gone weak. Mom didn’t sound right, didn’t sound like herself. Her voice was too hollow, all grim and resigned. This wasn’t good news. It wasn’t a dream. Kelly found the TALK button and held it down, not so she could say anything, but so Mom couldn’t. She held it and counted five seconds, ten. Eddie came up behind her, but he didn’t touch her.

“Kelly?”

She swallowed. “Go ahead, Mom.”

“Your father’s awake. He wants to say hi.”

“Hey, Dad,” said Kelly, but Mom was still talking.

“He says, get the kids in. He wants them on too.”

Kelly’s throat tightened, and the words wouldn’t come. Why wasn’t Dad saying all this himself? Why wasn’t he asking⁠—

“Kelly? Hurry.”

Kelly turned slowly. The room spun around her. She needed her song back, that damn endless march, but it was gone, and Eddie was too. Out on the front porch, calling the kids. They jogged up smiling, and Kelly’s chest clenched. They’d had enough goodbyes. They didn’t need this.

Eddie took the handset and held the button to talk. “Hey, Donna. Hey, Bill. You got Jackson and Zoe. Mira’s here too—wanna say hi?”

Mira waved at the radio. “Hi, Gram. Hi, Gramps.”

“She sounds good,” said Dad. “You feel good, sweetheart?”

“Sleepy,” said Mira. “The dogs tired me out.”

Dad started to say something, but he broke off coughing. He must’ve dropped the handset because the signal went dead. Zoe made a muffled sound. Jackson sat down hard. Kelly stood frozen, waiting, waiting. The clock on the oven blinked endless noon. She’d have to reset that some time. Not now.

The radio crackled. Mom burst back on. “Technical difficulties. We’re back. We’re okay.”

“All good,” said Dad. His voice was a stranger’s, some dying old man’s. Kelly smiled widely and hoped it reached her eyes. Hoped the kids saw it, and didn’t hear⁠—

“You kids have lunch yet? Jackson? Zoe?”

Jackson took the handset. “Yeah, Gramps. We did. Mom made ham sandwiches, but she forgot the ham.”

“She made a pie, too, so we’ll save you a slice.” Zoe leaned in to talk, loud so he’d hear. “It’s one of your recipes, so you know it’s good, right?”

Dad made a groaning sound. Kelly kept smiling. If the kids looked her way, they’d see nothing but hope. Hope, not insanity. That damn song was back. Where was it from? Some movie, maybe, or Dad’s old records. He still had his vinyl, going back sixty years. His whole collection, doot-doot, shut up.

“Okay,” said Eddie. “Let’s let Gramps get some rest.”

The kids shuffled out. Kelly watched them go. She could ask Dad, she guessed—hey, what’s that song? Hum him a few bars, and maybe…

“Hey, Eddie…” Dad coughed. “Son, you still there?”

“I’m here,” said Eddie.

“Could you maybe sing something? That song Zach liked?”

Eddie frowned for a moment, like he couldn’t think which one. Then he nodded and took the handset. He drew a deep breath, and Kelly closed her eyes. If this was a dream, he’d bust out that march. A trumpet would blast and she’d jerk awake, back on the boat with the sun in her eyes.

A policeman’s lot is not a happy one. Come on, Eddie, do it. C’mon. Wake me up.

Eddie’s voice shook, but the words were the Beatles’. He sang Yesterday, and Kelly’s chest hitched. She stilled her sobs with an effort and blinked back her tears. She’d loved that song too, but not since Zach went. Now, it just drowned her in all that she’d lost. She waited it out with her jaw clenched too tight, so tight her whole head pulsed with dull pain.

“That was lovely,” said Mom when he was done. “Bill, uh…he’s sleeping. But he’ll join you next time, on his guitar. He’s got his guitar, you know. He’s pretty good.”

“Can’t wait,” said Eddie, all thick and hoarse. Kelly wanted to hit him—say it like you mean it.

“We’ll call you back later, around dinnertime.”

“Don’t go,” whispered Kelly, but nobody heard. Eddie set down the handset and scrubbed his eyes with his sleeve. Kelly reached for him and caught sight of Raj, out on the porch peering in shifty-eyed. A hot spike of anger shot through her guts.

“What are you doing? Get out of my house.”

“Marks is sick,” said Raj. “Bowman and Rogers, too. We brought rapid tests, so⁠—”

“What?” Eddie stood up so fast his chair toppled over. Kelly caught his arm before he could stumble.

“What are you saying? They’re sick with the plague?”

Raj looked away. “We’re clean,” he said, “Me and Major, uh—Doc.”

Major Stutt stepped out from behind the door. “I don’t want to intrude,” he said. “I can wait in my tent if you need a minute.”

“No. Now is good.” Kelly craned past him, searching for the kids. “Jackson, Zoe, Mira, come up to the porch.”

“Not Mira,” said Stutt. “We know she’s okay. She swabbed negative this morning, no sign of SNOVID.” He set his bag on the counter and dug inside. “You’ll blow your nose first, then you’ll take out the swab. Get it deep in your nostril, till you feel resistance, then swirl it three times and leave it in five seconds. You’ll do both nostrils, then drop your swab in the tube.”

Eddie cleared his throat. “How long till we know?”

“Ten, twenty minutes. It won’t take long.”

Kelly took her test in the bathroom. The kids stayed outside. She sat with them after, to wait for the results, spaced six feet apart so she couldn’t hold their hands.

“We should do something fun,” said Zoe. “So the wait goes by fast.”

Nobody moved. Kelly watched the dogs play in their run. They seemed fine and dandy, all full of beans. One of them stood up on its hind legs, jammed its snout through the chain link and let out a whine. Its tail wagged, swish-swash, and thumped on the barn.

“Zoe’s clear,” said Stutt, about twelve minutes in. Jackson was next, with a clean bill of health. She and Eddie passed, too, no SNOVID today.

“Whoever’s sick should…” Kelly trailed off. She’d been about to say go, but the soldiers were camped out at the foot of the yard, safe in their own little bubble of death. “Stay where they are,” she said instead. “There’s a fan in the garage, if it gets hot.”

“We’ve got fans,” said Stutt. “And steroids, antivirals, same stuff I gave Bill. Anyone showing symptoms should report for treatment. I’ll be in the van, so don’t come to the tents.”

Kelly just nodded, too numb to speak. She went back inside and sat at the table and ate a tomato right down to the stem. It tasted of dirt. She hated tomatoes.

Eddie sat with her a while, then he went to find Zoe. Kelly watched the sky go dull out the window, clouds blowing in to block out the sun. She made dinner around five, fried eggs on toast, and carrots on the side. Pie for dessert, wild strawberry. She forgot to save Dad a slice, but it didn’t matter. He died in the wee hours and she mourned him alone, quiet at the table, her head in her hands.
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Mom was digging a grave at the edge of the woods. A grave for her father. A grave for Gramps. She’d refused Jackson’s help, and Eddie’s as well, and tried to send Jeb away, but he’d just set to work.

“I should’ve done that,” said Jackson. “Pushed in like Jeb.”

“Maybe,” said Raj. “Or maybe it’s easier, him being a stranger.”

Jackson stiffened. He’d thought it was Zoe behind him, not stupid Raj. He stood up so fast he swayed on his feet.

“Hold on, don’t run off. I wanted to say⁠—”

“Save it,” said Jackson, and turned to go. He made it two steps, then he ran out of steam, his brief anger fading and leaving nothing but gray. “I don’t get it,” he said.

Raj huffed. “Get what?”

Jackson gazed up at the Snowstorm sky, washed-out and bloodless with a wan disc of sun. Like a museum painting sky, grayed out with dirt. His anger was like that, red papered over with deep layers of loss. Sometimes when the light was right, that rage would break through, but then the clouds would come, and his fire would go out. He sighed, deep and lifeless.

“I don’t get you,” he said. “You invented the Snowstorm. You had to know this would happen.”

“Sure, with the technology the way it is now. But that’s just a prototype. It was never intended⁠—”

“You sold to Donn Snow, and don’t say you didn’t. You sold him enough he could push you out, and he did, and he screwed us. You had to know this could happen.”

Raj didn’t say anything. Jackson could hear him shifting around, sharp little whooshings as he straightened his tie.

“You wanted your payday. Okay. You got it. We got the apocalypse, count ’em, four horsemen. War—we’ve got kids getting shot up for food. SNOVID’s your pestilence, and you said famine’s coming. The last one, that’s death, and hey. Check it out.” He jerked his head at the grave, at the growing dirt pile. “You made that happen. I thought you should know.”

Raj made a hissing sound. Jackson stalked off. Yelling at Raj hadn’t sweetened his mood. If anything, it’d soured it, because what was the point? Raj wouldn’t do anything. He never did. He’d been here a week now, and he hadn’t pitched in—hadn’t worked in the garden or helped feed the goats, or sunk a damn fence post, or cooked up a meal. He’d barely even made time for Mira.

“He’s given up,” said Jackson, to no one at all. He glanced back at Mom, dug in to her waist. Gram would be here soon, and it would be time. He headed past the mailbox, to the head of the drive, and stood there waiting, sweating through his shirt. After a while, Max came and joined him, and sat with his tail swishing up clouds of dirt. Zoe came next, with Mira in tow, then Stanley and Rascal and Uncle Eddie.

“Think that’s her,” said Stanley after a while.

Jackson watched Gram’s windshield wink in the sun. She stopped where the trees thinned and waved out the window.

“You kids call the dogs back. I need to get through.”

Jackson pulled Max back and held onto his collar. Stanley grabbed Rascal and led him up the drive. Gram crawled through slow, the whole group trailing after, across the dooryard and past the garden, down to the tree line, and Gramps’s fresh-dug grave. Mom climbed out to greet her, with a hand up from Jeb. Gram waved her back.

“Don’t get too close.”

Mom hitched up her mask. “One hug can’t hurt.”

“I mean it. Get back.” Gram stepped back herself. Mom stopped in her tracks.

“What are you saying?”

Jackson looked, and he knew. Gram was milk-pale, her brow slick with sweat. Ugly black patches sat under her eyes.

“Her too,” he muttered.

“I’m sick,” she said. “But I don’t want you to worry. I’ve had it three days now, and it’s not that bad. It’s not like your dad had, or even Mira.”

Mom made a strangled sound. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to worry, and you shouldn’t. I’m fine. I’m here to bury your father, and then I’ll go back. I’ll ride out the virus, and then we can⁠—”

“Stutt could’ve treated you. He could’ve brought you⁠—”

“He did.”

Mom stared at Gram with wide, wounded eyes. She made a croaking sound, but no words came out.

“Kelly, I⁠—”

“I won’t even ask you who else you told.” She snatched up her shovel and turned back to the grave. “We’re nearly done here, and then we can start.”

Stanley pulled Zoe back, away from the grave. Jackson felt Uncle Eddie tug on his sleeve. He stepped back as well and watched Mom and Jeb dig. They were both filthy, their clothes streaked with dirt. Mom had red clay smeared under her eyes.

“That’s deep enough,” said Gram after a while. “Nothing’ll dig him up, not with the fence.”

Mom flinched at that, but she climbed out. Jeb stayed where he was.

“Aren’t you coming up?” Gram held out her hand, but Jeb shook his head.

“You’ll need someone down here to lay him out.”

Stanley crouched down and turned Mira to face him. “Hey, there, honey. You doing okay?”

Mira nodded, but her eyes were fixed on the grave. Jackson saw she was hugging herself, though the morning was hot.

“Why don’t you go off and pick us some flowers? I saw some nice ones out by the barn.”

Mira frowned. “The white ones?”

“And the blue ones too.”

Mira hurried off, and Zoe went with her. Gram trudged to the truck and pulled down the tailgate, and lifted Gramps’s body with a grunt of effort. She’d wrapped him in bedsheets, a dusty blue shroud. Jackson thought of a chrysalis, and that made him sad. He stared at a fence post and tried not to think.

“Stay back,” said Gram. Mom jerked where she stood. Gram staggered past her and circled the grave. She knelt at its edge and Jeb took the body, and Jackson thought that’s it. I’ll never see him again. His vision doubled, and he closed his eyes. Someone squeezed his arm, Uncle Eddie, most like. Rascal let out a low yip, and Max did the same.

“We’ll miss you,” said Gram. “I—oh, that’s loud.”

Jackson half-turned to scowl at the barn. The dogs were out, crowding their run. Barking—no, howling up at the sky. Rascal ran at the grave and Stanley jerked him back. Jackson watched the chaos, his mouth gone dry.

“What’s happening? What’s…”

Raj ran out of his tent, Cohen at his elbow. Stutt raced to meet them. Mira let out a scream. She stood at the edge of the dooryard in a puddle of flowers, gaping up at the sky with wide, frightened eyes. Jackson heard the racket before he looked up, and he knew what it meant. He yelled out.

“Mom! Choppers!”

Mom grabbed her shovel, then dropped it again. She spun around, graceless, away from the grave.

“Zoe, grab Mira. The root cellar, go. Jackson, go with them. Mom—Mom⁠—”

Whatever she said next got lost in the din. Zoe ran, and so did Jackson, Rascal at his heels. Mira was wailing, palms pressed to her ears.

“Come on,” called Zoe. Mira crouched down. Jackson scooped her up and sprinted for safety, the sun in his eyes making him squint. The choppers banked closer, black in the glare. Grit flew up, stinging, and Jackson ran faster. Mira burrowed into him, whimpering in fright.

“Shh, it’s okay.”

The dogs howled and keened. The rotor blades slapped. Jackson’s mask snapped off and flapped from one ear. It blew in his eyes, and he tore it away, charging for the root cellar, down the steep stairs. Mira squirmed in his arms.

“It’s okay, you’re safe.”

“No, I don’t⁠—”

Raj shouted something, lost in the roar. Mira whacked Jackson hard in the nose. He stumbled back, cursing, and nearly went down.

“Mira, what⁠—?”

Mira hit him again. “No, no, it’s dark!” She wrenched herself loose and scrambled back up the stairs, and sprinted across the dooryard, toward the choppers. Jackson lurched after her and went down hard. He hit the steps chest-first, and the breath went out of him in a great, wheezing whoosh. His eyes blurred and streamed, and he choked on a scream. Mira was running straight for the blades. Straight for the choppers, her skirt floating up. The first chopper spun, and its tail swung toward her. Jackson clawed dirt. He scrabbled toward her and a dark shape lunged past him, and Raj grabbed Mira and swept her into his arms.

Jackson collapsed, gagging on dirt.

Raj staggered backward, shielding his eyes.

Zoe was saying something, shouting it.

“Wha—?”

“Donn Snow,” she screamed. “The choppers. Donn Snow.”

Jackson raised his head with an effort and blinked to clear his eyes. The first chopper was down. The second was landing, its silver flank gleaming in the sun. Its tail was bright blue, with a white sunburst logo—Donn Snow’s logo. Zoe was right.

Mom shouted, outraged. “What are you doing?”

Raj waved her back, but Mom kept coming, sprinting across the dooryard to meet the choppers. Jackson could hear her even over the din, but he didn’t need to, to know how she felt. He dragged himself upright and brushed dust off his pants.

“This is a funeral. You couldn’t wait? You couldn’t call first, to see if maybe⁠—”

Mom reached the first chopper and pounded on its side. “You. Open up. Don’t you see what we’re doing?”

The rotors wound down and stilled. Raj circled the chopper. “Kelly? Hey, Kelly?”

“That’s Mrs. Walker to you.” She thumped on the door again. “I see you in there. Get your headphones off and⁠—”

“They’re here for me.” Raj grabbed Mom’s arm, and Jackson thought she might hit him. She jerked back instead, maybe to spare Mira.

“You called them here?”

“No, but I…”

“What?”

Raj ducked his head. “I knew they might come. Snow doesn’t like it, being told no. The timing—I’m sorry. I know how this looks. I think I can fix this, if you just, uh…” He made a weak gesture toward the house.

Mom laughed. “If I what? If I just clear off? Get off my own lawn so you can, what? Chat?”

“It’s my lawn,” said Gram, her voice hoarse but clear. “Kelly, get inside. The rest of you, too. As for your guests…” She turned to Raj. “I’m saying goodbye to my husband in one hour. One hour. I want them gone by then. Do you understand?”

Raj set Mira down and nudged her toward Zoe. “Got it,” he said. “Go on, bugjuice.”

Mira sniffed. “Dad?”

“I’ll be right behind you.”

Mira stared for a moment, then she hung her head. Her hair hid her face as Zoe led her away, but her slumped shoulders made Jackson’s eyes sting. He’d waved Dad off enough times from the end of the pier, enough to spot a kid sick of goodbyes.

“Bugjuice,” he muttered. “Screw that. You suck.”
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Raj stood and waited, his neck hot with shame. Blaming Snow would be easy, and not wholly wrong, but Raj had seen this coming, or something like this. Snow saw no as a challenge, not a dead end. Even in college, he’d been the king of yeah, but. I can’t park in the faculty lot? Yeah, but it’s safer. It’s closer to class. Yeah, but I want to. Yeah, but. Yeah, but.

“Chicken butt,” said Raj.

Cohen grunted. “What was that?”

“Don’t stand so close. I don’t need—step back.”

Cohen backed up exactly one step. Stutt stayed where he was, hovering close. A blond man climbed from the first chopper, the sun on his face shield obscuring his features.

“Raj Sahai?” He pronounced it Za-hay-ee.

“I’m Raj,” he said. “And my answer’s still no. And this is a funeral. You had to land in the yard? You couldn’t have waited, and⁠—”

“The offer’s changed,” said Blondie. “You’d have your own lab.”

Raj nearly laughed. He’d heard that before. You’ll handle the science. I’ll do the rest. It’ll free you up to do what you love. Snow had thumped him hard on his back, so hard he’d choked on his hazelnut latte. It’ll be like you died and went to nerd heaven. C’mon, Poindexter. What do you say?

“It wouldn’t be my lab, would it? I’d be working for him.”

“Saving the world, just like you wanted. Or was that all just bluster, all that yelling you did? A big toddler tantrum when you didn’t get your way?”

Raj wondered what would happen if he punched Blondie out. Smashed his fist through his face shield, or would it bounce off? He clenched his fist at his side and just let it hang.

“Your lab’s all set up on Bowen Island. They’re plague-free, cut off, so your kid would be⁠—”

“Stop.”

“We can take you straight there.”

Raj dug out his sat phone. His hands had gone clammy. He squinted at the keypad, trying to think. What was he doing? What did he want? To yell at Donn Snow? Or was there some part of him that still thought—still hoped⁠—

He closed his eyes. Bowen Island, he’d been there, to Snow’s old cabin, back when they’d both still spelled millionaire with an M. A tiny green island off the coast of BC. Mira would love it there, all that fresh air. Beaches and forests, kids to play with. Was that what he wanted, to hide? To escape?

“I can call him,” said Blondie. “If you don’t have his⁠—”

“I have it,” said Raj. He tabbed through his contacts and pulled up Snow’s, and he didn’t have to do this. He could still walk away.

The line rang once, twice, and a flat tone cut in. A robot voice picked up—please hold for Donn Snow. Raj resisted the impulse to roll his eyes. Snow’d wait eight minutes, then he’d pick up. Eight minutes precisely, to show he was in charge. It was sad, really, like a kid playing⁠—

“Raj.”

Raj almost choked. “Snow. I thought⁠—”

“I’ve been waiting. So, you in or what?”

Raj’s brain shorted out. “In, to do what?”

“Fix what we broke. What did you think? I’ve got your lab staffed up, ready to go. I tracked down Yang and Bennett and Shaw. You and Shaw, right? You two were tight. Of course, you can still hire whoever you want.”

Raj held the phone away from his ear. He couldn’t think with Snow rattling on. Couldn’t get his thoughts straight through all the noise. The day was too loud, the birds, Cohen’s breathing. The whine of a generator, high in his ears. Too many distractions, but he knew why he’d called.

“You can’t do this,” he said. “You can’t snap your fingers and think I’ll just come.”

“That’s not a no,” said Snow. “So, what can I do?”

“Nothing. We’re through.” Raj knew he should hang up, but he kept talking. “I just called to tell you I need you to stop. No men. No choppers. No⁠—”

“So, you’re a hypocrite? Is that what you’re saying?”

Raj reeled, still dizzy from the high of saying no. “I’m saying I’m not interested in working for you.”

“Even if I told you I’m ready to end this?”

End this? The Snowstorm? Raj soared, elated. He thought his heart might explode. This was it, vindication. Snow backing down. He couldn’t undo the damage already done, the flooding, the plague, the crops dying off, but in five years, ten…

He swallowed. His brow furrowed. “Hold on. You’re saying⁠—”

“Tick-tock, Sahai.”

Raj covered his free ear to shut out the world. Something was off here, something not right. He closed his eyes and it came to him, the fly in Snow’s ointment.

“Why do you need me, just to shut down? Any number of scientists could⁠—”

“Shut down?” Snow’s laugh rang tinny in Raj’s ear. “You’ve misunderstood. I don’t want to shut down.”

“So, by end this, you meant…?”

“Bump up our timeline. Get to the end. The part where the icecaps are freezing back up. Where the sea level’s falling and the coasts are safe. Folks’ll revolt if all they see is the downside. We need to get some upside happening post-haste.”

Raj stared at the barn, seeing nothing at all. “You want to…what, double down? How would that work? How would you even⁠—”

“That’s your department. So, are you in or out?”

“That’s not how it works,” said Raj. He felt like he’d stepped outside his body, outside reality, into a dream. “The science, you can’t— You might as well ask me to bend time itself.”

“Once, they said man couldn’t fly to the moon. But we did that, and we left our footprints to prove it. So, one more time, are you in or out?”

Raj groped for the words to convey his feelings. Words to make Donn Snow feel what he felt.

“You’re stupid,” he whispered.

“Sorry, what was that?”

You’re stupid. I hate you. You ruined my life.

“The thing is, the technology, with what we know now⁠—”

“What we know now doesn’t matter. It’s what we’ll know tomorrow. What you can teach us.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. That’s just…that’s…” Raj pressed his lips together. He wanted to scream. Snow didn’t get it, never had, never would. He wasn’t a scientist, just a—a science reseller, buying ideas and tying bows round their necks, turning them loose on an unsuspecting world.

“Do I have to drag you in? Is that what it’ll take?”

Raj inhaled spit and nearly choked. “No! Ugh, no. Wait.” He pulled off his mask and wiped at his mouth. Drag him in? Drag him? Would Snow really…what? Haul him off screaming, and what of Mira? She’d barely recovered. She needed to rest.

“I need to think,” he croaked. “Give me a week. I’ll call you back.”

“I’ll give you a day,” said Snow.

“A week,” Raj repeated. “That’s not up for debate.” He hung up before Snow could protest and stood in the silence, shaking all over. His muscles felt achy, like he’d just run a mile. His stomach felt liquid, sloshing with sickness.

“You should go.” Cohen nodded at Blondie. “Mr. Sahai won’t be joining you today.”

Blondie ignored him. His phone rang and he answered, and he gave a curt nod.

“All right. We’re leaving.” He stuck his phone in its holster. “He’s considering other candidates, so you’ll want to think fast.”

Raj thought again about punching Blondie, grabbing him by his face shield and letting him have it. He hadn’t punched anyone since the playground—since he was seven and Tom Lee took his lunch. He’d punched Tom in the face and chipped his front tooth, and that chip had dug into Raj’s third knuckle. He’d got an infection. He still had the scar. Still, it’d felt worth it to take back his lunch. To spit in Tom’s face and tell him f you. He hadn’t known what f meant, but it’d felt good to say.

“Pound you to liverwurst,” he mumbled, but Blondie was gone. The choppers were rising, blowing dust in his face. He stood in the yard and watched them dwindle, watched till the rotor noise gave way to shouting. Kelly was shouting. He turned around.

“Sorry, could you⁠—”

“I said, I want you gone, right now, today. I don’t care where you go, but you can’t stay here.”

Raj only stared, his head full of chaos. Go, yes, he’d need to, but Mira… But Marks. His pilot was sick. His plane was…somewhere. Had Jordan sent someone to pick it up? Had Raj even asked him to? He didn’t remember.

“Did you hear me? I said⁠—”

“He’s not stopping.”

Kelly paused in her tirade. Her face was all red. “What are you talking about?”

“He’s doubling down.”

“Who is? Donn Snow?” She shook her head. “You know what? I don’t care. He wasn’t my problem till you showed up. I need you out of here by the end of the day.”

A murmur went up, hostile assent. The family had gathered at Kelly’s back, the shaggy one, her boyfriend, parked at her side. His eyes were unfriendly, all grim and closed off. The kids were the same, stiff with anger.

“I’ll stop him,” said Raj. “I know where he is.”

Kelly just scowled at him. Jackson made a sound. Raj swallowed thickly. He hadn’t meant to say that aloud. That vertigo was back, swooping in his head. Go after Snow? He’d have to be⁠—

“So you are leaving,” said Stanley. “Did I hear that right?”

Raj gulped. “I, uh…” His throat had gone funny, watery-sick. He cleared it and spat and swayed where he stood. “It’s going to get worse,” he said. “You might not—” He glanced at the kids, then down at the dirt. “He needs to be stopped, and I know where he’s hiding.”

“And you’re going to stop him?” Jeb’s tone was doubtful, but not entirely unkind. Raj focused on him, on his big, bushy beard.

“I’m going to try,” he said, and he thought maybe he meant it. “I’ve known him since college. I know how he works. I think, if I could get to him, I might…” Get close enough to kill him? Change his mind? “I don’t have a plan yet. But I need to try. I need to see him, to show him, to explain. The science, the thing is, what he wants won’t work. I think if he saw that⁠—”

“What about me?” Mira had crept closer, up to Raj’s knee. She stood looking up at him, her eyes wet with tears. Raj’s chest tightened, and he turned away.

“I’ll come back,” he said. “You like it here, don’t you? With the dogs, and the…dogs?”

Kelly hissed through her teeth. Raj couldn’t look at her. He couldn’t look at anyone, so he stared at his feet.

“I’m sorry. I know I’m asking a lot. You didn’t have to look after her, to bring her this far. I wouldn’t do this, but I⁠—”

“Are you apologizing to me?” Kelly’s tone was incredulous. “You’ve just found your daughter, and you’re leaving without her?”

“I don’t want to,” said Raj. He wiped at his face. “Mira, I promise, I don’t want to leave you. But this is for you. You deserve to be⁠—”

“How would you get there?”

Raj’s head snapped up at Cohen’s question. “We’d drive,” he said.

“What, just you and me?”

He frowned. “And Stutt.”

Stutt grunted. “Not me. I won’t leave my men while they’re sick with the plague.”

Raj tried to think through the churn in his head. Just him and Cohen. How would that work? He’d got a taste of the new world on the trip from Asheville, and what he’d seen had been bad enough to haunt his nightmares. Still, Cohen was tough, and Raj had his brains, and⁠—

“Where is he?” said the boyfriend.

“In his bunker,” said Raj. “In the woods, in Kentucky, in an old mine.” A happy thought struck him, and he leaned forward. “You’ve survived out there. You could come too. You and him, maybe.” He nodded at Jeb.

“Over my dead body,” said Kelly. “You can go if you want to, but this isn’t our fight.”

“It could be mine,” said Jeb. “But I’d want a favor in return.”

“Me too,” said Jackson. “I’d go after Snow.”

Kelly cuffed him hard on the back of his head. “No, you would not. Go on, get inside.” She clapped her hands. “That goes for all of you—go in. Get cleaned up. We’ve still got Dad’s funeral, so go. Shake a leg.” She herded the kids away, and Eddie along with them. That was the boyfriend’s name. Eddie. Edward?

“Daddy?” Mira had stayed with him and was tugging on his shirt. Raj knelt in the dirt and gathered her close.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You always say that.”

“And I always mean it.” The words came out ragged, and he cleared his throat. “This’ll be the last time. The last time. I swear.”

“When will you come back?”

He held her tighter. “I don’t know. Soon.”

Mira pulled away. “I know what soon means. It’s adult for never. Like when I asked Mom when we could go to Disney. She said we’d go soon, and guess what? We never.”

“We could open your present.”

Mira shook her head. “No.” She scuffed at the dirt with one grubby, bare toe. “If I don’t open it, you have to come back. You have to come to my party, or I’ll throw it away. I’ll throw it in the garbage, so you have to come back.”

Raj bowed his head. He could hear shouting from the back porch: Jackson and Kelly. Fighting like families did, loud and messy. Kelly would never leave Jackson behind. All she did was for him—that was plain to see.

Raj hadn’t thought twice about leaving Mira behind. Not till she’d come up and tugged on his sleeve.

Kelly let out a shout, all fire and frustration. “I said you’re not going. Now, go change your shirt.”

“My shirt’s fine.”

“It’s filthy.”

Raj took Mira’s hand. He pulled her in close and sat her on his knee. “This is important,” he said. “I wouldn’t go if it wasn’t. But you’re more important, so believe me. I’ll be back. We’ll go home together, and…I’ll get you a dog.”

Mira shrieked with delight. “A real dog? You promise?”

Raj hooked his pinky through her tiny, blunt one. “I promise. Your very own dog.”

“But won’t you get sick?”

“There’s a shot I can get. I pinky-swore, right?”

Mira smiled wide, and Raj smiled with her. His world lit up and his heart cracked in two. He made a new promise, one he kept to himself: if he didn’t make it back, she’d still get her dog. Kelly would do that for him—no. She’d do it for Mira.
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Slipping in was easy—easier than he’d thought.

He waited in the garage while Cohen loaded the trunk, peering through the cracked door to track his progress. When Cohen went to grab the others, Jackson snuck in. He climbed in the trunk and wormed his way to the back, behind Jeb’s rucksack and Raj’s sleeping bag, and a big rolled-up tent that smelled of bug spray. He pulled the lid shut behind him, and that was a risk. Cohen had left it open. He might smell a rat.

Jackson lay and waited, and he thought of Ray. It was hard not to think of him, being stuffed in the trunk—hard not to ache for when things were good. Ray’d have been up for this. Suggested it, even. Egged Jackson on. What’s wrong, you chicken?

Boots scraped on concrete. Jackson went still. Something thumped on the trunk lid, and he bit back a yelp.

“I meant what I said,” said Raj. “I appreciate you coming.”

“Glad to do it,” said Jeb. “You’ll hold up your end?”

“I’ve got my PA on it. If he can’t find your family, nobody can.”

Jeb grunted. “Good. Now, if you’re⁠—”

“Ready?”

Jackson stiffened. Cohen. If he was getting busted, it would be now. He waited for Cohen to notice the trunk, but if he did, he didn’t comment. He got in the front seat and Jeb got in beside him, and Jackson heard Raj shuffling around in the back. Raj was saying something, but his voice was all muffled.

Kentucky, thought Jackson. How long to drive there? Should’ve thought of that, maybe, before he hopped in the trunk. It wasn’t too late to bang on Raj’s seat, scare a squeal out of him, scrap the whole thing.

Jackson lay there unmoving, breathing bug spray. Cohen started the engine, and they got underway. Mira ran after them as far as the drive, tiny feet pounding as she yelled her goodbyes. Eddie called out good luck, and Jeb hollered back. The dogs were the loudest, barking up a storm. Jackson waited for Mom to come running, screaming his name, but she never did. He’d got away clean.

The trunk soon got hot, and Jackson sipped water. His nose itched and tickled, and he fought back a sneeze. He rubbed his nose on Jeb’s rucksack, and then on his sleeve, but the itch just kept growing, filling his head. It made his eyes stream and his sinuses prickle. He sneezed into Jeb’s rucksack, a quick, messy blast. If only Ray were here, he’d use his shirt as a Kleenex.

Jackson curled up tighter and tried to breathe slow. The heat and the motion were making him sick. That, and Ray wasn’t here, and what was he doing? There wouldn’t be rides at the end of this trip, or swing boats or pirates or fun in the sun. There’d just be Donn Snow. Donn Snow, and then what? Even Raj didn’t know what he planned to do then.

Better than doing nothing.

Jackson wanted to believe that, but doubts crowded in. Sometimes nothing was better, like poking a bear. Not poking it was smarter. Not engaging at all. The bear wouldn’t bother you if you just slunk away.

Except, he is bothering us. He’s bugging us bad.

Jackson lay in the dark with his thoughts running circles. The road evened out, then got bumpy again. A warm mayo smell invaded the trunk—sandwiches, Jackson guessed. That put it past noon. Jackson lay and listened to the engine’s low hum, the hiss of the tires and the bump of loose luggage. His head got heavy and his thoughts wound down. He drowsed, then he slept, and he dreamed of bears. Bears that growled. Bears that snarled. Bears with long claws. Bears charging after him, roaring like⁠—

Jackson woke with a gasp to blackness thick as tar. He didn’t know where he was at first, and he groped out, searching for a light switch that wasn’t there. His questing fingers found canvas, and a low metal ceiling—not a ceiling, but the trunk lid. He’d crawled into the trunk. Panic rose in his throat as he realized he was trapped. Trapped in the trunk, and something was wrong. They were moving too fast, bumping over rough road. The engine was straining, a deep, hungry roar.

Jackson tried to sit up, and Raj yelled out, frantic.

“They’re gaining—they’re⁠—”

Jackson scrabbled to free himself from a mess of tent ropes. He could hear more engines, loud, coming fast.

They’re gonna hit us. Why’re they so close?

Cohen swerved wildly. Jackson’s elbow went crack against something hard in the trunk. He bit down on Jeb’s rucksack to stifle his shout. Tires shrieked, then crunched. Gravel pinged off the muffler. Jeb shouted something and Cohen swerved back, and then came the impact, a great, crunching swipe. The whole sedan screamed and seemed to lift from the road. Jackson rose with it, weightless, then whack. His head hit the trunk lid, and he saw stars. He slammed down on his back and lay struggling to breathe.

“Shoot them,” yelled someone, Raj, Jackson thought. “Shoot them now, shoot them, shoot⁠—”

Jackson grabbed Jeb’s rucksack and folded it around his head. It shut out the sound, but he didn’t need to hear. He needed his skull not to crack like an egg. He needed to go back six hours and stay home with Mom.

The next hit was massive, a huge, sickening crunch. Jackson felt the trunk crumple and its contents push in. He heard grinding metal and tinkling glass, then a scream of sheer terror, maybe his own. The rich scent of gasoline flooded the trunk. Jackson’s eyes watered. His nose and throat burned. He tucked his knees in and braced for impact, and then he was flying, ears ringing, limbs loose. He had time to think fu—, then his back hit the roof. He spun and came down again, rolling with the sedan, smashing his elbow, then his knee, then his hand. Jeb’s pack hit something solid and mashed into his face, so hard Jackson’s nose burst and gushed. He choked on his own blood, gagged, and tried to breathe through his mouth. No air got through, and his heart lurched with fear.

Choking—I’m dying.

Get the bag off your face.

The car rolled and thumped down, and skidded down a steep slope. It hit something at the bottom and jerked to a stop. Jackson fought with Jeb’s rucksack and pushed it away. He heaved in a huge gulp of foul, reeking air. It made his guts seize up, and he swallowed back puke.

Gotta get out of here. Where’s the damn⁠—

He felt for the trunk release. He’d seen it, the cable. Marked its location, so he could get out. He just had to find it, and⁠—

A gun cracked right by him, practically in his head. He screamed, then went rigid when someone fired back. The sedan jerked when the shells hit, one, two, three, four. Something fell, soft and heavy, a body. A bag? Jackson curled up tighter, as small as he could. More shots rang out, a thumping barrage. One punched through the trunk, and daylight streamed in.

“Jeb, hey! Jeb, help!” Jackson banged on the trunk lid. Raj yelled, high and scared. Something went boom, so loud Jackson’s ears popped. A sharp, acrid smell hit—bleach, vinegar—then came the smoke, creeping into the trunk. Jackson cringed away from it. Someone yelled gas.

“Y’all just lie down, now. You lie down, you hear?”

Jackson tugged his shirt up over his face. He felt for his water bottle and found it crushed, and used the last dregs to soak his shirt. The gas got through anyway, and his whole face caught fire, his eyeballs, his sinuses, even his tongue. He coughed, retched, and scrabbled for Raj’s sleeping bag, anything, anything to muffle the sound. Someone was coming, skidding down the hill. More than one someone—how many? Snow’s men?

“I got the big one. You grab the nerd.”

Not Snow’s men, then. They didn’t know Raj.

“I think this one’s dead. Should I leave him, or⁠—”

“Nah, he’s out cold. Get him in the van.”

Jackson groped around some more, this time for a weapon. His chest heaved, his guts lurched, and his hand closed on nothing. Boots scuffed in dirt and stopped by the trunk.

“See what ya got in here…damn, that’s crushed good.”

Metal scraped on metal, a crowbar, a wrench. Jackson coughed into Raj’s sleeping bag, helpless to stop. His efforts to quiet himself just made his cough worse. Any second, they’d hear him, and that would be that. He’d lose any chance he had, any element of surprise.

“Come down and help me. This thing’s jammed tight.”

Jackson rolled on his back. He’d kick him, he thought. Kick his fool face in and take it from there. A fresh spate of coughing made him turn and retch.

“Hey, there’s a—damn!”

Something hit the sedan, something heavy and solid. It hit twice, three times—a boot? Someone’s head? Jackson heard shouting and gunshots, and someone yelling don’t shoot. Jeb roared. Glass shattered. Jackson felt the trunk shake.

“Get him, kill him!”

“Raj, go on, run.”

The trunk shook again, a massive impact. Someone coughed, weak and feeble. Dirt sprayed the car. Raj made a gurgling sound, half-curse, half-retch. Jackson lay waiting, snuffling through his shirt. He heard someone groaning, and the clink of handcuffs. Raj tried to bribe someone and got a smack for his pains.

“You can check in my wallet. My ID, I’m⁠—”

“We got all night to do that. Get in the van.”

Jackson lay still, or as still as he could. He had the hiccups, the worst ones ever, great dog-toy squeaks ripping out of his throat. He pressed his hand to his mouth and listened for Jeb. Had they killed him, or just knocked him out? Or, was he faking? Did he have a plan?

A door slammed, then another. An engine coughed low. They were leaving, all of them, Jeb and Raj. Cohen. Jackson shook with a strange mix of relief and despair. They hadn’t caught him. They’d left him alone.

He was alone and locked in the trunk.
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Kelly leaned on the counter, her head hanging down. What had she not done? What had she missed? The laundry was folded and piled on the table. Dinner was cooking, bean casserole. She’d dragged a stone from the garden to mark Dad’s grave. Tomorrow, she’d paint it, date of birth, date of death. Loving husband and father, grandfather⁠—

The kids. She hadn’t checked on the kids, but she could hear them, Zoe reading a story, Mira giggling along. Jackson was with Stanley in the greenhouse. She’d seen him head up there—when had that been? A few hours ago, maybe. She’d give him a while yet, time to cool off.

So, that was dinner, the laundry, the kids. Dad’s grave, the chickens, the goats, and the dogs. That left the fence, but they’d run out of bolts. Eddie was out somewhere, scrounging for more.

She pulled the radio toward her and unhooked the handset, wiped grease off the button, and held it down to talk.

“Mom, hey, it’s me. You doing okay?”

Mom didn’t answer. Kelly sat at the table and waited, bone-tired. After a moment, the radio chirped.

“Kelly? That you? I said, let me sleep.”

“I did,” said Kelly. “I let you sleep hours. If you’d stayed on the farm, I could just’ve looked in.”

Mom groaned. “It’s quiet here. I told you, lay off.”

Kelly did a snort-laugh. That was Mom, grumpy-sick, off in her hermit-hole sleeping it off.

“It’s quiet here, too,” she said. “Or, quieter than it was.”

“Give me a day or two, I’ll come back up. The minute I swab negative…” Mom yawned, loud and long. “The nap helped, I think. Throat’s much less scratchy. A couple of lazy days’ll have me up on my feet.”

“Mom…” Kelly massaged her forehead. “You won’t let me bring you anything? Blankets? Gatorade?”

“Doc brought me both. Get some sleep, yourself.”

Kelly sighed. “Okay, Mom. I’ll call back before bed.” She leaned back in her chair and dropped the handset on the table. Her head throbbed with her heartbeat, a dull, nagging pain. A bedache, Eddie would call it—the sort of headache only sleep soothed. Maybe a few minutes, here at the table. A quick little power nap, and then she could⁠—

“Aunt Kelly!”

“Kelly!”

She jerked to attention. Zoe and Mira came pounding up the steps. They burst into the kitchen, both shouting at once. Kelly held up her hands in a warding-off gesture.

“Hold on, slow down. One at a time.”

“It’s Stanley,” said Zoe.

“He fell down. He’s dying.”

Kelly leaned on the table. “Stanley’s sick? Where?”

“I don’t think it’s the plague,” said Zoe. “It looked like his heart. He was fixing the greenhouse, and he just…dropped.”

“The glass fell on top of him, but it didn’t break.” Mira stared up at Kelly. “You’ll help him, right?”

Kelly tousled her hair. “Yeah, I’ll go do that. You two find Major Stutt.” She set out at a jog, then broke into a sprint, and charged into the greenhouse to find the crisis had passed. Stanley was propped up against a planter, Stutt leaning over him, checking his heart.

“Sorry,” said Stanley.

“Sorry? For what?”

“You know, the scare.” He made a vague gesture, a sort of limp wave. “You came running over here for a damn senior moment.”

Kelly’s eyes darted to Stutt. “Senior moment?”

“He got absorbed in his gardening and forgot to hydrate.” He pushed Stanley’s water bottle into his hand. “You’ve got a mild heatstroke. Go inside and sip water, and take a cool bath. And no more gardening till I give the all-clear.”

Stanley mumbled and grunted, but he let Stutt help him up. Kelly stood frowning—something was wrong.

“Kelly? You all right?”

She realized she was blocking the doorway and stepped aside. Stanley shuffled past her, leaning on Stutt. He had a tomato squashed to his back. Kelly reached out to grab it, and then it clicked home.

“Jackson. Where’s Jackson? Wasn’t he with you?”

Stanley paused, brow creased. “I haven’t seen him since the funeral. Did you try the garage?”

Kelly raced past him, across the yard. The garage door was closed, the windows dark. She checked inside anyway—nothing. No one. The shed was the same, and the barn, the cellar. Maybe he’d gone swimming, or out with Eddie. But Eddie would’ve asked her, if he’d taken Jackson along.

She stumbled into the kitchen, and the kids crowded in.

“Is he okay? Doc took him upstairs.”

“Can we go up too? Can we bring him a snack?”

“Shut up. I mean, sorry.” Kelly swallowed her panic. “Did you see Jackson at lunch?”

Zoe glanced at Mira. “Lunch? I don’t think so. Didn’t he go with Dad?”

“I don’t know. Did you see him go?”

“I think so,” said Mira. “He went in the garage.”

“When? When’d he go in there?”

Mira recoiled, and Kelly caught her reflection in the window, looming over the children like Baba Yaga. She stepped back and straightened and took a deep breath.

“Never mind,” she said. “I’m sure you’re right. I’m just going to go and, uh…” She turned and bolted and bounded upstairs, and burst into Jackson’s room without pausing to knock. The door slammed behind her, but she hardly noticed. Jackson’s bed was made neatly, his curtains drawn shut. His closet stood open, its wooden shelves bare. A lone winter coat hung to one side, but his shirts, his jeans, his socks, underwear…

“No,” whispered Kelly. She closed her eyes. “Why?”

She guessed she knew why. He’d yelled it in her face: he wanted to do something, not sit on his ass. The real question was how? Raj, she could see it, letting him tag along. The way he was with Mira, he was barely a dad. But Jeb, that was different. She’d expected better of Jeb. What had Raj promised him, to secure his betrayal?

“Can’t trust anyone,” she muttered. “Should’ve known. Should’ve guessed.”

She pounded back down the stairs and out of the house and remembered her casserole, baking in the oven.

“Zoe!”

“Aunt Kelly?”

She sucked air through her nose. “There’s a casserole in the oven, needs to come out in an hour. Let it sit for ten minutes, then dish it up.”

“Where are you going?”

“Jackson ran off with Raj. I need to go get him. We ought to be back here some time tomorrow, but until that happens, uh…” Kelly clenched her fists. Mom was at the Carsons’. Stanley was sick. That left Eddie in charge, which…

“Do what Dad says?”

“That’s right,” said Kelly. “And when he gets home, tell him stay put. No one leaves this farm until I get back.”

She cursed Raj’s name as she reached the garage. He’d taken the sedan, because of course he had. Mom had her truck and Eddie had the new one, which left Kelly the flower van, clunky and slow. She cursed Jackson, too, on her way down the drive. He had to have known she would come looking—had to have known what that would mean. She had work to do here, mouths to feed, fences to build. She couldn’t afford a day-long detour. Zoe couldn’t afford it, or Mira, or Mom. What if Mom got worse? What if she died?

Kelly mashed the horn. It blew a loud blast. A couple of birds flew up, and Kelly drove faster. Low-hanging branches scraped on her roof. She sped on and ignored them, pedal to the metal. The road opened up, then burrowed into dense forest. A brief, blazing sunset burned through the trees. Then came the darkness, deep, absolute, no moon, no streetlights to cut through the black. Kelly turned on her high beams and eased off the gas.

Focus. Just focus. Eyes on the road.

She squinted ahead. The road was uneven, scattered with black. Her wheel hit a pothole she hadn’t seen. She bounced, came down hard, and bit her tongue. It hurt and it bled, and she slowed to a crawl.

You should stop for the night. They’d have stopped too.

Kelly kept going. The potholes got worse. She was barely moving, doing fifteen. A tractor’d be faster, or even a bike. What if she’d missed them, pulled off the road? She could’ve cruised by them and not seen a thing.

“Damn it, Jeb, Jackson…” She scanned up ahead for a place to pull over, but the trees crowded in on her left and her right, great walls of forest leaning into the road.

Her tire blew ten miles from nowhere at all, a bang, then a bump, then she swerved off the road. She skidded down the shoulder in a thin spray of mud and came to a stop with a heartfelt groan. For a while, she just sat there, slumped over the wheel. Her body was heavy, weighted with the need for sleep. She didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to get dirty.

You could always just sleep here. Wait for morning.

Kelly flicked on her flashers and set the parking brake. She stepped out of the flower van and into the night. The dry, leafy canopy murmured like rain, and she let her memories wash over her along with the sound, Zach in his casket, Jackson on his raft. Ray and his leg—had it rained that night? Maybe it hadn’t. It hurt all the same. She let the hurt fill her and counted to ten, and when she was done, she opened her eyes.

A tire. She could do this. She’d done it before. Done it at night, even, and in actual rain. First, she’d need light. She climbed back in the van and rummaged around, glove box, door pockets, front storage bin. The glove box was stuffed full of tatty old maps. The storage bin yielded a broken CD. Someone had used the door pockets as makeshift trash cans, which…ew. Just, ew. She’d make Jackson empty those once she caught up.

Kelly circled the van and poked through the back. She found an empty emergency kit bolted to the wall, no flares, no flashlight, not even a match. Underneath was a cabinet with a jack inside, and a toolbox marked property of DESMOND J. PARK. Kelly flipped it open and found a loose razor blade.

No light? No lug wrench? Desmond, you suck.

The jack had a slot where a lug wrench should go, but someone had used it and not put it back. Desmond again, probably. She hated that guy.

If I were a lug wrench, where would I be?

In Desmond’s garage, with the rest of his crap.

She opened the driver’s door and squeezed under the wheel, probing the dark, dusty spaces under the seats. Something stuck to her face and she blew it away. It caught in her hair, a shoddy gray smudge, maddeningly trapped at the edge of her vision.

Kelly leaned in farther and stretched her arm out long, scraping through crumbs and chip bags and—there. Something metal. Her fingertips bumped it and nudged it away. Still, her heart beat faster. What else could it be, besides the lug wrench?

A hammer. A crowbar. A skinny dildo.

Kelly stretched after it at a tortured angle, body bent backward, head to one side. Something blunt and metallic dug into her back. Her boot skidded out and her head thumped the floor, and yeah. Yeah. Right there. She walked her fingers forward, touched metal, and…

What she needed was a hook. Something to grab with. A long stick, or⁠—

“Bingo.” She hooked a finger over her target, just the tip. Just enough. She curled her finger and the shaft spun toward her. One end was rubber, a cool, textured grip. Kelly grabbed onto it and pulled it out, and whooped so loud it made her ears ring. Desmond J. Park had come through after all, with an old, greasy lug wrench, but it’d do the job.

Kelly straightened up, wincing, and rolled the pinch out of her shoulder. The wind picked up and blew chills down her neck. She left the door open so the light would stay on, only to turn back with a muttered curse. Park had come through on the lug wrench, but he’d lost his wheel wedges. She’d need something there, or the van would roll.

She dropped the wrench on the front seat and scoured the shoulder for rocks. Her search turned up nothing but a lot of gravel. The woods were more fruitful, yielding a bounty of sticks. Kelly picked out two fat ones to wedge the front tires, and jammed them in good. That ought to hold. That just left the hard part, and damn, she was tired.

She leaned for a moment in the open front door, waiting for her second wind to kick in. It didn’t, not even a breeze. Still, she grabbed her wrench and circled the van and squatted in the dirt by the rear tire. Even in the dark, she could see the lug nuts had rusted. How bad, was the question: rusted in place, or just kind of crusty?

The first one came loose with a hearty twist.

The second one stuck at first, then turned with a crunch. A dusting of rust flakes settled on Kelly’s knee.

The third one, the third one—the third one wouldn’t budge. Kelly got her knee on the lug wrench, then her whole boot, but still the nut held. She pulled the wrench off and scraped at the rust, slotted the wrench back on, and no joy. Not a squeak.

“Come on…” She tried with her heel again. Stamped down hard, slipped. She did a clumsy half-spin and smacked her elbow, right on the funny bone, a nerve-jangling hit. The sound that escaped her was half curse, half scream, a string of profanity to make the trees blush. Kelly kicked the tire, then she kicked it again, then she kicked the lug wrench into the street. She chased it and stamped on it and kicked it some more, and shrieked like a banshee, pure, blinding rage. She yelled till her throat got tired and her ears roared, and her vision flooded with furious light. Then the light dimmed and Kelly sat down, drained dry and panting in the middle of the road.

Behind her came laughter, choked off and faint. Kelly just twitched, too tired to jump.

“Eddie, if that’s you, I swear to God…”

Eddie didn’t say anything, but she knew it was him. She got to her feet and retrieved the lug wrench. Stalked back to the flower van, lips drawn into a scowl.

“You didn’t see that.”

“Okay,” said Eddie.

“And you shouldn’t have come.” Kelly clapped the wrench on the nut and stomped it again. This time, it came loose, and she moved on to the next.

“We voted,” said Eddie. “At least, we tried. Then your mom said she’d smack me if I let you go alone. But I’d have come anyway. I⁠—”

“On your bike, I see.” Kelly loosed the last nut and got to her feet. “Where’s your helmet?”

“I didn’t, uh…”

“Come here. Just get over here.” Kelly dropped the wrench. She took half a step forward and opened her arms, and Eddie pulled her into a tight, crushing hug. They stood in the dark, quiet, just breathing. Kelly groped and fumbled, and found Eddie’s hand.

“I’m so mad at you,” she said. “And, it’s so good to see you.”
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Raj was in a hole. An actual hole, like a hole. In the ground.

The hole was five feet long, four feet wide, and eight feet deep. That was a problem. That, and the heavy grate over the top. Jeb had tried lifting him, to push it away, but it was locked down, bolted, and chained.

The hole smelled of rats. Raj couldn’t see any, but the smell made him nervous. He’d smelled it before, in a lab, back in college, warm fur and urine and rich, woodsy scat. Somewhere, there were rats, waiting. Lurking.

The soil was hard in the hole, too dense for digging. Up top was concrete along the rim. That was all Raj knew when it came to the hole: deep, cramped, and ratty, and no way out.

Cohen was in the hole with him, asleep, as was Jeb. Both men were snoring, but only Cohen had an excuse. He’d smashed his nose in the crash. Jeb just—just snored. Raj had tried kicking him, but Jeb had kicked back. He hadn’t woken, and his snoring hadn’t stopped. And how could he sleep like that? How could Cohen? The floor was just dirt. They couldn’t stretch out. And the noises—the noises⁠—

Raj sneezed. Wiped his nose. That was another thing: he couldn’t stop sneezing. Either there was a dog around, or he was getting sick. Or one of the Walkers’ dogs had been in his clothes.

He tilted his head back and stared up at the grate. The sky was getting lighter, heading for dawn. Raj could hear people, dozens, hundreds. A whole lot of people stirring from sleep. All night, he’d been hearing them shifting around, moaning and whimpering and shushing each other. He’d heard footsteps, too, guards on patrol. One of them had come once, to peer down at Raj. Raj had peered back at him until he went away.

“Shut up,” groaned someone. “Shut up, stop…”

A door slammed, and Raj froze. He shook Jeb by his shoulder.

Jeb shook him off. “Wassit?”

“Morning,” said Raj.

Jeb sat up slowly, and Cohen did too. Cohen narrowed his eyes at him.

“You been up all night?”

“Somebody had to be.”

Cohen chuckled. “I hate to tell you, but⁠—”

“Shh.” Jeb held up his hand. Cohen went quiet. Raj sat and listened and hugged his knees to his chest. The footsteps were back, and coming this way, two sets this time. Heavy footsteps. Raj caught Cohen’s eye.

“Do something,” he whispered.

Cohen cocked a brow. “Like what?”

“Like, what I pay you for. Get me out of this hole.”

Cohen said nothing. He watched the grate with hard eyes. The footsteps tromped closer. Raj heard sloshing water. He heard creaking, too, and a hollow thumping. Then a black shadow fell over the hole, and two shapes followed, a man and a woman. The man set something down at the edge of the hole. The woman leaned over and shone a light in Raj’s face.

“How’d you guys sleep? Hungry for breakfast?”

Nobody said anything. The woman tied a bottle to a length of twine and let it down—a battered Coke bottle with a faded label. The liquid inside was water, not Coke.

“Now food,” said the man. He tossed something down through the gaps in the grate. It landed at Raj’s feet, a sandwich wrapped in cling film. Two more came after and bounced across the floor.

“That’s two beef,” said the woman. “The third’s avocado. We did a veggie option, y’know, just in case.”

“I’m not Hindu,” said Raj.

“Who says I meant you?”

Raj just glowered at her. The woman glowered back. The man took her flashlight and shone it around.

“Your honeypot need emptying, or you guys okay?”

Raj frowned. Our what?

Jeb stood up, nodding. “Yeah, would you mind?”

For the first time, Raj noticed the bucket in the corner, hidden until now by Jeb’s sleeping bulk. No one had used it, of that he was sure. Still, Jeb’s nose wrinkled as he bent to retrieve it.

“How do we do this? I just hand it up?”

“No, I’ll let down a string.” The man lowered a length of dull, fraying twine. Jeb tied it to the bucket, and Raj heard a key turn. A padlock clicked open, and then two more. Chains scraped on concrete, and⁠—

“Get down.”

Raj heard Cohen whisper, and then he was down, flat on his belly, face in the dirt. A weight thumped on top of him. Somebody screamed. Raj heard rattling and yelling and wood on concrete, a chaos of sounds that made his head spin. He heard Jeb grunt, and he turned his head to one side. Jeb’s boots were pumping, two feet off the ground. Was he climbing out? Had he somehow⁠—

“The shovel. The shovel.”

Jeb kicked and roared. Cohen got off Raj and gave him a boost.

“Crap! Marcus, help! The big one’s half out!”

Raj heard running footsteps, more than one pair. A loud sound rang out, metal on concrete, and then a muted sound. Metal on flesh. Jeb’s boots slid back down, and Raj struggled up. He watched Jeb stagger, then launch himself at the grate. He forced himself under it, and something flashed from above, a bright shape, a shovel aimed straight at his head. Jeb jerked back, shouting, and it swished through his beard. He caught it on the backswing and clambered up its handle.

“Watch out,” yelled Cohen. A gunshot rang out. Jeb fell back, cursing, and dragged the woman with him, dragged her by the shovel and caught her in his arms. He pulled her under the grate, and it slammed on her back. She screamed and struggled, and Cohen grabbed her arm. Jeb pulled and Cohen pulled, and the woman flailed and cried. Raj skittered sideways and pressed his back to the wall.

“Let her go.”

“Barbara!”

Jeb gave her a tug, but someone tugged back. Barbara’s shirt rode up and her skin scraped the concrete. She wailed in pain.

“Let her go, or I’m warning you⁠—”

“Screw that.” A huge shape lurched forward, and a sheet of murky water sloshed over the hole. It hung for a moment, and then Raj was choking, foul, stinking liquid splashing his face. He pawed at it. Gagged. Jeb stumbled back. Cohen kept pulling, but Barbara was loose, scratching and thrashing and clawing his face. She lurched back once, twice, and then she was gone. The grate slammed back down and the padlocks went on. A face appeared in the gaps, bloodied but smug.

“I hope you know, you’re not getting more breakfast.”

Raj dropped down gasping, wiping his face. Cohen helped Jeb sit up.

“Are you all right?”

“Apart from—what is this?” He spat on the floor.

“Not sure,” said Cohen. “Smells like spoiled milk.”

Jeb didn’t say anything, just reached for the water. He stared at it, sighed, and put it back down.

“They won’t open the grate again,” said Raj. “Not after that.”

Cohen ignored him. He pulled up Jeb’s shirt sleeve. “That’s bleeding,” he said. “You should clean it, at least.”

Raj stood and jumped up, but fell short of the grate. He jumped up again and fell even shorter. Cohen glanced at him.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to see out.”

“Wait till the coast clears, and I’ll give you a boost.” Cohen rounded up the sandwiches and examined them in turn. One was squashed and ruined, and he threw it away. One had gunk on the wrapper, but the inside was fresh. The third, the avocado, was somehow untouched.

“It’s good they’re feeding us,” said Jeb. “Means they don’t want us dying, at least for a while. And that guy who shot at me fired over my head. He was close enough to hit me, so I’d say he missed on purpose.”

“We can’t stay here,” said Raj. “This hole smells like death.”

“Let’s get you some fresh air, then.” Cohen stood up and bent at the waist. “Climb up on my shoulders and see what you can see.”

“I just saw woods,” said Jeb. “But there’s gotta be more.”

Raj scrambled up onto Cohen’s back, and from there to his shoulders, like a kid at a parade. Together, they were tall enough Raj had to duck down.

“Move to the edge more. I want to push the grate up.”

Cohen shuffled forward. Raj shoved at the grate. It didn’t come up far, just the width of his hand. Still, it was enough he could peer through the crack.

“I see a building,” he said. “Or the bottom of one. It’s old, peeling paint, maybe a barn. Move me up to the corner. I can’t see much from here.”

Cohen edged sidewise. Raj peered under the grate. He saw forest, like Jeb had said, and a wide sweep of lawn, cottages, picket fences, a worn tire swing. A garden stretched eastward, toward the rising sun.

“It’s actually pretty,” he said. “If you don’t count the⁠—”

A loud siren sounded. Raj jerked up sharply and hit his head on the grate. Cohen shifted beneath him.

“What can you see?”

Daisies, thought Raj. He could see daisies and healthy green grass. He twisted his head around and saw more of the same, and the barn’s gray corner looming over the hole. A chain clinked nearby, then dragged on concrete. Then came the scrape of a door swinging open. Raj heard a thump, then a sharp cry of pain, then snorting laughter that made his skin crawl. Under that, he heard movement, the whisper of cloth. The soft, shuffling patter of bare feet on dirt.

“What’s happening?”

“Shh.” Raj nudged Cohen to silence with the heel of his boot. He tilted his head sideways and strained to see more.

“Don’t let them see you.”

“I told you, shut up.”

A shadow straggled out from behind the barn, a long, messy shadow with limbs like bent straws. Then came its owner, a man about Raj’s age. He had a collar on, tight like a dog’s. It bulged at one side, like a bum bag. Two more men came after him, then a group of three women. One of the women whispered something to her neighbor, then she dropped to her knees, clawing at her collar. Her body jerked violently, and she shuddered all over. Raj stared, not breathing, trying to parse what had happened.

“You, on your feet.”

The woman’s hands spasmed. She moaned, deep and raw.

“Let me down,” said Raj.

Cohen didn’t seem to hear him. Raj gave him another kick, and Cohen let him down.

“Well? What’d you see?”

Raj opened his mouth and made a sound like a frog. His feet were wet, and he looked down and saw he was standing in a wide, stinking puddle. The piss bucket was back in the corner by Jeb, and sooner or later, someone would… Sooner or later, he’d have to⁠—

Cohen snapped his fingers. “Hey. What’d you see?”

Raj swallowed. “A chain gang,” he said. “Only, with shock collars instead of chains. They zapped a woman because she talked to her friend. You better get me out of here, or I—I’ll…”

“Yeah?”

Raj looked at Cohen, then down at himself. “If you have any ideas, now’d be the time.”
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Kelly drove in silence, Eddie quiet beside her. She should say something, she knew, let him know it was fine. She could hardly blame him for what he did in his sleep. But when she opened her mouth, what came out was “Breakfast?” She pulled a granola bar out of her pocket.

“Maybe later,” said Eddie. He didn’t even look at her, eyes fixed on the road.

“That dirt road back there, do you think—” Kelly’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “Should we have checked down there? In case they turned off?”

“I don’t see why they would. They’re headed for Kentucky.”

“They could’ve taken back roads. To throw us off.”

Eddie just shrugged at first, but then he shook his head. “I doubt they know we’re coming.”

“How wouldn’t we be coming? Jackson’s my son. Of course I’d come after him, no matter what.”

“Jeb wouldn’t have taken him. Not if he’d known. Jackson must’ve followed them, or hid in the trunk.”

“The trunk?” Kelly’s blood ran cold, but Eddie had a point. Jackson did hide in trunks, or at least he had once. He’d snuck into Pirate Splash squeezed in with Ray. She wouldn’t put it past him to try it again. Still… “Wouldn’t they have noticed when they stopped for the night?”

“If they did stop,” said Eddie. “But, hey, if they did, they’ll be on their way back.”

Kelly resisted the impulse to bang her head on the wheel. That would be perfect, Jackson back on the farm, her headed for Kentucky with a flea in her ear. They could’ve rolled past her sometime in the night, while she was all cuddled in Eddie’s embrace. While she was waking up⁠—

No. No, not now.

“Last night,” said Eddie. “I…what’s going on there?”

Kelly blinked at Eddie’s sudden change of focus. Her face felt hot, though the morning was mild.

“What are you talking about?”

“Dirt in the road.” He pointed ahead, and Kelly saw he was right. A fan of dirt and gravel lay spread across the asphalt. Tires had run through it, at least two sets, one driving straight, one skidding wildly.

“Plastic as well,” she said. “Red. Broken taillights.”

“CSI Farmville,” said Eddie. Kelly didn’t laugh. She slowed to examine the mess in the road, which she saw now was two messes—the one Eddie had pointed at, and one farther down. A dirt road veered off, half-hidden by trees. Fresh tire tracks zigzagged toward a sharp bend, three sets or four, all jumbled together.

“I don’t like that,” said Kelly. She eased the van down the dirt road and the morning got dark, the canopy so dense it blocked out the sun.

“Watch the drop-off,” said Eddie, as she slowed for the corner. Kelly saw what he meant, a gap in the trees from fire or lightning. The hillside was steep there, the roadside eroded. She rolled to a stop.

“Someone went over.”

“I’ll look,” said Eddie. He got out of the van. Kelly watched him edge up to the side of the road. He stood for a moment, shading his eyes. Then he jumped down and vanished from sight.

“Eddie? Eddie?” Kelly scrambled out after him and ran for the gap. She saw it immediately, what he must’ve seen, a car at the bottom, its trunk all crunched in. Its front end was buried in a tangle of green, a huge, fallen treetop splayed out like a skirt. Its back door was open and riddled with holes.

Kelly bounded, then skidded, down the rocky hill. Eddie caught her at the bottom, and she flinched away.

“Is that—” She couldn’t say it.

Eddie circled the car. He checked its rear plate and gave a tight nod. Kelly pushed through the branches and peered in the driver’s window.

“There’s blood,” she said.

“A lot, or…?”

“Sprayed on the dashboard, and over the wheel.” She reached in and touched it, finding it dry.

“I don’t see anyone,” said Eddie.

“They could’ve got out.” Kelly drew back, lightheaded. She hoped that was true. “Jackson? Hey, Jackson? Can you open the trunk?”

Eddie made a grunting sound. “It’s stuck pretty good.”

Kelly went to help him, but stopped halfway. The back seat was ravaged, the seats busted out. Someone had sprayed the upholstery with barf, but she didn’t see blood, not even a speck. What she saw was boot prints, where the seat was kicked in. Boot prints on its back, like⁠—

“Eddie. Check this out.”

Eddie trotted up and let out a long whistle. “He kicked his way out.”

“That means he’s alive. Jackson. Jackson!”

“Hey, kid!”

Kelly elbowed Eddie. “Shut up. Let him answer.”

Eddie grabbed her arm and together they listened. A bird called nearby, a muted whee-wheep. Kelly yelled out again, but no one called back, not the bird, not the wind, not even an echo. She found Eddie’s hand and crushed it in hers.

“I’ll check the woods,” she said. “You check the road.”
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Jackson crouched with his crowbar clutched to his chest, peering out through the weeds at a quaint little farm. A farm with chickens and pigs and cows, and children in overalls playing in the grass. Women in long skirts hanging clothes on clotheslines. Men with guns herding their slaves to the fields, and that was just—that was… That was messed up.

He had to get past them, to where he’d heard Jeb. Around them, more like. He crept along the tree line, one eye on the kids. One stumble, one loose rock, one cracking twig, and he’d be finished before he’d begun.

One kid was singing, playing jump rope. Jackson timed his movements to the scuffs of her feet. He focused on that, and only on that, and slid through the forest, deep in shadow. Even once he’d left the scuffs and the singing behind, he kept the same rhythm, one step, then another. He passed a house with a pie cooling on the back porch. A house with the windows closed and someone shouting inside. A new house, half-built, with three prisoners working on it, two men putting up drywall and a woman sanding boards. Jackson paused to watch them. They looked tired, resigned. Like they’d been at this for weeks, even months.

“You need all three?” said someone. Jackson jerked back.

“I guess I could work with two. Why, you guys short?”

“Naw, but Joe says the back field’s the thing. He wants a big harvest, so if you’re all good…”

“We’re good. Take this one. But keep an eye on your plants. Caught him eating tomatoes, his last shift in the garden.”

A laugh went up at that, raucous, unpleasant. Jackson crept onward, past the new house. He spotted the speakers as he edged past the porch—an older man, scrawny, and a kid his own age. Jackson felt sick at the sight of the kid. If he’d been raised different, could that have been him? Herding prisoners like cattle, not a care in the world?

“All right,” said the kid. “Work crew, let’s go.”

One of the drywall men set down his knife. He took two steps forward and clutched at his throat, and dropped to his knees with a shout of outrage.

“What, charley horse?”

“He skipped leg day.”

More laughter went up. Jackson backed away. He watched, stomach churning, as the man joined the crew—five prisoners, the kid, and an older blonde woman. They marched toward Jackson, and he froze where he stood. All of a sudden, the woods seemed too bright, full of light patches and gaps in the leaves. This was how mice felt at the cry of an owl, all alone, tiny, desperately exposed. Jackson’s skin prickled, and he tried not to breathe.

“It’s gonna rain,” said the woman. “You can tell by the clouds.”

“Hope not,” said the kid. “Mom’s grilling tonight.”

Jackson backed away slowly, avoiding the light. His body felt loud, his heartbeat, his breath. He found a big tree and hugged it, face pressed to its trunk.

“Hold on a second.” The woman had stopped. “There’s something…”

“What?”

Jackson clung to his tree. He didn’t think she could see him, but what if she could? If his elbow was showing, or the tail of his shirt? If he ran now, he’d have a head start. If he stood still…if he stood still, what then?

“Got it,” said the woman. “You had a stink bug on your back.”

Jackson held back a whimper with an effort of will. They were moving again, the woman, the kid. Five worn-out prisoners passing right by him, close enough he could touch them if he leaned out and stretched. A narrow trail skirted the base of his tree, a dark, sneaky trail choked up with weeds. Jackson circled his tree as the procession snaked closer. He could even smell them now, their body odor, their breakfast. Could they smell him too? His puke from last night?

He clenched his jaw tight and centuries passed. Footsteps tromped by him and empires rose and fell, sunset on Babylon, sunrise on Rome. A million prisoners passed by him, and then came the kid. He stopped by the tree to wipe something off his boot, and Jackson felt it, scrape-scrape on the trunk.

“Keep moving, back there. We don’t have all day.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m just…” The kid muttered something into his shirt. Then he was gone, and Jackson slid down the tree. The earth smelled of deep roots and fungus and moss, and he breathed it in. Pressed his face to his tree. After a while, his heartbeat slowed down. His skin cooled, his breath eased, and his stomach quit churning.

“Damn it,” he whispered, and got to his feet. He’d lost how much time skulking around in the weeds? Enough Raj was yelling across the lawn. He had to be in that barn, him and Jeb both. Cohen too, maybe, if he’d pulled through the crash.

Jackson scurried along the tree line toward the barn. He counted four guards outside, two on the doors, two patrolling the yard. They circled the barn in a loose loop, then swung by the garden, the houses, the fields. Jackson waited till they had their backs to the barn, then ran behind it and up to the wall. If he could just see inside, or catch Jeb’s attention⁠—

“Don’t panic,” said someone, so close Jackson jumped. Inside the barn, or no. Round the side. Jackson flattened his back to the wall.

“I’m not,” came a whisper. It sounded like Raj. Jackson crept closer, listening for more.

“Maybe they’d trade,” said Raj. “Our freedom for…what would they want?”

Jackson breathed in, breathed out, and gathered his courage. The air smelled of wildflowers, summery-sweet. He could hear Raj complaining, Jeb hushing him down. He could hear the guards too, the pair out front, chuckling over some private joke.

Okay. Now or never.

He peeked out past the barn, and the lawn was bare. Bare except for a patch of dirty concrete, a rusted grate bolted down over…

No way.

Jackson ducked down and raced across the lawn, across the concrete, and he dropped to a crouch. He leaned in, and at first, he couldn’t see much—dimness, gray shapes, a face turned up. A face, then three faces, and Jeb surged to his feet.

“Jackson? How⁠—”

“Jackson!” Raj’s shout was too loud. Jeb grabbed him roughly and covered his mouth. Jackson raced for the shelter of the barn, but the guards didn’t come out, and he soon crept back. He leaned over the hole, panic hot in his throat.

“Jeb? You guys hurt?”

“What are you doing here?”

Jackson shook his head quickly and glanced at the barn. Jeb reached for the grate.

“Hey. You alone?”

Jackson nodded, distracted. “You guys are locked in. There’s padlocks up here, and chains, and⁠—”

“We know,” said Raj, a whisper this time. “Throw down that crowbar. We can lever them up.”

Jackson stared. “Crowbar?”

Jeb shot him a wink. “That crowbar you’re clutching. Pass it down here.”

Jackson looked down and saw he still had his crowbar. He’d forgotten all about it in his headlong flight.

“They’ll hear you,” he whispered. “There’s two really close.”

“So we’ll wait for nightfall.” Jeb held out his hand.

Jackson could hear the guards circling back to the barn. Would they quit their patrols at night, or just be replaced?

“Jackson.”

He passed down the crowbar, but kept hold of his end. “I’m gonna distract them. Don’t do anything yet.”

“Distract them? What⁠—”

Jackson took off sprinting, bent nearly in half. He dove into the woods and flopped flat on his face, and an awful thought struck him: the dry, brittle grass. Had he flattened tracks into it? Would they see? Would they know?

He tensed and bunched up, ready to run.
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Eddie scrambled up the hillside, half on all fours. Check the road, Kelly’d told him, but check it for what? Zach had always been better at this kind of stuff, hunting and tracking and the great outdoors. Still, he had eyes, and he guessed he could use them.

He turned and squinted back down the hill. If Jackson had left tracks, Eddie had killed them, spackling them over with rivers of dirt. Here at the hilltop, the road was a mess, crisscrossed with tire tracks and uprooted weeds. He found his own boot prints, and he found Kelly’s, and a deep divot from somebody’s heel. Or from their toe, maybe. A hole. Just a hole.

If Zach were here now, he’d…what would he do? Grab Eddie by his collar—she’s still my wife.

He hadn’t done anything. Not really, not⁠—

“Anything?”

Eddie jumped, guilty. “Still looking. Sorry.” He followed the tire tracks a ways down the road, scanning for fainter tracks, the human kind. Once, he thought he saw scuff marks scored into the dirt, but when he got closer, they were just shadows.

He stopped walking and frowned. The question wasn’t what Zach would do. The real question was, what would Jackson do? Run for help, maybe, back to the farm. Except, that was hours away, and he’d been in the trunk. He might not know how to get there, or which way to run. But he could follow the tire tracks, like Eddie was doing now. Chase after Jeb and Raj. Try to help them himself.

“Kelly. Hey, Kelly?” He jogged back up the road. “I think he went after them.”

Kelly stood up, sweaty, from behind Raj’s sedan. “After whoever shot up their car?”

Eddie nodded, hating the thought of it. “I mean, it feels right.”

Kelly barked laughter. “That feels right? How?”

“It feels like something Jackson would do.”

Kelly looked as though she wanted to argue. Instead, she made her way back up the slope.

“We’ll take the van,” she said. She climbed into the driver’s seat and Eddie got in beside her. He saw she was tense again, grinding her teeth. Gripping the wheel like she wanted to strangle it.

“He’s smart,” said Eddie. “He won’t just rush in.”

Kelly didn’t say anything. She got the van in gear and set out down the hill. Any day but today, the drive might’ve been pleasant, the woods green with summer, the air sweet and fresh. Birds chirped and burbled. Bugs droned in the grass. Sprays of warm light dappled the road, glinting off metal half-buried in⁠—

“Kelly, look out!”

Kelly glanced at Eddie, away from the road. He spluttered and stammered.

“Spike strip. Spike strip!”

She slammed on the brakes an instant too late. Her front tires went off like a pair of balloons, bap, bap, and she swerved, and the van fishtailed out. Eddie threw up his arms to protect his face. The trees rushed up to meet him, then swung away, flashes of green through his outspread fingers.

“Down, Eddie, duck.”

Eddie tipped sideways, then tilted back, caught in the gravity of the van’s spinning arc. He hit his head on the window and bit down on his cheek. Another tire burst, then three more, five, six—not tires but gunshots. Eddie flung himself down. The van’s spin was slowing. He groped for his seat belt, found nothing, and choked.

Trapped. Trapped again, damn seat belts, death traps⁠—

“Eddie!”

He wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. It’d come loose in the crash. Ripped free somehow, damn seat belts, damn⁠—

“Run! Get out.”

Kelly’s door slammed open. Another burst of gunfire. Eddie dropped down and dug under his seat, and jerked his rifle free of his pack.

“Eddie!”

He lunged for his door and fumbled it open, tumbling out in a loose heap, knees in the dirt. For a moment, he crouched there, shielding his head, glancing about him to see who was shooting. Seeing no one, he righted himself and chased after Kelly—where’d he last hear her voice? Somewhere down the slope? He lunged for the trees. Lunged for where he’d have run, bleating her name. Kelly shushed him with a finger to her lips, and then they both ran, the woods loud behind them, all crashings and shouts.
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Jackson got lucky: the guards were jerks. They stopped by the grate to taunt their captives, munching on grapes and spitting their seeds down the hole. Raj shrieked and yelled, and Jackson slunk away, back past the garden and the line of houses. The buildings got older, higher up the hill—older and bigger, with long, fenced-in yards. The original compound, if Jackson were to guess. Whatever had been here before all this.

He crept close to the biggest house and held still, listening. Someone was inside, playing music. Playing their guitar, a slow, halting tune. That was fine, good even. He didn’t need anything from inside the house.

He slid out of the forest and jumped the back fence, then ran down the dirt path between house and garage. The garage door was locked, but the doorframe was old. Jackson took off his shirt, wrapped up his fist, and gave the door a good thump above the lock plate. The frame cracked and splintered, and Jackson froze in place.

The guitar playing stopped. “Joe? Is that you?”

Jackson shifted sideways, back the way he’d come. He took a step, then another, and the playing started back.

Okay. All clear. He sidled up to the door. It didn’t take much to coax it open, a quick shove, a jiggle, and he was inside. He pulled the door closed behind him in case someone came, but he didn’t think they would, not for a while.

He gave his eyes a few seconds to adjust to the dark, but he’d already picked out the first thing he’d need: a big red gas can perched on a shelf. He’d set his fire in the garden, in the berry patch. It had a stone fence, so the fire wouldn’t spread. Better than that, the kids seemed to avoid it. They’d be upwind and safe when the vines went up, and Jackson would run downwind, back to help Jeb. For that, he’d need bolt cutters and maybe a rope. He’d counted eight padlocks fixing the grate to the ground, three to each side, bolted down tight. Jeb couldn’t pry them all up, not without help.

Jackson went to the workbench and found the bolt cutters. He found matches as well, and rags for a fuse. Next up, the gas can, and damn. Mostly empty. But the trucks probably weren’t—two of them, new ones, parked side by side.

He grabbed a box cutter and Joe’s garden hose, then sliced off the nozzle with a quick, expert slash. Working quickly, he cut two lengths of hose, one long, one short. He popped the cap off the fuel tank and slid the long hose inside, and fed the other end into the gas can. The short hose went in the fuel tank next to the long one, and Jackson stopped up the opening with a strip off his shirt. He blew in the short hose and the gas started to flow.

“Bingo,” he whispered. He’d never done that before, but it’d worked like a charm. He hadn’t even needed to get down and suck.

He was fixing to go when he spotted the fireworks. At first, his eyes passed over them, just scenery, nothing special. Then he stopped in his tracks, clutching his gas can. He needed a distraction, something big. Something flashy. Fire was a good one, no doubt about that. Fire was what you yelled, whatever the danger. A creep in a van, a man with a knife, fire was the word. But what about fireworks?

Jackson set down the gas can and turned back to the shelf. The fireworks were dusty, likely years old. Relics of some rainy fourth of July. Still, if they did go off, even a few…Jackson could see it, the chaos, the noise. Fire in the garden. Fire in the sky. Popping and crackling and running and screams.

He grabbed a bag off the workbench and loaded the fireworks inside. In the box they’d come out of, he found a coil of green fuse, and he chained the first few together with the fuse trailing loose. He’d light the vines first, let the blaze catch the bag. Scorch out their garden. Let there be light.

Jackson listened a moment at the side door, then he let himself out and ran back to the woods, slower this time, weighed down with his spoils. He had a bad moment when his jeans caught on the fence, but he tore loose and booked it, bag thumping his leg.

The garden was empty when he made it back. Jackson oiled in ratlike, low to the ground, the rich scent of fresh growth tickling his nose. It seemed a shame, almost, to break out the gas, to drown all the good smells in strong, caustic fumes.

He waited for the guards to loop out of sight, then he got to work setting his fire. He nestled his bag in the cantaloupe vines, its long braid of fuse trailing between the roots. Then he splashed gas on the raspberry patch, up and down every row and between the stakes. The stench was eye-burning, and Jackson’s nose ran. Could they smell it from the barn? From the houses? The woods? He picked up his pace, dousing the pole beans, drenching the cabbage and squash. He stretched a thick rope of rags across the broccoli patch and crouched, frowning at it, beset with doubt. Would it burn too fast? Would it burn at all? Would the guards spot the smoke before the gas fumes caught light?

Should’ve thought about that ten minutes ago.

He struck a match, dropped it, and struck another. The flame kissed the rags, then streamed up the fuse. Jackson grabbed his bolt cutters and took off running. He raced through the lettuce and vaulted the wall. The whoof caught him midair, and the heat on his back, a dazzling flash at the edge of his vision. He bent low and ran faster, straight for the woods.

“Hey! Hey!”

Jackson dove for the bushes.

“Fire! Get the hose!”

Shouts rose, two voices, then two more, a crowd. Screams from the houses, kids’ piping shrieks. Jackson plunged through the brambles, into the woods, through leaf-choked dimness and drifts of dried twigs. Had they spotted him fleeing, the guards? The kids?

A head-splitting bang went off, so loud Jackson stumbled. Then came the whining, the sharp pop-pop-pop, hissings and fizzings and crackling farts. The fireworks exploded in rude bursts of light, so bright Jackson ducked down, feeling exposed. He craned for a better look and slammed into a tree, then groaned and kept running, stars in his eyes. An acrid smell followed him, smoke, gasoline. Fire and fireworks—what had he done?

He chased the edge of the forest around to the barn and stuck his head out to check the coast was clear. It wasn’t, not really. The lawn was full of women and children and guards, some running from the fire, others toward it. Jackson stood gaping at what had once been the garden, now a smoldering ruin belching black smoke. Beyond it, the grass had caught, and the weeds, and the trees. Leaves spiraled, burning, and lit on the lawn. Branches lit up and split off and fell, trailing flames. Jackson stared, slack-jawed. The sight was almost⁠—

“Jackson!”

He turned and spied Raj peering out of the hole, his face wedged in sideways under the grate. Bending low, he raced over.

“Hurry. We’re stuck. The padlocks⁠—”

Raj had pried up two locks, or more likely Cohen had. Jackson tackled the others, sweating, head down. He could hear the fire now, crackling, roaring. Panicked cries rose, and the wail of a child.

“What did you do?” Jeb pulled himself up. Jackson kept working. He couldn’t think about that, the woods all ablaze. The black bones of maples all wreathed in fire.

Should’ve known, damn fireworks…

It was beautiful, almost, the bright sweep of flame. The red trails of fireworks streaking the sky.

“Faster,” said Raj. He rattled the grate.

“I can’t if you do that. You’re shaking the locks.”

Jackson cut another padlock and tossed it aside. Two more to go, and the grate would lift up, one here on his side, one on⁠—

“Hey! Kid!”

Jackson jerked upright. Two men were barreling across the lawn, coming straight for him, smoke at their backs. He dove for the next lock and cracked it apart, and then they were on him, grabbing his wrists. Jackson struck out, kicking, biting. He squirmed and twisted and elbowed one in the throat. The bigger man hit him and knocked him flat. His head hit the concrete, and the world blinked gray. When it came back, it came in shades of red—in rib-crunching pain. A kick to his side. Jackson tried to cry out and found he couldn’t breathe. Voices cut through the ringing in his ears.

“—start the fire?”

“Little firebug!”

Another kick, and he moaned this time. He turned on his side. The next kick caught his kidney, then one to his thigh. His bolt cutters—where⁠—?

“Jackson. Get up.”

He scrabbled at nothing, nails on concrete. Another kick landed, crunch on his spine. He’d dropped the bolt cutters where? On the lawn? Had they clacked when they’d landed, or had they gone flump? Jackson crawled, groping out for them, sweeping concrete, then grass. Jeb was yelling behind him, get up, go, run.

“These guys your friends?” Another kick landed, and Jackson went sprawling. He bit the dirt hard. Ate a mouthful of grass. His eyes were burning, his nose, his throat.

“Help us,” yelled someone across the lawn.

Jackson curled on his side, knees to his chest. He rolled over and over, and something went thump. A boot angled in, straight for his face. He jerked his head back and the boot struck his chin. His teeth clacked together and he rolled again.

“You looking for these? Hey. You looking for⁠—”

That thump came again, and a dry, woody crack. Jackson got his knees under him and pushed himself up.

“Think these would cut fingers?”

Jackson yelped. What? He crabwalked back, dizzy, smoke in his eyes. Three figures followed, gray, indistinct. Three men, he thought, two guards and⁠—

“Get his hand.”

Were those his bolt cutters? Were they gonna⁠—

Callused hands grabbed him, rough from behind. Jerked him up by his hair, and his eyes pricked and streamed. Jackson coughed, sputtered, and the guards spread him out, stretching his arms, crushing his wrists.

“Here, do his pinky.”

Behind him, that thump.

Jackson thrashed, helpless. The guards held him fast. He caught a glimpse of red handles, and he clenched his fists tight.

“Pull out his finger. Open his hand.”

Jackson clenched hard, but they pried his fist open. He flung his whole weight back and kicked and screamed. Steel bumped his knuckles, then thrust in between. Pincers bit down, and Jackson saw spots. He shuddered all over and nearly threw up, and oh God, Mom, help me I’m sorry I won’t⁠—

Something went crack—his bone, God, no—then came a crash, wood on concrete. Somebody shouted. Jackson hung limp. The pain hadn’t come yet, but the blood, he could feel⁠—

“Jackson, get up.”

He tried to sit and fell back, his vision black. Soft arms caught him and lifted him up. Jackson squeezed his eyes shut and balled up his fists. He could still feel his pinky, or its agonized phantom. He still felt the nail, even, digging into his palm.

“Jackson.” Blunt fingers dug into the meat of his arm. He pulled away, moaning.

“The pit! Look, the⁠—”

Jackson heard a grunt, then a meaty thud. He forced his eyes open and he saw Raj—Raj in his face, then Raj up and running. A gun went off, so loud Jackson felt it in his fillings. A body fell heavy across his thighs, then Jeb was there, pulling it off.

“C’mon, kid. Get up. We gotta go!”

More shots rang out, more distant this time. Cohen fired back and somebody screamed.

“Jackson!”

He scrambled upright and ran after Raj, into the forest, into the dark. Jeb and Cohen caught up, then they overtook him, and Jeb looped back and dragged him along. Jackson ran gasping, his head full of smoke. He didn’t look at his pinky, or where it had been, and he wanted to know, and he really didn’t.

“Up this way,” gasped Jeb. “Away from the fire.” He lurched uphill and Jackson swerved with him. His breath came hot and labored and his legs burned. His head throbbed, his hand pulsed, and he sank into the pain. He breathed with it, moved with it, ran on and on. Sometimes he heard voices, sometimes gunfire. None of it mattered, as long as he could run. Run off, run home, run anywhere—just run. Just run.

Jackson ran away.
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Kelly stopped in a patch of bright, dappled light, head cocked like a deer scenting the breeze. The sun made her hair blaze like a halo in a dream. Maybe this was a dream, everything since last night.

She sniffed. “Do you smell that?”

Eddie breathed deep. “What?”

“I thought I smelled smoke.” She frowned, sniffed again, and Eddie caught it too, the faint hint of smoke riding the breeze.

“That’s not good,” he said. “That’s⁠—”

Kelly grabbed his arm and Eddie shut up. He’d heard it too, a rustling nearby. Someone or something crashing through the brush. He moved without thinking and dragged Kelly with him, out of its path, out of the light. They crouched in the leaf litter, close to the ground, not moving, not breathing, hardly daring to blink.

It’s big, Eddie thought, and then it was on them, gangly and pink, streaked all over with dirt. A person.

“He’s naked.”

Kelly lunged after him. Swiped at his hair. The naked man yelped and bounded away. Kelly raced after him, down a shallow incline. Eddie skidded behind them, windmilling for balance.

“Kelly. Hey, maybe⁠—”

She grabbed for the man again and caught him by the wrist. He kicked her, balls swinging, and went down on his ass. Eddie launched himself at him, then stopped, feeling stupid.

“I could jump you,” he said. “We could wrestle around, I guess, or you could just tell us⁠—”

“Fire!” The guy scrambled upright and backed away. His eyes were all whites, glassy with fear. “Those psychos—those new guys, they started a fire.” He whirled and ran, but Kelly caught him. She spun him around and shook him by his shoulders.

“Psychos? What psychos? Where did they go?”

“I don’t know. I’m not with them. I wanna go home.”

Kelly shook him again. “What did they look like?”

“I don’t know, crazy? They started a fire.” He kicked out at Kelly, then sagged in her arms. Eddie saw he was haggard and thin as a rail, skin stretched drum-tight over his ribs. When he breathed, his whole body shook, and his knees threatened to buckle.

Kelly pushed him off her. “Hey. You okay?”

“I—you’re not with…” His Adam’s apple bobbled, and he licked his lips. “Look, if I tell you, will you let me go?”

“Sure. What’d they look like? Was there a kid?”

The guy laughed. “Depends what you mean. The farmers had kids, but screw them. Let ’em burn. Those other freaks, the new guys, they were grown men. Grown men and a giant with hair out to here. Hair like that singer, like…Simon and Garfunkel.”

“That’s Jeb,” said Eddie. “Did you see where they went?”

“Away from the fire. Like I was doing. You should run too, unless⁠—”

“Away, where?”

“Away, I don’t know, but I don’t want to die!” He shoved Kelly away, and she let him go.

“We should follow him,” said Eddie. “Wherever the fire is, he’s running away.”

Kelly shook her head. “We should head back for the road. Find us some wheels. If there’s a fire, we can’t outrun it on foot.”

“Wait—and just leave him?”

“He’s gone. There’s no time.” Kelly was running back up the hill. Eddie chased after her, and now he smelled smoke, not just a hint but a thick campfire stink. His throat tightened—panic? Or was he choking already?

“Put your mask on,” he gasped. “To filter the smoke.”

“I’ve lost mine,” said Kelly, and ducked a low branch. Had they come this way, or had they strayed off course? That branch was new, that tree, those roots. That patch of ivy, green, undisturbed. Wouldn’t they have trampled it, running through here?

Should’ve left markers. Chalk on the trees.

“Eddie.” Kelly had stopped. “That thing loaded?”

He blinked, then remembered he was clutching his rifle. “It’s loaded,” he said.

“You ready to use it?”

“I…yeah.” Eddie nodded. He’d use it, if it came to that. “Are you sure this is the way back to the—Kelly!”

Kelly kept running. Eddie raced to catch up. He could see the smoke now, a thin, acrid haze. It stung his eyes and made his lungs burn. Did that mean the fire was close, or was it the wind? And had it got hotter? Was that dust or ash? He grabbed Kelly’s shoulder and spun her around.

“We should run downhill,” he said. “Fire burns faster uphill.”

Kelly stared at him, and he saw she was scared. “The road’s uphill,” she said.

“An hour’s run, at least. We don’t have that long.”

“We don’t— I told you. We don’t have a choice. We need wheels if we’re going to get ahead of this blaze.” She took off sprinting, but she didn’t get far, just a few steps and she stumbled to a halt. Eddie jogged up beside her, and his insides went loose. He could hear it, the fire, and he knew she could too, a low, distant roar like a jet taking off. She squinted between the trees.

“Can you see it?”

“Not yet.”

“But it’s close.” She drew a shuddering breath and let it out in a cough. “Eddie.”

“It’s okay.” It wasn’t. He would die here, and she would die too. No one was coming, no rescue, no help. “We should, uh…”

Kelly coughed again. “What?”

“Run,” Eddie said, and he took her hand. He turned and fled, and Kelly ran with him, back through the trees, down a sharp, rugged slope. Eddie’s heel skidded. He needed new boots. He’d been planning to grab some, his next trip to town. His next trip, today’s trip, if Jackson hadn’t run. Boots for him, flowers for Kelly, asters and daisies for her dad’s grave.

Eddie slipped again, and he felt his ankle turn. He blundered on anyway, at a shambling half-hop. The fire was close now, loud in his ears, hot wind and thunder and Rice Krispies cracklings. A hot, noisy death, smoke in his lungs. He’d heard it hurt bad, but it didn’t hurt long. Your skin cooked, your nerves fried, and then you were gone. He’d heard that, but last time had hurt plenty, trapped in the stairwell in the burning hotel. The heat had scorched his airways and crackled his skin. He’d coughed till his throat bled, and kept coughing for weeks. It’d hurt a long time, and he hadn’t even been burned.

“This way,” said Kelly. She pushed through the trees where the ivy grew thick. Eddie plunged after her, down a leafy incline, young branches whipping his chest and his face.

“Kelly—” He stumbled and nearly fell.

“Down here. I think there’s…” Whatever she said next, the fire drowned it out, the crack of a huge trunk splitting in two. Eddie let gravity carry him on, tumbling half-upright from tree to tree, catching his footing before he could fall. Ivy caught at his ankles, and brambles, and vines, a starfall of pallid trillium flowers.

Kelly was shouting, loud and frantic. She’d plunged on ahead of him, almost out of sight. Eddie lunged to catch up with her, fell, and pushed on.

“Kelly?”

“It’s water, but…” She turned to face him, to peer back up the hill. Her eyes were black caves, empty of hope. Eddie brushed past her and his heart sank. A narrow creek wound through the woods, stony and weed-choked, dried to a trickle.

“It won’t stop the fire,” Kelly said. She pointed up at the canopy, where it broke for the creek. “The sparks’ll blow over. It won’t even slow down.”

Eddie kicked at the ground. The earth was soft. Loose.

“We could dig in,” he said.

Kelly coughed. “What?”

“I saw in a movie once⁠—”

“You and your movies.”

“Fine, I won’t tell you. You can just lie down and bite on an apple, jam a stick up your backside—Rotisserie Kelly.”

“That isn’t funny.” She smacked him hard, but her gaze had gone distant. “You’re saying, what, we dig into the mud? Hope the fire burns over us and leaves us alive?”

“It worked in the movie.” Eddie shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s muddy enough, or if⁠—”

“Come on.” Kelly grabbed his arm and dragged him over the creek. The opposite bank was rocky and steep, tangled with roots and creeping ivy. Kelly ran upstream, kicking at the bank, grunting and muttering and kicking some more.

“What are you looking for?”

“Someplace soft, someplace hollowed. No time to dig.”

Eddie dropped down and scrabbled through the weeds. He found dense earth and leaves and brittle dried twigs.

“We could still dig,” he said. “Do you have your knife?”

Kelly ignored him. She scrambled up the slope. “Here,” she called. “Here, come help me dig.”

Eddie crawled after her. His ankle was throbbing. She’d found a tangle of wet, rotting roots, bursting with white grubs and woodsy decay—the remains of an old stump buried under the weeds.

“Come on, dig it out. It’s wet in there. Loose.”

Eddie dug with his hands, then with the butt of his rifle, slamming it down to break up the wood. The dead stump broke into great, sodden shards, spongy as sheet cake and swarming with bugs. He tossed them behind him, into the creek.

“You need to unload that,” said Kelly. “Get rid of the shells.”

“What?”

“Gunpowder plus fire. What does that make?”

Eddie did the math, and he didn’t like the result. He shambled back down the creek, found a spot where it widened, and dug in the mud under the sluggish water. He buried the rifle there, and then he knelt, coughing, his chest and throat burning, his head full of fog. Caustic tears stung his eyes and streamed down his cheeks.

“Eddie.” Kelly’s voice was ragged, barely a croak. Eddie dipped his mask in the water and wrung out the excess. He hooked it back on and grimaced at the smell.

“Eddie, you gotta… We’re out of time.”

He blinked through the smoke, and he saw she was right. Night had come early and blacked out the sky. The woods were a dark gulf shot through with red—bright, angry hot streaks that hurt Eddie’s eyes. His face hurt, as well, his neck, his hands. The air was dry, searing. Too hot to breathe.

“Eddie.”

He shook off his paralysis and rushed back to her side, smoke-drunk and woozy, half-collapsing in her arms.

“Mostly hollow,” she muttered. “Gonna throw up…”

“Don’t.” Eddie held her and steadied her on her knees. “Here, lemme dig.”

“Get in.”

“Won’t fit.” He peered over her shoulder, through the trailing ivy. The hole she’d scraped out was shallow and dank, big enough to fit her, but not for them both.

“We’ll fit,” she said. “Something else dug the back out, or it collapsed. It goes pretty deep if you—if…” She slumped in his arms, gasping for air. Eddie whipped his mask off and pressed it to her face.

“Breathe, come on.”

“You need…to take off your shirt.”

Eddie coughed. “You’re delirious. Go on, get inside.” He pushed her into the hollow, but she struggled and kicked.

“I’ve done your laundry. That’s polyester.”

“So?” He pushed her harder, but Kelly shoved back.

“So it’ll melt to your skin, if—if… Take it off.”

Eddie glanced over his shoulder. He saw drifting ash and a sky full of sparks, a red constellation against a dead sky. His guts churned and twisted, and he clawed at his shirt.

“Fine, see, it’s off. You can squeeze in there now.” Eddie’s chest hitched and he coughed, harsh and wet. He kept right on coughing, but Kelly was going, folding herself into the roots and the dark. Eddie crawled after her, dizzy with terror. Blistering heat kissed the back of his neck, a hot, bitter wind that made him cough and retch. Kelly was saying something, choked between gasps, stretching up past him to claw at the air.

“Stop it, stop⁠—”

“No. Dig us in.”

Eddie slapped at her. She was crowding him out, his back to the fire, sparks on bare skin.

“Stop. Dig us in.” She dragged him in deeper, onto his back, and then she was scrabbling, grabbing handfuls of roots. Jerking down huge clumps of wet, fragrant earth. Loose dirt rained down on his face, in his mouth, and Eddie panicked.

“You’re burying us alive!”

“Yeah. Help me bury us.”

Eddie struggled and flailed. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see. Soil clumped on top of him, a blanket of soil. A pillow. A shroud. He coughed through it, spat through it, spat out something alive.

“Here.” Kelly pulled him to her, his face to her chest. “Please…please calm down. Help me dig in.”

Eddie was dying. Drowning in dirt. Trapped, buried, dying. Dying…

“That’s it. Breathe.”

Was he breathing? His whole world was dirt, a black, musty tomb. Death, he was buried, and he couldn’t breathe. He’d soon die, he’d suffocate, and⁠—

He was breathing.

He could smell Kelly’s sweat. If he could smell, he was breathing.

Stupid damn idiot, freaking out over…

“Yeah? Help me dig?”

Eddie sipped one more breath, heady with rot. His panic was there still, barely contained. When he moved, it spiked. When he dug, it screamed. He got his knee up and kicked at the bank, and a huge shelf collapsed in a scatter of dirt, cool on his ear and his cheek and his legs. Cool, thick, and heavy, like⁠—

—no, no, no⁠—

—Bill in his grave, the dirt raining down. Zach in the ocean, sand in his mouth.

“Kelly…”

She didn’t say anything. Eddie shivered. Was she dead? He pressed his face to her chest, to her heartbeat, fast and strong. Not dead, said her heart, and Eddie clung to that, not dead. Not dead.

As long as he kept saying it, it would keep being true.
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Donna knew she was dreaming. She didn’t care. She was happier here in the golden-green past, a sweet country morning with her sweet country man. Breakfast in bed, toast, marmalade. Sausages, kippers, a glass of OJ. After, they’d sit out a while on the porch, sipping their coffee, watching the morning go by.

“—hey, Donna. I need to come down there?”

She burrowed into her pillow and pulled the quilt over her head. Go away, Stanley. Go on now, shoo.

“Donna, you hear me? I’m waiting five minutes, then I’m getting in the truck.”

She grabbed for the handset. Knocked it onto the floor. With a groan, she sat up and swung her legs off the bed. She retrieved the handset and stopped to catch her breath. The last thing she needed was Stanley bustling around, disturbing her peace with his endless fussing. She’d holed up at the Carsons’ to lick her wounds. She couldn’t do that with⁠—

“Donna?”

She pushed the TALK button. “Keep your pants on, Stanley. What’s going on?”

“Not much,” said Stanley. “Making lunch for the kids. Thought I’d check in and see how you’re doing.”

Donna frowned deeply. Stanley didn’t sound right. He sounded too cheerful, too chirpy-bright. That wasn’t like him.

“Okay, what’s wrong?”

“Wrong?” Stanley’s voice caught. “We’re out of bread. But I’m making lettuce wraps, oughtta be good.” He kept rattling on, digging himself deeper, blabbing on about cashew cheese and homemade dressing. Donna waited till he’d finished and asked him again.

“That’s nice. What’s wrong? And don’t you dare lie, or I’ll cough in your face.”

“You wouldn’t,” said Stanley, but he sighed. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but first, how are you?”

“I’m fine,” said Donna, and it was more or less true. Her fever had passed sometime in the night, and now she felt hungry and edgy and tired—that drained post-flu feeling. She could live with that. What she couldn’t live with⁠—

“Is someone else sick?” She clutched the handset so tight it creaked.

“We’re all fine,” said Stanley. “Except, Marks died. The pilot. Those other soldiers are pretty sick too. One’s on a ventilator, the others, I don’t know.”

Donna’s brows drew together. “What aren’t you saying?”

Stanley didn’t answer, not right away. Donna stood, restless, and felt around for her slippers. She found them under the bed and toed them on, then paced up and down, slap-slap on the floor.

“Stanley? What’s happening?”

“Jackson ran away. We think he went to Kentucky with Raj and Jeb. Kelly went after him, and Eddie went too. That was two days ago, and they haven’t come back.”

Donna stood by the window, digesting that. Hadn’t she talked to Kelly this morning? Last night? Maybe she’d dreamed it. SNOVID brought vivid dreams, so sharp and present they felt almost real. Like today’s, with Bill. She could still smell his cologne—no, that was his shirt. She’d gone to sleep wearing it, because of course she had. Like the days weren’t bad enough, with no sun in her sky.

“Someone needs to go after them,” she said, when the silence stretched too long.

“It’s only me left,” said Stanley. “Me and the kids. Unless you want me to leave them with Doc.”

Donna thought about that, but her head was still fuzzy. Doc seemed okay, but she barely knew him. And he’d come with Raj—what did that say about him? “I’m not sure,” she said at last. “I need time to think. I’ll call you later, around dinnertime.”

She dropped the handset on the nightstand, but she didn’t lie down. She went downstairs instead, and took another SNOVID test—one red line, one pinkish, a weak positive. This bug didn’t linger like COVID did. It cleared out pretty fast, if you survived. If you didn’t, well…

She went out to the porch and sat on the steps. Kelly was gone again. Out there somewhere. Donna frowned: that should scare her, or make her mad. And she was mad, she was scared, but buried deep down, under a deep layer of exhaustion and grief. She couldn’t focus on anything without her thoughts drifting. Even sitting felt tiring, so she lay on her back, her slipper-clad feet planted on the porch steps. A spider had built its web up above, and she watched it a while, as it bound up a fly.

Doc came down with her lunch as he did every day, driving the rattletrap Jeb had picked up in town. Except this time, it wasn’t Doc, but Stanley instead. He leaned out, concerned. “Donna? You fall?”

She sat up slowly. “Stanley? And Rascal.”

The dog squeezed past Stanley and thrust his head out the window. Stanley jostled him back.

“Don’t mind him. I brought lunch.” He held up a paper bag twisted shut at the neck. “You think you could eat it, or…?”

“Yeah. Toss it down.”

Stanley tossed it over and leaned back in his seat. “There’s a test in there too.”

“Already took one.” She opened the bag and dug through her lunch, two well-stuffed lettuce wraps and a box of wild berries. The berries looked tasty, so she started with those. “I’m still positive,” she said, and licked juice off her thumb. “But it’s pretty weak now. I’ll be safe before long.”

“You could come back today,” Stanley said. “There’s enough room now. You could still quarantine.”

“Maybe,” said Donna. Then Stanley could go. Go and find Kelly, but what if Donna relapsed? Then the kids would be left with just Doc and those soldiers, and⁠—

“Or I could stay here,” said Stanley. “Keep you company.”

Donna just shrugged, struggling to think.

“The fence is all built now,” Stanley went on. “We just have the gate to hang, and Doc’ll do that. He said he’d wire it to open on rails. And we could put out rain barrels, for if the water cuts out. You had a well, too, but we checked. It’s gone dry.”

“It’s not dry,” said Donna. “The pump’s just kaput. We’re on the town’s water, so⁠—”

“We fixed that. It’s dry.”

“Probably just…” Clogged. Donna shut her mouth. She didn’t want to argue or talk at all. Or think about Stanley tearing up her farm, putting up fences, messing with the well. No one had asked her, hey, you want a fence? Which, for the record, no. No, she didn’t. At least, not that ten-foot razor-topped monstrosity. She’d have gone for a wood fence with flowers climbing up it.

“We’ve been gardening,” said Stanley. “We—damn it, Rascal!” Rascal jumped over Stanley and squirmed out the window. He ran up to Donna, eager for pets. Great. Now, they’d never leave. She scratched behind his ears.

“Sorry about that,” said Stanley. “But as I was saying, we got some planting started out in the garden. It’s late in the season, but we went for fall crops, stuff we can put by to see us through winter. First frost could come early—it did last year—but we should get potatoes, a good haul of squash. Cabbage and cauliflower, plenty to pickle. The greenhouse is good, but we⁠—”

“Stanley.”

“—thought we should stock up while⁠—”

“Stanley.” Donna stood up, her head clearing at last. “Raw potatoes are toxic to dogs.”

“I know that,” said Stanley. “I wouldn’t let⁠—”

“You should’ve asked. And you should’ve told me the moment Jackson ran off.” She stared out past the dooryard, toward the town. Rascal whined up at her, and she ruffled his fur. “The farm’s still my home. I need a say. I need to know what’s happening, or…” She cleared her throat. “We started fixing the farm when the flooding hit Florida. We knew Kelly was coming, or we hoped she was. We patched up the greenhouse, got the chickens, the goats. Made up her room, and a room for Jackson. We got the place right for her, a home. A haven. Somewhere to settle and rebuild her life. Now it’s more like a prison, and she’s not even there. And those choppers flew right in, fence or no fence.”

Stanley shifted in his seat. Donna wished he would go. She kept her back to him, her head held high.

“I’m sorry,” said Stanley. “You’re right. We should’ve asked.”

Donna pressed her lips together. Apologies were easy. Action was⁠—

“We could tear up the fence. It’s not too late.”

Yes. Yes, do that.

“Donna?”

She let out a harsh breath. She wanted her farm back, her little green haven—her yard full of weeds, her old, broken well. Bill in the kitchen, baking his pies.

“It’s all gone,” she said.

Stanley grunted. “What’s that?”

“Bill’s gone, the old days. The life we had.” She leaned on the porch rail, Rascal nuzzling her palm. Her sadness felt heavy, a weight on her back. “I’ll be home tomorrow or the day after that. We’ll sit down and talk. Figure out what to do. Until then, I need you to care for those kids.”

“And the fence?”

She sighed so deep it made her chest hurt. “It stays for now. Till I see—till we’ve talked. If Kelly comes home, you can tell her that too.”

“I’ll do that,” said Stanley. He whistled for Rascal, but Rascal didn’t come. He cozied up to Donna, nosing her leg.

“Rascal, c’mon, boy. We gotta get back.”

Rascal made a ruff sound. Donna knelt down beside him. He licked her face, a wet, messy slurp.

“Ugh, nasty. Bad dog.” She fed him a berry. “What’s gotten into you? Don’t you want to go home? Go play with Max, all your friends on the farm?”

Rascal whined.

“I could leave him,” said Stanley. “Come back around dinner? We could talk more then, about the fence. About the farm. Or just eat, if you’d rather.”

Donna pushed Rascal gently, to see if he’d go. He wriggled in closer and rubbed his face on her shirt. She leaned down and kissed him on top of his head.

“Okay, he can stay. And you can come back. But only if you bring Max for a visit.” The words were out before Donna could think. She found she had no desire to call them back. It was time she quit brooding and get on with her life.
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They’d cheered when it’d started, the warm summer rain, cheered as it cut through the thick, smoky air. Eddie had danced, even, and Kelly had laughed, but now she was chafing, soaked to the skin, squelching through mud that sucked at her boots.

She coughed, spat, and groaned, and then coughed some more. It hurt when she coughed, hurt when she breathed. Her arm hurt, too, where something had bitten—something small, something nasty, with venom to spare. She hurt all over, her stomach, her back. Even her eyes hurt. Her nose. Her sinuses. Was Jackson here, too, hurting and lost? Had he run from the fire, or had it cut him off? Kelly pushed the thought away. What was the point? He’d made it or he hadn’t, in one piece or not. No amount of obsessing would change what was done.

“You’re okay,” said Eddie. He laid his hand on her back. Stroked in small circles till her coughing tailed off.

“I can’t tell if I’m sick, or it’s still from the smoke.”

“It’s the smoke,” said Eddie.

“How do you know?”

“No fever. Plus, y’know, I’ve been there.” He squeezed the back of her neck. “Trust me, you’re good. We’ve been walking, how long’s it been? You can’t walk all day when you’re dying of plague.”

She straightened and kept walking—she guessed that was true. The day was done, mostly, the sun going down, a thin line of red off to the west. Was that the sunset, or was it the fire? How long could it go with the rain coming down? It’d been a dry year, so maybe a while. She’d heard a bad fire could burn off the rain, evaporate it and keep raging, at least for a while.

“I’m sorry,” said Eddie.

Kelly frowned. “For what?”

“Before, freaking out like that when we dug in. I never had that before, claustrophobia, y’know?”

Kelly’s frown deepened. Had he freaked out? She didn’t remember that, just smoke and dirt. Wet, crawling termites. Grubs down her shirt. Then the heat had rolled in, unbearable heat, fire in her lungs, fire in her head. Fire everywhere, that sound, that roaring.

“I don’t know what happened,” said Eddie. “I was doing okay. Then, just this switch flipped, like we’re buried alive. All I could think was⁠—”

“I didn’t notice.”

“You… Oh. Okay.” Eddie went quiet. Kelly walked faster. She needed to get away from him. Needed to think. Maybe he’d forgotten last night in the van. Maybe she should, too. She’d been half-asleep. She hadn’t done anything, and neither had he. It’d just been a moment, one of those things.

Eddie caught up to her, matching her pace. Kelly ground her teeth, swallowing frustration.

“You know,” she started, then cut herself off.

“I know what?”

Kelly bit her lip. “When you said you were sorry, I thought you meant for last night.”

“Last night?” Eddie blinked. “Oh, you mean this morning. I didn’t know if… I was sleeping, was all. I must’ve got cold and sort of snuggled up. I didn’t mean anything by it. I wouldn’t…what?”

Kelly realized she was laughing and snapped her mouth shut. “You really didn’t notice?”

“Notice what?”

Kelly’s ears burned, and she looked away. “I thought you were Zach,” she said. “Almost kissed you good morning.”

Eddie stopped walking. “Oh, Kelly. Oh, God.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I was dreaming, I think, and you were just there. No one’s held me like that since… I didn’t mean⁠—”

“Don’t apologize,” said Eddie. His voice had gone thick. “I get it, okay? I miss him too. I miss him so bad sometimes, I can’t even breathe. I know what it’s like to wake up and forget—to think for a moment he’s just downstairs. And then I remember, and…”

Kelly hugged him. She didn’t think about it, just pulled him close. He shuddered against her and slid his arms around her waist.

“I don’t know if you remember the day they found him. That day at the morgue—” Eddie’s voice caught.

“Sort of,” said Kelly. “It’s blurry in my head.”

“Mine too.” Eddie pulled away and wiped at his eyes. “They didn’t show me all of him, just his tattoo. That anchor he had, y’know, on his wrist. And I kept on thinking⁠—”

“Wait. You went in?” Kelly stared at him, all out to sea. “You were the one? You identified the—body?”

“I thought you remembered,” said Eddie. He picked at the new scar across his left thumb.

“Not really,” said Kelly. Her voice sounded strange, like it belonged to someone else. “I had this picture in my head. I thought I saw… Could you tell me what happened? If it’s not too much?”

“We went together,” said Eddie. “You drove. I was drunk. You were going to go in, but you were too sad. You didn’t want your last look at him to be like that. So you waited outside, and I went instead.”

Kelly’s eyes burned. “You did that? Why?”

“He was my brother. And you were too sad. You both needed me, so, yeah. I went.”

Kelly leaned up and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you,” she said. “That was kind, what you did.”

Eddie’s hand came up to touch where she’d kissed. He opened his mouth, then his gaze flicked away.

“A light just came on,” he said.

“What?”

“Up there. A light.” He pointed past Kelly. She turned around. Sure enough, a lone streetlight blazed past the next rise.

“A road,” said Kelly. Her heart leaped. “A road.”

Eddie grabbed her arm, and they started to run.
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“I want to keep driving,” said Raj.

Jackson turned to glare at him. “Okay. Your turn.”

Raj pulled a face. “I don’t have my glasses. And what about you? I don’t see you offering, and I know you can⁠—”

Cohen shifted in his seat and groaned. His stomach made a gurgling sound, and Jackson passed him a bag. He puked, mostly into it, and some on his knees. Raj leaned away, clutching his mouth.

“We’re stopping,” said Jeb, his grip tight on the wheel. “Your man has a migraine and probably a concussion. He needs to lie down, and I’m tired as well. I saw a sign for a campground, so y’all can shut up.”

Jackson hung his head. He felt sort of bad. He’d been fighting with Raj since they’d cleared the wildfire, picking and bickering—he just couldn’t stop. The man brought out the worst in him, his inner third grader. I know you are, but what am I? Yeah, you’re a dick, Raj. But what am I? Jeb had sat through it without a word, eyes fixed, unflinching, on the road ahead.

“My window’s stuck,” said Raj.

Jeb frowned. “Five minutes.”

“Put on the air, at least. That smell, it’s just vile.”

Jeb flipped on the fan. Blew air through his teeth. He glanced at Jackson. “How’s that finger?”

Jackson’s pinky twitched, a quick shock of pain. He still couldn’t look at it, though Jeb had sworn it was fine. Just a nick, really, be right as rain. How brave had Ray been to lose a whole foot? To hold still for it, even, let Jeb carve away at it like a leg of lamb?

“I’m good,” he said. Jeb pulled off the road, up a long, narrow drive to a run-down campground. He nuzzled the van up behind the office, a squat concrete structure with peeling blue paint. An ugly brick building crouched at the edge of the woods—the restrooms, Jackson thought, or maybe the showers.

“There’s no rooms here,” said Raj. “Nowhere to sleep.”

“It’s a campground,” said Jeb, and got out of the van. He toed at the hard ground, kicking up dust. “Doesn’t look like that storm made it this far north.”

“So we sleep…outside? Lie in the dirt?”

Cohen got out and made for the restrooms. Jackson got out too, and found an old picnic table. He stretched out on top of it and gazed at the sky. The moon was dim tonight, all wreathed in clouds. A few brave stars twinkled, pale in the night.

“What about food? Do we have any food?”

“I don’t know, do you?” Jeb rounded on Raj. “I saved my PowerBar. Jackson? You good?”

Jackson just grunted. He hadn’t felt much like eating when they’d passed the truck stop—open despite everything, how lucky was that?—but he’d helped dig through the glove box and under the seats. They’d come up with five bucks and a Yahtzee pencil, which had bought a bag of Ruffles and four expired PowerBars. Jackson still had his chips, and his PowerBar as well, but damned if he wanted to share with Raj. He wanted to hold onto that elation he’d felt, seeing a business still running, albeit picked bare. The news had been playing on a battered TV, just a guy reading headlines, no clips, no interviews. Still, it felt like a promise that life could go on. Life on a shoestring, no bells and whistles—but life was still life, and that felt⁠—

“We need to keep driving,” said Raj. “Those freaks could come after us, or even Donn Snow. What if his goons circled back to the farm? You think they wouldn’t ask the Walkers, hey, where’d Raj go? He probably knows by now. He’s probably looking.”

Jeb turned his back on him and strode after Cohen. Raj glanced at Jackson, then back down the drive.

“I’m going,” he said. “To find sticks. For a fire.”

Jackson sat up and watched Raj scuttle off. After a moment, he got up and followed. He didn’t believe for one minute that Raj knew how to build a fire, or that he’d bother, even if he did. He’d expect Jeb to do it, or Cohen, maybe. He’d sit there and watch while they did the work.

Raj crashed through the trees like an aged, blind bear. Jackson followed behind him mostly by ear. He heard Raj trip and stumble and muffle a curse, then a loud slap like he’d swatted a bug. Jackson crept closer, low to the ground. He could see Raj now, the moon in his hair, hunched over something clutched in his hand. Something that blinked, then beeped, then lit up. Raj had a phone, and⁠—

“Hello? Hello?” Raj straightened up, phone to his ear, a beat-up flip phone on a green plastic strap. “No, this is Raj. It’s me. I need⁠—”

“Who are you calling?”

Raj dropped his phone. It hit a dead branch and bounced away. Jackson dove after it, and so did Raj.

“That’s mine!”

“Where’d you get it?”

Jackson grabbed the phone. Raj grabbed Jackson’s face. He pushed him back roughly, and Jackson shoved back. They scrabbled and clawed, and Raj spat on Jackson. He got his thumb in Jackson’s eye and screwed it in hard, and Jackson dropped the phone to slap him away. Raj snatched it up and flipped it shut.

“Who were you talking to? Was that him? Donn Snow?”

“None of your business. But, no. No, it wasn’t.”

“Then what were you doing, sneaking off with your phone? Who were you calling?” Jackson grabbed for the phone again. Raj stumbled back.

“I was calling your mother. To check in on Mira.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Jackson, rubbing his eye. He was shaking all over, dizzy with rage. “You’ve got some deal with him, don’t you? To get the Snowstorm back?”

Raj backed away. “What?”

“You don’t want to stop it. You want to be in charge. You want what he took from you. Don’t act like you don’t.”

“I—”

“The truck stop. The bathroom. You called from there, too. What did he promise you? What’d you give him?”

“I never called him,” said Raj. “I called my office, I swear. Just my office, I wouldn’t⁠—”

“So that wasn’t my mom?” Jackson advanced on him. Raj danced away. He snatched up a stick and held it out like a sword. Jackson slapped at it and broke it in half. Raj skittered backward, straight into a tree. He leaned there, chest heaving, spit-slick teeth bared.

“I don’t want the Snowstorm. It’s the end of the world. I have Mira to think about. You think I’d hurt her?”

Jackson’s lip curled. “That’s low,” he said. “Bringing up Mira, like some card you can play. You don’t have custody, do you? You gave her up.” He grabbed Raj by the collar and jerked him forward. He wanted to hurt him, but he leaned close instead, forehead to forehead, right in his face. “You gave her up twice, to come out here. I’m supposed to believe you’re Dad of the Year?”

“I lost her, you idiot. I didn’t give her up. Judge ruled against me, said I wasn’t—I—” He swung at Jackson and somehow connected, a blunt, graceless jab to the side of his throat. Jackson fell back, gagging, and tried a headbutt. Raj caught him in a headlock and Jackson bit his arm, and they staggered in circles, shouting, breathless.

“You, you’re a kid, you think you know⁠—”

“You’d have fought if you cared. You’d never have stopped.”

“Screw you.”

“Screw you.”

“What’s going on?” Jeb collared Jackson and yanked him off Raj. Jackson thrashed and struggled, and kicked out at Raj.

“He left her. Mira.”

“Whose phone is this?” Cohen was squatting, squinting at the phone.

“Damn kid with his daddy issues, thinks I owe him⁠—”

“I said, whose phone is this?” Cohen held up the phone. “In case no one noticed, it’s got GPS. So I’m asking one more time, where did you get it?”

Raj stared at Cohen. Jackson choked on a gasp.

“Tell me you didn’t⁠—”

“The van,” said Raj. “It was in the van.”

“The van we stole from the farm. So, it’s one of their phones. And it’s been getting a signal—how long? This whole time?” Cohen popped it open and plucked out its chip. He dropped the chip in the dirt and ground it under his heel.

“Not the whole time,” said Raj. “It didn’t work at the truck stop.”

“We need to go,” said Jeb. “Before it’s too late.”

Raj opened his mouth, but he didn’t protest. His eyes had gone huge, and Jackson wanted to laugh. This was what he’d wanted, to drive through the night. Careful what you wish for, or⁠—

“Quiet,” said Cohen, and dropped to one knee. He still had the gun he’d snatched at the farm, and now he was gripping it, ready to fire. Through the trees, Jackson caught a flash of headlights. It passed by, then swerved, and Cohen surged up.

“Everyone run,” he said. “Go for the van.”
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Jackson ran. He ran headlong, but the forest held him back. The trees had grown talons, great thorned hooks. They caught on his shirt sleeves and scratched his face. When he ducked to avoid them, they clawed up from below, bunched up and tripped him and sent him grasping for balance. His palms scraped on rough bark. His knees bit the dirt. He fell and got up again and flung himself on.

Light streamed through the branches, then flickered out. Jackson heard shouting, then tires on dirt. Jeb shouted something, lost in the din. The van gleamed through the trees, promising shelter, and Jackson dove for it, arms outstretched. He burst from the woods, skidded, and snapped back. Someone had grabbed him from behind, by his belt. He opened his mouth to shout his protest, and caught a mouthful of gravel and stinging grit. A silver-blue blur streaked past his face—metal and glass, a low-riding truck. A face in the window, a nightmarish grin.

“This way,” gasped Raj, and dragged him off by his belt, behind the restrooms, along the brick wall. Jackson half-ran, half-stumbled, wheezing for breath. He beat at Raj’s arm, and Raj let him go.

“He’d have hit you.”

“I know.” Jackson pressed his back to the wall. He couldn’t see Jeb or Cohen, or the silver-blue truck. But he could hear it, looping around. Someone was laughing, a sharp sound. A woman.

“We need to go,” said Raj. “Run on my signal.”

Gunfire punched through the night, a staccato burst. Raj dropped to his belly, hands to his ears. Jackson heard brakes squeal, then the creak-thud of a rusty door slamming. Boots hit the dirt, two sets, three. Four?

“Back there,” said someone, throaty and deep. “Behind the bathrooms. I saw him run by.”

Jackson stooped to help Raj up, but Raj was moving already, backing into the forest on hands and knees.

“Listen. I can hear ’em. There, did you⁠—”

That laugh came again, then rattling gunfire. A drift of leaves fell, a litter of twigs. Jackson dove for the trees and crouched next to Raj. Somebody hollered over the shooting.

“What are you doing? You’re just wasting ammo.”

“Rattling their cages. I know them. They’re soft.” The woman came closer, and Jackson backed away, flinching as he felt his pants snag and tear. The sound wasn’t loud, a tiny, dry rip, but the woman stopped moving and cocked her head to one side. Jackson could see her through the truck’s dusty windows, wiry and pale, with a cloud of blonde hair. He couldn’t make out her face, but her voice was familiar. From the farm, he guessed. She must’ve been there.

A single, loud shot rang out. The woman screamed. She jumped, dropped her rifle, and snatched it back up. Raj grabbed hold of Jackson and they turned and ran, hunched up and frantic, into the woods. Behind them was chaos, pounding footsteps.

“They’re armed, they’re shooting!”

“Get down, get back.”

More shots came, two short bursts. A branch fell nearby, and Jackson hit the ground. He lay on his face with his nose in the dirt, grazed finger throbbing as he clutched at the leaves.

“Get the van. Let’s get outta here. It’s too dark to see.”

“No!” The woman squeezed off a long burst into the woods. Jackson thought she was laughing, or maybe screaming, her thin, reedy voice coiling up and up. When the shooting stopped, her laughter did too, and in the silence, Jackson’s ears rang. He strained to hear past it, but at first all was still. Then came soft crunching, and an engine’s dull roar. A gruff voice called over it.

“We’re going. Come on.”

“You out there? You listening? Remember me?” The woman’s voice quavered. She cleared her throat. “I know who you are. I know what you do. What you leave behind you, and⁠—”

“Quit that. Get back here. You’re gonna get killed.”

A shot cracked, just one. Glass tinkled on metal. Somebody wailed, a long, sustained cry. The sound made Jackson’s skin crawl, and he covered his ears. He felt Raj crawl up next to him and heard a door slam, then the van sputtered and roared to life. The loud screeching dwindled, and then it was gone, and Jackson sat up and dropped his hands to his sides. Raj was up on his haunches, brushing dirt off his pants.

“She knew you,” said Jackson.

“Everyone knows me. I don’t know her.” Raj stood, swayed slightly, and caught himself on a tree.

“Hey. You okay?”

“I don’t like getting shot at.” He straightened up. “Cohen? You there?”

Cohen emerged from the shadows, rubbing his head. He looked sick and shaky, but his voice was firm. “Don’t yell,” he said. “You don’t know who’ll hear.”

“Don’t yell? Don’t yell?” Raj clenched his fists and took two rapid breaths. Jackson stared, half expecting him to throw himself flat, screaming in outrage, and drumming his heels. Instead, he shook out his fingers and let his face go slack. His shoulders went loose and he let out a long breath.

“They know who I am,” he said. “They know what I’m worth. They just stole back our van, and you broke our phone.” He jabbed a finger at Cohen. “Am I missing anything?”

“The tracker—” said Cohen.

“I’d have dealt with that if you’d thought to ask. But, no, you just broke it, and now we’re stranded out here, with a pack of…of…hillbillies hot on our tail.”

“Hillbillies?” Jeb edged up next to Cohen, shaking his head. “Those guys weren’t hillbillies, more like⁠—”

“I don’t care.” Raj spun around. “I don’t care if they’re hillbillies or hicks or rednecks. I don’t care who they are. This is… I’m done. You, you, you amateurs—” He pointed at Jackson, then fiercely at Jeb. “You can go home, or…whatever. Stay here. I don’t care where you go, but you’re out of my⁠—”

“Sorry,” said Jeb. Jackson saw him jerk forward, then Cohen went down, a quiet, pained gasp, and he crumpled like silk. Jeb stepped back quickly, and he had Cohen’s gun. He trained it on a spot over Raj’s left shoulder.

“Jeb?” Jackson gawped at him. Cohen sat up, rubbing his neck. Jeb glanced at him quickly, and his lips went tight.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I will if I have to.” He nodded at Cohen. “Go stand over there.”

Cohen stood, wary, and went to stand by Raj. Jeb watched him, eyes narrowed.

“How’s your neck? You okay?”

“I’ll live,” said Cohen.

“Good. You’re a good man. But this guy, your boss…” Jeb turned to Raj. “I heard you out there, playing Jackson for a fool. I wouldn’t trust you to catch me snoring and not piss down my throat. You think I’d trust you with Snow, you can think again.”

Raj swallowed. “So…what?”

“So you’re taking us to him, right now, tonight. If you’re not going to end this, damn it, I will.”

[image: ]





Eddie jerked upright with a loud, piggish snort. He’d almost dozed off again. Conked out on the job.

“Sorry,” he said. “Wasn’t sleeping.”

“It’s fine.” Kelly’s voice was hoarse. “Nothing to see.”

Eddie blinked his eyes clear, and, yeah, true enough. The road was dark, empty, lined with tall trees. A faint hint of gray warmed the eastern sky, not sunrise yet, but it was on the way. They rolled down an incline and Eddie’s stomach flipped over. He squinted at the speedometer and watched the needle bump past ninety.

“Slow down,” he said.

Kelly frowned. “Can’t do it.” She leaned on the gas and the engine roared louder. “We don’t know where Snow is, besides Kentucky. Once they get off this road, that’s it. We’ve missed them.”

Eddie reached out, but he didn’t touch her. “We know the fire didn’t get them. Jackson’s okay.”

Kelly smacked the wheel hard. “We know Jeb got out, and whoever was with him. That stupid damn hair of his, it’s all anyone remembers. I swear, when we catch him, I’m shaving his head.”

Eddie tried not to picture that, Kelly with a razor, chasing Jeb down like some end-times Sweeney Todd. “That guy at the truck stop said there were four. That’s Jeb and Cohen, Raj and Jackson.”

“Or Jeb and some strays he found. We can’t assume.”

Eddie knew better than to try to argue. Kelly’d just spiral, caught up in doubt. He switched on the radio and scanned up the dial, but nothing came on but the hum of dead air. On impulse, he tried the CD player. A tinkle of music came spilling out, wavering violins, crude, nasal brass.

“That’s awful,” said Kelly.

Eddie nodded. It was, but he let it play out, a youth orchestra recital? Some parent’s pride? When this was over, he’d teach Zoe guitar. Jackson as well, if he felt like learning.

He watched the sky warm through pale mauve, then pink. The forest thinned out and a rough town sprang up, mostly a ghost town, from what Eddie could see. A factory, long-abandoned, lay in weedy decay, a boarded-up downtown hugging its walls. Signs on sawhorses blocked the road in—QUARANTINE – KEEP OUT – NO GAS/NO MEDS. Past the town lay more forest and an auto graveyard, heaps of stacked metal blocking the sun.

“Creepy,” said Eddie.

“Sad,” said Kelly. The trees closed back in and the road wandered east. Eddie’s head got heavy and his eyelids drooped. He wriggled and pinched himself, but soon he was drifting, dreaming of Zoe and Rascal and⁠—

“Raj.”

He sat up. “What?”

“Raj.” Kelly braked sharply. Eddie’s seat belt dug in. He caught a glimpse of a man plunging into the woods, losing a shoe, and stooping to grab it.

“That’s not Raj,” he said.

“Yeah, it is. Come on.” Kelly pulled over and jumped out of the car. Eddie ran after her, clumsy, sleeplogged.

“Raj, I see you! Raj Sahai. Stop.” Kelly lunged for him and caught his shirttail. Raj hit her with his shoe and spun away. A green branch whipped back, between Eddie’s teeth. He reeled, spitting leaves, blood down his chin.

“Seriously? C’mon, man. You gotta make this hard?”

Raj yelped and stumbled and grabbed his bare foot. He sprawled in the dirt and Kelly sat on him.

“Got you,” she said. “What’d you do to my son?”

“Do to him? I didn’t⁠—”

“Then, why’d you run?” She jerked him upright. “One chance. Where is he?”

Raj squirmed. “I don’t know.”

Kelly hauled off and punched him, so hard Eddie yelped. Raj gaped, slack-jawed, and probed at his mouth. He examined his fingers, then wiped them.

“That’s blood.”

“You think?” Kelly gave him a shake. “You wanna keep all your teeth, you’ll tell me⁠—”

“No. No.” Eddie caught Kelly’s wrist and pulled her away. “We’re not going to torture him. Raj, man, where’s Jackson?”

Raj scooted back, still clutching his shoe. He scowled at Eddie, then back at Kelly. His lips made a tight line, gray as cooked pork. “I told you,” he said. “They ran off. I don’t know.”

“Ran off? Ran where? What happened to Cohen?” Kelly stood up and nudged Raj with her foot. He cast about, hunted, but made no move to flee.

“They left,” he said, cagey. “They, uh—they just ran.”

Eddie and Kelly exchanged glances. She cocked a brow.

“They just, what, they ditched you? On the side of the road?”

Raj’s face pulled like taffy, like he couldn’t control it. He broke out in a grimace, then a weird, toothy grin. Eddie thought, for a moment, he was trying not to cry. Then his grin cracked and stretched into a snarl, and he scrambled upright, all spiky rage.

“You want to know? I’ll tell you what happened. Your precious angel left me to die.” He poked Kelly’s shoulder, a quick, birdlike jab. “Him and that redneck, they kidnapped my man. Took Cohen hostage and just—they just ran. Tossed me out of the car and ran for the hills.”

Eddie grabbed Raj this time by his stained shirt. “Jeb wouldn’t do that, and neither would Jackson. You best try again, or I’ll leave you to her.” He jerked his head at Kelly. She pulled out her knife, just a kid’s pocketknife, but Raj shrank away.

“I—I…it’s embarrassing. I passed out, okay? We’d stopped to get gas, and I went to the, uh…” His tongue flicked out like a snake’s. “I fell asleep on the can, and they must not’ve checked. They must have kept driving because I woke up alone.”

Kelly’s brows drew together. “Why would you lie about that?”

“Because it’s stupid. Because⁠—”

“Where’d you stop?”

Raj frowned at Eddie. “What?”

“For gas. Where’d you stop?”

“Oh. There’s a town back there. You must’ve passed through.”

Eddie narrowed his eyes. “So, you stopped in town? You stopped and got gas, and they left you behind?”

“That’s what I said.”

Eddie thought of the sawhorse signs. NO GAS/NO MEDS. He thought of the factory, all gone to seed, the forlorn Main Street with its boarded-up shops. There’d been a gas station, just one, shut up tight.

“He’s lying,” he said.

Kelly flipped her knife shut. “I know.” She took a step forward, but Eddie cut in.

“Here’s what’s going to happen: you’re gonna tell us the truth. We won’t hurt you for that, but lie one more time⁠—”

“It’s too late,” wailed Raj. “They came back. It’s done. There’s no point going back, or we’ll all die too.”

Eddie’s grip loosened on Raj’s shirt. His mouth had gone dry, his tongue rubber-thick.

“Who? Who came back?”

Raj’s throat clicked.

“Who came back? Where?”
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The sun beat down on a sea of crushed metal, steel falls and whitecaps, bright pools of glass. Rusty black depths, swimming with trash. Jackson knelt in the shade of an old Cadillac, in the sweltering hollow where its side had caved in. The Caddy was gutted, its insides torn out. The shell of a Volvo lay crushed to its back, flattened in place by a crumpled Gremlin, a great wave of wreckage blocking Jackson’s escape. Penning him in, unless…

“Don’t,” said Jeb.

Jackson frowned. “What?”

“Try to go over. Or worse, crawl through. That tower shifts an inch, it’ll squash you like that.”

Jackson waved him off. He wasn’t that stupid, except…where else was left? He hunkered into the shadows and narrowed his eyes. A low concrete building stretched to the north, its rotted wood sign face-down in the dirt. Someone had pried the boards off one window and hung a blanket to block out the sun. Jackson could see where they’d come and gone, between the window and a huge pile of trash, brown bags and beer cans and Styrofoam trays, drifted up like a snowbank against the back wall. Beyond the snowbank, the tide had come in: cars up on blocks, a rusting tow truck. A mountain of garbage, and no way out.

He twisted and squinted down the wall of cars. It broke on a red cliff of shipping containers, half-buried in kudzu and busy with squirrels. Past that lay the forest, green and inviting, and cordoned off behind a high fence.

Jackson had three options, the way he saw it. Option one, he could stay where he was. Option two, he could climb into the office, and probably end up trapped inside. Or he could run for it, dash for the fence. His limbs twitched at the thought, but he stayed where he was. Somebody made a huffing sound. The woman, he thought.

“What are we waiting for?”

The answer came, too low for Jackson to hear. He could guess, though. They were waiting for him, for someone to panic. For someone to run for the fence and scramble up it, their back exposed, ready for a bullet. If they all ran at once, maybe…

Cohen wormed over, flat on his belly.

“No good,” he said. “They got us boxed in. We’re not getting out of here but over that fence.” He nodded at Jeb, at the pistol he’d snatched. “How many left?”

“Just the one in the chamber.” He sighed. “If I let you have it, you won’t turn it on me?”

Cohen just looked at him. Jeb passed him the pistol.

“Don’t miss, you hear?”

“We’re not with Raj,” yelled Jackson. “We don’t know where he went.”

A burst of fire split the morning, a loud rat-a-tat. Jackson ducked down on instinct, then sat back up.

“Why don’t you go find him? He can’t have got far.”

“Oh, we will,” said someone, a silky male voice. “But you burned our cash crop. You don’t get a pass.”

Cohen slid in front of Jackson, back tense, weapon raised. “They’re moving,” he hissed. “You two get inside.”

Jackson didn’t argue. He half-crawled after Jeb, scurrying low along the back wall. They soon reached the window and scrambled inside. The smell was thick in the dank space, rot and stale piss. Jackson’s hand squelched in something putrid and moist. He gagged and jerked back and wiped it on the wall.

“Ugh, what the⁠—”

“Shh.” Jeb caught hold of his arm and dragged him along, through clinking bottles and crinkling plastic, into an alcove the light didn’t reach. Wetness seeped through his jeans and stung his skinned knees.

“Why is it wet here?”

“You want an answer to that?”

Jackson didn’t. He rocked up on his toes and tried not to breathe. Raj—he could throttle him. He would, if he lived. He’d find him and kill him, and he’d make it hurt. Gonna run off? Gonna leave us to die? Well, I’ve got news for you⁠—

“People died,” said the woman, so close Jackson jumped. He could see where she was standing, just outside the office, her back to the north wall, her shadow under the door. Jackson watched it move with the tide of her breath.

“Kids died,” she said. “In the fire. Do you care?”

Jackson’s stomach turned over. The kids—was it true? He’d thought they’d got out. Watched them loaded in vans. Watched the vans take off, then they’d hijacked the last one, the one with just grown folks and crates of supplies.

“It didn’t bother you, did it, watching them die?” She laughed, an unpleasant sound. “You think I’m trash, but it’s people like you—you think you’re so different, but you’re just…you’re worse. You think you’re the hero, so you get to live. You don’t care who you hurt, or who’s left behind.”

Jackson snorted. “You threw my friends in a hole.”

Jeb cuffed him to silence, but it was too late. The woman moved closer, away from the door.

“I didn’t do that,” she said. “I don’t know these guys. But I know you, Jackson Walker.”

Jackson froze in place. Jeb tensed beside him.

“I know who you are. What you did in the storm.”

Jackson opened his mouth, then closed it again. His spit had gone sour, his skin damp and prickly.

“I don’t want your friends,” said the woman. “I don’t want Donn Snow. I want you and your mom. You know where she went?”
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“Right there,” said Raj. “They blew out our tires. They’d have got me, but I⁠—”

“Quiet,” said Kelly. She could see what had happened, plain as her nose. Raj’s group had scoured the yard for a wreck that would run, and they had found one, an old Pontiac. They’d left it to raid the garage for gas—the same gas now splattered across the concrete—and the farmers had cornered them. Driven them back. Raj had run for the Pontiac, or he’d never left it. He’d taken off and the farmers had fired, first on his tires, then on Raj himself. They’d blown out his windows and pocked his doors with shots.

Eddie let out a whistle. “How’d you get out?”

“I ran,” said Raj. Kelly shushed him again. She could see where he’d squirmed under the fence, through the dense forest and out to the road.

“Those are their vans.” Raj pointed. “They’re still here.”

“Stay here,” said Kelly. “Don’t make a sound.” She didn’t move, either, but closed her eyes, listening. The morning was noisy, cheerful with birds. Somewhere, a dog barked, a big one, deep-chested. Its barks came in threes, rouf-rouf-rouf. Rouf-rouf-rouf.

“Kelly.” Eddie reached for her. A single gunshot went off.

“Don’t move,” Kelly said. She meant Eddie, but he got up when she did. He bent and ran after her, not toward the sound, but along the high fence. A line of cars lent them cover, but the weeds held them back, great dewy fronds that caught at their ankles. Kelly slipped, nearly fell, and grabbed a mirror for purchase. It came off in her hand and dropped with a clunk. She froze, hardly breathing, but no sound came, no shout.

“Hey.” Eddie steadied her. “You got a plan?”

She nodded—sort of—and made for the vans. Voices rose, faint with distance—laughter. A shout. A low, flat pronouncement, maybe a threat.

“Don’t follow me,” said Kelly. She crawled into the first van through the passenger side, pulled the door shut behind her, and leaned out the window. “Hey, Eddie?”

He came up to the door, but she shook her head.

“You see a brick out there? Something heavy?”

“What are you going to do?”

“You see one or not?”

Eddie cast about briefly, and then he bent down. He handed her a car battery, all rusted out.

“This do?”

She nodded and took it, then set it on the seat. “Get in that other van, ready to go. But don’t start the engine, not till I yell.”

Eddie started to say something, but the cough of the ignition drowned him out. Kelly was moving, her foot on the gas. The voices had stopped now, apart from the dog. Its barking had risen to a sharp, anxious pitch. Kelly rolled through the junkyard so slow it hurt, the purr of her engine low, kitten-soft. She winced as her wheels crunched through sharp spills of glass. Swerved to avoid a drifting newspaper. It blew apart and caught on her wiper, its dry-leaf crackling loud in her ears. When it flew off, she slowed, and the voices were back.

“—out with your hands up, we might let you live.”

“At least till you’ve helped us build back what you burned.”

A woman’s voice cut in, urgent, angry. Kelly peered through the wreckage and picked out two men, one older, grizzled, one Jackson’s age. They’d crouched down behind a rusted pickup, peering out at a building with its roof half stoved in. A blonde-headed woman stood with her back to the wall, her face cast in shadow, rifle clutched to her chest. She leaned in to say something and the dog barked again. Kelly lost her sight line and bit back a curse.

“We gotta end this,” said someone, one of the men.

“The kid’s mine,” said the woman. “He killed my⁠—”

“We needed your hardware. We don’t need your bull.”

Kelly’s stomach churned. Her foot jabbed the gas. She caught a glimpse of the woman through a rotted-out trailer, thin, pointy elbows, a sharp, jutting chin. Skin like skim milk, not a trace of a tan. Kelly struggled to place her, then it came to her.

“Faye?”

The van lurched forward. Gears caught and whirred. Kelly bumped over something, a loud tin-can crunch. Somebody shouted and she flung herself flat, and in the next instant, the afternoon filled with gunfire. Her window exploded and glass showered her back. It caught in her hair and stung the backs of her neck. She groped out blind and found her car battery, and she dragged it toward her, palms slick with sweat.

“She’s still moving,” yelled someone. Kelly groped for the door. Lead came punching through it and whizzed past her head, a long burst, then a short one. She held her breath.

When the shooting was over, she kicked the door open. She slid halfway out and clung to the seat. The van was still rolling, keeping its slow, steady pace. Kelly took her dead battery and wedged it in tight, into the foot well, bearing down on the gas. The van roared and surged, and Kelly flung herself out. She rolled over and over and the van tore off without her. At first, it bore straight, and then it veered left, and the piled-up wrecks shuddered as the gunfire followed its course. Kelly slid to a stop with grit down her pants, and she almost laughed.

Like the wave at a baseball game, except it’ll kill you.

The van hit the wreckage, scraping metal on metal. A white fan of sparks flew up. Something went pop. The radio kicked on, half-static, half-thunder.

HE’LL SAVE YOU, it bellowed. JESUS SAVES! HALLELU!

Kelly got up and ran back the way she’d come. She scrambled under a Pinto sitting up on blocks, wriggled out the other side, and bellied up to a mountain of tires. The stink of hot rubber made her reel and gag. She breathed through her mouth, tight, shallow sips, and crawled through the tall grass on hands and knees.

“I hear you,” yelled someone.

“Faye! Gimme cover.”

OPEN YOUR HEART AND PRAY FOR HIS LIGHT! JESUS WILL LIFT YOU IN LOVE AND IN GRACE!

Kelly stretched out, thrusting her head past the tires. The weeds blocked her view, and she clawed them away. The old guy was creeping behind the office, under the windows, low to the ground. The kid started after him at a loose-limbed trot. Faye aimed her rifle square at the door, fired off a volley, and Kelly jumped up.

“Hey! Over here!”

Faye spun around. So did the kid. Kelly threw herself flat and ground her teeth through the firestorm.

“We’ve got you surrounded,” she called when it eased.

“She’s lying,” said Faye. “I told you, I’ve been following her, and she left by herself. That means there’s no one. She didn’t bring backup.”

Kelly sucked back a deep breath. “Boys! Start your engines!”

Nothing happened at first. The hot air hung heavy. The Jesus-shouter amped up, ecstatic—HIS POWER! HIS GRACE! HIS⁠—

Eddie came through with a noisy backfire. Wood cracked somewhere closer, and a scream rose and died.

“I got your man,” came a rumble, Cohen or Jeb. “You two drop your weapons, I won’t shoot him dead.”

The kid dropped his rifle. Faye gripped hers tighter.

“I see you,” called Kelly. “I got a clear shot.”

Faye jerked and wavered. Swung her barrel side to side. The radio cut out halfway through AMEN. Kelly heard herself breathing, her pounding heartbeat. She heard Faye whisper something, maybe a prayer. Then came the screaming, sudden, unhinged. Faye spun toward it and Kelly did too, but she couldn’t see anything, just sun on metal. Just the blue sky, and⁠—

“No, don’t, please God!”

An engine whined, revved. Tires squealed. Eddie shouted. A meaty, wet thud came, then a crude, rotten squelch. The old man yelled out from behind the office.

“Leroy. Hey, Leroy? Leroy?”

The kid took off running. Faye threw back her head and screamed. She fired on the office, a quick, aborted burst, and glanced down at her rifle, and tossed it aside.

“This isn’t over,” she yelled. “You’re still dead. You hear me?”

“Leroy, talk to me! Leroy. Leroy!”

The office door burst open, boards flying wide. Jeb charged out, flailing, and Faye screamed and ran. She fell, scrambled upright, and raced for the fence. Kelly watched her swarm over it in a mess of gold hair. The old man was still screaming, Leroy, Leroy.

“His man’s dead,” said Eddie. Kelly jumped.

“What—”

Eddie drifted by her, hand pressed to his mouth.

“Eddie? What happened?”

“Leroy, please…”

Eddie stopped and bent over, hands on his knees. Kelly came up behind him and set her hand on his arm.

“Eddie? What…?”

He turned and looked at her, eyes black with shock. “He came out of nowhere. Raj just…Raj…”

Kelly could guess the rest, but Eddie half-howled it.

“Raj hit the gas. Saw the gun and just hit it. Leroy, he’s dead. His whole head’s cracked open. That’s what that sound was, that cracking, his head!”

Jackson ran out then, and Kelly stood frozen. She wanted to run to him, and she wanted to puke. She wanted to scream at him, see what you did? She loved him, she blamed him, she wanted to slap him.

She opened her arms. What else could she do?
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Jeb pulled the van over just south of Pineville, by an old Baptist church near a rail crossing. He nosed into a dirt yard hemmed in by trees and sat in the cool shade, gripping the wheel.

Cohen leaned forward. “Jeb?”

“Y’all should talk,” he said. He made a vague gesture toward the back seat. “I’m gonna poke around under the hood. I don’t like that clanking, so go on. There’s time.”

Everyone piled out, Mom, Uncle Eddie. Cohen followed Jeb to the front of the van. Raj stepped out stiffly and stood by himself, staring at the tassels on his dusty black shoes. Jackson thought all the jouncing might’ve made him queasy. He had a look on his face like he’d sucked a lemon, all sour and pinchy, lips tightly pursed. Maybe it bugged him, what he’d done to Leroy. Or what he’d done before that, running off like he did. Jackson didn’t blame him for that, not really. He might have run too, if he’d seen a way out.

“Raj.”

Raj ignored Jackson, or he didn’t hear. He hadn’t said much since the junkyard, except to demand water. Nobody had any, at least not for him.

“My son’s speaking to you.” Mom brushed past Raj, knocking him off-balance. He tripped, caught himself, and cleared his throat.

“Sorry,” he said. He sounded tired. Groggy.

“I don’t blame you,” said Jackson. “Anyone might’ve run. And you brought help, so⁠—”

“No, he didn’t.” Mom raised her voice so it carried across the clearing. “He ran and kept running, and when we caught him, he lied. Told us you drove off and left him behind. If we hadn’t leaned on him, he’d have left you to die.”

Cohen laughed, a rude bark. Jackson just gaped.

“Is that true? You ditched us?”

“I had to. I…” Raj squared his shoulders but didn’t look up. “One of us needs to make it. The Snowstorm, uh…”

“Yeah. The Snowstorm.” Mom circled Raj slowly, eyeing him up and down. “You say you want to end it, but is that the truth?”

“I told you, I do.”

“You told us, you told us. What we know is, you lie. You lie a lot. You lie, even knowing you’ll get people killed. You kill ’em yourself, even, given the chance.”

“Now, you just—you listen.”

Mom pushed Raj back. “We all saw you do it. Heard you. We know. And we know you backed the Snowstorm, at least at one point. We know you invented it. Built your whole life around it. You had to have known it’d get people killed.”

“Of course, but I’d never⁠—”

“We don’t believe you,” said Mom. “We don’t trust you at all. What’s to stop you from taking the Snowstorm for yourself?”

Raj bristled. “I could’ve shot you. Had my men do it, back at the farm. You had a gun on us. I could’ve wiped you all out.”

“You couldn’t,” said Cohen. “That was never your call.”

“I’m saying, if I wanted to hurt you, wouldn’t I have done it already?”

“Not if you could use us,” said Jeb. “At least, from what I’ve seen.”

“Use you? All you’ve done is get us held up. Get us dragged off by heathens and tossed in a hole. You’re useless, just useless, so⁠—”

“That’s enough.” Mom didn’t yell, but the chatter died out. She advanced on Raj and he backed away. “We’re going together,” she said. “You’re taking us to Snow. We’re going to deal with him and the Snowstorm.”

Raj snorted laughter. “You think he’d let you in? His bunker’s a fortress, state of the art. You’re not getting in unless he opens the door, and he won’t do that unless⁠—”

“Unless maybe I’ve got a gun to your head.” Mom smiled so coldly Jackson’s scalp crawled. “He needs you bad enough he’s sending out choppers. I think he’ll let us in if it’s that or you die.”

Raj spun to face Cohen. “You’re not going to stop this?”

Cohen leaned on the van, wiping grease from his elbow. “Respectfully, sir, I don’t trust you either. And I’ve got family. I want that Snowstorm gone.”

“So, you’re with them now. You’re switching sides.” Raj slumped where he stood and glared down at his shoes. “Can’t even buy loyalty. Can’t even…” He wandered off, muttering under his breath. Jackson watched him a while to see what he’d do, but he didn’t do anything except sit and sulk. He covered his face with his hands and hunched in on himself, and Jackson turned his back on him and went to help Jeb.

Half an hour later, they were back in the van, bowling past Pineville, then north through the woods. An hour after that, Raj sat up straight.

“It should be the next right,” he said. “Then look for the fence.”

Jeb slowed, though he hadn’t been driving fast. The dirt road was bumpy and lousy with weeds. Jackson stretched his neck out, wanting to see. A billionaire’s bunker, how would that look? He thought of old Bond movies, the villains’ lairs: sections of hillside that rolled up on rails. Lakes draining, toilet-style, to reveal huge trapdoors. Underneath would lie wonders straight from sci-fi, sleek robot butlers, hovering desks. Hot running water. A huge soaker tub.

The road kept unspooling, trees on both sides. Ten miles flowed by, then fifteen, then twenty, and no roads forked off to the left or the right. Jeb twisted back to scowl at Raj.

“I don’t see an exit. You sure this is⁠—”

“Yes.”

“Any idea how far it is? Because this road’s growing over.”

Raj made a huffing sound. “He doesn’t drive in, okay? Nobody’s done that since he had the place built. It might be five miles. It might be twenty. If you run out of road, then you’ll know you’ve missed it.”

“Is that it?” Cohen pointed up ahead. A path choked with saplings veered off to the right, a NO ENTRY sign half-buried in weeds.

“That’s it,” said Raj.

“Well, we’re not driving through there.” Jeb stopped the van, but no one got out. Mom frowned at the saplings thrusting up to the sun.

“That can’t be right,” she said. “It’s barely a road.”

“The better to hide the place.” Jeb reached for the rifle Faye’d dropped when she fled, empty and useless, but it looked good, at least. Mom got there first and claimed it for herself.

“He’ll have cameras,” she said. “We need to make this look good. Jackson, push Raj out. Do it rough, so he falls. Then we’ll all surround him. March him along.”

Raj’s eyes widened, but he didn’t object. Jackson reached past him to open the door.

“I won’t hurt you,” he whispered. “Just go down, okay?” He bumped the door open and nudged Raj out. Raj yelled and toppled, a little stiffly. Jackson jumped down and straddled him, knees in the dirt.

“This won’t work,” said Raj. Jackson barely heard him. Something was moving, high in the trees, a bird or a squirrel. A flash through the leaves. Jackson squinted at it, trying to make out its shape.

“A drone,” said Raj. “He knows we’re here.”

“That’s fine,” said Mom. “You two, on your feet.”

Jackson helped Raj up, and Mom moved in behind him. She pressed her rifle into Raj’s back.

“Can it hear us?” whispered Jackson.

“Better assume it can.” Raj started walking, head down, stumbling. Jackson had to hand it to him—he played the scared prisoner well. Or maybe he was scared. Jackson couldn’t tell. Raj was like Mom that way, though she’d hate if he said so: you knew they had feelings, just not what they were. They held it inside till they snapped and they couldn’t, and then it got messy, a big, ugly scene.

They pushed through the foliage in a tight, noisy knot, slapping at green twigs and cursing when they snapped back. Mom kept her rifle snug to Raj’s back. Jackson watched the drone till it streaked off and vanished.

“The fence,” said Cohen, out of the blue.

Jeb stopped walking. “What?”

Cohen nodded up ahead at a section of fence, saggy and rusted and woven with grass. An old sign hung off it, whitewashed by birds.

“DANGER – KEEP OUT,” read Jackson. Cohen brushed the weeds aside to reveal a second, smaller sign—MINE HAZARD AREA – POSSIBILITY OF GROUND COLLAPSE.

“This is a coal mine,” he said. “At least, it was.”

“That’s right,” said Raj. “The bunker⁠—”

“Quiet.” Mom waved him to silence. The air was abuzz, a great beehive hum. Jackson searched for its source, craning his neck. He saw green sprays of leaves and scraps of blue sky, then a pair of dark shapes flashed overhead. Two drones descended and hung over the fence, huge, heavy black things with pendulous bodies. Like upside-down spiders, was Jackson’s first thought—but with propellers instead of legs. Propellers and guns, and that couldn’t be good.

“Those are bad news,” said Cohen. One of the drones dipped toward him, and Jackson heard a lens whir.

“State your business,” said someone, a flat, nasal voice. It came from the drone, but Jackson thought it was human. Nobody answered, and the drone hung in place.

“You are currently trespassing on private property. State your business, or⁠—”

“Donn Snow!” Mom jabbed her rifle into Raj’s back. Raj made a bleating sound and grabbed at the fence.

“I repeat, state your business, or I’m ordered to fire.”

“I have Raj Sahai.” Mom grabbed a hank of his long, greasy hair. She jerked his head up to give the drones a good look. “I’ve got a gun to his back, and I’m warning you now, you shoot me, or anyone in my party, my last act on Earth will be to blow out his spine.”

The drone made a ticking sound. Jackson’s hair stood on end. A static charge prickled under his skin.

“Hey. Did you hear me? I said I have⁠—”

“Right. You have Raj. How’s that working out for you?” A new voice came through, oily, amused. Jackson heard breathing, the creak of a chair. “So, what’ll you give me to take him off your hands?”

Mom blinked and stared blankly, caught off her guard. Her tongue darted out, and her throat clicked.

“Is that—you’re Donn Snow?”

“That’s right. I’m Snow. What do you want?”

Mom gaped some more, and Jackson nearly laughed. Had she thought at all about what to say? Or had she just figured she’d play it by ear?

“Your bunker,” said Mom. She cleared her throat. Coughed. “My family’s been shot at. Held prisoner. Half-drowned. We’ve been through your storms, your shelters, your plague. We need a safe place. A place we can live. Give us your bunker and you can have Raj.”

Snow made a tutting sound, maybe thinking that over. When he spoke, he seemed thoughtful, his sarcasm gone. “What about your farm? That looked pretty nice.”

“Too nice,” said Uncle Eddie. “We’ve had robbers already. Robbers with guns.”

“And then there was you, flying on in.” Mom’s voice was shaking, all tight and cracked. “The kids don’t feel safe. And my mom’s in her sixties. We need doors that lock. Safety that’s…real.”

Jackson’s heart did a backflip. Mom’s plea sounded real. Her tears were real, too, huge, fat, and salty. Was that what she wanted, a place to call home? An end to the chaos, the fear, the unknown? He had to admit, it didn’t sound bad. But Donn Snow would never⁠—

“All right,” said Snow.

Mom gasped. “All right?”

“All right, come on in. Door’s open. We’ll talk.”

“I don’t like this,” said Cohen. Jackson didn’t much, either. It all seemed too quick, too easy, too pat.

“We’ve come this far,” said Jeb. “But, uh, where’s the door?”

The drones angled eastward, past the sag-bellied fence. A narrow path wormed into the woods, widening to reveal a broad, weedy clearing. At one end, a crane sat rusting away. At the other, a shed squatted under a tree. The drones made for the shed and hovered to each side, flanking a door stripped bare of paint.

“That’s not it,” said Jackson.

The door slid open. Inside was all metal and mirrored walls, a marble floor gleaming with a fresh coat of wax. Raj made a sound between a laugh and a groan.

“Inside,” said Mom, and nodded at Jackson. He went in first, then Jeb and Cohen. Mom and Uncle Eddie herded Raj inside, and the door slid shut, and a quiet bell chimed. The room sank down and down, into the earth. It sank fast, but Jackson counted nearly to sixty before the bell chimed again.

“Straight ahead,” came a robot voice. “Please clear the lift.” It sounded like Siri, and Jackson nearly laughed. He stepped off the elevator, into a featureless white hall. At the end stood a door with no handle or hinges. It slid up to reveal a white room beyond.

“Please proceed to testing and decontamination,” said not-Siri.

“Decontamination?” Jeb snorted. “They gonna delouse us?”

“You’ll get showers,” said Snow. “Why? Do you have lice?”

Jeb chose to ignore that. He took a deep breath and led the way inside. Once everyone had followed, the door shut behind them. A panel slid open, revealing glass shelves inside. Like a medicine cabinet, but its stock was limited to one purpose, armies of SNOVID tests, piled in neat stacks. Packets of Kleenex off to one side.

Jackson passed the tests around, and everyone took one. They sat down and waited for the results to come back, all but Mom and Raj. Mom kept her rifle jammed in Raj’s back. Raj stood, tired and patient, head hanging low.

The tests all popped clean, and a new door slid open. “Please shower thoroughly,” said the robot voice. “Use your green scrub brush, and please shampoo twice. Drop your outside clothes in the chute by the door, and place personal items in the UV decon chamber. Personal items may be collected on your way inside.”

Cohen glowered at a camera mounted overhead. “How do we know you won’t gas us? Or shoot us in the stalls?”

“You don’t,” said Snow. “You want to go back?”

Cohen glanced over his shoulder and kept his mouth shut.

“In for a penny,” said Uncle Eddie. He stripped his shirt off and headed for the showers. Jackson went after him, unbuttoning his jeans. When he turned the taps on, what came out was water—glorious water, sweet, clean, and hot. He basked in it, gloried in it, let it run down his back. The pressure was perfect, the jets needle-sharp. Warm steam caressed him, and he let out a moan.

“Hurry up, would you? There’s only three stalls…”

Jackson didn’t hurry. He took his time with the soap and with the shampoo. He had an idea this shower might be his last. As such, he savored it. Milked it to the end. By the time he got out, his fingers were pruney. Cohen tossed him a set of white cotton pajamas.

“Come on, get dressed. Everyone’s waiting.”

Jackson pulled on his PJs and the slippers that went with them. By the time he was done, the next door had opened. Everyone shuffled through it, into a tight vestibule.

“Come in,” said Snow, and two things happened at once. The door slid shut behind them and a new door hissed open. A fresh breeze blew in and Jackson laughed, because what he was seeing couldn’t be real. A golden atrium opened before him, sun streaming in through soaring skylights. Beyond it, he glimpsed a huge living room, long, comfy couches. A brick-faced fireplace. He started forward, then stopped in his tracks. The house was sealed off like a museum exhibit. Jackson reached out and pressed his palms to the glass—cold, thick, and heavy. A floor-to-ceiling partition.

“What—what the⁠—?”

Snow stepped into the atrium and winked at Raj. “Welcome home,” he said. “You’ll want to sit down.”

Raj opened his mouth. He swayed on his feet. “I don’t feel well,” he said. “What did you do?”

Jackson stared at Snow. His edges had gone funny, all wavy and bright. He was glowing, almost, lit up from inside.

“I’ll shoot him,” gasped Mom, and her voice was strange, too.

“You won’t,” said Snow. “And you know how I know that?”

Someone was choking, gasping for air. Jackson’s head swam, and he blinked, and he crumpled. His palms streaked the glass, pale smears of sweat. He heard something clatter and scrape on the floor. Mom’s rifle, maybe. The keys to the van. Snow’s glow was fading, and the atrium with him, the white smears of light, the impossible sun.

“He’s all you’ve got,” said Snow.

Jackson’s head hit the glass. His teeth clacked together. He slid into darkness, and somewhere, Snow laughed.

“He was all you had. And now he’s mine.”
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Doc was out by the gate when Donna drove up, slumped in the tall grass, his back to the fence. She pulled up beside him and rolled down her window.

“Hey. You okay?”

Doc lifted his head, and Donna saw he’d been dozing. His eyes were red-rimmed, gunky with sleep.

“Didn’t hear you pull up,” he said. “You’re looking healthy.”

“Feeling good, too. How are your men?”

Doc didn’t move. His expression didn’t change. Still, Donna knew before he opened his mouth. She felt it and wished she’d just let him sleep.

“Rogers died in the night,” said Doc. “Bowman was rallying, up and talking, even, but then he stroked out, and I couldn’t save him. Not sure I could’ve, even with the right meds. It all went too fast, just snap, and lights out.” He snapped his fingers.

“What about that other one? There were four of you, right?”

“Johnson bugged out,” said Doc, and rubbed his eyes. “Ran off when Marks got sick. Can’t blame him, I guess.” He hunched forward and rested his head on his fist. “Stanley’s in the greenhouse. Kids are on the porch.”

Donna knew a dismissal when she heard one. “Okay,” she said. She rolled her window half up, then paused with a frown. “You’ll have places to go, I guess. Folks to get home to. But in case you don’t, I’m not chasing you off.”

Doc only grunted. Donna drove on. She parked by the house and Max tottered out to greet her, Zoe and Mira hot on his heels. She opened her arms and let them come, the first hugs she’d had since…when had it been? She’d held Bill through his agony, but before that⁠—

“Rascal ate our last pie,” said Mira.

Zoe laughed. “Yeah, he did.” She hugged Donna tighter. “Stanley left it out cooling and…we missed you so much.”

“Missed you too,” said Donna. It came out all choked. “No sign of your dumb dads? Or my stupid daughter?”

“Not yet,” said Mira. “But we found your books.”

Donna drew back, frowning. “My books?”

“The ones in your study.” Zoe looked down, abashed. “We weren’t sure what to do, y’know, for the dogs. There’s old ones and blind ones, and one with three legs. We wanted to know⁠—”

“We gave Max a massage.” Mira grabbed Max’s hips and dug into his fur. “It said it would help him. With his ass slices.”

“Arthritis.” Donna chuckled. “You kids did all that?”

“Stanley helped,” said Zoe. “But we did our best. The kitchen’s a mess, but the greenhouse is good. The garden’s all planted, and the chickens and goats⁠—”

“Oh, you kids.” Donna pulled them to her and hugged them again. Her eyes stung and watered, and she shut them tight. No falling apart, not in front of the kids. Not when they’d been so brave, so helpful, so good. “I’m cooking tonight,” she said, when she knew her voice wouldn’t break. “Chili and cornbread, how does that sound? And we’ll have a pie and biscuits for Rascal.”

Mira cheered for the pie, but Donna’s eyes locked with Zoe’s. She saw her own fear reflected there, her own grinding sadness. It hurt her to see that, but she wasn’t surprised. Zoe was old enough to know what was what.

“Tell you what,” said Donna, pitched just for Zoe. “I know a few tricks you won’t find in those books. I’ll show you, if you want. Starting after dinner.”

Zoe’s fear didn’t vanish, but she managed a smile. “I’d like that,” she said. “It’s good to keep busy.”

Donna left the kids to their chores and headed for the garage. She’d need to find Stanley and they’d need to talk, but first, Bill deserved a proper sendoff. She needed to sit with him in the place he’d loved best, where he’d gone to tinker, to smoke, and to think.

“Oh, Bill,” she whispered, and pressed her head to the door. She closed her eyes and pictured a crisp fall night—a spring night, or summer, any damn night at all—a night like any other, just one in thousands. A night where she’d slip in without a word, perch herself on Bill’s workbench, and watch him mess around. Waxing the truck, maybe. Cleaning his gun. Reading a magazine, and she’d read one too. No need to talk, nothing to do.

She pushed the door open and breathed in his smell: warm bread and motor oil, cheap aftershave. Weed, dank, and earthy, and⁠—

“Donna? You’re back.”

She shrieked, slammed the door, and jerked it back open. “Stanley—Stanley, damn it…”

“Sorry. I can go.”

“Yeah. No. You weren’t…you shouldn’t… Oh, God.” She laughed, shut the door again, and sagged against it. Her laughter tore through her in shuddering waves, turning to sobs, then back into giggles. Stanley stood watching her, leaning on Bill’s workbench. He’d covered it in peppers, and that made her laugh too—peppers. Hot peppers. What the actual heck?

“I thought you were Bill,” she said, when her laughter died off. “I was standing out there thinking how nice he smelled, all the good times we had out here, and then there you were. I saw a damn ghost, and I… Did I scare you?”

“Not really,” said Stanley. “I heard you outside.”

Donna stood awkwardly, words caught in her throat. She peeled herself off the door and shuffled aside. “Kelly said you, uh, you lost someone too.”

“My husband,” said Stanley. “Cliff. Far too soon.”

“How did you live with that? How’d you keep going?”

Stanley didn’t say anything. He patted his pocket, found nothing, and frowned.

“Sorry,” said Donna. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

Stanley turned to Bill’s workbench and dug through the drawers. “I found something,” he said. “Something of Bill’s.” He pulled out a box and opened it to show off its contents, a battered notebook, a box of Bic pens. An old canvas pencil case, spotted with ink. “It’s his recipes,” he said. “But there’s notes as well, what you thought of his baking, what he wanted to try differently. I didn’t keep reading once I realized it was private.”

Donna took the book and leafed through it, and closed it again. Just seeing his writing, the dogears he’d left, just that tore her heart out and left it in shreds.

“I can’t yet,” she said.

“This might knock off the edge.” Stanley unzipped the pencil case, and Donna snorted. She smelled weed, rank and pungent, Bill’s favored strain.

“I’ve never tried it.”

“It’s up to you.”

Donna thought of Bill laughing, daring her, one puff. She’d always said no. That was his, for his pain. But now she was hurting, and why not? Why not?

“Will you do it with me?”

Stanley shrugged. “Wouldn’t mind.” He cleared a spot and sat down, motioning for Donna to sit with him. She did, and she watched him roll a slim joint, pinching the paper to make it stick. He lit it with Bill’s lighter and took the first drag.

“Mm. That’s the good stuff. Ready to try?”

Donna took the joint and held it like she’d seen on TV, between thumb and forefinger, close to the end.

“Suck deep and hold it. Try not to cough.”

Donna sucked deep and her chest seized and jerked. She did a booming half-cough, but she held the smoke in, held it till her eyes watered and she felt her nose run.

“Okay, let it out, slow through your nose.”

She tried to obey, but she hacked the smoke out, great sneezing bursts through her mouth and her nose.

“That’s fine,” said Stanley.

“So…am I high?”

“I don’t know, are you?” He winked. “Let it sit.”

Donna leaned back and let her eyes drift shut. Stanley snagged the joint back, and she heard him take a hit. A round sound, she thought. Round…puh, puh, puh. Maybe she was high, or at least, not low.

“I died with him,” said Stanley. “What you asked, about Cliff. I died, I was done, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t live. Let my farm go to ruin, my house, my whole life. My friends did a sort of…a kind of intervention. Made me get Rascal, but that’s just, that’s…” He must’ve made a gesture, but Donna didn’t see. “It’s different for everyone. What do you need?”

“Another toke off that— Do they still call ’em doobies, or is that out with tube tops?”

“I think it’s blunts now. Or, I don’t know, twists.” He laughed. “I’m older than you, I think. You’re asking me?”

Donna took a puff and sighed it out through her nose. “What are the peppers for? Up on the bench?”

“Capsaicin powder,” said Stanley. “I’m drying ’em out. We can make our own pepper bombs, for if we get thieves. Or we can blend ’em with alcohol and vegetable oil, stir in some salt, and we’ve got pepper spray. We can mist it like tear gas if Snow’s guys come back.”

“Won’t we get hit too?” Donna held back a giggle.

“Not with that, we won’t.” He pointed at Bill’s old baseball launcher. “I fixed it up so it works. We can bomb ’em long-distance. Unless it’s real windy—hey, it’s not that funny.”

Except, it was. It really, really was. Bill would’ve loved it, like his damn cartoons, flattened roadrunners, big ACME bombs. Holes in red cliffsides shaped like Wile E. Coyote. DIY pepper spray, oh, yeah. He’d have loved it. Donna laughed for him, laughed till she cried.
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Raj woke up slowly, by heavy degrees. He’d tried to ignore it, but the lead coat was back. The lead coat of hopelessness, zipped to his throat. He felt its black weight, huge on his chest, the weight of his worries, his failures, his loss.

The divorce had been bad, losing custody of Mira. Then Dad had died suddenly with Mira nine states away. He’d held on a day after his heart attack, and every time he woke up, he’d asked for her again. What, she’s not coming? Oh, Raj. Oh, Raj.

He’d hurt Kelly too, bringing Snow to her farm. Busting up her dad’s funeral, that had been bad. And running off, leaving Jackson, it didn’t get worse than that.

Except it did, because he’d come back and killed Leroy. Wherever he went, he trailed hurt in his wake. Hurt, disappointment, an endless list of wrongs.

Leroy and Mira. Dad, Jackson, Kelly. Jeb, Cohen, Eddie. Leroy. Leroy.

For a while, he’d been lighter. Breathing again. The lead coat had slipped off. He’d made plans, big plans. Plans to get Mira and bring her back home. His lawyers had said Christmas, Christmas looked good. A big, happy Christmas, a test run, and then…

Hadn’t he been somewhere? Doing something?

Leroy and Kelly. Eddie and Jeb.

Cohen had ditched him. Switched sides, and⁠—

“Donn!” Raj’s eyes flew open. The light was too bright. He flung his arm up and steel bit his wrist, handcuffs, too tight, locked in his lap. His ankle was cuffed, too, to the frame of the couch. He swallowed back sickness. “Donn. Let me up.”

“Don’t think so,” said Snow. “You’ve been a bad boy.”

“Me? Man, you saw her. She’d have shot me dead.”

“With what? Pull the other one. That gun wasn’t loaded.”

Raj opened his eyes again. He was in a round room, Snow’s study, he thought. Donn’s desk dominated most of the space, a great, curved monstrosity built into the wall. Screens on the ceiling projected the sky, screens in a dome shape, each custom-fit. Light strips ran between them, shedding LED daylight. Donn Snow sat bathed in it, in a gold Aeron chair. Did they make them in gold, or was that custom? Was it even an Aeron, or something bespoke, just for him?

“I know why you came,” said Snow. “You want it all back. I know you, Rajer Rabbit. I know how you think.”

“My name’s not Rajer Rabbit,” he said, mostly out of habit.

“You think you’ll take your tech back, then your wife’ll come home. You’ll have your family, and life’ll be sweet.”

“I don’t think that,” he said. He didn’t. He really didn’t. Everyone thought he did, but that wasn’t it. He didn’t want his tech back. He wanted it dead. He wanted to go back and do something else—work in a library. Develop games. Be a professor. Anything but this.

“It’s okay,” said Snow. “I get it. I do. Kids are our future, blah-dee-doo-blah. You got sentimental. You made a mistake. We can still work together, just like before.”

Raj thought he might vomit, but what came out was laughter. “You think I’d still work for you? After what you did?”

“I think you’d better, or you know your friends?” He scooted his chair aside and woke his laptop. A security feed popped up, the front vestibule. Kelly was awake now, and Cohen, Eddie. All of them, from the looks of it, pounding on the glass. “I can suck the air out of there. Pipe in more gas. Either way, they’ll suffocate. Wanna watch that?”

Raj shrugged like he didn’t care. Snow didn’t buy it.

“Let me get set up,” he said. “I’ll show you where we’re at.” Snow scooted down and powered up two more monitors. Raj watched for a moment, then turned away. He surveyed his surroundings without much hope. He was stretched on a blindingly white leather couch—hard, boxy cushions, ugly chrome frame. To his left stood a ficus. To his right, open space. If he sat up and stretched past the foot of the couch, he might reach Donn’s desk, for all the good it would do him. Donn kept a clean space, no clutter. No weapons. Not even a letter opener or a flashlight.

“You promised them my bunker? To get them to come?” Donn tapped on his keyboard. “What were they thinking? I’d just walk away?”

Raj ignored him. He could fix this, he thought, but not with Snow watching. If he could get Snow out of here, even for a minute, then Raj thought he had something. The germ of an idea. He’d just need a battery and a short length of wire, A double-A. Donn had to have that. Had to. Who didn’t? His keyboard vac would have batteries, if Raj could just grab them.

“It’s that crab bucket mentality, why they won’t survive.” Donn spun in his chair to peer down at Raj. “If they’d asked, hey, can we come in, maybe I’d have let them. But, no, they’re all gimme, don’t wanna share. People like that’s who the Snowstorm weeds out.”

“They’re not like that,” said Raj. “They don’t want your bunker. This was all me.”

“You wanted my bunker? Yeah, I could see that.” Donn laughed and spun back, bending over his screens. “It’s still no-smoking. Remember last time?”

Raj did remember. He’d quit—he’d been quitting. About to quit. One puff in the bathroom and fire mode had kicked in, alarms blaring, doors slamming shut. A blast of dry flame suppressant, right in his face. He’d slunk out covered in it, dusted head to toe. Donn had applauded, and then he’d fired him. In front of half his colleagues. Powdered like a donut.

“They’re good people,” said Raj. He lifted his hip awkwardly and groped for his pocket. “They saved Mira’s life, and not just the once. Again and again. They got her out of Florida. Away from those freaks.”

“So they could use you to get what they want.”

“It wasn’t like that. They didn’t know who she was.”

“And if you believe that, I’ve got a bridge to sell you.”

Raj dug in his left pocket, then in his right. His pen was still there, a cheap Pilot ballpoint, reclaimed from the decon cabinet after his shower. He wiggled it out and tucked it under his shirt.

“They’re kind people,” he said, twisting the tip off his pen. It slipped through his fingers and bounced off his leg. Raj caught it before it could roll off the couch, and he poked it between the cushions and out of sight. “It’s people like them your Snowstorm’s hurting. Regular people who just want to live. They don’t have much, but⁠—”

“Do you remember my parents?” Donn spun around again, and Raj quit his fiddling.

“Your parents?”

“Freshers week, you remember. They never showed up. They skipped out on parents’ day, and you know why that was?”

Raj didn’t care. “I don’t know. They were busy?”

“Busy, you’d call it that. Wasting their time.” Donn laughed. He got up and started to pace. Raj slid his hand under his shirt and plucked the spring from his pen. He hid it in his palm and set to work with his nail, straightening the tight coil into a wire. Donn wasn’t watching him, eyes fixed straight ahead.

“I went a few years ago, to see what was so pressing. What was so urgent it took all their time. You know what they did? What they did for work?”

“Don’t think so,” said Raj, and scraped at his wire.

“They ran food programs,” he said. “For underprivileged kids. Because with a good start, those kids would change the world. That was their slogan, kids can change the world. And you know what? They did. I drove through that neighborhood where my folks got their start, and you know what those kids did with it? You know what they did?”

Raj grunted. He had his wire now, but the battery—Snow’s desk⁠—

“They trashed it,” he said. “Garbage, graffiti, windows knocked out. Potholes so big you could fall through to China. Thing is, folks like that, there’s no way to help them. You give and they take, and it’s like a black hole. Nothing comes out of there. It just sucks and sucks.”

“Things come out of black holes,” said Raj. He couldn’t help himself. “There’s Hawking radiation. And when they die, it all comes back out. You get this big flash⁠—”

“At the end. When they die. Then you get light.” Donn sat back down. “The Walkers might seem nice, but do they give or take? Are they an asset to society, or are they a drain? What’ve they done for us? For the world they live in?”

Raj glowered past Donn, at his desk, his keyboard. His little black keyboard vac, cozied up on its stand. Raj couldn’t grab it without being seen.

“I don’t feel good,” he said. “I think I might puke.”

“Don’t you dare,” said Donn. “That couch is Italian.”

Raj sat up halfway. He thought about Leroy, how he’d run. How he’d screamed. How the van had shuddered when Raj mowed him down. The sound his head made crunching under his wheel—a red sound. A wet sound. A watermelon in a steam press.

“Rabbit, I swear⁠—”

Raj’s mouth watered. His neck ran with sweat. He bent over, clumsy, and splashed the side of the couch, a thin spurt of vomit that made his eyes burn.

“Damn it!” Snow jerked back. Raj let out a whimper.

“Water…”

“Disgusting.”

“I need water. A towel. You got towels in this place?”

Donn hit him hard on his way past the couch, a thump to his back that made him cough and gag. The moment the coast was clear, Raj lunged to his knees. The cuff on his ankle bit into his skin, but he grinned through the pain and let himself fall forward. His cuffs hit Donn’s desk—crack, far too loud—and he braced himself on his elbows and slid forward, stretched long. His body slumped loose between the couch and the desk, his weight on his cuffed wrists, his spine swinging low. His back screamed, his shoulders screamed, and he nearly screamed too. But the vac, he could see it, just out of his reach. His scrabbling fingers scratched at its base.

“What are you doing, all that thumping around?” Donn’s voice drifted through, distant, amused. “You trying to break loose? Good luck with that.”

Raj exhaled gently and let himself go limp. His body slid forward, and he clawed the vac off its stand. The battery compartment popped open under his probing thumbnail, and the batteries spilled out, two double-As. One dropped out neatly, into his sleeve. The other hit Donn’s desk and rolled away, behind his keyboard and out of reach. Raj cursed and groped after it, to no avail.

“I got ginger ale,” called Donn. “If I bring you a bottle, do you promise no more puking?”

Raj fumbled with the vac, with the battery cover. It wouldn’t go back on. Wouldn’t snap shut.

“Raj? Ginger ale?”

He coughed. “You got ice?”

Donn’s response came back muffled, like he’d stuck his head in the fridge. Raj jammed the vac back onto its stand, minus its battery cover, which he flicked up his sleeve. He tried to pull back, but gravity held him captive, stretched like a cobweb between desk and couch. Raj made a pained sound and walked back on his palms, pushing his back up in quick, aching jerks. Like doing a push-up—he’d always sucked at those. Acid pricked, sour, at the back of his throat. His breath caught and burned. His blood rushed in his ears. Donn was moving around again, shuffling—getting closer?

“Ow, damn it…”

Raj humped up his shoulders and gripped the edge of the desk. He shoved himself backward with all his might. He landed hard on the couch and slid back too far, slamming his head on its shiny chrome frame. That made his eyes water, but he wasn’t done. He wasn’t done, and Donn was right there, footsteps, then laughter, then⁠—

“What did you do?” He peered at Raj, laughing. “You really tried to break loose? Damn, you’re all cut up. You’ve made yourself bleed.”

Raj stared at his ankle, where the cuff had cut in. He could see that stray battery on the edge of his vision. The second he sat down, Donn would see it too. He’d know Raj had the other, and then he’d be screwed.

“I’m not cleaning that up for you. Come on. Sit up.” Donn hauled Raj upright and thrust a towel into his hands. He sprayed the couch with strong cleaner and Raj wiped the leather.

“Get in the seams. Look, it’s sunk in.”

Raj scrubbed obediently till the stain was all out, then he leaned down to swipe at the floor. When he was done, Donn held out a bag.

“Now, drop that in here. What the hell did you eat?”

Raj bowed his head, meek, and dropped the towel in the bag. Donn handed him a bottle of organic ginger ale. He hadn’t brought ice, or a glass, or a straw. Still, Raj took a small sip and nodded.

“That’s good.”

“I’ll be back,” said Donn, and stalked off with the bag. Raj jammed his drink between his legs, shook the battery from his sleeve, and started to gnaw. He chewed through its plastic casing, spitting bits in his lap, and peeled it away to expose its butt end, negative nub in the middle, positive round the edge. Now came the tricky part, the part that could hurt. The part, if he messed up⁠—

Right. Here goes nothing. Just need one spark…

He shook out his wire and pressed it tight to his battery, flat to its bottom, across both poles. The wire lit up hot, then faded to black.

Too slow. But maybe…

He held his sleeve to the battery, alongside the wire. The fabric singed, smoked, but didn’t catch light. Raj glanced at the smoke alarm, its tiny red light.

Okay. One more time.

He sparked up his sleeve again, and this time he blew a slow stream of air through his clenched teeth. A cherry spot smoldered. Spread into a hole. Tiny flames danced, and Raj cupped his hand to shield them. He blew again, gentle, and⁠—

“What are you doing?”

Raj dropped his wire. Donn lunged for his arm. Raj rolled away from him, shirt sleeve raised high. The cotton burned fast, but without much smoke. Raj’s sleeve collapsed and the flames kissed his wrist, and then Donn was on him, beating, slapping.

“You trying to kill yourself? With fire? With your shirt?”

Raj jerked his head up, hair straggling loose. Hair burned smoky, if he could just get it going.

Donn forced his face down, into the couch. He grabbed a pillow and smothered Raj’s arm. Raj kicked and thrashed, and they rolled off the couch. Raj couldn’t catch himself, and his head hit the floor. His cuff bit his ankle, and he felt trickling blood. He smelled acrid smoke and singed arm hair. The alarm, damn it, why wasn’t it screaming?

“Raj!”

He flung himself upward, into Donn’s face. Their heads cracked together, and they both screamed in pain. Donn staggered off him and Raj waved his arms—come on, come on, gimme a beep!

The alarm shrilled its warning.

The steel doors slammed shut.

Donn’s study exploded with sugar-white powder, smelling of baking soda and old dried-up piss. Raj fell back, laughing. Donn yelled out, then sneezed.

“Is this what you wanted?” He scrubbed at his nose. “Is this, like, revenge for you? Revenge for last time?”

Raj just kept laughing, because damn right it was. Donn had asked him, remember last time, and he did. Every detail. He remembered the powder, how his eyes had streamed. How Donn had fired him while everyone stared. They’d stared at his face streaked with tears and thick snot, and they’d thought he was crying. They’d stared. Some had smirked. He’d never forget that, or his walk of shame, out of Donn’s bunker and out of his life—not Donn’s, but his own. The life he’d built.

“All right. You’ve had your fun. Let’s get this cleaned up.”

Donn went to his desk, and Raj watched him go. He watched him dust off his laptop and pull up a new tab, and disengage fire mode, and the fire doors slid up. And Raj smiled, because, yeah. He remembered, all right. He remembered the moment he’d walked out the door—the moment he’d run out and not smacked into glass, because when the fire doors went up, that went up too, a bug or an oversight, but the partition went up. And now it’d be up again, and⁠—

“Snow! Donn Snow!”

Donn’s head snapped up. Raj laughed at him, at his stupid expression, then laughed even louder when he turned and ran.
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Kelly was through the gate before it got halfway up. She ran toward the alarms, toward the noise. Toward Raj’s laughter—what was so funny?

“Snow! Donn Snow!” She charged down a short hall, and there he was, the man who’d destroyed her life, bent over his desk. He looked up and their eyes met, and his jaw went slack. He had sharp little teeth and a plasticine nose, and faded-sky eyes, maybe blue, maybe gray.

Snow took off running, out the far door. Kelly pitched after him, nearly treading on Raj. Jackson surged past her, Eddie swift on his heels. Snow slammed a door, and it locked with a snick. Jackson ran into it. Eddie gave it a kick. Jeb shouldered past them and thumped it to splinters.

“Where’d he go?”

“There.” Eddie pointed, and then he was running. Kelly chased after him, through a brushed-steel kitchen, into a dining room scattered with chairs. Jackson jumped on the table and slid across on his ass. Kelly ran across, flailing, and Jeb went around, kicking chairs from his path like so much driftwood.

“Hey!” Jackson lunged out of sight, around a buttonhook corner. Kelly heard yelling, then a hiss, then a scream. She rounded the corner and Jackson was down, hunched on his knees with his face in his hands, clawing and coughing, gagging, sobbing. A damp mist hit Kelly and seared into her skin. She dropped down, eyes blurring, and reached for Jackson.

“Hey—hey, he spray you?”

Jackson retched and wheezed. He scratched at his arms, his chest, his face.

“You need milk,” said Jeb. “Looks like bear spray—whoa!”

Cohen barged past them with Raj in tow, arms up to fend off the fine, stinging mist.

“Kitchen,” said Jeb, and Kelly bobbed her head. She dragged Jackson up and back the way they’d come. It hurt where their skins touched, and they both hissed and cried. Jackson hit out at her and kicked at her legs. She let his hand go and grabbed hold of his shirt, hauling him, half-blind, through the litter of chairs.

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s going to come off. Here, let me⁠—”

Jackson tore his shirt off and dropped it on the floor. He dove for the fridge and thrust his head inside, tossing out cheeses and plates of leftovers. Kelly reached past him and grabbed a jug of milk.

“Pants off, arms out.”

Jackson dropped his pants and stepped out of them, then stretched out his arms. Kelly opened the milk jug and poured it over his head. She splashed him all over, head to toe, back to front, letting the cool liquid sluice the bear spray away. Jackson shivered and spluttered and coughed.

“That’s expired.”

“So don’t drink it. Here, wash your eyes.” She grabbed a bottle of water and Jackson took it. He dribbled the contents over his face.

“It’s not stopping,” said Jackson. “The pain, it’s still bad.”

“You’ll need a shower. A good, proper⁠—”

A scream cut her off, a thin, ragged shriek. Kelly grabbed Jackson and he pushed her off. Another scream came, and she let her hands drop.

“Stay here,” she said, and ran toward the sound. She ran through the dining room and down the hall, through a leafy conservatory and into daylight. Into the atrium, with its huge fake windows. The floor was all red, bright smears and splatters. A great crimson stain spread out like a flag. Raj knelt in the red, clutching a pile of wet fabric. He was screaming his lungs out. His hands were all red. His face was red too, and his arms and legs. His black hair dripped red. He gurgled and wailed.

Kelly reeled backward. “What’s happening? What⁠—”

Eddie ran past her, slippers soaked red. He left squelching tracks, clotted and vile. “There’s nothing. No button.”

“It won’t come up,” said Jeb. He was wrestling with a red door that hadn’t been there before, a red, sliding door⁠—

The glass. That’s the gate.

Kelly swayed where she stood. The glass. That was blood. Gallons, a body’s worth. Those bloodied rags…

“A match,” screamed Raj. “Someone light a match!”

Jeb looked at Eddie. Eddie stood and stared. Kelly drifted forward, and she made herself look.

“Cohen,” she said.

“Snow ran out,” said Jeb. “He had a remote. It brought that thing down. Cohen tried to slide under, but…”

Kelly waved him to silence. She could see. He was dead.

“Snow. Where’d he go?”

“Out there. He’s gone.” Jeb jerked his head at the red-spattered glass. Kelly started toward it, and the lights went out. The skylight screens flickered, then Donn Snow filled them all, striding across a sunlit glade. He pulled out a sat phone and fired off a text, then turned and smiled, all lips and teeth.

“Come at me,” he said. “Kill me, go ahead. With me or without me, the storm goes on.” He pointed at the camera and tipped it a wink. “Nice try, Raj Rabbit. The Snowstorm goes on.”

The picture blinked out and the lights came back on. Raj bent over Cohen, gripping his hand.

“Uh, guys? You guys?” Eddie’s voice drifted through from the bowels of the bunker.

“Not now,” called Jeb.

“You need to see this.” Eddie’s tone turned frantic. “His computers. They’re all on. I think they’re deleting.”

Raj quit his screaming. His head whipped around. “Deleting? What do you see?”

“File names, a lot of them, all flying by.”

Raj screamed one more time, pure, howling rage. Then he got up and ran, dripping gore in his wake.
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Eddie found Kelly in one of the bedrooms, slumped in a soft chair, staring at her feet. She looked up when he knocked, and cleared her throat.

“Well?”

“Raj pulled the plugs out. Got the computers offline. He stopped the deleting, but he said he needs time.”

Kelly grunted. “Time to do what?”

“Rescue Snow’s data. Crack his encryption? I don’t really get that stuff, but I guess Raj is on it.” He sat on the bed and tried to catch Kelly’s eye. “He put the bunker in lockdown mode so Snow can’t get back in. Nobody can for the next ninety-six hours. It’s okay to sleep, or to⁠—”

“Did he—” Kelly’s voice cracked, and she broke off coughing. She grabbed a water bottle and chugged from it, then coughed some more. “Sorry,” she said. “Did he get the gate up?”

Eddie winced. “Yeah. He was right. It comes up with the fire doors.”

“And Cohen?”

“In the deep-freeze, so don’t, y’know…”

Kelly coughed again, and Eddie sat down beside her.

“You’re okay,” he said. “You just gotta hack up all the gunk from the fire. It isn’t SNOVID, or you’d be worse off.”

“I know.” Kelly pursed her lips. “You think he’s on our side, or is he here for himself? Jackson thinks he’s been lying to us all along. Saying he’ll stop the Snowstorm so we’ll back his play.”

“Who, Raj?” Eddie frowned. He hadn’t had time yet to think it all through. “Raj, uh, he’s…”

“Weird?”

He shrugged. “Kinda, yeah. But I’m betting a lot of that comes down to stress.” A loose thread caught his eye, and he plucked at his pants. “No, what I’m saying is, if he wanted the Snowstorm, why’d he let us out?”

“Because Snow had him chained?”

Eddie screwed his face up, trying to think. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Wouldn’t he have stuck with him? Tried to win his trust? Let us die, even, like screw them, I’m yours? I know that’s what I’d have done, if I wanted the Snowstorm.”

Kelly made a humming sound. “Maybe. Who knows?”

“He set his own shirt on fire to get the gate open. Burned his wrist raw, for what that’s worth.”

Kelly leaned back and closed her eyes. She wriggled her toes in the carpet and sighed deep and low. “I don’t like him,” she said. “But I guess that goes both ways.”

“Snow’s worse,” said Eddie. “Living like this…” He gestured around him, at the cozy bedroom. “All his talk of sacrifice, and he’s living like this.”

Kelly scratched at her arm, then she yawned and stood up. “I’m going to find Jackson,” she said. “Check on his eyes. Maybe dinner later, if you’re still up? We can’t eat the rich, but we can eat his ice cream.”

“It’s a date,” said Eddie, and cringed at how it sounded. But Kelly just smiled at him and patted his shoulder.

“A date, then. Sounds good.”
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Jackson wandered through the bunker, too restless for sleep. His eyes stung, his skin burned, and his vision was fuzzy. He felt hot all over, like he’d picked up a fever. Still, this place was cool, beyond his wildest dreams. It had food, running water, a room full of plants. Blue skies and daylight half a mile underground. He found a pantry full of canned goods and preserves in jars, but nothing from Heinz, or from some corner market. Jackson traced his fingers over exotic labels—COCKLES IN BRINE. CALMEX ABALONE. ЧЁРНАЯ ИКРА—was that caviar? The picture sure looked like it, spongy black BBs.

“Ever tried it?” said Jeb.

Jackson jumped. “Where’d you come from?”

“The kitchen,” said Jeb. “He’s got full-cooked meals in there, frozen in packs. You’ve just gotta boil ’em and eat like a king.”

“I’m not sure I’d taste much.” Jackson grimaced. “That spray burned my tongue, and now it’s gone numb.”

“It’ll wear off,” said Jeb. “Have you been down the hall?”

“What, to his study?”

“No, up past that, first door on the left.” Jeb winked at him. “You oughtta go look.”

Jackson wasn’t hungry yet, so he went. He thought he might check in on Raj along the way, but when he passed the study, the doors were shut tight—not the steel fire doors, but the sleek wooden ones. The decorative ones, with their fancy brass handles.

He left Raj alone and tried the first door on the left. The lights came on when it opened, and Jackson yelled and jumped back. A huge dog crouched, tense, on a low metal dais, black haunches bunched up and ready to spring. Ready to come for him, except…

“Holy crap.”

Jackson laughed and edged forward, hand to his heart. The dog had no head, no tail, and no paws. Its body was long, encased in gleaming red plastic. Its legs were brushed metal, with springy black points. He reached out and touched it and felt it shiver—not the anxious shudder of a living thing, but the subtle vibration of strong rubber joints. Just a robot, at rest on its stand.

“How do you work, then? You all charged up?”

The dog didn’t answer, just sat on its dais. Jackson searched the shelves and found a tablet stamped ROVER, about the size of a cell phone, but twice as thick. He swiped it on, and a menu popped up⁠—

SIMPLE CONTROL

ENTER PROGRAM

DEBUG/SAFE MODE

He tapped SIMPLE CONTROL and a new menu appeared, a lot like a game controller. Jackson found himself grinning.

“Sit up,” he said, and tapped the up arrow.

Rover sat up and bobbed his front up and down, like a dog panting, begging for treats.

“Good boy,” said Jackson. “Wait’ll Rascal sees you.”
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Kelly was sleeping when Eddie came to get her for dinner, deeply asleep, her mouth gaping wide.

Eddie pulled up her covers and turned to go, and she cracked one eye open and groped for his hand.

“I’m up,” she said, through a jaw-popping yawn. “Gimme a minute, just…”

“Go back to sleep. We’ll do breakfast instead.” Eddie set her hand down, soft on her chest. She made a burbling sound and went back to sleep.

Eddie went to Snow’s kitchen and popped some popcorn, fancy stuff, dill and Gouda, with Himalayan black salt. He dug through his cabinets till he found a stash of sweets, sour worms and Skittles and Junior Mints. Most of the stuff in the fridge had expired, but he grabbed a Dr Pepper and stuck it in his pocket.

He took his treats to Snow’s media room and flipped through his DVR, munching on popcorn and sweet Junior Mints. Snow’s tastes ran mostly to action and sci-fi, but Eddie found a favorite buried down deep—Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle. That was more like it, something light, something funny. Something plain stupid, but the right kind of stupid. The gentle and wholesome kind, nothing mean, nothing snide.

He cracked his pop open and took a deep swig. The fizz hit his throat and bubbled up his nose, and man, but he’d missed this: movies, junk food. He sucked on a sour worm, then ate some popcorn, to feel the salty bite on his sugar-scraped tongue.

Eddie snickered through the movie and snacked on his snacks. By the time he got through, he was half-asleep. He put on Dumb and Dumberer, but that was the wrong kind of stupid and his mind wandered off, back through the halls of his hazy, stoned past. Back through high school, through summer vacations. Through meeting Kelly—how old had he been? He’d sat on that paint tube in her dorm room bathroom. Zach had tried to warn him, but he’d been too late. Kelly had run in and dissolved into laughter.

What are you idiots doing? Hey, is that weed?

No! What’d I sit on? My butt is all blue.

Don’t lie. That is weed. Gimme a hit.

She’d reached for his joint and he’d stubbed it out on his leg, singeing a hole in his new Gucci jeans. Kelly had laughed at him.

Well, that was stupid.

I know. I’m stupid. Don’t get mad, okay?

Kelly had looked at him. Plucked his joint from his hand. She’d tucked it in her own pocket and reached for a cloth.

I’ll grab you some paint thinner. And some new pants. Oh, and Eddie?

Yeah?

You’re the right kind of stupid. Don’t ever change.

Eddie smiled, half-asleep. Had she really said that? He thought she had. He remembered her saying it, and the sun in her face, the crisscross shadows from the lattice window. She’d smiled, or she’d winked at him, or maybe both. He’d fallen hard for her, because of course he had.

Of course he had, but…

Eddie fell asleep.
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“I brought you dinner,” said Jackson.

Raj looked up. “What?”

“Food.” He thrust a plate at him. Raj sniffed, suspicious.

“What is that?”

“The package said bœuf bourguignon, served over egg noodles, with buttered green beans.” Jackson set the plate down. “It tastes like beef stew.”

Raj sniffed again, but he couldn’t smell much. He’d been crying again. His nose was all stuffed. He hoped Jackson wouldn’t spot the red in his eyes, or if he did, he’d attribute it to how hard he’d been working.

“Do I get a fork, or, uh⁠—”

“Oh! Here you go.” Jackson held out a napkin stuffed with clean silverware. Actual silver. Raj rolled his eyes.

“This is what he’s eating? Bœuf bourguignon?” Raj tried a bite and shuddered at the taste, meltingly rich and bubbling with comfort. Jackson stood watching, head cocked to one side.

“How does he power this place? He’s got everything down here.”

Raj shrugged. “He’s got his own solar farm not far from here. Plus, there are generators, in case that goes out.” He tried a green bean, warm and delicious. “Did you need something else, or…?”

Jackson didn’t answer, but he didn’t leave, either. The look on his face was somehow familiar, but Raj couldn’t place it. Confusion? Anger?

“If that was all, I ought to get back to work.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jackson.

Raj stopped chewing. “You’re sorry?”

“For what I said at the campground, about you ditching Mira. I didn’t mean that. I know you love her.”

Raj bit his tongue. He felt like he’d been slapped, face hot, eyes stinging. Mira would hate him if she knew what he’d done. If she knew who he was, what kind of man.

Jackson leaned on the doorframe. “You remind me of my mom.”

Raj made a strangled sound.

“Not in a bad way. Just, you’re not first impression people, you or my mom. You both come on strong. You do what you’ve got to. You might not be the friendliest, but⁠—”

“I’m not always like this.” Raj pushed his plate away. His stomach felt sour. He reached for a green bean and nibbled the end.

“My mom isn’t either. It’s the stress. The Snowstorm.”

Raj shook his head. “That’s not… I’m so tired.”

“You could take a break,” said Jackson. “You can’t work all night.”

“No, I mean I’m tired.” He tapped on his temple. “It’s why I lost Mira after Snow pushed me out. It’s why Jackie left me. I couldn’t get out of bed. I had to, uh…” He stopped talking. Jackson didn’t need to know how he’d crawled back from that, the pills, the “spa,” the “recovery center.” The long hours of therapy, turning his head inside-out.

Jackson touched his shoulder. “Is there something you need? Like, medication? Snow’s got a ton of pills. I could check if you want, if he’s got what you need.”

“I’ll swing by a pharmacy once we get out of here.” He smiled, vague and casual, but Jackson was right. He did need his meds. He’d been hurting a while, sick from withdrawal, head full of fog. Worse, he was sinking. Going down hard.

“I should get back to work,” he said.

“Okay,” said Jackson. “But get some sleep.”

Raj turned back to the monitors and sat and stared. Snow hadn’t deleted his data. He’d triggered a virus, a miserable worm that’d chewed through his files. Raj had sequestered what he could on a clean drive, but most of it was garbage, wrecked beyond repair.

He set to work anyway, sorting through what was left. Working, then staring, then working again. His eyes stung and burned, and he barely blinked. Sometimes, his tears flowed and dripped off his chin. He didn’t think about Cohen, or about Leroy, but he smelled Cohen’s blood. He heard Leroy’s screams. He bashed up a recovery tool, quick and dirty, to extract data from Snow’s damaged files.

His dinner congealed, cold on his plate.
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Kelly woke groggy. It still felt like night. Her mouth was dry and her spit tasted bad. She realized she could smell herself, stale sweat and smoke. It hurt when she breathed, in her throat, in her chest.

She went to the bathroom and took a long shower, toweled herself off, and shook out her hair. Under the sink, she found a blow-dryer, and she laughed at the sight of it, a Dyson. Expensive. It looked like a toilet roll glued to a plunger. Still, she flicked it on and blew her hair dry, then stood at the mirror brushing it out. It’d got long, too long, down past her shoulders. Her face was sunburned, scattered with freckles. She thought she looked older, rough, worn out. Thinner, cheeks hollow. A tooth chipped in front.

Alive. This is living. Life wrings you dry.

She brushed her teeth, spat, and rinsed her mouth out with water. When she headed out to the kitchen, Eddie was there, stretched on the table, playing with some beeping gadget.

“Found a Switch,” he said, by way of greeting. He set it aside. “You ready for breakfast?”

“What time is it?”

“Morning.”

“Why are you on the table?”

Eddie slid off the table. “I don’t know. My back hurt. I’ll wipe it down before I plate up your eggs.”

Kelly frowned. “There’s eggs?”

“There’s caviar. That’s fish eggs.”

“Caviar. Fancy.”

Eddie got out two plates and a couple of mugs. He opened a cabinet, then paused and glanced down. “Tell you what, you go wait. We’ll eat in that sunroom, with all the plants. It’ll be like a picnic, except with no bugs.”

Kelly went to the conservatory, with its artful planters. She shut the French doors that led out to the atrium and drew the thin curtains across them to block out the sight. Cohen’s blood was all gone, thanks to Jeb and Eddie, but Kelly didn’t think she could eat staring at where it had happened. She sat with her back to it, at a little white table, and soon Eddie joined her with a long wooden tray.

“Coffee,” he said. “Jamaican Blue Mountain.” He poured a cup for Kelly, then a cup for himself. “And here we’ve got caviar, pâté, smoked oysters—and I know you love these, so ta-da…” He pulled the cover off a big silver dish. “It said ‘fish breakfast.’ The package, I mean. Looks like kippers, tomatoes⁠—”

“Oh, my God.” Kelly grabbed a fork and tried a cautious bite. The smoky flavor of kippers burst on her tongue. She moaned without meaning to and let her head loll back. “I haven’t had these since…man, I don’t know. Zach used to—” She cut herself off, suddenly awkward. “I mean, it’s been a while.”

“It’s okay,” said Eddie. “You can say his name.”

“I know that,” she said. “But…” On a date? With his brother? It wasn’t, not really, but at the same time, it was. Things had shifted between them. They’d crossed a line. Let something slip that should’ve stayed locked up, maybe.

Eddie held out a toast point. “Try the caviar.”

Kelly’s throat tightened. “I’ve had it before.”

“Not like this, you haven’t. Trust me. One bite.” He thrust it toward her. She jerked her head back. Did he expect her to eat it like a pet, from his hand?

“I meant, y’know, take it.” Eddie’s face had gone red.

“Sorry,” said Kelly. “This is awkward.” She took the toast point and chewed it so she could stop talking.

“It doesn’t have to be,” said Eddie. “Listen, I…yeah. You know I’ve had a crush on you from way back when. I know you two laughed at me, you and Zach.”

“We never laughed.”

“Uh-uh, I’m talking.” He held up his hand. “I heard you laughing, okay? And it’s fine. It was fine. I had a crush. And it was funny because I was just some dumb kid, and you were with Zach. And you two were great. I wanted the best for you. I really did. My speech at your wedding, I meant every word.”

Kelly choked up at that. She remembered that speech. She swallowed her caviar, and it stuck in her throat.

“I’m not saying I’ve been pining for twenty-odd years. That would be stupid, but…”

Kelly coughed. “But?”

Eddie looked at his plate. “But I have feelings. Since my life fell apart—since you let me move in.” He thumbed at his left hand, with its network of scars. “I’ve liked living with you. Seeing you every day. Feels like I’m home. Like we could be right.”

Kelly reached for her coffee and took a long gulp. It burned her tongue, and she swallowed it fast. “What are you saying?”

“Guess I’m saying I love you. Guess I have for a while.” He shrugged, one-shouldered. “You don’t have to say anything. I don’t expect anything from you. If you don’t feel the same⁠—”

“I might have some feelings.” Kelly winced at how that sounded, and sucked at her teeth. “I mean, yeah. I do. Good feelings, but…”

“But one of those feelings might still be guilt?”

Kelly nodded and felt heat rise in her cheeks.

“Me too,” said Eddie. “I miss him so bad.”

Kelly took his hand, squeezed it, and didn’t let go. “I’m not over him either,” she said. “I’m not through saying goodbye. But we can have a nice breakfast, and maybe…”

“Maybe?”

“Who knows? I guess what I’m saying is not now, but maybe.”

Eddie made a face like he was trying not to smile. Then his grin broke through anyway, broad and sunny. “There’s smoked salmon,” he said. “But it’s canned, so who knows?”

Kelly tried the smoked salmon and found it was good. The oysters were, too, and the goose pâté. Everything was delicious, and she savored every bite. When the food was all gone, she slid her chair close to Eddie’s and leaned her head on his shoulder. He put his arm around her and toyed with her hair.

“Could use a trim.”

“Says the pot to the kettle.”

“I like it long,” he said, and Kelly couldn’t tell whether he meant his hair or hers. She closed her eyes, and for a while, she drowsed. Gentle dreams came of home, of the farm. Eddie chasing Rascal out of the house. Raj yelling, snapping. Shaking her shoulder.

Raj shaking her shoulder.

Kelly sat up. “What?”

“I’m done,” said Raj.

Kelly blinked—done?

“His computers. His data. I’ve saved what I could.”

Eddie straightened up. “And?”

“I don’t know,” said Raj. “I couldn’t get the whole picture from what was left. But I did salvage this.” He plunked a laptop on the table and woke it up. Kelly watched as a map flashed up on the screen, a blue and green weather map scrawled over with purple.

“What am I looking at?”

Raj scratched his head and flicked grease off his nails. “He did simulations for each stage of the Snowstorm, best-case, worst-case. This was the first one.” He tapped on the screen. “You see here, the currents off Florida’s coast. The big ocean currents moving up to the north.”

“I don’t get it,” said Eddie. “Whatever this is, hasn’t it already happened?”

“Yes.” Raj thumped his fists down, bang on the table. Forks jumped and rattled. Coffee sloshed over. Raj touched the keyboard and white swirls appeared, roaring up the coast, through South Carolina. “This all happened, remember? Ocean temperature changes, the whole shebang.” He tapped on the screen. “Trade winds, check. Storm patterns, check. Floods, heat waves, cold snaps, check, check, and check. Everything on here, it happened. It’s right. Now, whatever he’s doing next, here’s what’ll happen.”

A new map popped up, sap-green, bruise-purple, ribboned with runners of red, white, and blue. Storm-whorls formed and swept off the ocean, up the east coast through the Carolinas. Patches of blue grew and ebbed and then grew. Sections of coast lost their shapes and vanished. Kelly gripped Eddie’s arm.

“That’s…is that water?”

Raj laughed, half-deranged. “That’s not just water. That’s water, then throw in some earth, wind, and fire. These storms don’t stop, and here. Look at this. It’s a huge inland lake across half the Midwest. Look at it. Look. It’s the end of the world.”

Kelly stared. She saw raindrops streaming down glass. Waves, ocean storms, rushing salt water. Rafts made of garbage. Plague camps. Jackson. Eddie made a hurt sound, and she saw she’d cut him, her nails digging into the meat of his arm.

“Sorry,” she managed.

“I don’t know what he’s doing,” said Raj. “Could be changing the formula, the concentration. Blocking the sunlight—I don’t know. I don’t⁠—”

Kelly had stopped listening. Her ears and her head felt full, like on a plane ride. She swallowed and heard the spit catch in her throat.

“Raj,” she said.

“All the files with the tech specs, I couldn’t retrieve them. Couldn’t touch what was left, couldn’t crack his encryption.”

“Raj.” Kelly stood up. “Do you know where he is?”

“I know where he’s headed. But it’s no use. Too late.” Raj’s eyes were haunted, his skin damp and gray. Kelly resisted the temptation to slap him in the face.

“Why is it too late?”

“Because it’s next week. He’s launching in four days, his next phase. The end.” He laughed again, brittle, and pawed at his eyes. “He launches from Moon Base⁠—”

“He’s on the moon?” Jeb stood in the doorway, brows raised sky-high. “I know he’s got rockets, but⁠—”

“It’s not on the moon,” said Raj. “But it might as well be. He’s got a small army guarding it. You’re not getting in.”

Kelly glanced at Eddie. He stared into space. His mouth hung half-open, his deep-in-thought gape. Cute, but not helpful. At least, not now.

“I could go after his investors. His inner circle. Show them what I showed you, convince them to stop it.”

“You can’t.” Eddie squared his shoulders, suddenly all business. “If you could’ve done that, it would be done already.”

Raj tried to butt in, but Eddie cut him off.

“No, listen, his investors—they’re still with him, right? Still paying, still investing, still good with all this? Florida, SNOVID, that’s fine by them?” He snorted laughter. “C’mon, man. Wake up. They think just like he does. Whoever’s behind this, they’ll laugh in your face.”

“He’s right,” said Jeb. “The only way out of this is straight through Donn Snow. You don’t gotta come with us, but you gotta point us his way.”

Raj shut his mouth with a sad little snap. He looked at Eddie, then Kelly, then down at his shoes. His shoulders hitched up and down with his uneven breath.

“Pack it up, then,” he said at last. “We’ll move out in an hour. And he’ll be expecting us, so—so… Pack for that.” He glanced at the spot where Cohen had died, then turned and stormed out, loose shirttails flapping.
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“Kids again,” said Donna.

Doc frowned. “You don’t know that.”

“I do.” Donna kicked at the hollow where the kids had tried to dig under the fence. “Whoever did this, the dogs must’ve known them. If they hadn’t, the barking⁠—”

“Maybe,” said Doc. “But there’s soaps you can get that’ll cover your smell. If you snuck up quiet, in the dead of night…” He bent and scraped dirt back in. “Still, you’re probably right. Anyone serious would’ve got under.”

Donna laughed. “So it’s all for show, really, the fence, the gate.”

“It’s not,” said Doc. “Or, it won’t be once your family comes home. We can patrol then, in shifts. Keep our perimeter tight. In the meantime, I’ll mount lights so there’s nowhere to hide. And I’ll keep an eye out myself, at least through the nights.”

Donna made a sour face—once your family comes home. When would that be? She was running out of patience, out of calm, out of hope. Out of smiles and comfort to lavish on the kids. With every lonely dinner, she felt herself flagging, every box of leftovers tucked in the fridge.

“Um…Gram?”

She blinked. “Mira! Where’d you come from?”

“The kitchen.” She frowned. “Zoe said I’m too little to help slice the fruit.”

“Did she, now?” Donna dug deep and dredged up one more smile. “You’re too little for apples. Those take a big knife. But how about strawberries? Wanna try those? You can try with a butter knife, see how that goes.”

Mira twirled, delighted, and pranced away.

“I’d better go with her,” said Donna. “Jam won’t jar itself.”

“I like jam,” said Doc. “And elderberry jelly. My ma used to make that. She always let me eat the skin off the top.”

Donna smiled at that. Her mom had done the same. “Well, we’ll all have jam tonight with dessert.”

She followed Mira across the dooryard and into the house, and found her a blunt knife, safe for little fingers. Zoe was mowing her way through the apples, cutting the chunks too big, the size of dice. Donna grabbed a chopping board and squeezed in beside her.

“You’ll want to go smaller, about one-fourth that size.” She scraped a few chunks together and chopped down the line, horizontal then vertical, turning the board in between.

“You’re good at that,” said Zoe. “Like a French chef.”

“The trick is, don’t lift the knife all the way. Hold the tip down and rock it, quick, up and down.”

Zoe tried clumsily. Knocked a slice off the board. It landed between her feet, and Rascal snatched it.

“That’s okay. Keep trying.”

Zoe grabbed another apple. Donna started on the strawberries. Mira was going at them with pint-sized gusto, but half the slices she carved off wound up in her mouth. Donna sliced, Zoe diced, and their bowls filled with fruit. Even Mira soon stacked up a respectable pile.

“Next comes the sugar,” said Donna. “Wanna grab that?”

Mira ran to the pantry and came back with a bag, tottering under its tight-packed weight. Donna took it from her and opened the top.

“Now, what we do is, we cover our fruit. Mix it up in the bowl, give it plenty of sugar.” She dumped in a sweet avalanche and stirred it up with the apples. “This batch’ll be apple, with a cinnamon kick. But we’ll do mostly mixed ones, strawberry-apple.”

Mira frowned. “Why not just strawberry without any apple?”

“No pectin?” said Zoe.

Donna smiled. “That’s right. Apples are high-pectin fruits. Strawberries aren’t. What that means is, we need apples so our jam sets firm. That and some lemon juice, and we ought to be fine.” She poured in more sugar and pushed her bowl away. “Now we let that sit about half an hour, let the sugar start drawing out all of that flavor. Rascal, no. Max—whoever you are.” She pushed a questing nose out from under her arm.

Zoe did the next bowl, then passed the bag to Mira. Donna figured she’d spill it, but Mira went slow. She poured in the sugar and stood beaming proudly.

“What do we do next?”

Donna frowned. “Well, there’s time to kill while the sugar does its job. I’ll fill some more bowls while you girls feed the dogs. By the time you’re all done with that, we’ll be ready to go.”

Mira bounced out the door, but Zoe hung back. She took her time washing her hands at the sink.

“Gram? You okay?”

Donna’s eyes prickled. “Yeah, hon. I’m fine.”

“Because it’d be okay if you weren’t. We’d all understand.” She moved closer and leaned in to catch Donna’s eye. “I get it if you’re trying to keep smiling for Mira. But for me, you don’t have to. My mom died, so…” She paused, maybe thinking. “I’m worried too. I can’t sleep at night. If you need someone to talk to⁠—”

Donna turned. “Come here.” She hugged Zoe close, awkward, stiff-armed, hands in the air to keep from smearing her shirt with fruit slime. “You’re a good girl,” she said.

“I love you,” said Zoe.

“’Course you do,” said Donna. “Now, get after Mira before she stuffs those dogs to bursting.”

Zoe held on a while longer, and then she took off. Donna pulled out the copper pot from under the sink and gave it a good scrubbing with a fluffy pink sponge. If a few tears escaped her and tracked down her cheeks—well, maybe Max saw, but he wasn’t telling. Not if he wanted more scraps off her table.
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Raj guessed Snow’s drones would be waiting up top, not his little spy drones. The big ones. The killers.

Raj guessed wrong.

They rode up the mine shaft primed for a showdown, Raj and Jeb armed with UAV jammers, designed to cut a drone off from its control signal. Kelly had a shotgun she’d found in Snow’s closet. Then, they had Rover, on Jackson’s insistence.

“We’ll send him out first. Let the drones come for him. Then we can pick them off while they’re distracted.”

“They won’t be,” said Raj. “Their pilots are people. They’re not going to fire on a damn robot dog.”

“But they’ll see it and know we’re not far behind. They’ll swoop in to get us and we’ll know where they are.” Jackson made a buzzing sound to illustrate his point.

Raj didn’t have a better plan, so he nodded okay. Ten minutes later, the shed door slid open. Rover marched out, and…nothing. Crickets. Actual crickets, chirping in the grass. Jeb and Kelly exchanged nervous glances.

“They could be in position already,” said Kelly. “If they got a signal when the elevator came up.”

“Could be,” said Jeb. He held up his drone gun. “Is this a scattershot deal, or do I need to aim true?”

Raj frowned. “True-ish, I think. I’ve never tried one.”

“He should go out first,” said Kelly, and nodded at Raj. “Snow wants him alive.”

Raj wasn’t sure that was still true. But he didn’t think Snow would kill him outright. He thought Snow would want him to see the new world. To stand and bear witness to the Snowstorm’s happy ending. He’d want to rub Raj’s face in it. Didn’t I tell you? Ninety percent, Snow wouldn’t kill him. Well, maybe eighty. Seventy. Sixty-five. Or fifty-fifty, the flip of a coin.

Raj hoisted his drone gun and stepped outside. His heart raced. His palms tingled. Nothing happened at all.

“Raj.”

He did a slow turn, surveying the clearing. “Nothing,” he muttered, squinting overhead. A tiny spy drone angled toward him, and he aimed his gun at it and squeezed the trigger. It wobbled, about-faced, and whirred back the way it’d come.

“I don’t see the big ones,” he said. “What do you want to do?”

“Not much choice,” said Jeb. “We need to get going.”

Nobody argued, and they set out. They went slow at first, cautious as mice, scanning the skies for Donn Snow’s drone army. No more drones appeared, not even the small ones.

“I don’t get it,” said Kelly. “He’s just letting us go?”

Raj shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t know. Maybe he’s waiting to catch us off guard. Maybe he’s watching to see where we’ll go. Or he’s got an ambush a mile down the road. Or could be, he’s Donn Snow. He doesn’t care. He knows we can’t stop him, so why waste the ammo?”

“I swat fruit flies,” said Kelly. “Even though they can’t bite me.”

Raj had no answer for that, so he shuffled ahead. He reached the van first, or the spot where they’d left it. It wasn’t there now, just a fading oil stain.

“Well, damn,” said Jeb.

Raj grunted, unsurprised, and turned back toward Pineville. All day, they walked, and into the sunset. Rover ran out of batteries and Jackson hid him in a woodpile. Raj guessed he’d stay there till he rusted away, but he guessed wrong again. Kelly stole an old hooptie from a church parking lot, and they picked up Rover on their way back north.

It drizzled that night, and they camped in an old truck stop diner, its windows all smashed in, its front door long gone. Kids had made it their own with neon spray paint—tags and band logos, dicks and more dicks. They’d left trash as well, blankets, a condom. A melted red candle jammed in a saltshaker. Raj’s shoes made a sticky sound when he crossed the floor.

Kelly had brought caviar, but not a can opener. Jeb worked it open with the end of a spoon, wiggling it in like a lever till the metal cap popped up. Eddie pulled out a radio and hunted for news. He didn’t find much, just some local station broadcasting recorded PSAs.

—call the CDC’s SNOVID line for up-to-date treatments. Do not purchase herbal cures, or any treatments not indicated by a medical professional. Such treatments are ineffective, and may be harmful or fatal. Do not⁠—

“Herbal cures?” Eddie snorted. “What, like a tea?”

“Not quite,” said Raj. “Some kid on TikTok claimed salvia cured her. One of those influencers. Wellness gurus. People were dosing themselves, getting high, going wild. Didn’t help with the hysteria, I’ll tell you that. Bunch of idiots hallucinating, running around…”

Jackson made a face. “Maybe that’s what they were growing, those guys on the farm. Some kind of SNOVID cure.”

“Or marijuana.” Raj’s lip curled. “Whatever it was, you should’ve burned them with it.”

He passed an unpleasant night perched on the one intact table, listening to rats fight in the back room. By morning, the rain had cleared, and they drove on. They drove north, then west, then north some more. Kelly traded the hooptie for a brown SUV.

“We’re close,” said Raj, as a town sign whizzed by. “Half an hour past this town, there’s a track heading west.”

“And that’ll take us to Moon Base?” Kelly peered westward, though there was nothing to see.

“Sort of,” said Raj. “It’ll take us to a roadblock. A lot of warning signs. Toxic waste, biohazard, do not approach. Big scandal a while back, illegal dumping. Better keep out, unless you want cancer.”

“Cancer.” Eddie swallowed. “But there isn’t, not really?”

“Not really.” Raj leaned on his window to watch the town flash by—a wide patch in the road, tired and run-down. Tourists had once stopped here to fuel up for adventure, campers and hikers and roving leaf-peepers. Now the shops that had served them stood gray and forgotten. “Nothing out there but a whole lot of forest. But that doesn’t mean we can just drive on in. Moon Base is guarded, and I don’t mean by drones. Snow’ll have men out there, dogs, God knows what. We’re not getting near him through his front door.”

“So, how do we⁠—”

“I don’t know. I told you, it’s a fortress.”

“Guess our first move is, we’d best take a look.” Jeb slowed for a stop sign, though the road was deserted. “Get our eyes on this Moon Base, suss out what’s what.”

Raj hung his head. Jeb wasn’t getting it. None of them were. Maybe they could get close. Maybe they couldn’t. It didn’t matter. Close wasn’t in.

Kelly nodded. “How big is this hazard zone? We’re talking, what, a few acres?”

“Hectares,” said Raj, and he’d never felt so tired. “You’re from Florida, right? Picture downtown Orlando, and you’re getting close.”

“So, big enough they can’t guard the whole stretch.” Jeb went over a pothole and grunted. “We’ll circle around and find someplace to park. Then we’ll hike in, close as we can. You’ll tell us what we’re looking at, and we’ll work out a plan.”

Raj wanted to laugh—that easy, huh? But he wasn’t driving. He wasn’t in charge. He was just here, along for the ride. A short ride, he figured. They’d see soon enough.

Jeb found an RV park an hour outside town, gated off and abandoned, hazard signs on the fence. Eddie cut the padlock and let Jeb inside, then kicked his tire tracks away and hung the lock back in place. Anyone looking closely would spot what he’d done, but Raj guessed most folks wouldn’t much care. Snow would, if he came here, but why would he bother?

“Hey.” Jeb leaned in Raj’s window and snapped his fingers. Raj blinked, surprised. He’d been off somewhere, daydreaming, lost in himself. He didn’t remember Jeb parking, or the car emptying out.

“I’m not coming,” he said. “I’m tired, and it’s pointless.”

“You’re coming.” Jeb reached in, unlocked his door, and popped it open. “C’mon, while the sun’s up. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

Raj thought about doing that, making it hard. Curling up tight. Refusing to walk. Would Jeb try to carry him, or would he just…hurt him? Or rope in Eddie, and they’d drag him between them? None of those options sounded appealing.

“All right,” he said. “But it’s a lot of woods to cover. If we get lost⁠—”

“We won’t,” said Jeb. He took Kelly’s shotgun and they headed off, him, Jeb, and Jackson. Kelly stayed with the car and Eddie stayed with Kelly. She wanted to come, but she was hacking up ash, clotted gray phlegm from her brush with the fire.

They walked without talking, quiet through the woods. Jeb went first, then Raj, then Jackson at the rear. Whenever Raj slowed or stumbled, Jackson urged him on, keeping him moving with a hand to his arm. It wasn’t a rough hand, but Raj flinched anyway. He shouldn’t have come here. Shouldn’t have tried to play hero. Cohen had been a hero, and now he was meat. Crammed in Snow’s deep-freeze like a prime cut of beef. From war hero to rump roast in three minutes flat.

Raj grunted. Kept walking. He should’ve run while he could. Bundled up Mira and scuttled off home. Cohen could’ve got him there. He could’ve been safe. Now he was out here, no choice, no escape.

Raj marched and he spiraled, and he felt himself sink. He lost himself in a fantasy where he’d made it home, back to his world, his house, his life. Back to his kitchen and his little herb garden, pots in the window soaking up sun. He sat Mira on the counter so she could watch him cook.

What do you want, bugjuice?

Mac and cheese.

Again?

Extra cheese, Daddy. Crisp on the top.

His long-ago therapist would’ve told him stop. Gotta stay in the present, keep that train on the tracks. Disassociating, he called it, when Raj slipped away. When he got stuck in if and lost track of when, and next thing he knew, he’d lost a whole day.

“I’m thirsty,” he said.

Jeb made a disgusted sound, but he passed him a bottle. Raj cracked it open and took a hesitant sip. He focused on how it felt in his mouth—wet, warm, and flat, with a mineral taste—and, inch by inch, he came back to himself. He came back to damp heat and slanting daylight, late afternoon. Evening, maybe. Soon, they’d have to turn back or spend the night in the woods.

Jeb held up his hand. Raj and Jackson stopped walking. Raj’s scalp crawled like he’d caught a static charge. He clenched his teeth, and his fillings ached and twinged. When he closed his eyes, he could hear it, a high-voltage hum.

“Don’t,” said Jeb. Raj opened his eyes. Jackson had edged forward to peer through the trees. Now, he crouched down, gaping past Jeb.

“That fence, is that⁠—”

Raj sat down, too. He didn’t need to look. He’d seen the plans, and that was enough—the high outer fence with its razor wire cap, to shred any climber surviving five thousand volts. The smooth inner wall, concrete through and through. The gates and the cameras, the guard towers. The drones.

“He’s got helicopters,” said Jackson.

“Quiet,” said Jeb.

Raj sat and waited for the truth to sink in. Jackson was probably thinking he’d short out the fence, a steel rod to ground it and over he’d go. But first he’d have to reach it, and he never would. The sensors would spot him two steps from the woods—motion and heat, and cameras too. Five steps from safety, and the alarms would sound. Ten steps, and Snow’s men would have him in their sights. They might fire a warning shot, or they might not. He’d die with half a football field between him and that fence.

“There’s guards on those buildings. Guards on the gate. Dogs, are those dogs? Damn it, that’s…”

Raj drummed his fingers. Any time now.

“We’re not getting in, are we?”

And there it was.
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“So, what, we go home?” Kelly laughed, disbelieving. “That’s it, just give up?”

“We could,” said Raj. He was fooling with a pine cone, pulling it apart. “We could go to our families. Be with them. Be together. Mira could have her birthday party. You could…do what makes you happy. Sorry. I don’t really know you that well.” He pulled off another scale and dropped it between his feet. “We might get lucky. We might weather the storm.”

Kelly thought about kicking him. She thought it’d feel good. She’d boot him in the ankle, or no. In his hands. Punt his ripped-up half-pine cone right in his face. It would bounce off his nose and he’d yip like a dog. He’d go all pop-eyed with pain and surprise. When was the last time he’d felt actual pain?

“I’d still keep my word,” he said, with a quick nod to Jeb. “Fair’s fair. You got me here. I’ll still find your parents.”

“They’re old,” said Jeb. “If the Snowstorm keeps going, it’ll be the rest of their lives, floods, plagues, and hurricanes. They’ll never know peace.”

Raj frowned. “They might not, anyway. The damage is done.”

“It doesn’t feel right,” said Eddie. “Coming this close, then just giving up. Isn’t it better to die trying than just slink away?”

“Idiot.” Kelly smacked him. “Die trying what?”

“I don’t know…thermite?” Eddie peered at Raj. “You said it’s computers controlling the launch. Thermite melts hard drives, so⁠—”

“So you’re going to walk in and nuke his hard drives.” Raj made a snorting sound. “Good luck with that.”

“We could fly in,” said Eddie. “You could get us some drones.”

“Drones.”

“Or how about magnets, like Breaking Bad? Fit drones up with magnets, and⁠—”

Raj burst out laughing. He dropped his pine cone and tipped to one side and lay on the wood bench, wheezing with mirth.

“What? What’s so funny?”

Raj made a sound between a whoop and a scream, then he hauled himself upright, rubbing his face. His laughter died slowly, in hoarse fits and starts. “It’s all funny,” he said, when he’d caught his breath. “The idea we could do anything. The idea we’d win. We could send in a hundred drones, and he’d shoot them all down. He’d shoot them a mile out. They’d never get close. And as for your magnets…have you seen one that size? A big junkyard magnet, the kind that lifts cars? The power source alone would weigh hundreds of pounds.” He looked up and his smile was gone, his expression pleading. “I want to hold Mira while I still can. I want to teach her to cook. Teach her to swim. Can’t believe I never taught her that. What kid can’t swim?”

Kelly coughed, spat, and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “You couldn’t send him a virus? Like the one from the bunker?”

“I couldn’t,” said Raj. “Look, it’s after midnight. We’ve been at this since dinner. We’ve got no ideas, so what does that leave? The Charge of the Light Brigade? What’d be the point?”

“It’d be good to see Zoe,” said Eddie. “But what would I tell her? We tracked down the dragon, but we couldn’t quite slay him. The world’s still ending, but good news. I’m home.”

“We’d teach her how to survive,” said Kelly. “To control what she can control, and not dwell on the rest.” The words tasted sour, and she wished she’d kept quiet.

“Let’s sleep on it,” said Jeb. “Try again in the morning.” He got to his feet, and Eddie did too. Jackson didn’t move, and Kelly guessed he was sleeping. She reached out to shake him, but he brushed her off.

“You can’t sleep here,” she said.

“Did you see Ted Bundy’s last interview? Before, y’know…”

Kelly stared at him. “What?”

“Ted Bundy’s last interview. Hey, Raj. You seen it?”

“More movies?” Raj was brushing off his pants. “No—no, I haven’t. But whatever they did, whatever Hollywood sci-fi zero-G bull⁠—”

“It wasn’t a movie,” said Jackson. “It was an actual interview. The day before they fried him.”

“Right. Great. Fantastic. We’ll execute Snow.” Raj turned to go. “Was there anything else, or can I get some sleep?”

“I never watched it,” said Jackson. “Never wanted to hear what he had to say. But the guy, the reporter, he said the lights flickered. He said they stayed dim about twenty seconds. And Bundy said ‘don’t worry. They’re testing the chair.’”

Kelly glanced at Raj. He shrugged—don’t ask me.

“Did you have a point, or are you just rambling?”

Jackson stood up. “The fence at the base. It’s a lethal shock, right? That’s twice as much juice as the electric chair. What would happen if we tripped it during the launch?”

“Absolute chaos.” Raj’s smile was bitter. “Nerds in a panic. Snow in a rage. Bleeping and blooping and red flashing lights.”

“Then—”

Raj sat back down and let his head hang. “It’s a clever idea. Genius, almost. The launch is precise. It’s delicate. Complex. It sucks processor power like you wouldn’t believe. A surge or an outage would shut it right down. Fry a few circuits, if you got lucky. Set Snow back a week with tests and repairs.”

Jackson frowned. “But?”

“But what is he, stupid? The fence won’t be on. He’s not risking a rabbit fouling his launch.”

Kelly’s pulse quickened. “Can we turn it on?”

“Sure, from inside the base. But we’re not getting in there.”

“But if we could, we could get it back on?” Eddie had circled back, and he bent to catch Raj’s eye. Raj didn’t look at him, and Eddie snapped his fingers. “Hey. Where’s the switch?”

“By the hangars, I think. Maintenance shed.”

“And, how secure is that?”

“Secure enough.” Raj laughed without humor. “But let’s say you get in there. Let’s say you find the switch. You fire up the fence, and wee-oo. Alarms. You’ve got maybe ten seconds to get to that fence. That’s a hundred meters if you go over the inner wall. So my question to you is, how fast can you run?”

“Uh…”

“How fast can you run with six guards on your back? Or when they shoot you? How fast can you run?”

“Rover could do it,” said Jackson. “His top running speed’s four meters per second. From the woods to the fence, that’s about fifty meters. Twelve and a half seconds, and he hits the fence. His whole frame’s metal, so he’d take the charge.”

“I…I don’t know.” Raj massaged his temples. “It could work. Maybe. If you got inside. If you triggered the fence. If Snow didn’t shut down when the alarm went off. But you understand, don’t you, he’d just go again? Five days, a week⁠—”

“But we’d buy some time. We could think up a real plan. Stop him for good.”

“Or get ourselves killed for what amounts to a prank.”

“An expensive prank, right?” Kelly’s eyes narrowed, and she rounded on Raj. “You said he has investors. He’s not in this alone. How’ll it look to them if we pull this off? Five people, unarmed, with no special training? If we can stroll up and fry their computers⁠—”

“If you’re lucky,” said Raj. “And that’s a big if.”

“I say go for it,” said Jeb. “Way I see it, we’re down to two choices. We do it, and maybe it buys us some time. We don’t, and Snow launches, and that’s it. It’s done. That hell map you showed us, that’ll be our lives.”

“The end of the world,” said Kelly. “Isn’t that what you said?”

Raj raked his fingers through his lank hair. He made a sound like a dog made when it was about to throw up. “Rover’s out of juice.”

“We can charge him from the car battery,” said Jackson. “I’d just need an adapter. We can get one in town.”

“In the morning,” said Kelly. “I saw a few shops still open.”

Raj made that sound again. “We haven’t got any money.”

“I’ve got this.” Jackson shook down his sleeve to flash Donn Snow’s Rolex.

Kelly wasn’t sure whether to chide him or praise him. She settled for herding him off to bed. Off to his bedroll, blankets from the bunker. Eddie came up beside her as she arranged her own bed.

“I stole some stuff too,” he said. “Tube socks and toothpaste. A bag of Whoppers.”

“I took his hair dryer. Sorry, not sorry.”

They shared a quiet laugh at that, then lay down, side by side. Eddie’s pinky wandered over and bumped into Kelly’s. She hooked their fingers together and thought of sea otters, holding paws as they floated so they wouldn’t drift apart.
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Eddie and Raj headed out before dawn, following a slow creek south of Moon Base. The morning was muggy, promising rain, and storms of blackflies circled their heads. At first, Eddie swatted them, but that made them bite. He gave up, let them land, and they slept on his skin. They crawled down his collar and up his scalp, tiny wings buzzing when they caught in his hair. Twice, planes flew over, or maybe large drones, and Raj dragged him into the sheltering woods. They lay on their bellies in tangles of green, holding their breaths to strain their ears for the planes.

“He’s gone,” said Eddie, when the second one passed, its deep horsefly buzzing dwindling to the north. Eddie squinted after it, between the trees. “Moon Base must be that way. We’ve come too far south.”

“We’re not going to Moon Base,” said Raj, and got to his feet. “We already—ugh. A whole forest to pester, and you jump down my throat?” He made a spitting sound and picked a bug off his tongue.

“We’re not going to Moon Base?” Eddie frowned. “I thought—wait, hold on.”

Raj strode on, impatient, leaving Eddie behind. Eddie jogged to catch up to him and grabbed him by the arm.

“Hold on. What’s happening?”

“People get their locks fixed. They don’t fix their heads.”

Eddie’s own head throbbed. “You’re not making sense.”

“Cohen says—used to say—thieves don’t waste their time looking for broken locks. Maybe they’d find one, one time in a hundred, but what you’ll find every time is human error.”

“Good for Cohen,” said Eddie. He spun Raj around. “Seriously, what’s out here? What are we doing?”

“The road,” said Raj, and nodded up the creek. “We’re watching who’s coming, who’s going, what they’re driving. There’ll be extra traffic with the launch coming up. Maybe we’ll spot something, some weakness we can use. Some hole in Snow’s security, someone off their game.”

Eddie had his doubts, but he let Raj go. They plodded on, past an old fallen tree, and left the creek behind them to cut through the woods. Eddie heard humming and tilted his head to the sky, but Raj jerked him downward, into the weeds. Scant seconds later, headlights flashed by, blinking Morse code through the gaps in the trees.

“The road,” whispered Eddie.

“Follow it, but tread lightly. There’ll be a checkpoint before the turn.”

Eddie caught at Raj’s sleeve again, to stop him in his tracks. “I’ll go,” he said. “You wait for me here.”

“What?”

“You’re too noisy. Forest Godzilla. You get close to that checkpoint, we’re gonna get caught.”

Raj made a huffing sound, but he sat down. Eddie left him to sulk and crept on, light-footed. He stayed low, half-crouched, following the line of the road. The sun was coming up now, red in the east. When the next truck rolled by, he could make out its shape, rugged and squarish, with a canvas-covered load. The driver was a dark shape behind the wheel. Eddie dropped down at the sight of him, but the truck didn’t slow.

He heard the checkpoint before he saw it, someone telling a story. Someone grunting along. Was this the human error Cohen had in mind? Guards bored and chatting, distracted at their posts?

“It’s those tech guys,” said someone. “You know what they make?”

Eddie eased closer, angling for a sight line.

“These guys? They’re nothing. It’s the engineers who make bank. You know how rich they are from the way they dress, khakis, jeans, or athleisure. If it’s khakis, they're rich, but jeans are for⁠—”

Eddie lowered himself to his belly and wormed up the embankment. He found a patch of brambles and peered through the snarl, and he could see them, three men, all armed. One sat in a small booth, head down, slouched over. Reading, maybe. The other two stood by the hood of their car, near a mechanical arm blocking the road. One of them reached down and adjusted his belt.

“No, the khakis are the poor ones. Jeans are engineers. Snow’s at the top tier, and he’s wearing sweats.”

“He’s not wearing sweats.”

“You wait. You’ll see.”

Eddie shifted his elbow to keep it from going to sleep. He’d wait, all right. And he’d see plenty.
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“He should be back by now,” said Jackson. “Something’s happened.”

“You don’t know that.” Kelly patted his arm, but Jackson jerked away. He was anxious, jumpy, and she couldn’t blame him at all. Jeb had left at first light, right after Eddie. The town was an hour away, so what was he doing? What was so pressing it’d kept him past noon?

Kelly took a deep breath and felt it rattle with phlegm. She was better today, her lungs clearing out. But still, her throat hurt. When she blinked, her eyes stung. Sometimes, they watered, shedding thick tears. She spat and Jackson caught her, and his lip curled.

“You’ve gotta do that?”

“It’s that or swallow.”

“Ew, Mom⁠—”

“Grow up.” She hawked and spat again, mostly clear. Not much gray.

“I’m checking the road again.” Jackson turned, then stopped. “Sorry I snapped at you. I’m just—I’m worried.”

“Me too,” said Kelly. It came out quiet and sad. Jackson shouldn’t be here. She should’ve taken him home. After the bunker, she’d had her shot then. She’d thought of it, even, when they’d switched cars. They could’ve split up then, her and Jackson heading south. They could be home by now, safe on the farm. Eating Mom’s chili and growing green beans. Taking the dogs out to splash in the pond. Even Max loved the water, old as he was.

“I’ll be back in five minutes.”

Kelly nodded, throat tight, and watched Jackson go. He’d changed since the storm hit, but it’d started before then. When Zach died, maybe. He’d lost something then, but he’d found it again. Found something new, maybe. A sense of purpose. She hadn’t helped him find that. Hadn’t been there, not really.

I’ll do better, she told herself. If I get the chance. Please let us have that. Please let me try.

She checked the clock on the radio they’d swiped from the bunker. Going on two now. Damn it, Jeb…

Maybe he’d had to drive one more town over. Another half hour, then an hour to shop. To strike out at one store and head for the next, and have to trek out to the nearest Circuit City. Where even was that? Bowling Green? Louisville? That’d take all day, there and then back. Jeb wouldn’t risk it, so where was he?

“Run!”

Kelly whirled. “Jackson?”

He was running toward her, wide-eyed, red-faced. Behind him, she picked out the car through the trees. The SUV. Jeb, coming fast up the road. So what was the matter?

“Mom, run!”

Kelly turned and ran, spurred by Jackson’s raw fear. He streaked past her, puffing, and grabbed her hand, and she screamed as her arm wrenched taut in his grasp. He was running too fast, and she lunged to keep up.

“Hurry, they’re⁠—”

“Who?” Kelly skidded and stumbled and chanced a look back. The car spun toward her, too fast on the curve. A gray fan of dust plumed up, grit in her face. She squinted to see, but Jackson wasn’t stopping. He hauled her on, dragging her half off her feet. The car roared behind her. She smelled hot oil and dirt.

Gonna hit us⁠—

She launched herself forward, straight at Jackson’s back. He kept on running, huge, straining strides. Kelly flew off her feet and rammed into him hard. Her shoulder plowed full-force into his hip. She grabbed his knees and they buckled, and they both went down hard. They rolled, she rolled them, through gravel and grass, into the dark wood. Not far enough. The car hit the trees and its windshield exploded. Metal crunched and wood splintered, and Kelly rolled onto Jackson. She sheltered him with her body and the fallout rained down, glass and branches and live things pelting her back. Something huge, heavy, and solid smashed into her spine. It knocked the breath out of her and left wet-edged pain.

“Get up.”

Kelly choked. Tried to turn her head.

“Get up, or so help me, I’ll shoot him right through you.”

Kelly’s head filled with panic, and no, no, no. Jackson wasn’t moving, and neither could she. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t⁠—

“I’ll count to three.”

Please.

“One. Two. Three.”

No.

Faye laughed. “Get her up. Told you we’d find them.”

Rough hands seized her arms, and Kelly found the breath to scream.
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“They don’t know each other,” said Eddie. “The guards and those tech guys, and some of the drivers. So apart from those thumb scans, we could pretty much roll right in. We’d just need one of their vans, and we should blend in.”

“You think so, huh?” Raj humphed through his nose. “And what about those thumb scans, what’s the play there? Planning on cutting off somebody’s thumb?”

“Well, no, but⁠—”

“Drive them through at gunpoint and hope they don’t scream?”

“No. No. I told you, they’re searching the vans.”

“What, then? What’s your plan?”

“Calm down.” Eddie took Raj by his shoulders and gave him a squeeze. “I’m sorry, okay? I lost track of time. But I got it. Their weakness. How we’re getting in.”

“How you’re getting in. I’m not going near this.”

“Okay, that’s fine, but I need you to breathe.” Eddie squeezed Raj again. He could feel him trembling. “We’re safe,” he said. “If they’d come after us, they’d have us by now. We’d be seeing those planes, those drones or whatever. Breathe, okay? Listen. What do you hear?”

Raj gulped in a harsh breath and coughed it out hard. The next one came softer, and Eddie breathed with him.

“Good. You’re doing good. Now, what do you hear?”

“Bugs. And the creek. Wind in the leaves.”

“No planes? No people? No radio chirps?”

Raj shook his head. Eddie let him go. He kind of felt bad, ditching Raj like he had. Or, not ditching him, exactly, but forgetting he was there. Getting lost in his mission and next thing he knew, a herd of elephants was crashing through the forest. One elephant, anyway, that tripped and went ouch.

You hear that?

Hear what?

The guards had peeled off their post. Reached for their sidearms, and—oh crap. Oh crap.

Eddie had slid down as fast as he dared, down the embankment and back through the trees. He’d collared Raj and they’d made their escape, and no one had followed. No one at all.

“The thumbprints,” said Raj. “That’ll still be a problem.”

“Ray and Jackson had fake ones for each other’s phones.”

“They—sorry, what?”

“You push your thumb into putty, then you make a cast. I don’t know what the kids used, but wood glue should work. Whoever’s thumb I use, I’ll tie ’em up somewhere safe. Somewhere they’ll find ’em, but not too fast.”

“That’s…that’s…” Raj made a moaning sound, thick with despair. Eddie ignored him. This would work fine.

“I’ll steal some clothes too. Khakis or athleisure.”

“Khakis or—” Raj froze mid-stride. Cocked his head to one side.

“What?”

“Shut up.” Raj closed his eyes. Eddie didn’t think he was breathing. He swung his head left, then back to the right, and then Eddie heard it. A thin, choked-off scream.

“Kelly,” he gasped, but Raj was already running. Eddie ran after him, up the path from the creek. Raj stopped him halfway, hand to his chest. He pressed his finger to his lips, and they crept up together. Eddie heard voices: Jackson’s, then Kelly’s, then a thick, gruff voice, deeper than Jeb’s.

Raj craned his neck, listening. Eddie inched forward. He could make out words now, little snatches and rumblings.

“—left him. You all did.”

“—listen. Do you⁠—”

“Leroy,” croaked Raj.

Eddie’s knees went weak. “What?”

“It’s them, from the junkyard. The ones we—I⁠—”

Eddie felt all the blood drain from his head. Bad—this was bad. Maybe worse than Snow’s men.

Raj hadn’t crushed one of Snow’s men under his van.
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Kelly inched sideways in front of Jackson. Her knee made a popping sound, dry as a twig.

“Uh-uh, don’t move.” Faye swung her rifle and cracked Kelly’s elbow. It hurt, steel on bone, but she bit back her whimper. She didn’t like how they were eyeing her, Faye and her cronies, like killing her once might not be enough. That old guy especially, the one from the junkyard. He spat on the ground next to her foot.

“Where’d your friend go? The one who killed Leroy?”

“I killed him,” said Jackson. “So now we’re even.”

Faye hit him hard with the butt of her rifle. He dropped like a stone, spitting blood through his teeth. Kelly bent to help him, but the old man jerked her up.

“You hard of hearing or what? She told you, don’t move.”

Kelly swallowed. “Can I talk?”

“I’ll do the talking,” said Faye. “First, I’ll just tell you, you’re both going to die. Him first, then you.” She jabbed her rifle at Jackson. “You’re gonna watch, like you did with my Brian. Watch and do nothing while his life bleeds away, then we’ll find your friends and you’ll watch them die too.”

Kelly coughed. “Don’t.”

Faye’s laughter rang out, an unpleasant cackle. “That’s the best you got? Don’t? Go on, put some beg in it, and I’ll put him down easy.”

Jackson wiped his mouth. “What did you do to Jeb?”

Faye didn’t look at him. She kept her eyes fixed on Kelly. “Well? Gonna beg? Or do I do this slow?”

Kelly licked her lips. Cleared her throat. Swallowed. “You—you…”

“What was that?”

The words wouldn’t come. Kelly hung her head. “I can’t do it,” she whispered.

“You can’t—are you serious?” Faye’s expression was almost funny, a slack, fish-eyed gape. “You’re too proud to beg for your own kid’s life?”

“I’m not going to beg you to kill him quick.” She gulped a breath, gagged on it, and choked back bile. “If you’re going to do this, I’ll beg you, go slow. Shoot his toes off him one at a time. Drag it out all day, because every second he lives—every second you give him is a second I’ll hope. A second the tides could change, and I could still save him. Because he deserves that. He deserves to go on.” Kelly reached out, but Faye knocked her back. Her heel turned on a loose rock, and she dropped to her knees. She groped out as she fell and grabbed hold of Faye’s foot. “He’s a good kid. You know that. You saw him save Mira. He’d do the same for anyone. Even for⁠—”

“Anyone but Brian.” Faye kicked Kelly’s hand away. “He left him. You all did.”

“I didn’t,” said Jackson. He struggled upright. “Listen, do you⁠—”

“How did you even find us?” Kelly lurched forward. She had to keep Faye’s attention. Keep it off Jackson. Keep her talking until…until she could do something.

“Find you?” Faye laughed. “Like it was hard. You kicked me off your boat, and I headed on home, and me and my folks made it up to Valdosta. And guess what they’ve got there? Working phone lines.” She smirked at Jackson. “I got on your Facebook. I saw that damn farm, summer vacation a couple of years back. I remembered you mentioning Tennessee, so that’s where I went, and what do you know?”

“Brian was a good man.” Jackson coughed, hoarse. “I don’t know if he told you, but he had a sister, Sandy. She⁠—”

“Brian never had a sister. He had no family at all.” Faye’s tone dripped with venom. “He never had what you had, you—you— I was there, you know. Watching you on that farm. Throwing balls for those damn dogs, not a care in the world. I had it all planned, how to get you alone, but those soldiers showed up, and I had to⁠—”

“Sandy,” said Jackson. “You remember, don’t you? The name Brian kept yelling when he hit his head?”

Faye’s brow furrowed. She clutched her rifle tighter. Kelly nudged Jackson, but he kept talking.

“Sandy was his sister. His baby sister. She drowned. And Brian, he thought…he’d hit his head pretty bad. He thought he could save her. He kept calling out for her, trying to swim. He couldn’t walk anymore, but he was gonna save Sandy.”

Jackson swayed. Kelly caught him, but he shook her off.

“He was a good man, Faye. I’d have saved him if I could.”

Faye turned to Kelly and smiled sweet as pie. “You’re right,” she said. “He is a good kid.” She raised up her rifle, and Kelly saw. She knew.

“No!” She hurtled at Faye, too slow, too late. The old man’s boot caught her hard in the throat. Kelly sprawled out flat, gagging, spots in her eyes. Her ears rang. Her head buzzed. She thought she heard yelling. Thought she heard Eddie, then Jackson’s scream came—no, no, please don’t! I don’t want to⁠—

Faye’s rifle roared.

Kelly choked on a howl.


101







“It’s us,” bellowed Raj. “The ones who killed Leroy.”

Faye jerked, half-turned, and then she swung back. Eddie saw it all in syrupy slo-mo, the turn of her back heel, the sun in her hair. The glint of her barrel—big gun, big gun.

Faye’s shoulders tensed.

Jackson threw up his arms. “No, no, don’t⁠—”

Eddie lunged at Faye. Caught a hank of her hair. He yanked like a bully at third grade recess, and felt the tight Velcro tear of hair ripped from its roots. He felt when she fired, the squeeze, the recoil, a shock through her body and straight to his gut. He didn’t see Jackson fall, but he heard the impact. Heard Kelly choking, a dry, strangled sound.

He wrenched Faye’s head back again, so hard she screamed. She craned back to bite him, and he kicked her in the knee, dragged her down shrieking, and grabbed for her gun.

“Get off me. Get off!” Faye kicked at Eddie. He punched her in the face. She ground her knee in his balls, and he writhed through the pain. Groped for her rifle and got a handful of flesh. He dug his nails in, scratching her deep.

“Ow, damn it!”

“Stop!”

More shots rang out, a deafening salvo. Eddie thought Faye had shot him. Thought he was dead. Then the pain hit, white-hot down his scalp. He yelled out and slapped at it. Yelled out again. Red pattered down, bright drops on Faye’s cheek. She’d twisted to gawk at something behind her. Eddie followed her gaze, and he blinked in confusion.

Jackson was gone.

Kelly was, too.

The old man was laughing through a hole in his chest. Eddie could see through him, actual daylight. Like in a movie. Special effects.

Faye made a wounded sound. The old man turned to look. He took one step, one more, and then he collapsed. He came down on Eddie, a sack of dead meat. Faye moaned, revolted—get him off, get him off. The body let out a long, rattling belch. Eddie heard it in his right ear, but not in his left. He’d been shot, too, he thought. Shot in the head. Now he was dying. Crushing Faye as he went. Like that Tales from the Crypt episode. Carrion Death.

More gunfire blazed, and then an explosion. The body on top of him jerked and was still. Eddie heard moaning. Raj. Was that Raj?

“Mom, no, get back!”

Jackson. Where⁠—

“Mom!”

Eddie humped up and struggled. Flung out his arms. He kicked, thrashed, and wriggled, and the body slid off. He rolled away, coughing. The lot was full of smoke. He sucked in a lungful and hacked it back up, then crawled on all fours till his arms gave out.

“Don’t shoot,” gasped Kelly, a raw-throated wheeze. “We’ll give ourselves up. Just please, my son⁠—”

Something whizzed through the air, a black, fist-sized object. It skittered across the SUV’s roof. Eddie heard Kelly shriek, then desperate scrabbling. Raj yelled out got it, then nothing. A thump. Eddie covered his head, and the grenade went off. Shrapnel stung his arms and he wriggled away. He wormed into the forest, into the weeds, breathing warm dampness and rich summer soil.

“Don’t hurt them,” called Raj. “It’s me. Raj Sahai.”

Eddie heard shooting. The rattle of shells. He guessed Raj’s name had lost its cachet.

Was this our fault? Those guards, did they follow?

Eddie squirmed through the brambles, angling for Kelly. His left ear was ringing now, a thin, high-pitched whine. His right ear was roaring like the sea in a shell. The tide swelled and rumbled, and was that an engine? Despair rose from his belly and lumped in his throat. Of course, of course, they’d called reinforcements. More guns. More grenades.

Faye made a wailing sound, terror and pain. She rose up, then dropped, and Eddie peered past her, trying to see what had scared her so bad. Three close-spaced headlamps cut through the smoke, a hulking form bent over them, Death on a Harley. Eddie lurched back, and Death swept past him, heading straight for a figure frozen mid-turn—a man, square and bulky in tactical gear.

“Stop it,” yelled Faye.

Eddie blinked away smoke. He caught a brief glimpse of Kelly cowering away, dragging Jackson behind her, into the woods. Her eyes caught the light, a brief moonlight flare, then Death hurtled past her in a cloud of exhaust. He plowed into the soldier in his tactical gear. The man flew, firing wild, high in the air. Death’s front wheel caught him on his way down. Eddie heard bones crunch, and he scrambled after Kelly, nearly barreling into her where she’d collapsed next to Jackson.

“Eddie! What⁠—”

“Mom!”

“Quiet, don’t…” Eddie slid his hand over Kelly’s mouth. He shoved her behind a stand of tall trees. Jackson half-fell beside her, and she pulled him into her arms. Eddie’s heart sank.

“Is he⁠—”

“Just in shock. You’re covered in blood.”

“It’s not mine, mostly.”

“Oh.” Kelly rubbed at her throat and Eddie saw bruises, a great reddening boot print stamped on her skin. She said something else, but Eddie didn’t hear it. He heard gunfire instead. A crash. An explosion. Screams, high and reedy, more shooting, a clang. He heard someone die, choking on a wet gurgle. A grunt, then more gunfire, on and on. Always more. He held Kelly and Jackson close to his chest. Kelly’s teeth chattered. Jackson lay still. Eddie shook so hard he felt motion sick, his belly all liquid, his throat acid-tight.

The last shot was loud, a single sharp crack. Eddie waited and shivered, but no more shots came. The engine cut out and all he heard was breathing—his, Kelly’s, Jackson’s. Raj. Where was Raj?

“Raj,” came a low voice, muffled and weak. “Raj, man, I see you. Come help with my…”

“Jeb.” Eddie lurched upright and reached down to help Kelly. She shook her head, and Eddie kept moving. “Jeb? Is that you out there?”

“Eddie? Come help.”

Eddie staggered out, reeling. Jeb was still on his bike. He sat slumped forward, his head in his hands.

“Dude, you okay?”

“My helmet. I…” He raised his head, wobbled, and pitched to one side. Eddie darted to catch him, and they both hit the ground, Eddie flat on his back, Jeb in his arms. Jeb’s bike came down with him, hard on his leg. Eddie smelled gasoline and cried out, dismayed.

“Raj! Get his bike.”

Raj grabbed the handlebars and Kelly took the seat. They hauled the bike off him and Jeb let out a groan. His head lolled back and he fumbled with his visor. He was bleeding from somewhere Eddie couldn’t see, but he could feel it, hot in his lap. He groped at Jeb’s helmet.

“How do I⁠—”

“Unhook the chinstrap and pull up, front first.”

Eddie dug under Jeb’s beard and found the chinstrap. He unhooked it and wheedled the helmet off his head.

“Oh, God.”

“’S all right.”

“Jeb, you’re⁠—”

“I know. That girl, she shot me. Back in town, she— I’m…” Jeb’s gaze flicked past him, to settle on Raj. “Grab me some water. My mouth’s gone all dry.”

Eddie thumbed at Jeb’s lips. Smeared blood in his beard. His skin had gone clammy, an awful dull gray. He was cool to the touch, his eyes dark and glazed. Eddie stroked his hair back, out of his face.

“Listen, hold on. We’ll get you to town. Get you a doctor, and⁠—”

“I ain’t going nowhere. I’m dying right here.” Jeb gripped his hand, then winced in pain. “Look, I gotta talk to you. We gotta⁠—”

“Water.” Raj passed Kelly the bottle and she unscrewed it. She held it to Jeb’s lips, and he took a few sips. Most of it dribbled into his beard. A shudder ran through him, and he squeezed his eyes shut. Eddie held his hand tighter. His eyes felt too hot.

“Listen,” said Jeb, when the spasm had passed. “You gotta promise—I need—” He broke off coughing, wet, tearing barks. A fine mist of blood burst from his throat. It sprayed Eddie’s cheeks and ran down like tears.

“It’s all right,” said Eddie. “Whatever you need.”

“My parents,” said Jeb, barely a croak. “Raj made me a promise, and you’ll hold him to it. They’re gonna need⁠—”

“What?”

Jeb hitched half a breath and let it out in a wheeze. He grinned through pink teeth, lips peeling back. “You bring ’em home. Bring ’em back to that farm. Give ’em a place there—you—give ’em…”

“You got it.” Jeb’s hand had gone limp, so Eddie held on tighter. “They’ll have a home with us as long as they want. I’ll find them myself, if that’s what it takes. Tell them you love them. You did this for them. You hear me? You hear?” He clutched Jeb’s hand. “Hey.”

Kelly crouched next to him and slid her hand over his. “Eddie…”

“You hearing me? Jeb? Can you hear?”

Jeb’s body was heavy, his limbs hanging loose. Eddie lifted his head, and it rolled to one side.

“Jeb, c’mon—Jeb…” He dug through his beard in search of a pulse. The skin underneath was still warm, still supple. “Jeb, please.”

“He heard you,” said Kelly. “Look. He’s at peace.”

Eddie took a long look, and what he saw wasn’t peace. He saw fear and pain etched into Jeb’s skin, his mouth still stretched wide in a dying half-gasp. He saw blood and tears, and thick pinkish spit. The breeze in Jeb’s hair, a sick play at life.

“You should’ve just let me drown,” he said. “When we first met.”

He doubled over, aching, but no sobs came, no screams. He clung to Jeb’s hand and prayed to take it all back.


102







“We need to go,” said Kelly.

Eddie didn’t look up. He’d dragged Jeb into the shade, and he hadn’t moved since.

“Those were Snow’s guys,” she said. She could feel Jackson staring, and Eddie’s dull grief. “Look, I know, okay? Jeb deserved better. But this is done. We’re done. We need to get going.”

“Mom.”

Kelly wanted to hit someone. She wanted to cry. She stared at Jeb’s body, already buzzing with flies. At Snow’s men all shattered, broken G.I. Joes. “They came here to kill us. Not drive us off. We need to run now, or they’ll only send more.”

“Mom, look. It’s Faye.”

Kelly didn’t look. She’d seen Faye’s body. “Eddie. Come on. It’s time to…to⁠—”

“She’s not dead,” said Jackson, and Faye gasped in pain. She cried out, then coughed, but Kelly didn’t turn.

“It’s too late for her. We need to⁠—”

“Mom!”

She felt something break in her, at Jackson’s horrified gasp. A physical snap, like a rib giving way. It set loose a tide of hopeless exhaustion. She’d tried. God, she’d tried, but what more could she do? What more could she give when she had nothing left? Jackson was gaping, disgusted, afraid. Like she was a monster. So what if she was? She’d be that, and gladly, if it meant he survived.

“Now,” she said. “Eddie, Raj, we’re going.”

“No,” said Jackson.

“That wasn’t a suggestion.” She seized Jackson by his shirt front and jerked him upright. “Get their guns. Their grenades. Whatever they’ve got. We’re out in three minutes, so let’s shake a leg.”

Jackson just stood there, but Eddie got up. He picked his way through the carnage, wiping his face. Raj was already raiding the SUV.

“So we’re just gonna leave her.” Jackson picked at a scab where he’d cut himself shaving. “What does that make us, if we’d leave her to die?”

“She’s dead already,” said Kelly. “We can’t help her, so⁠—”

“What are you saying?” Jackson thumbed at his scab. He’d made himself bleed. He wiped his hand on his shirt and turned away. “You go if you want to, but I’m not leaving her like this.”

Faye choked and whimpered. Choked and whimpered again. Kelly eyed a handgun cast off in the grass. She could shoot Faye right now. One shot and done. Jackson saw where she was looking and made a sick sound.

“You’d do it, wouldn’t you?”

“Eddie. Take Jackson.”

Jackson kicked the gun away. “No, screw that. Look at her.” He grabbed Kelly’s shoulders, but she shook him off. Jackson grabbed her harder. “I’m not kidding. Look.”

Kelly turned and looked. Faye was as she’d left her, bloody, half-crushed. Only now, she was conscious. Frightened. In pain. Kelly felt bad for her, but Faye didn’t matter. Only family did now. Only Eddie. Only Jackson. Faye had said it herself, the world had changed. You couldn’t expect kindness, and you couldn’t waste it on strangers.

“You’re just gonna leave her?”

Faye had said it herself.

“This makes you just like her.”

Kelly watched Faye lift her head, then fall back. She wanted to argue, but where was the lie? This was her now, someone who shot children. Someone who left them to die in the woods. Faye wasn’t a whole lot older than Jackson. Just a dumb kid who’d come chasing revenge, and she’d dug her own grave. Would anyone care?

“We’re ready,” said Eddie. “Jackson?”

“I won’t leave her.”

“You will,” said Kelly. “I’ll stay. I’ll catch up.”

Jackson shot her a narrow look. “You won’t just shoot her?”

“I won’t. You were right.” A lump rose in her throat, the hard, painful kind. When she swallowed, her eyes watered. “That’s not who I am. Not who I want to be. But I need you safe, so go on. I’ll find you.”

Eddie touched her arm. “You promise you’ll run at the first sign of trouble?”

“I’ll be right behind you. Now, get lost. Run.”

Eddie ran. So did Raj. Jackson started toward her, and Kelly pushed him back.

“Go.”

He hugged her, just quickly. His stubble grazed her ear. “Never be her,” he said, and then he was gone.

Kelly crossed the wide lot and knelt next to Faye. Faye shrank away from her.

“Don’t…please.”

“I won’t hurt you,” said Kelly. “Is there anything you need?”

Faye made a sound that might’ve been a laugh. She turned her head away, to stare at the sky. Kelly saw she was trembling, her lips frostbite blue.

“You cold?”

Faye nodded. “And thirsty. Got anything sweet?”

“I’ll go check.” Kelly jogged to the SUV and popped the trunk. A rich smell rolled out, like a supermarket deli—burst cans, smashed bottles, all their food from the bunker. She found a lone Coke that’d survived the barrage, and a fleece blanket, just wet at one end.

“It’s your lucky day,” she said, and shook out the blanket. She tucked Faye in and grimaced as dark blood soaked through. “Hope you like Coke, because that’s all we’ve got.”

Faye ran her tongue out. Her mouth made a dry sound. Kelly popped the tab and helped Faye raise her head. It hurt, she could see it, but Faye sipped anyway, one sip, two sips, and then she was done. Kelly lowered her down and thumbed Coke off her chin.

“Why’d you come all this way?” she asked, not expecting an answer. “Just for revenge? You hate us that much?”

Faye closed her eyes. “My folks died,” she said. “My mom, then my dad, both from the plague. I had nothing left besides you. Besides this.”

“I’m sorry,” said Kelly. “Losing your folks like that…I’m sorry. That’s hard.”

Faye spat up the Coke she’d drunk. It trickled down her cheek. Kelly watched for a moment, then wiped it away.

“It hurts bad,” said Faye. “But I’m breathing okay. What does it look like, y’know, under there?” She twitched her chin at the blanket.

“Probably like it feels.”

“You think they could save me? If you took me someplace?”

“No. No, I don’t.”

Faye sniffled lightly. “Sounds about right. My gut hurts, my chest hurts, but the rest, it’s just…pfft. Nothing past my belly button. I got hit by that bike.”

Kelly winced. “Sorry.”

“Do you believe in, uh…ow.” Faye moaned and jerked like she’d been stung by a bee. Something inside her made a loose, liquid sound. She screamed, hoarse and strangled, and coughed up black gunk. “Heaven,” she gasped. “Do you⁠—”

Kelly smiled. “Sure.” She didn’t—she hadn’t since she could remember. Not since childhood, and maybe not even then.

“So I could see them. See—Brian. My folks.”

“Maybe,” said Kelly. “I hope you do.” That much was true, she thought. Faye had done wrong, and she’d paid for her sins. If life went on beyond here, she deserved a fresh start.

“You should shoot me,” said Faye. “You were going to. I heard.”

Kelly glanced at the handgun. It might be a mercy.

“Do it. I’m asking. I’m ready, so…”

“I can’t. The noise.”

“A pillow, then. Please.”

Kelly stared at Faye’s blanket, splotched through with blood. How long could she linger, left to herself?

“I’ll see what I’ve got,” she said. She hadn’t decided to do it. She’d check Faye out first, see if… If what? If she could live? She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Faye would die now or a few hours from now. Maybe at night, alone in the dark. Kelly could give her this. Jackson might not approve, but Jackson wasn’t here.

She dug in the trunk again—no pillows. Just blankets. The only one not soaked through was waterproof Mylar. She didn’t think she could suffocate anyone with that. Her shirt might work, if she bunched it up tight.

Something buzzed in her hair. Kelly slapped it away. She grabbed a wet blanket and wrung it out in the dirt. It left her hands sticky and reeking of bean juice. Faye would die smelling that. Kelly’s eyes watered.

“All right,” she said. “I got something. You ready?”

Faye didn’t say anything. Kelly sat down beside her.

“Do you have any family left? Anyone I should…oh.”

Faye’s eyes were open, fixed on the sky. Kelly felt for her pulse, but she knew she wouldn’t find one.

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” she said. “It’s not fair. I know.” She stood, and the blanket slid from her lap. “Well, that’s it, I guess. I wish it was different.”

Kelly lingered a moment, unsure what to do. Then she retrieved the handgun and tucked it in her belt. She checked the SUV, too, and found nothing but Rover. Stupid damn Rover. Their stupid damn plan. Jeb had died for nothing. Nothing at all.

She went to his bike and pawed through the saddlebags, moving mostly on autopilot. Empty reflex. This was just what you did now, scavenged the ruins. Took what you could and got on your way.

The first bag had tools in it, wrapped in a cloth. Kelly discarded them. She had no use for these. The second one, bingo. Jeb had found the adapter. She pulled it out, scowled at it, tested its weight. It wasn’t much of a thing, just a short cord with a box in the middle, a wide plug at one end, a narrow one at the other.

“It wouldn’t have worked,” she said. “Raj was right. We can’t win.” She tore the plastic off anyway and dropped it on the ground.

I could still try, she thought. Get into Moon Base. Call the dog from inside.

She couldn’t. She knew it. She’d never succeed. She had no plan, no backup, no means of escape. She’d die for nothing and rot in the woods, and…what was the range on Rover’s remote? Under fifty meters, and the point would be moot.

It’s more, gotta be. Bomb squads use these, right?

Kelly stopped. Listened. Nothing but birds. Still, she was pushing it, hanging around here. She frowned at Rover, all tucked up in back. She couldn’t charge him now, but she could hide him. Double back once the heat was off, and⁠—

Don’t do it. Just run.

Zach? Is that you? Where’ve you been hiding?

You need to get out of here. Before it’s too late.

Kelly shook off the voices. They were all her, anyway. She dragged Rover out, grunting with the effort. He landed hard on his haunches and she dragged him away, through the grass, through the weeds, and into the woods. She kicked dirt and leaves on him and piled him with branches.

They’ll still find him, said Zach.

Then you’ll get what you want. I’ll go home. Snow will win. Hello, Armageddon.

She jogged back to the SUV and hunted for Rover’s remote. She found a gum wrapper and a dirty toothbrush. When she straightened up, something had changed. She couldn’t tell what at first, but she felt it on her neck, hair-raising danger. The prickle of sweat. She cocked her head, listened, and heard whispering leaves. Insects were buzzing, a low summer drone. Insects, but no birds. No scuttering paws. Kelly did a slow turn—nothing. No one. She crouched and took shelter behind the SUV. Behind, if she was lucky. If they came from the road. If they came up the other way⁠—

The bugs’ droning swelled and took on a bass note. Not bugs, a chopper. Closing in from the north. Kelly raced southward, straight for the creek. The woods sighed and rustled, and her chest surged with panic. She’d left it too late, and what was that sound? The whap of a thick branch? A boot on a twig? Two men, four, ten?

She skidded and flew, and barged into a tree. Yelped and kept running, her shoulder on fire. Shouts rose behind her, how far, she couldn’t say.

Please, she gasped, please, and she splashed through the creek. I’ll fix this, I’ll do it, just please, please, please⁠—
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Eddie wasn’t doing so hot. He knew that. He did.

His head was the worst. He’d been shot in the head. Shot. In the head. Just a graze, just a flesh wound, but still a headshot. He couldn’t wrap his head around it, which…how would that work? Wrapping your head…did you roll it out first? Make it thin like a wonton skin, or Christmas paper? Then you could wrap it around whatever you liked.

Jeb. Jeb was dead.

Eddie touched where they’d shot him. His head buzzed with bees. They’d shot past his left ear and clipped off the tip. Grazed a line down his scalp from temple to…

What did you call the spot behind your left ear? The bone that bumped out like a curlicue shell?

It felt like a burn. A burn full of bees. It bled when he touched it, bled less when he didn’t.

He touched it again.

When Jeb got back, he’d show him. Remember that geezer who shot through your hair? Think mine’ll grow back, or you think…

Jeb was dead.

Jeb was maybe dead. Maybe he’d dreamed that. He’d been shot in the head. Your thoughts went strange places when you got shot in the head. Jeb had been Death, and then he’d been dead.

Eddie swayed, fell, and lay on his side. He’d lost too much blood. He’d been puking, as well. Probably dehydrated. Should’ve stolen Raj’s water, along with his gun.

He’d slipped away when they stopped for supplies—after they stole the truck, before they got far. He’d heard Jackson yelling, and Raj for a while, but they’d be fine. They’d make it without him, but Kelly…where was she? I’ll catch up, she’d said. Only, she hadn’t.

Eddie picked himself up. He wasn’t lost. He was west of the road, south of the RV park, under a tree with a hole in its trunk. The hole had an owl in it. No, just some old leaves. Eddie knew where he was, and where he was going: back to the RV park. To make sure Kelly ran. Because, if she didn’t, if she was like Jeb⁠—

(Maybe dead.)

—he couldn’t live and not know. Couldn’t wait with his hopes draining dry day by day.

He’d check the RV park. She wouldn’t be there. He’d come home and she’d run to him, and fall into his arms. She’d hug him, he’d hold her, and then he could sleep.

Eddie’s head throbbed, and he stopped in his tracks. A wave of clarity crashed through him, bright blue with pain. He clutched at the owl tree.

“What am I doing?”

Stupid. This was stupid, and not the good kind. Kelly had made it, or she was gone. Getting himself killed wouldn’t change that.

But, not knowing…

Eddie closed his eyes till his brain fog came back. Then he kept walking. The sun was going down. One day, they’d laugh, him and Jeb, him and Kelly—how he’d thought they died. How he’d run through the woods. How his head had been wonton skin and his brains had dripped out.
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Snow’s men kept finding her. Kept closing in.

She’d had nightmares like this, where she just ran and ran. Where she half-flew from unseen pursuers, down deep flights of stairs and echoing halls. She hid in dank basements and raced through tall grass, and still they kept coming. Endless pursuit.

This was worse than her dreams. She ran, then she hid, then she heard them again, fanning out in the dark. Cutting off her escape.

Now, she crouched, panting, and it was happening again. She could hear their boots creaking. She’d let them get too close. They’d circled her this time, two in front, two behind. More of them, maybe. A battalion. An army. Their footfalls were everywhere, soft in the night.

If she begged, would they spare her? Please, I’m a mom.

They’d have shot Jackson too, if Jeb hadn’t mowed through them.

She picked a direction and slid through the gloom. How did they keep finding her? What was their trick?

Infrared goggles. Motion sensors. Better keep running, or⁠—

Something clicked in the dark. Kelly flung herself flat. No shot rang out, and she lurched on all fours. She slammed into a tree, and then someone hit her, a steel-plated fist to the back of her neck. Metal gouged deep, and then it glanced off, and Kelly rolled over and fired into the black. The night broke apart and a shadow tore loose. It grunted and staggered, and Kelly shot it again. Then she ran over it and heard it go ugh, and she knew in ten seconds, it’d be on her again.

Run. Run.

They fired on her. Past her. Wood cracked. Leaves fell. Kelly tripped and went skidding, rolling downhill. She hit her head and her elbow, her knee and her chin. She picked herself up. Ran. Fell again. It was like the movies—it was, after all. Women running through forests, tripping on air. Except, whatever had tripped her, it’d ripped through her sock. Torn up her ankle, blood in her shoe.

Run.

The woods roared with gunfire. Kelly threw herself down. She kept moving, crawling. The trees were all new growth, no place to hide.

They’ve got you this time. This is it. How you die.

Kelly glanced back, saw nothing, and crashed on blind. She ran into a low branch, smack in her face, and her dicky knee buckled and she fell hard. The ground didn’t catch her, just let her plummet, straight over some precipice hidden in the dark. Her stomach rolled over and she had time to gasp. Then she was plunging through black nets of spruce, dry branches snapping under her weight. She snatched at them, desperate to stop her descent, but they splintered away, tinder in her hands.

Kelly slammed down flat on her back. The breath huffed out of her, and she nearly laughed. You fell through the ugly tree, she thought. And you hit every branch on the way down.

Then she was up again, weaving, breathless. Her bad knee was numb, her ankle on fire. She couldn’t hear Snow’s men, but that didn’t mean much. They’d follow her down here—down where? Where was she?

Her heel squelched in mud, and she knew where she was. She spotted a ribbon of silver, moonlit up ahead. Kelly ran for the creek, and then she splashed through it, up the opposite bank and into the woods. She paused in the darkness and cocked her head, listening, and when she heard nothing, she circled back to the water. By the time she got there, Snow’s men were back, their furtive footfalls creeping down the far bank.

“She crossed here,” came a voice.

“Into the woods.”

Kelly listened, and they chased her trail under the trees. Soon, they’d loop back here, but maybe…maybe…

What else can you do?

Kelly ducked low and slid into the creek. The water was shallow this far from the source, but when she dipped under, it closed over her back. She poked her head up and gulped a deep breath, then she wriggled upstream, half-crawling, half-paddling. When she had to breathe, she rolled halfway over, tilting her head so just her nose showed.

The water got deeper, and Kelly swam. It shallowed out, and she mudpuppy-squirmed. Sometimes she sat up and shook out her ears, and listened for Snow’s men wading in to find her. Once she heard choppers, somewhere far off. Once she heard snuffling, some small forest snout. She didn’t hear Snow’s men, and she swam on.

Kelly’s fingers went numb, then her toes, then her face. The water wasn’t frigid, but it was cool. Like a bath with the heat all gone—you’d be fine for a while, but fall asleep and watch out. You’d wake up all pruney, chilled to the bone. Shiver under your blankets till your blood warmed up.

But I’m not sleeping, am I? I’ve got a plan.

Her movements grew sluggish, heavy as lead. Kelly’s teeth chattered, and she couldn’t hold her breath. She struggled on, clumsy. How far could it be?

Once she got to the campsite, she’d be okay.

If Snow’s men weren’t guarding it.

If they’d left the SUV.
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“Eddie.”

He lifted his head. Felt for his gash.

“It’s okay,” said Jeb. “Don’t try to get up.”

“But—”

“You hit your head, is all. You’ve been dreaming. Nightmare?”

Eddie nodded. He couldn’t speak. His throat was all clogged up, his nose and his ears. He’d been crying, he thought. Still was, maybe. He wanted to tell Jeb while he still could. Slap him on the back and tell him, just…

You’ve been like a brother. I’ve missed that so bad. Not like you’ve replaced Zach, can’t get back what you’ve lost. But remember that geezer who shot through your hair? Remember you saved me? Remember⁠—

“Eddie.”

He opened his eyes.

Kelly made a sobbing sound. “I thought you were dead.”

Eddie tried to sit up, and it all came rushing back—Jeb and Faye. Kelly. Jackson and Raj. Finding the campsite, the bodies all gone. Rover in the bushes, half-buried in leaves.

“I knew you’d come back,” he said. “You’re still doing it. You⁠—”

“You’re bleeding.” Kelly touched the cotton he’d wrapped around his head. Eddie flinched back.

“Don’t. It still hurts.”

“What happened? Your ear— You said they just scratched you.”

“I’m okay,” said Eddie. “You can’t do this alone.” He felt clearer after sleeping. After gulping some Coke. But Kelly was shivering, blue-lipped and pinched. Her dripping hair clung to her, plastered to her face. He lifted his blanket. “Come on, get in here.”

Kelly grabbed the blanket. “What is this? Is this⁠—”

“The only dry one we’ve got. The trunk’s full of Coke.”

Kelly laughed. “Well, thank God for Coke, then. You know what this is?” She crawled into the blanket and cozied up to his side. “Probably the reason you’re still alive.”

“The blanket?”

“It’s Mylar. Keeps your body heat in. If you hadn’t had this, Snow’s guys would’ve found you. At least, if they’d come this way. They’ve got infrared goggles. You’d have lit up like a beacon, that fever you’re running.” She drew back and studied him, brow knit with worry. “What are you doing here? Why’d you come back?”

Eddie opened his mouth, then he closed it again. He couldn’t tell Kelly why he’d really come back, blood loss, concussion, fog in his head. She’d think he’d lost it. Maybe he had.

“I knew you’d still try,” he said instead. “That’s why you hid Rover. That’s why you came back. You’re going after Snow, and I’m coming with you.”

Kelly snuggled closer. Her body felt cold. “We have to try, don’t we?”

“Yeah. Yeah, we do.”

“But it has to be me who goes into the base. You’d never get through. You look like death.”

Eddie burst out laughing. “Have you seen yourself?”

“No, but I’ve seen you, and yikes. Zombie city.”

Eddie pulled her closer and helped her lie down. He rubbed at her arms, but she winced in pain. Hot beads of blood welled up where he touched.

“You’re covered in scratches,” he said.

“That creek’s full of rocks.” She burrowed into his chest like she wanted to hide. “They just kept finding me. I had no other choice. I must’ve come miles, crawling under that water. And there was the ugly tree. Don’t even ask.”

Eddie didn’t ask. He just held her and gave her his warmth. He had extra, he figured, with his fever and all.

“It’ll be light soon,” he said. “We’ll get you cleaned up. But we’ll need to move fast. The launch, it’s today.”

Kelly nodded against him. “Eddie?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m so sorry. I know you loved Jeb.”

Eddie closed his eyes. He couldn’t do this now. Couldn’t do grief. He’d get swallowed up in it, and he’d be like with Zach, useless to Kelly when she needed him most.

“I did,” he said. “But right now, all I’m thinking is, this is what he wanted, to take down Donn Snow. So we’ll get you cleaned up, and we’ll do it. For Jeb.”

Kelly made a humming sound. Eddie’s head throbbed and pounded. Today—it all came down to today. They’d bring down the Snowstorm, or it would never end.


104







Eddie did his best with what they had left. For want of a brush, he cut Kelly’s hair short, a chunky-edged pixie cut that almost looked good. Good enough, anyway, she might just pass for a techie. Good enough she might make it inside Moon Base. She washed her hands and face and scraped her nails with a knife. Raj had left his jacket in the SUV, and she zipped it up to hide her torn shirt.

“I need makeup,” she said.

“You’ll be playing a nerd.”

“They wear makeup, too.”

“Then, when you catch one, steal some of hers.” Eddie smeared his own thumb over his lips. “You can rub off her lipstick and put it on you. Same with her eyeshadow. Oughtta do the trick.”

Kelly couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. He’d woven a rope for her, from rags and old clothes, and she looped it around her middle and tied the ends in a knot. Then she cut the Mylar blanket straight down the middle, draped half over Eddie, and kept half for herself.

“Keep that wrapped around you as much as you can. And stay out of the open. Don’t take any risks. When Rover’s charger goes yellow⁠—”

“I know. He has an hour.”

“So head straight for Moon Base, power him down, and wait. When you hear the alarm, send him into the fence.” She cupped Eddie’s chin, rough with new beard. “Swear you won’t wait for me. Do your part and run.”

Eddie bobbed his head. “Meet back at that diner where we spent the night.”

“You didn’t promise,” said Kelly, but she’d run out of time. “You get home for the kids. They need you, okay? Whatever happens today, don’t dare forget that.” She kissed him once, gently, on his bandaged forehead. Then she ran, blanket flapping, into the woods.

Eddie’s plan shouldn’t have worked, but it did. Kelly waylaid the nerds between the checkpoint and the base, sprawled in the road like ripening roadkill. She half expected they’d see her and just drive around, but they didn’t. They stopped. The big one got out.

“Hey. You okay?”

Kelly lifted one hand and let it drop limp.

“Crap, she’s alive! Hold on, lemme…” He sidled up on her like she might be a bomb. She was, in a sense, and her timer was short.

She lay barely breathing till he crouched. Touched her arm. Then she rolled over, and she did it quiet, jammed her gun in his belly, and hissed in his ear.

“Scream and you’re dead. Tell your friend I’m okay.”

“What?”

“Tell her I’m breathing. You’re bringing me in.”

“Uh…she’s okay. She’s—we’re getting in.” He helped Kelly up. She hid her gun up his shirt. They made it three steps and his partner’s eyes widened. She grabbed for her walkie, and Kelly moved fast. She shoved her hostage away and aimed her gun at the windshield.

“Put that down and step out.”

Kelly saw the woman’s lips moving—omigodomigod—but she dropped her walkie and got out of the van. She’d pissed down her leg, which wasn’t ideal. Part of the plan had been stealing her clothes. Still, Kelly waved both of them into the woods. Mr. Big paused halfway, hands in the air.

“Listen, we don’t have anything. We’re just here for the launch.”

“Keep moving,” said Kelly.

“I’m Jason. She’s Wanda. She’s got two kids. Whatever you want, we can⁠—”

“I said, keep moving.” Kelly aimed her gun at him and Jason got going. She herded the two of them to where she’d left the blanket, down by the creek, near a thick stand of trees.

“I need your shirt,” she told Wanda. “And you, give me your pants.”

“Our—”

“Now.” Kelly glanced over her shoulder. The road was still quiet, but that wouldn’t last long.

“You don’t have to do this,” said Jason, fumbling with his belt. “How about you let her go, and I’ll do anything you want?”

Kelly almost laughed. She nodded to Wanda. “He likes you,” she said. “He wants to be your hero. But he doesn’t need to be. I’m not going to hurt you. I just need your clothes, and I’ll need your IDs.”

Jason flushed scarlet. Wanda peeled off her shirt. Kelly grabbed it, and she grabbed Jason’s pants. She made Wanda pull out her shoelaces and tie Jason’s hands, then she bound Wanda’s with the drawstring from Raj’s jacket. Wanda craned back to stare at her.

“What are you going to do?”

“Sit down,” she said. “No, back-to-back.” Kelly thought Jason might resist, but he just glowered at her and settled into place. She lashed the two of them together with Eddie’s rope. Jason wriggled, defiant, but his bindings held fast.

“You can’t get in there,” he said. “You know you need⁠—”

“And here comes the best part. Time to quit yapping.” She gagged Wanda with her torn shirt and Jason with her socks. Then she draped them with her blanket and stole Wanda’s shoes. “They’ll find you,” she said. “Once I’m done with my business. You’re gonna get out of this, just—sorry, okay?”

Wanda didn’t look at her. Jason just scowled. Kelly dressed quickly, rolling up Jason’s cuffs, and sprinted back to their nerd van—still empty. Still safe. She inspected herself in the mirror and smoothed out her hair, wiped a schmutz off her forehead, and straightened her shirt. Her hands still looked rough, all chapped and scratched up, but she thought she’d pass muster if no one looked close.

Just gotta keep talking, distract ’em with blather. An old con artist trick she’d seen on TV—be loud, be annoying. Be a mess on two legs. Nobody wanted to deal with a mess. Better still, no one suspected a mess, someone making a scene, bold as you please. Nobody did that when they were trying to hide.

She pulled out Wanda’s ID and memorized her details, first name and last name and middle initial. Born January sixteenth—a Capricorn. Her employee code was the toughest to learn, a full sixteen digits, like a credit card number.

“One oh-oh one, LOL with two Os. Nineteen eighteen, like the Spanish flu. Two-two-two seven, four two-two eight.”

Beyond where the road curved, a vehicle approached, its engine drone dying as it stopped for the checkpoint. Kelly cursed through her teeth. This was it, time to go. She groped in the glove box and found the nerds’ first aid kit, and scrambled out a Band-Aid. She’d left her knife in her pocket, in her pants, in the woods, so she cast about, desperate, and found a bright pink Bic lighter.

“One oh-oh one,” she said, and fired up the flame. “Nineteen eighteen, two-two-two seven. Four two-two eight. Wanda H. Paisley—what’s the H? Harper?”

Past the checkpoint, the engine revved. Purred. Kelly closed her eyes and pressed her thumb to the lighter, right where the flame had kissed its metal top. It hurt like a mother, and tears streamed down her cheeks. She made a soft sound, half-swear, half-sob, then she dropped the lighter and started the van. Seconds later, a long, brown truck swung round the curve.

“One oh-oh one,” she whispered, and wiped her eyes dry. “Nineteen eighteen.” Would they wonder what she’d been doing, those guys in the truck? They’d know she’d been parked here. They hadn’t followed her in. “Two-two-two seven.” She couldn’t worry about that. If they said something, it was over. Kelly was done. If they didn’t, then good. Then they didn’t matter.

“Four two-two eight,” she said, and slowed for the gate. The guard made a twirling sign, and she rolled down her window.

“Sorry,” she said. “Did they call ahead? I know it’s a pain, but I’m⁠—”

“Name and number?”

“Wanda Paisley, 1001-1918-2227-4228. I’m the one with the thumb?”

The guard checked his tablet, tapped twice, and frowned. Kelly pretended to dig through her purse. She didn’t look much like Wanda, besides her dark hair. If this guy looked closely⁠—

“Okay, thumb.” He held out the scanner. Kelly made the sound Jackson made when she’d annoyed him, a loud, huffing exhale dwindling into a sigh. She held up her burned thumb with its crooked Band-Aid.

“That’s what I was asking. Didn’t they call ahead? I even drove slow, so you’d have time to confirm. I burned it on the stove, on the whaddayacallit? Some dick left it on, and I half burned my thumb off. Wanna see? I can show you.”

“No, just⁠—”

“It’s Wanda Paisley. You have my ID. My birthday’s one sixteen seventy-nine. You can call, or I’ll go back, or⁠—”

“Just hold on, would you?” The guard reached for his tablet, tapped it, and frowned. Kelly feigned boredom, drumming her nails on the wheel. Beyond its high double gates, Moon Base loomed huge, streets and squares, byways, plots of cut grass. People lived here and worked here. Hundreds, maybe. From Eddie’s description, she’d expected far less—a gray little office park. A few buildings. A shed. How was she supposed to find one little shed?

“I need to check your vehicle.”

Kelly stiffened. She’d left Band-Aids scattered across the front seat. She leaned forward to hide them as the guard circled by. He knocked on the back doors and she popped the lock, and her handgun felt heavy, tucked under her shirt. Would he search her as well, when he got through with the van?

“Sorry about the thumb,” she said. “The other guy called my team leader. You can, too, if you want. Or, hey, try my other thumb, but I don’t think they match. Or we could⁠—”

The guard slammed the doors shut and marched around front. He leaned in the window and checked the glove box, then pulled out and thumped on the side of the van.

“Straight in, then left,” he said. “You’re in B-12.”

Kelly drove into Moon Base at five minutes to ten. She drove in white-knuckled, her heart in her throat. She could smell herself, rancid, the stink of fear-sweat. The guard hadn’t smelled that? Hadn’t glimpsed her gooseflesh?

She swung left at the first turn and spied a row of garages, tall orange letters sprayed on their sides. What if Jason had wormed out? Broken the rope? He could’ve chewed through it, or wiggled out the bottom. She should’ve knocked him out. Knocked Wanda out too. When was the launch, even? How long did she have?

She pulled into garage B and found her spot, and slumped over the steering wheel, breathing hard through her mouth. Tremors raced through her and her bladder felt loose, and she clenched her thighs tight to keep from ending up like Wanda. This—this was stupid. She was trapped. In Snow’s lair. She’d never see Jackson, never see Mom again. Never see Eddie, or Zoe, or Mira.

But they’ll live. They’ll all live. If you get it together.

She tried to picture what Zach would’ve done in her place. Would he have tried this? Or run home with Jackson? Which way was right? If he’d lived, would he hate her?

Jackson will, if you leave him.

“But he’ll survive.”

For a while, maybe. But what’s next, after this? Who’s gonna be there if you die here?

Kelly leaned over the passenger seat and puked on the floor. She hung for a moment, in case she puked again, then sat up and blotted the sweat off her face.

“No point in what-ifs,” she said, and wiped her mouth clean. She was out of the van and halfway to the door when the overhead lights blinked and an announcement kicked on.

Attention, all personnel—Moon Base will now enter lockdown for launch. Please clear the front gates and proceed to your stations. Non-essential personnel, please return to your dorms, or to the viewing decks above Rec Hall A. Launch will proceed in T minus thirty minutes.

Kelly rushed outside and stopped dead, blood racing. Maintenance shed, Raj had said. By the hangars, I think.

She could count three sheds, just from where she was standing. Four long, high buildings that might’ve been hangars. Crisscrossing streets fanning out on all sides.

Launch will proceed in T minus thirty minutes.
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Rover’s battery went critical half a mile from Moon Base, a blinking red sliver on his power display. He’d drained the SUV dry in ten minutes flat, and his charge meter stalled out at ten percent. He was down to one now, his last burst of strength. Eddie thumbed him into sleep mode and sank to his knees. He was sick, sweating, crispy with fever. Being swaddled in Mylar just made it worse, like corn on a campfire, wrapped up in foil. Baking up nice, lightly browned, sweet and juicy.

His head was the worst, his gash pulsing hot. Infected, he thought, or headed that way. He thought about Ray and fought hysterical giggles—if he went septic, would they lop off his head?

Kelly would be in by now, or well on her way. In the shed, waiting for the fence to power down. Then the launch would begin, and what would that look like? Warheads? Or drones? A big f-off rocket? He hadn’t thought to ask.

A chopper buzzed over, and Eddie lay flat. When it was gone, he rose to his knees, and breathed till he thought he could stand without fainting.

“Okay, Rover,” he muttered. “Just you and me.”

He tried dragging him first. His blanket slid off his back. His sweaty hands squeaked off Rover’s slick casing. Next he tried kicking him, shunting him along with his foot. That made him dizzy, and he sat down hard. He sat and stayed sitting, then pulled his knees to his chest. Dug in his heels and scooted back against Rover. He pushed him on with his backside, one bump at a time. After a few bumps, he fell into a rhythm—knees up, big breath in, heels down, and scoot. Knees up, big breath in, heels down, and scoot. Like a dog on the carpet, but in reverse.

The chopper looped by again, and Eddie pulled up his blanket. It made him think of Jeb, and the day of the flood—how they’d lost their clothes and been stuck wearing togas, scratchy hotel sheets swagged over their chests. They’d both nearly died that day, but nearly was nothing. Nearly meant you went on. Nearly dying and dying were two different worlds.

The sky went quiet, and Eddie humped on. A stump got in his way and he dragged Rover around it, then he lay and rested with his cheek in the dirt. He checked Rover’s battery in case it’d somehow rebounded, like his iPhone did sometimes when he left it alone. It’d be at two percent, then it’d bump up to three, no charger, just magic. A tech miracle.

Rover hadn’t rebounded, no miracles today. Eddie pushed on, knees, breath, heels, scoot. He could hear Moon Base now, a low, distant hum. It pulsed in and out. Swelled with his breathing. Spiraled up, whining, into the sky. When Eddie squinted, he could see the sound, almost, spreading pond-ripples rustling the leaves. Colors, pale, sparkling, fireworks at noon. Scattered rice, lightning bugs, spots in his eyes.

A flight of doves burst the canopy, hundreds, ten thousand.

Eddie fell into feathers a million miles deep, down, down, and down, and he collapsed on his side.
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The streets emptied fast, like a sink draining out. Knots of people converged on a line of neat chalets and trickled off into them until only stragglers remained—a man on the corner, shaking a stone from his shoe. Two women on their front lawns, finishing their chat. One of them glanced up, and Kelly followed her gaze. She spotted a bird wheeling high overhead, a vulture. An eagle. Something big and broad-winged.

When she turned back to the chalets, the women were gone. The man had his shoe on and was headed inside. Kelly ground her teeth. She could still call to him. Ask for directions. But then he might notice she didn’t belong. He might sound the alarm, and then she’d be done.

Hey, sir? Excuse me? You over there. You know where the shed is, with the switch for the fence?

What do you need the shed for? Help! Terrorist!

They wouldn’t shoot her right here, out in the street. They’d drag her off quietly, somewhere out of sight. Snap her neck, maybe, or one silenced shot.

“Excuse me, sir?”

The man didn’t stop. Kelly called out again.

“Hey, excuse me, sorry. Do you know⁠—”

He turned back, frowning. “What are you, new? Rec Hall A’s that way, but there’s nothing to see. The drones just go up, and that’s it. All she wrote.”

“Thanks,” Kelly said. “But actually, I— I got paged to the hangars, but you’re right. I am new. I’m turned around, and I can’t find the⁠—”

“Just check your base app. They’ll have dropped you a flag.” He marched up his porch steps and swiped his card at the door. It beeped, then it opened, and he started inside.

“Wait! Wait—my phone died. I can’t check my app.”

“That way. It’s that way. Past the runway?” The man pushed inside, and he was gone. Kelly caught his eyeroll as he turned away. She flipped him off and struck out in the direction he’d pointed, but a snub-nosed blue van slowed to pace her. The driver leaned out, waving her back.

“Base is on lockdown. You need to get inside.”

“But, I got paged⁠—”

“Then, you got paged in error. Lockdown means lockdown. Back to your dorm.”

Kelly looped back and cut between the chalets, through a huddle of restaurants, and the blue van had beat her there. It was parked at the corner of Knowledge and Tranquility, blocking her path to the hangars beyond. She swore and doubled back, and it was there again, cruising past the garages, toward the gate. Then she spotted another one headed straight for her, and she jerked back, flat to the wall.

Blue vans everywhere. Like a plague of bluebottles.

A woman was watching her from the chalet next to hers, framed in the window, hands on her hips. Kelly smiled at her. The woman turned away. She pulled out her phone and tapped on the screen, and Kelly darted away from her, dizzy with fear. Was she summoning more blue vans? A whole blue army?

Attention, all personnel—launch will proceed in T minus ten minutes. For your own safety, please keep to your stations. If you’re unable to reach your station, please flag down a Bluey from your Moon Base app.

Ten minutes, damn. Kelly poked her head out and the van was still there, idling on the corner, blinking its flashers. She darted across anyway, and down a long, narrow alley. She could see the runway through the building to her right, some kind of meeting hall with high, airy windows. The hangars lay beyond it, and a squat control tower. No shed she could see.

Raj, I swear to God…

Tires crunched on gravel just up ahead. Kelly ducked down and made herself small, head tucked, arms in, knees to her chest. A blue van flashed by the mouth of the alley. Kelly held her breath, but it didn’t slow down. How long did she have now? Seven minutes? Eight?

Kelly crept forward, up to the street. She poked her head out and the van was still there, parked at the corner, one window rolled down. Kelly peered past it, and she spied the shed, a low, blocky structure snuggled up to the hangars, its side barely visible in the shadows between. If she ran now, she’d make it with time to spare. If she ran now, but the van wasn’t moving.

Move, she hissed, breathless.

The van didn’t move. Kelly’s stomach churned. The driver was reading or checking his phone, head down, absorbed. Not moving at all.

Go on, get out of here.

The driver’s shoulders shook. Laughter. He was laughing at something on his phone. Kelly wished him a heart attack.

Die, then. Just die.

The driver laughed again. Kelly edged forward. She’d still make it, maybe, if he bugged off right now. If he put down his phone and just drove his damn car.

Attention, all personnel—five minutes to launch. For your own safety, please keep to your stations. If you’re unable to reach your station, please flag down a⁠—

Kelly charged the blue van. She ducked down, drew her weapon, and raced up the street. She’d just reached his bumper when the driver yelled out.

“Hey! You can’t⁠—”

“Shove over.” She surged up to his window and thrust her gun in his face. His mouth worked, his throat clicked, and he let his phone drop.

“Who are you?”

“Donn Snow. Now, move.” She bumped him with her muzzle, and he slid aside.

“You won’t get away with this.”

“For five minutes, I will.” Kelly hopped in the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. She took a deep breath and let it out through her teeth.

“Uh—”

“I need to get over there,” she said, and nodded at the hangars. “If I do that now, will I trip an alarm?”

The driver blinked. “No.”

“I’m sensing a ‘but.’”

He blinked again. “No ‘but.’”

“That’s good,” said Kelly. She gripped the wheel one-handed, weapon trained on the driver. “Because, if there is a ‘but,’ I’ll shoot you in the head. I don’t want to hurt you, but you screw me, I will.”

The driver made a gulping sound. “There’s no alarm,” he said. “But if you cross the runway, the cameras’ll spot you. Same with the parking lot. You need to go round.”

“Go round which way?”

“Head right. I’ll show you.”

“What’s your name?”

“Buck. Buck French.” He swallowed loudly. “I just work here, okay? I’m a driver. That’s it.”

Kelly swung right, at a sedate pace. She drove back past the chalets, toward the gate.

“Okay, left here, then left again.”

She turned without signaling, down a gray, empty street. To her left stood the hangars, to her right, a wide field. Beyond that, a high fence blocked off a high-roofed building. Kelly jerked her thumb at it.

“Is that where they do it?”

“Do what?”

“The launch.”

Buck stared at her. “Yeah. But it’s guarded. You’ll never get in.”

“I don’t need to.” She hooked left again, behind the hangars. The shed stood unguarded, and she sighed with relief. “We need to get in there. The maintenance shed. Do we need a passcode?”

“Just a key. Or a crowbar.”

A great rumbling cut in, like a huge garage door. Kelly jumped at the sound, and her finger twitched on the trigger. She glanced at her weapon, and Buck shrank away. Their eyes met, pure horror, and he licked his lips.

“Did you just almost⁠—”

“No. What’s that sound?”

Buck’s tongue flicked out again, and he cleared his throat. “The bay doors. They’re starting. It’s now—it’s the launch.”
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Eddie woke to thunder from a clear sky. It rumbled through his sick body and filled up his head, and his ears rang with nausea. He dragged up his blanket to shut out the sound, thunder, damn thunder, one long, sustained growl. His fillings throbbed with it. His clipped ear sang. Soon it would rain, and…where was he? Where⁠—

Waiting for Kelly. She’s gotta come back.

Right. She’d need Rover. She’d be back, except…

The thunder cut out. Eddie rubbed his face. Thunder from a bright sky. That was weird, that bright sky. Noon-bright, almost, like he’d overslept. Like he’d been⁠—

“Fu—” Eddie bolted to attention so fast he saw stars. He groped for Rover and found him, and scrambled to his feet. The launch. Had he missed it? That sound, was it done?

He staggered toward the quiet where the thunder had been. Pushed his way through the trees, through the sparse underbrush. There—he could see it, the top of the fence. Curls of razor wire, concrete beyond. Buildings, a torn patch of denim-blue sky. And there, dense as jellyfish, hundreds of drones. A cloud of them, rising. The launch. It was starting.

Eddie made a raw sound, an animal snarl. He blundered back to Rover, bouncing off trees. His blanket slipped off and pooled at his feet.

“Wake up, wake up.” He grabbed Rover’s tablet. That had gone to sleep, too, and he thumbed it to life. A red box popped up—SEARCHING FOR SIGNAL—and Eddie jammed his fist in his mouth to hold back a scream.

“Ten seconds,” he moaned. “Ten seconds, I’ll give you, and I’m going myself.”

Rover snapped to life sharply, whirring upright. Eddie scratched him like a real dog, where his scruff should’ve been.

“Okay, then, buddy. Ready to play?” He walked Rover out to the edge of the woods, paused for a moment, then sent him flying. Rover sprang forward into the light, his brushed steel feet gleaming where Eddie had scraped off the insulating rubber. He took six bounding steps, and an alarm went off. Six more, and a shot rang out, then a pounding barrage. Eddie made Rover jump, a crude sidewise hop. He hurtled through dust and huge flying clods, and landed on two feet and surged forward again. A fresh burst of fire tore his casing away. It smashed his left foreleg and pinged off his side, and Rover swerved off in a clumsy half-circle.

Eddie made a grunting sound. He swung to one side like Zoe on her Switch, full-body steering her Mario Kart. Rover rolled with him, zigzagging west. He took two loping steps and another burst caught him. Flames leaped, sparks flew, and he tumbled on his side.

Eddie bellowed, defeated. Rover’s legs waved. His tablet beeped loudly, and⁠—

“There! In the woods!”

A dry stump exploded. They were firing on him. Eddie flung himself flat, and rolled over and over, clutching his tablet tight to his chest. It beeped again, twice, and he jammed it down his pants. He shambled, erratic, from tree to tree, sprinting, then crawling, diving for shelter. A wild shot whizzed past him in a scatter of bark. Somebody hollered, it’s up. It’s up!

Eddie whipped out Rover’s tablet. The display flashed READY. He elbow-crawled, wheezing, to the forest’s edge. Rover was wobbling under a relentless barrage, skittering sideways, body dipped low. Eddie urged him westward and he lurched like a drunk, one skidding step, then a hop, a weak slide. His innards were fizzing, his tail end on fire.

“Come on…come on.” Eddie tapped the jump button. Rover sprang. Came down hard. Bumped his snub front end on the ground at his feet.

“Good boy. One more.” Eddie did it again. Rover’s back legs bunched, but he didn’t hop. He fell forward instead, and his front leg shot out. It caught in the fence, and a brief flash went up. Something burst inside Rover, and he erupted in flames. His rear legs kicked once, then exploded in sparks. Inside the compound, somebody screamed. And the drones, now distant, kept floating away.
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“Why isn’t it working?” Kelly stared at the sky. The drones were still moving, now banking east. Like starlings over a cornfield, moving as one.

Buck shielded his eyes. “What were you trying to do?”

“I need to get in there. Where they do the launch.”

“I told you, you can’t.”

Kelly slid one arm around Buck’s chest. She pulled him flush to her body, her gun to his head. He jerked, then subsided, and shook his head.

“This won’t work,” he said. “They’ll shoot you right through me.”

“Not with everyone watching.”

Buck laughed, sharp and bitter. “It won’t matter. Look, please⁠—”

Kelly jabbed him to get him moving, and she marched him out of the shed. He shrank back against her, but she hustled him on.

“What’s in the hangars?”

“Aircraft. Fuel trucks.”

“Can you get us in there?”

Buck twisted around, whey-faced with fright. “Don’t do it. Please. Whatever you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking they’re less apt to shoot at us, hauling jet fuel.” She gave him a shake. “Tell you what, get me in there, and I’ll let you go.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Or I could kill you right now.”

Buck heaved a sigh, but he quit his squirming. He nodded at the far hangar, at its heavy back door. Kelly marched him over and he swiped his card in the slot. It didn’t catch the first time, and he swiped it again. This time, the door beeped, and Kelly hauled it open. It hissed shut behind them and closed with a snick. Buck pulled away.

“So, I can go, right?”

“Yeah. In a minute.” Kelly blinked slowly, adjusting to the gloom. She could make out the tanker, its long silhouette. “You got the keys for that thing?”

“On the board by the bench.”

Kelly picked out the board hanging low on the wall. “Okay,” she said. “When you hear the truck start, you open the front door. Then you can go.”

“And you won’t run me down?”

Kelly just snorted. She left Buck where he was, shivering by the door. The board had nine rows of hooks, but just six sets of keys, and Kelly grabbed them all and tried them one by one. The first set was useless, but the second fob beeped, and Kelly climbed into the high, stuffy cab. She buckled her seat belt and took a deep breath, and the hangar door swung upward and daylight rushed in.

Kelly hunched down on instinct, and hit the gas hard. She roared out of the hangar in a plume of exhaust, tearing the door off its hinges with a great, wrenching shriek. It spun like a Frisbee and bounced off her hood, straight into a green Jeep, and through its windshield. Two more Jeeps closed in, and somebody fired. Shouts rose, loud and frantic, and Kelly ducked low. Her windshield blew in, glass down her neck. She smacked the gearshift and hit the gas. The transmission shrieked at her, and she stomped on the clutch, eased off and tried again, working the gas. This time, the tanker growled and surged ahead. She jerked the wheel, swerving, and somebody screamed. Kelly screamed, too, as she felt herself skid, her tank snapping one way, her cab the other. She steered into the spin and chanced a peek out the front, and choked on another scream as her grill clipped a Jeep.

Alarms howled in her ears. Choppers buzzed overhead. Her own engine rumbled, and she fed it more gas. Suicide—this was suicide. She was going to die. She’d crash and she’d burn. She’d go up in smoke.

She hoped Eddie’d run by now. That Jackson was home. That Raj was with Mira, holding her tight. One day, they’d forgive her. They’d understand.

She tore through the green field, churning up grass. One of her wheels blew out, then two more, wham-wham. She jounced in her seat and bit her tongue hard, and the air thrummed with sirens and terrified screams.

Kelly ripped through the fence with no resistance at all. She crashed through glass, metal, and a massive oak desk. Sparks flew and the lights cut out, but screens glowed in the dark—screens and bright sprays of LEDs, points of light blinking, some green, some red. Kelly accelerated toward them. She grinned. For Jeb.

Her grill hit the first screen and smashed it to shards. Two more went flying, then a cluster of desks—mice, chairs, and keyboards all in the air. Kelly plowed through them in a great spray of plastic. A screen sailed through her windshield, narrowly missing her head. It smashed somewhere behind her, and Kelly drove on. She slammed into the blinking lights—the mainframe, she guessed—and two huge racks crumpled and burst through the back wall. Kelly braked and backed up, dragging twisted metal. She spun the wheel, braced herself, and accelerated again, dragging sparks down the server racks, and panicked red lights. The sirens cut out, and she howled in their place, her shrill shriek of rage lost in metal screams.

She’d expected her tank to blow, but her grill got stuck first, wedged in the tight nook that gave on the men’s room. She goosed the gas, but her wheels only spun. Another tire blew in a wild slap of rubber. Kelly screamed, cursed, and slammed the gas again. This time, she stalled, and she laid on the horn. It gave a mournful blat, and then sputtered out. Kelly slumped forward, head full of snow. Her vision went gray, and she felt herself crumple. She thought she smelled smoke, and⁠—

“Kelly Walker!”

She lifted her head. Raj? Was that⁠—

“Kelly Walker, come out with your hands up. Right now.”

Kelly unhooked her seat belt and sat there, bewildered. Had Raj betrayed her? Now? And for what?

“I’ll give you five seconds, then I’m coming in. Five, four, three⁠—”

“Okay!” She kicked her door open and slid to the ground. Collapsed in a scatter of pulverized glass. She picked herself up again and trudged through the mess, through wood and metal and flickering fires. The smoke made her eyes sting, and she choked back a sneeze. Raj stood in the doorframe, flanked by Snow’s men.

“Raj? Raj, where’s Jackson?”

“Under arrest.”

Kelly pulled out her handgun. Aimed for Raj’s silhouette.

“Drop it,” he said. “And you’ll see him again.”

Kelly squinted at Raj. She couldn’t make out his face. Her grip turned to jelly, and she dropped her gun. She dropped down with it, her limbs full of sand.

“I’ve got her,” said Raj. “I mean it. Get back.”

Kelly felt more than heard him squat down beside her. She felt him cuff her, clumsy, too tight. He leaned down to whisper.

“Hey. Can you walk?”

“I think so,” she said.

“Then trust me, and hurry.” He tugged on her arm, and Kelly got to her feet. She let him march her past Snow’s men, into a day stained with soot.

“What—what the⁠—?”

The sky to the east was a mass of black clouds, dull, thick, and heavy, kissing the earth. Kelly tripped over her own feet, and Raj pulled her up.

“The drones turned back when you shorted the fence. A few of them crashed. That’s their payloads."

“So it worked? The fence?”

Raj didn’t answer. He herded her onward, to an ugly Snow chopper.

“Get in.”

She scrambled in, awkward, all elbows and knees. Eddie was inside already, trussed up in the back. He gasped at the sight of her, and Kelly lurched toward him.

“Eddie! He got you?”

“It’s okay. We’re safe.”

“Safe? Are you crazy? He⁠—”

The chopper whapped to life, deafening. Kelly felt it rise. Then came a loud ping, and they dipped to one side. Eddie yelled. Kelly struggled to her knees.

“What’s happening? Raj!”

Another ping came, then a terrible crack. The chopper lurched backward and to one side. A hole appeared in its windshield, the size of a bullet. Kelly went flying and crashed into Eddie, and he curled around her, shielding her with his body. She craned to see past him and saw the backs of two seats—Raj’s and the pilot’s, but Raj’s seat was empty.

“Raj? Raj, where are you? Who’s flying this thing?”

“Shut up,” said Raj. The chopper lurched again. A spray of bullet holes peppered the door. Shooting—they were shooting, and Raj was⁠—

“What did you do?”

Raj was flying the chopper. Flying it badly. Spinning it in circles, and up and up, then he found his heading and veered toward the smoke, rising above it, leaving Moon Base behind.

“I didn’t know you could fly,” said Eddie.

“I’ve had a few lessons.”

“A few… No, forget that.” Kelly tugged at her cuffs. “Where’s Jackson? And what happened back there? Why’d they start shooting?”

“Jackson’s at a garage north of Bee Spring,” said Raj. “I dropped him off when we stopped for the night. Trust me, he’s safer there. He’ll be fine till we grab him.”

“Why are they shooting?”

“They must’ve got hold of Snow, and he gave them the order. He took off when the launch failed, him and his guys.”

“So you—you came back for us?” Kelly leaned against Eddie. “How’d you get the chopper?”

“Here. For the cuffs.” Raj tossed her a key. “Jackson guessed what was up when you never came back. He didn’t want to let you two do it alone. Said if we didn’t go back for you, he’d—well, he convinced me. But I knew this might happen, and that’s why I ditched him.”

“Thank you,” said Kelly. “But how did you⁠—”

“I know where Snow gets his choppers serviced. We broke in last night, and we got lucky.” He let out a long breath, and Kelly thought he shuddered. “They didn’t dare shoot when they saw me fly in. In case I was Snow and his guys coming back. After that, I just told them⁠—”

The radio crackled.

“Raj. Rajer Rabbit. I know that’s you. Come in.”

Raj twitched where he sat. The chopper twitched with him. “Yeah, Donn. What is it?”

“Just thought you should know I was watching the launch.” Snow’s tone was cheerful. Manic, almost.

Raj swallowed. “And?”

“And you killed my baby. Now, watch me kill yours.”

“What?” Raj smacked the console, but Snow didn’t respond. “What are you saying? What does he mean?”

“The farm,” said Kelly. “How fast can we go?”
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Donna was gardening when the choppers came, her, Doc, and Stanley all grubbing in the dirt. She’d come to bring them sweet tea and they’d roped her in, and she didn’t mind the sun on her back. The garden smelled good, like soil and new growth. The earth was rich and warm, the day bright and clear, right up till Doc paused to squint at the sky.

“Choppers,” he said.

“Where? I don’t see them.”

He pointed. “I hear them. Closing in fast. You might want to⁠—”

“Zoe!” Donna was on her feet. She dropped her trowel and went sprinting across the yard. “Zoe, get out here. Mira, you too.”

The kids raced down the porch steps, Rascal at their heels. Donna shooed them back toward the front gate.

“You remember where we went picking wild strawberries?”

Both girls nodded. Zoe frowned.

“What—?”

“I need you to run out there. Go on, right now.”

“We’re picking strawberries?” Mira grinned widely. “I just need my basket, and then⁠—”

“Not today. This is different. It’s a surprise. You just need to run, and I’ll be out in two shakes.”

Zoe had frozen, head tipped to the sky. Now she grabbed Mira’s hand, and they ran for the gate. “C’mon, Mira, race you! Rotten egg rules.”

“No fair! You’re taller. You’ve got longer legs.”

“Then you’ll have to run faster. Come on, hup-hup-hup!”

They squeezed through the gate and dashed into the woods, Rascal bounding after them like a big, noisy kid. Donna shut the gate behind them, for all the good it would do. Stanley jogged up with two rifles and handed one over.

“Doc’s got the pepper cannon. He’s setting up by the shed.”

Donna frowned. “Why there?”

“Cover, I guess.” Stanley shaded his eyes to peer at the choppers—two of them, pale blue, zigzagged with silver. “What are the odds that’s Kelly coming home?”

“In a pair of Snow choppers? I’d say about zero.”

“Then—”

The dogs in the dog run flung themselves at the fence. Their barking had taken on a hysterical note. One, old and blind, sat down and howled.

“I’m going to put them away,” she said. “They’ll be safer inside.” She started for the barn at a vigorous trot. Halfway there, she got goose bumps, a chill down her neck. A creepy, watched feeling. She turned and glanced back. She saw the first chopper dip low over the house. Saw a figure lean out. A stuttering flash. A scatter of pinholes peppered her roof. A single tile slid off and smashed on the steps. Donna stared, frozen. The dogs bayed and yipped. One of the goats yelled, a hurt, human sound.

“Donna!”

Donna turned slowly, as though in a dream. The dirt was red in the goats’ pen. The kid was dead. The billy stood screaming, pink mouth agape.

Not Kelly, then.

The chopper looped back. The goats scattered, shrieking. One of the chickens tried to take flight. It hit the wire fence and fluttered back down, and ran in circles, clipped wings outstretched.

“Donna!” Doc was waving. Donna glanced at the dogs. Most had run back inside, to hide in the barn. Two had stayed out, huddled together. The second chopper hovered over them, high in the air.

“Donna, get over here!”

Donna ran. The chopper swung toward her and she bent low. Doc shouted something, lost in gunfire, and Donna threw herself flat. She scuttled behind the shed and pressed her back to the wall.

“Get inside,” said Doc. “Get under the bench.”

Donna ignored him. “Where’s Stanley?”

The greenhouse exploded in a bright shower of glass. Donna bellowed her outrage. Doc pulled her back.

“Here. Help me work this thing.” He pulled the baseball launcher back against his chest. “I want to hit ’em next time they swing by. We’ll need me to aim it, and you drop the ball.” He nodded at the pepper bomb nestled in the grass. “That’s our one shot, so we best make it count.”

Donna regarded the bomb, brows drawn together—a weird, lumpy thing, like a bath bomb, but spicy.

“It won’t break up in the launcher?”

“It shouldn’t,” said Doc. “It’s got five coats of lacquer. That ought to hold it, at least till—here they come.” He tilted the launcher up on its wheels, its short plastic chute saluting the sky. “When I yell, drop it.”

Donna grabbed the bomb. It burned a raw spot where she’d chafed herself gardening. Lacquered or not, it was leaking already. Dribbling pepper dust from a hundred tight cracks.

Gunfire popped, brazen. Something exploded. The chopper buzzed overhead and swung back around. Doc swung back with it, tracking its tangent. It swerved toward them, and Doc let out a shout.

“Now, do it now⁠—”

Donna dropped the bomb in the feeder. It tumbled straight down, too small for the tube, then the wheels caught it and launched it straight up. Doc dropped down, coughing, face full of pepper. Donna’s eyes streamed, but she squinted through it. She saw the bomb fly, saw the wind catch it. Saw it fall short and smash on the skid. The gunman fell back—Snow. Was that Snow? The chopper jerked, wobbled, and Doc grabbed her arm.

“Come on, run!”

Donna ran, vision hazy. Doc jerked his shirt up to cover his mouth.

“Don’t breathe it,” he gasped. “Your rifle. Where’s—” He bent over coughing and dropped to one knee. Donna half-dragged him behind the house. She grabbed his rifle and trained it on the chopper, now pitching wildly, trying to land. One skid hit sideways, pluming up dust. The chopper bounced, whirled, and touched down again. Its tail hit the barn, and the dogs howled and keened. Then it was down, and the rotors were slowing, and Donn Snow came tumbling out of its belly. He coughed and retched, and Donna took aim. She fired on him, missed, and someone fired back.

“No. No shooting. I need them alive.” Snow lurched forward, stumbled, and flailed for balance. His men circled around him, shielding him with their bodies. He tried to push past them, fell back, and screamed. “Nobody dies till they bring out the girl. You hear me? I said⁠—”

Donna grabbed Doc and sprinted for the gate.
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“Choppers,” said Raj.

Eddie peered down, dizzy. “I don’t see anyone.”

“I do,” said Kelly. “There. By the barn.” She pointed, but Eddie didn’t see any people, just the dogs snarling, all in a huddle. They cringed from the chopper, haunches bunched tight. One of them bolted, and Eddie’s breath caught.

“Kelly! Is that⁠—”

Raj shushed him. “Quiet. I suck at this part.”

“Suck at what? Landing?”

Raj didn’t answer. He’d chewed his lip bloody. Now he was licking it, hunched over his controls.

“So help me, if you crash us⁠—”

“Shut up. Shut up.”

Raj bumped down hard, then bumped down again. Dust filled the windshield, then drifted away. Raj killed the power and Kelly jumped out. Her weak knee buckled, but she didn’t fall down. She grabbed Eddie for balance, and they ran for the barn. The dogs scattered before them, then came sniffing back, heads down, tails tucked, whining deep in their chests.

“’S okay,” said Eddie, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t.

Stanley lay in the doorway, curled on his side. His shirt was all bloody, his hand clutched to his chest. When Eddie reached out to touch him, he shrank away.

“Stanley? It’s us.”

“Eddie? That you?” He stretched his head back. His eyes were bruised shut. “They went after Mira. They⁠—”

“When?” Raj grabbed him by the shoulder and rolled him on his back. Stanley screamed. Raj recoiled. Eddie’s head swam, and he grabbed hold of Kelly. His vision doubled, then tripled, then shook back to normal. He wiped his eyes, and the picture hadn’t changed—Stanley had three fingers on his right hand. Two fingers, a thumb, and two bloody stumps.

“I passed out,” said Stanley. “I don’t know how long. I didn’t tell them anything, wouldn’t answer their questions, but they made Donna take them. Snow and his⁠—”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. They…” Stanley dredged deep within himself and found the strength to go on. “Zoe took Mira. They ran out the gate.”

“Out the gate where?”

Stanley just shook his head. Raj went to grab him, but Doc ran up, panting, and pushed him away. He knelt next to Stanley and reached for his hand.

“You guys go on. I’ll make sure he’s okay.

“Thanks, Doc. Come on.” Kelly grabbed Raj and herded him back toward the chopper. “They’re on foot, right? We’ll fly over the woods.”

Raj had gone ashen. “More flying? I⁠—”

Kelly slapped him. “Mira needs you. You gonna crap out?”

Raj gaped for a moment, his jaw hanging loose. Then he got on the chopper, and Kelly jumped in after. Eddie reeled, woozy, but he made it on, too. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. Kelly found his hand and crushed it in hers.

“They’re fine,” she said, but her voice cracked and shook. “Mom wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t take them to the kids.”

“You don’t know that,” said Raj. He had to yell it over the slap of the rotors. “Anyone’ll do anything if you hurt them enough.”

Kelly leaned forward. “You’re lucky you’re flying. Because if you weren’t, I’d hurt you.”

“Knock it off,” said Eddie. He cracked his eyes open. “You look out your side, I’ll look out mine. Raj, you don’t crash us, and everyone just…” Shut up, was what he wanted to say. His head was a rotten gourd, buzzing with hornets. Pounding and buzzing. About to explode. It hurt when he moved it. The light burned his eyes. He squinted against it as they swung over the woods.

“Where would they go? Eddie? Hey.”

“What?”

“Where would Zoe take her?”

Eddie shrugged, helpless. The woods went on forever, in every direction. His eyes throbbed. His face throbbed. Lights danced in his head.

“Just circle,” said Kelly. “Don’t go too low.”

Raj swerved off, wobbly. Eddie’s guts slopped around. He watched the treetops go by, the thread of a creek. Green and more green, and the spots in his eyes. Red spots, gold spots, and⁠—

“Mom! And Mira!”

Eddie jerked around. “Where?”

“There.” Kelly pointed. “The berry patch.”

Eddie looked, and his chest hitched. He saw Donna on her knees, Snow barreling toward her. He saw Zoe behind her, arms stretched out, Mira curled up tiny, clinging to her leg. Rascal was barking. Barking at Snow.

“Get low,” said Kelly. “Get low. Get low!”

Snow’s men had scattered, six of them. Seven. Two of them flanked him, tense, on their guard. One hovered, uncertain, between Snow and Donna. The others had turned their attention to the chopper, tracking it with their weapons. None of them fired.

Donn Snow said something. Zoe stepped back. Snow aimed his gun straight at her head. He didn’t look up when Raj buzzed in low.

Eddie kicked the door open and screamed into the wind. “Snow! Hey! Donn Snow!”

Snow fired. He missed. Zoe dropped down and clapped her hands to her ears. Rascal sprang at Snow, and Eddie did too. He jumped without thinking and plummeted down. Zoe screamed, Dad! Rascal slammed into Snow. Eddie’s stomach turned over, and he braced for impact.

Snow roared, and he fired again.

Eddie hit the ground.

He flumped into the brambles and his ankle went snap. He toppled, rolled over, and banged his head on a rock. Someone screamed for Rascal, then get his gun, and Eddie kept rolling, onto his back. The brambles caught his bandage and tore it away, and his head flared with fresh, blinding pain. He lay there, breath hitching, staring up at the sky.

Snow roared again. “Get the damn dog!”

Rascal snarled, then yelped. Donna grabbed him by his collar. She jerked him back and hugged him to her chest. Snow blundered upright, clutching his wrist.

“Kill her,” he said. “Put her down now.”

One of Snow’s soldiers advanced on Rascal.

“Not the damn dog. Mira Sahai.”

Mira made a panicked sound. The soldier stopped moving.

“I said, put her down.”

“The—you mean the kid?”

Eddie tried to sit up. Sparks burst in his head. He pushed up on one elbow, and his heart jumped into his throat. Zoe had Snow’s gun clutched in both hands, pointed at the ground between her feet. She raised it slowly, up to Snow’s knees. One of his soldiers moved to protect him.

“Let’s, uh, put that down. No one needs to get hurt.”

Zoe’s eyes darted to Snow. “What about Mira?”

“She’ll be fine,” said the soldier. “We don’t kill kids.”

Snow laughed. “Why not?”

Eddie lurched forward on hands and knees. His head spun and fizzed, and he collapsed, panting. Snow didn’t seem to notice.

“No, really, why not? Climate change kills kids. Our fix’ll kill more. And we’ll be better for it because, you know why?” He grabbed for one of his men’s rifles. The man jerked it away. Snow rolled his eyes. “We’re living through an extinction event. A purification. The fit will survive. The unfit will die. It’s time we quit babying our weak, our infirm, coddling them on with wheelchairs and pills. The fact is, we’re not all built to survive.”

“That’s not what Darwin meant,” said Zoe. “Fittest doesn’t mean⁠—”

“What are you fit for, besides breathing our air?” He jabbed a finger at Zoe. Zoe stood firm. Eddie rose to his knees, breathing hard through his nose.

“I’m fit for a lot.” Zoe raised her gun higher. “I survived my mom dying. A car crash. A fire. I spent a week lost at sea, and I got through that too. I can work a garden. Build fences. Change tires. But the one thing I can’t do…I can’t take a life.” She tossed Snow’s gun away. Eddie lunged for it. He grabbed it two-handed and rolled on his back, aimed almost casually and shot Snow in the face.

“I can,” he said, and let the gun drop. He waited for Snow’s men to shoot him, but none of them did.

“Move back,” said someone. “He’s trying to land.”

Eddie fell back. He closed his eyes. He heard Raj land the chopper. Felt hands in his hair.

“Dad! Dad, you shot him!”

He fished for Zoe’s hand and found her ankle instead.

“I had to,” he whispered, with the last of his strength. “He was saying, with your asthma…you don’t deserve to live. Don’t ever believe that. Don’t ever…”

“Dad!”

Eddie let go of her ankle and let go of himself, and the sparks in his head dwindled to black.
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“Idon’t trust them,” said Eddie.

“Yeah, you said that.” Kelly pushed him back on the bed. She peeled the cloth off his forehead and wrung out a fresh one, then watched him brace himself for the shock of cold. He shivered anyway and ground his teeth.

“Any more Advil?”

“Not for a while.” She fed him an ice chip. Eddie pretended to bite her. Kelly chuckled at that, and plucked a loose fiber off his bandage. “I’ll tell you one thing, that’ll make one badass scar. Why didn’t you tell me they shot you in the head? You know, before we took on Moon Base?”

“Didn’t wanna scare you. You’d been through enough.” He turned his head at a shout from the yard. “Jackson still mad at Raj for ditching him in Bee Spring?”

“Not so much since this morning,” said Kelly. As for her, she was grateful Raj had left him behind. Spared him that awful showdown with Snow. He’d been through enough, without seeing that.

“This morning?” Eddie’s brow knit as he tried to focus.

“Oh, right, you were sleeping.” Kelly smiled, but she couldn’t hide her concern. Eddie’d been sleeping a lot since the strawberry patch. He’d slept all through that day and the day after, only waking for Advil, or for the bathroom. His fever had broken halfway through day three, but though his color had returned, his energy had not. She reached under the covers and found his hand.

“The Snowstorm’s over,” she said. “Raj got word today. Turns out with Snow gone, no one’s that committed. Especially with the bodycams, y’know, from his guys. That speech he gave, right before you shot him⁠—”

Eddie flinched at that. Kelly squeezed his hand.

“Zoe’s not scared of you. That was a dream.”

Eddie closed his eyes. “It felt real,” he said. “She ran away from me. The look in her eyes…”

“She’s been sitting with you. Singing you songs. That girl’s not scared of you. She’s glad you’re alive.”

A single, slow tear tracked down Eddie’s cheek. It dripped onto the pillow and left a dark spot. He swallowed thickly, a click in his throat.

“So, what happens now?”

“With Zoe?”

“With the Snowstorm.” Eddie wiped his face. “We sit back and wait for things to go back to normal?”

“Not exactly,” said Kelly. “He’s been talking to Mom—Raj has, I mean—about breeding back bugs to keep the soil healthy. Hardier ones, to survive the new climate. And he wants to fund research, do damage control. Reverse what he can, help us weather the rest. It’ll be a long road yet, but…your eyes are glazing over.”

“Sorry,” said Eddie. “I’m not bored, just tired.”

“Want to go back to sleep?”

He shook his head. “No. I want to go downstairs. They’ll be back soon, right?”

“They should be,” Kelly said.

“I still don’t trust them.”

“Yeah. We covered that.” Kelly looped her arm around his shoulders and helped him sit up. Eddie shook her off gently and reached for his crutch. He stood up and stretched and let out a groan. Cracked his neck, then his back, then all of his knuckles.

“Ew, Eddie, dammit⁠—”

“Sorry. Just stiff.” He dipped so his knee cracked, then straightened up. Kelly tried not to hover as he made for the stairs, wobbling on his crutch, hugging the wall. She drew the line at letting him brave the stairs himself and took his arm to hold him steady.

“I’m good,” he said, when they reached the bottom. He’d broken out sweating, but he did look good, grinning, victorious, from ear to ear.

Kelly smiled. “The porch?”

Eddie managed a nod. He clumped outside and plopped down on the bench, his leg stretched out stiff. He’d broken his ankle and twisted his knee and scratched himself silly rolling in brambles. Stupid, brave Eddie. Kelly sat down beside him.

“They left first thing this morning,” she said. “They’ll be back any time.”

“I promised Jeb I’d go.”

“He’d understand.” Kelly touched his bad leg. “Snow’s guys won’t hurt them. They’re not monsters, just⁠—”

“It’s not that.” Eddie stared at his cast. “Jeb talked about his folks like they hung the moon. How his dad took him birding. How he’d knit with his mom. There’s no good way to tell them that’s over and done. But I wanted them to hear it from someone who cared.”

“I get that,” said Kelly. “I’m sorry it’s⁠—”

“Dad!” Zoe came darting out of the barn. “Everyone, Dad’s up! Rascal! Max!”

The dogs charged out past her, Rascal and Max and most of the rest. They bounded across the yard and crowded the porch, wet noses nuzzling crotches and palms. Eddie fended them off.

“Hey, hey, no treats here.”

The dogs didn’t care. They licked at him anyway and wuffed in his face. Their tails slapped the railing, the planters, the kids. Jackson squeezed between them and onto the bench. Mira and Zoe shoved their way through.

“Dad? Can I hug you?”

“Me too, hug me⁠—”

Eddie hugged Zoe and Mira. Jackson leaned in sideways and embraced them all. Kelly caught his eye and he smiled, faint but sweet. She’d have some work to do, building back trust. Showing Jackson she wasn’t like Faye. She had been for a while, or headed that way, but she’d build herself back. Be someone better.

The dogs quit their snuffling. Rascal stiffened and whined. Kelly glanced down at him, then up at the sky. “Eddie,” she said. She pointed to the chopper.

The dogs pulled away and lined the porch, barking. Eddie reached for his crutch.

“Best put them away,” he said. “These folks need some peace after the shock they’ve just had.”

Zoe coaxed the dogs away, tossing a ball so they’d follow. She shut them in the barn as the chopper touched down, all except Max, who’d fallen asleep. Eddie stepped over him, careful and slow. He clumped down the porch steps and stopped, breathing hard. Kelly came up behind him and laid her hand on his arm.

“I can go,” she said. “Wait inside, if you want.”

Eddie shook his head. He dug a mask from his pocket and put it on. Kelly hooked one on too and straightened her clothes. She realized she was nervous and almost laughed. When had she last been nervous about something so…normal? Meeting new people, saying the right thing?

Raj got out first and helped Jeb’s mom down. She was tiny and slender, with a puff of white hair. His dad was enormous, nearly Jeb’s height, bald as a cue ball, with a Paul Bunyan beard. He walked with a cane and a noticeable limp. One of Snow’s men tried to help him off the chopper, but he brushed him off and stepped out on his own.

“I don’t know their last name,” whispered Kelly.

“Goldman,” said Eddie. The word came out hoarse. He stepped forward, clumsy, and stretched out his hand. “Mrs. Goldman—Mr. Goldman. I’m Eddie. I⁠—”

Mr. Goldman hugged him. “Raj told us about you.”

“And you must be Kelly?” Mrs. Goldman peered at her. “I’m Rachel. He’s Sam. We’ve been in quarantine, but…” She pulled a mask from her purse.

“We’re glad you made it,” said Kelly. “Jeb was—Jeb—” She felt her eyes prickle, and she looked away. “We wouldn’t have made it without him. We owe him our lives.”

“So, it’s true, then?” Sam let go of Eddie and steadied him on his feet. “Jeb stopped the Snowstorm? You folks and Jeb?”

“That’s right,” said Eddie. “Well, mostly Jeb.”

Sam turned to Rachel, eyes bright with tears. “Didn’t I tell you he’d grow up and save the world?”

“That or break our hearts. I guess he did both.” Rachel dabbed at her eyes, but she was smiling.

“You should come inside,” said Eddie. “We have food. And sweet tea.”

Rachel perked up. “Actual food? We’ve been living a month now on one bag of rice.”

“She’s exaggerating,” said Sam. “But we got robbed the first day. They locked down Atlanta, and half the city just ran. Tore through the suburbs like⁠—”

“Like locusts. Like ants. We hid in the woods, and they just robbed us blind.”

“And then at the shelter⁠—”

“Those shelters, the smell!”

Kelly smiled to herself. She thought the Goldmans might be okay. They had each other, and they’d be safe on the farm. Still, what they must be feeling, losing a son. Kelly cast about till her gaze lit on Jackson, still hale and healthy, apples in his cheeks. For all she’d been through, she’d come out lucky.

Zoe poured sweet tea for the Goldmans, and for Eddie. Jackson made sandwiches and passed them around. Doc came in bearing tomatoes, a juicy, fresh crop, and the Goldmans exclaimed over them. They hadn’t seen fresh produce since before the plague.

Donna and Stanley arrived for dessert, back from picking berries from a new berry patch. Donna served strawberries sprinkled with sugar, and Stanley brewed coffee, strong from the pot. His hand was bound up where he’d lost his fingers. He kept reaching out for things and pulling back quick, and gathering his wounded hand to his chest. Eddie and the Goldmans swapped stories of Jeb, and soon the kids joined in, even Mira.

“He gave me piggybacks,” she said. “When we were being chased by pirates.”

“Pirates?”

“The Coast Guard gang.” Eddie cocked his head. “I guess they were pirates, if you squint just right.”

“I used to give him piggybacks,” said Sam. “Believe it or not, he was a skinny little guy. Used to get picked on, till he hit his growth spurt.”

Kelly tried to picture that and found that she could—tiny Jeb, Mira’s age, more hair than kid. She caught Eddie’s eye and saw he was smiling.

Eddie dozed off between strawberries and the second round of coffee. Kelly shook him half-awake and shooed him through to Dad’s old La-Z-Boy. He dragged her down with him, insisting they talk, but by the time she’d got comfy, he was snoring in her hair.

Kelly sat with him till she was sure he was dreaming, then she went out to putter in the garden. Raj had been right—the Snowstorm had drained the soil of something essential. The broccoli was flourishing, and so were the peas, but the squash wasn’t growing. The lettuce was limp. When she pulled a head open, its insides were brown. Was it just the bugs dying, or had the climate played its part? Dry summers, long winters—was this the result?

The greenhouse was better, with its bought potting soil. Snow’s men had rebuilt it, as they’d shot it up, but they’d made a hash of repotting the plants. Kelly took her time pampering the tomatoes, binding them gently onto their stakes. She used strips of old cotton instead of twine, the better to keep from chafing the vines.

Eddie knocked on the glass sometime around dinner, and let himself in before Kelly could peel off her gloves. He clumped down to join her, crutch catching the vines.

“Careful with that.”

“Hm?” He picked the vines free and sat on an empty planter. “I slept half the day away.”

She sat down beside him. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” said Eddie. “More like myself. My head’s pretty itchy, but Stanley says it’s healing.”

Kelly leaned up against him and let her head rest on his. She closed her eyes and breathed sweet greenhouse air, dirt and new life and a hint of detergent. Eddie must’ve been helping Mom with the dishes. She nudged him in the ribs.

“What was that for?”

“I had a moment back there, I thought you were dead. Back at Moon Base—I knew. I just knew.” Kelly tried not to shiver and just shivered harder, and Eddie slid his arm around her waist. She held it there, tight, with both hands. “I’d powered up the fence,” she said. “I flipped that switch and I waited, and nothing happened, except the alarm went off. The drones just kept going, and I thought… I thought⁠—”

“I’m okay,” said Eddie. Kelly swallowed hard.

“It was maybe two minutes, but up here, it was years. I kept remembering Jackson saying twelve seconds. Twelve seconds for Rover to run to that fence.” She lifted her hand to scrub at her eyes, but Eddie caught it and held it to his chest.

“Eddie…” Kelly turned toward him. She kissed him, or he kissed her—a lazy head-tilt, and his dry lips brushed hers. She tangled her fingers in the nest of his hair.

“When’d you last wash that?”

Eddie kissed her again. “That’s what you wanna say to me? Now? In this moment?”

“Mm-hm…dirty boy.”

She felt his lips twitch, fighting a chuckle. Then he smacked her arm and she smacked him back, and she pressed her forehead to his and rubbed their noses together.

“I love you, too.” The words came easy. “When you write a song about this, that’s all I said.”


EPILOGUE



Donna found Jackson in the garage, axle-deep in the pickup, grease down his shirt. She whipped a rag at him, and it bounced off his head.

“Ow! What was that for?”

“It’s coming on noon. You gonna keep Mira waiting, or you wanna wash up?”

Jackson straightened up, guilty. “I lost track of time.” He went to the sink and soaped up his arms, and Donna frowned. Had he got taller? Last month, she’d have sworn he was under six feet. Now, he was Zach’s height and broad across the shoulders, with the beginnings of a respectable beard. He had Kelly’s eyes, but his frame was all Zach, lanky but powerful, a workman’s build.

He splashed his face with water and dried it on his shirt. Outside, Kelly laughed, and Eddie laughed with her. Jackson straightened up, rolling his eyes.

“They think we don’t know,” he said.

Donna smiled. “Don’t know what?” She knew exactly what, but she wasn’t going to say it. Not till he said it first. She knew better than that.

“I don’t get why they bother keeping it secret. They think we’d have a problem with it? Them being happy?”

“Zoe knows, then?”

“Everyone knows. Raj. Mira. Rascal. It’s not like they’re subtle, holding hands under the table.”

Donna laughed. “When’d they do that?”

“I didn’t mean literally, but they might as well.” He leaned against the sink. “She seems better, right? More relaxed? Not so angry?”

“She does,” said Donna, but her smile lost its shine. Kelly, she thought, had a ways to go yet. Eddie was good for her, no question there, but her light still went out sometimes, when she thought no one saw it. She’d be out in the garden digging up roots, and her hands would go still and she’d go somewhere else. Or something would startle her, a shadow, a sound, and she’d grab up a garden trowel like it was a cudgel. Still, the summer had been peaceful, and she’d come a long way.

“We should head in,” said Donna. “Today’s Mira’s day.”

Rascal fell in beside them as they crossed the dooryard, then abandoned them for Mira when he spotted her on the porch. Raj had found her a fancy dress somewhere, somehow, a silly pink frilly thing with flounces and sparkles. Donna’d found matching jelly shoes in Kelly’s old boxes, and Mira kicked up her feet so she could see.

“I love them,” she said.

“Happy birthday,” said Jackson. “Ready for your party?”

Mira looked at her shoes, then down at Rascal. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m excited for cake, but Dad’s leaving after.”

“Just for a while,” said Raj. “So you can play here all summer.”

Donna shot him a black look, but he didn’t seem to notice. When Mira went inside, she caught him by the arm.

“You sure you need to leave her? You can’t wait a month?”

Raj hunched up his shoulders. “I’d better not.”

Donna touched his arm. “She’ll miss you.”

“I know.” He stepped back from the door so the kids couldn’t hear him. “I’ll miss her too. I’ll hate not having her with me. But that speech of Snow’s—” He did a full-body shudder. “Now, more than ever, we can’t be selfish. We’ve got a chance here to build a new world. A world with no place for ideas like that. Where we all help each other, and we all survive.” His shoulders went loose, and he shook his hair off his face. “I’d take her with me—I would—but SNOVID’s still out there.”

Donna nodded. “They say it’s easing off.”

“Maybe,” said Raj. “Word is now, it might be less contagious than we thought. It doesn’t linger like COVID, and the symptoms come faster. That’s less time you’re out there spreading your germs. It wouldn’t have caught on like it did, if not for the flood, everyone holed up in those damn shelters.”

“What’s this about shelters?” Rachel popped out. “Anyway, cake’s up. Everyone, candles!” She clapped, and Raj smiled, and he headed inside. Donna followed and saw they were last to arrive. The kitchen was crowded, chairs pulled in from the den, Mira wedged in between Jackson and Zoe. Stanley and Sam were crammed in by the counter, Kelly and Eddie in Bill’s old spot. Snow’s men had all gone home, but Doc had stayed on—he had no family, he said, no one waiting at home—and he found a place hovering over Kelly’s shoulder. A suspicious number of tails poked from under the table, half the farm dogs squeezed in waiting for treats.

“Okay,” said Raj. “Deep breath, make a wish.”

Mira sucked in a deep breath and blew out her candles. One stubborn candle flickered, and then it went out.

“All in one puff,” said Zoe. “That means you get your wish.”

“I wished for it to be carrot cake,” said Mira, and Kelly winked. She cut the first slice, and Mira squealed with delight.

“Lucky,” said Raj. Donna stifled a snort. Raj hadn’t left a single detail to chance—not the cake, not the presents, not Mira’s dress. He’d been a pest and a half, but Mira didn’t need to know that.

The presents came next, an admirable haul—boiled candies from Zoe, from Bill’s recipe; a doll from Kelly, snatched from the mall. Jackson had stuck wheels on a huge plastic ladybug, and turned it into a remote-control toy. Mira ran it all over and the dogs bounded after, sliding and skittering across the tile floor. They pulled down the tablecloth and upset the trash, and Donna banned the bug from the house.

“That’s for outside,” she said. “Bad Rascal. Sit.” She fed him some carrot cake from the palm of her hand.

Raj’s gift came last, with its delectable wrapping, which Mira peeled off with tender care.

“Love the bow, Dad.”

“Here, want to wear it?” He took out a safety pin and fixed it to her dress. “Corsage for the lady.”

“What’s a corsage?”

“Usually flowers, but ribbons last longer.” He tapped on the box. “Going to look inside?”

Mira flipped the box open and let out a shriek. She jumped up and hugged Raj, and he set her on his knee. He took out her gift, a sparkling tiara, and settled it gently on her head.

“Like Cinderella,” he said.

“Cinderella,” said Mira. She pulled one of her shoes off and stuffed it in Raj’s pocket, smacking it soundly to make sure it stayed put. “You have to bring that back to me. You promised.”

“I will.”

Donna caught sneaky movement from the corner of her eye and saw that Eddie had taken Kelly’s hand. She saw Rachel notice, and Jackson as well, and resisted the impulse to ask when was the wedding. If they wanted to take it slow, they’d earned that right.

“Hey, Mira,” Raj said, as the party wore on. “You know why I’m going, right?”

Mira nodded. “To help more people build places like this.”

Raj smiled. “To build safe homes, yes. But to build us one, as well. When I come back and get you, it’s going to be better. We’ll start again fresh, just you and me. I’ll be at home with you. You’ll have friends to play with. You won’t have to worry—you and me. We’re a team now.”

“And they won’t hurt you? Those people? The ones who worked for Donn Snow?”

Raj’s expression hardened. “They work for me now.” Snow’s investors had approached Raj shortly after his death, eager to ward off the oncoming PR nightmare. Raj had agreed too fast, Donna thought. Still, Mira was smiling.

“Can Jackson come visit when we get our new house? And Zoe, and everyone?”

“Of course they can. And we’ll visit here, too.”

Donna gave them some space to say their goodbyes. Raj left at sunset, in one of Snow’s choppers, and everyone gathered to wave him off. His chopper rose and dwindled, and a cool breeze blew up, and Donna hugged Mira close to her chest. Jackson and Zoe pressed in on either side. Maybe Raj would save the world, just like he’d said. Maybe he wouldn’t, but his dream gave her hope.

“Let’s go in,” she said. “Who’s for board games?”
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BONUS SHORT STORY: GOOD BOY, BAD DOG



Jeb was going the wrong way, if he wanted food.

Bad Dog could’ve told him that, but he didn’t want to. He’d caught a good scent, gamey and fresh. The scent of a thing he wanted to chase up a tree. He snuffled on after it, up the deer trail. The thing had come this way, not a cat, not a squirrel. Not a skunk either—you didn’t chase skunks. The skunk game was different, creep up, nose down. Wait and creep closer, smile, wag your tail. Wriggle on your belly, till⁠—

FREEZE. Do not move.

Flag up meant freeze. That was the game. You froze till the flag went down, that black-and-white pouf, then you crept closer. Smiled. Wagged your tail.

But this wasn’t a skunk, or a mouse, or a rat. This was a new thing with a stink all its own, warm, ripe, and musky. Like Jeb’s dirty socks. Maybe it was a sock, in its natural state. Maybe he could catch it, and then catch three more, and then he could⁠—

“Rascal.”

Bad Dog pretended he hadn’t heard Jeb. He snuffed in the tall grass. The sock was close by.

“Here, Rascal. Heel.”

Bad Dog whined, but he heeled. He bounced on his toes. Jeb dug his blunt fingers into his scruff, scritching and scratching.

“Who’s a good boy?”

Bad Dog shook and went boneless. Such was the power of the scritch. He pushed his face into Jeb’s palms—do my snout next! Jeb had the best fingers, meaty and strong. He gave the best tickles, the best belly-rubs. Sometimes he thumped Bad Dog across his ribs on both sides, beat his chest like a drum till he knocked out a woof. That made Bad Dog laugh, his tongue hanging out. But today, he just scritched a while, and then he stood up, and Bad Dog remembered.

His sock was getting away.

He jumped up and chased after it, into the woods.

“Hey! Hey, get back here! Sit. Heel. Bad Dog.”

Bad Dog ran faster. His sock was right there. Its scent was thick now, not a ribbon or thread, or even a piss spot, with its I-was-here tang. This was like the laundry room when the basket was full, the air thick and heavy with the promise of socks. A whole nest of socks. One for each foot. They smelled different alive, a sort of…sly smell, not scared like possums or angry like rats. They smelled like they were laughing, playing a game.

Bad Dog wanted to play. He crashed through the brush. He barked, rouf-rouf-rouf. He leaped just to feel the wind in his fur, his tail streaming back, his jaw gaping wide.

“Rascal!”

Jumping felt good, the gather, the stretch. That weightless moment when the breeze bore him up. Bad Dog loved that moment, when he soared like a gull. When he hung in the air like he could hang there forever. He jumped again just to feel it, and let out a yip. He’d never get tired of the way running felt, that dry-dust skid when his paws hit the dirt, the rush of his heartbeat, the burn in his lungs. It all sang the same song, faster, yes, more. The song of his body. The pulse of his life.

The trees thinned and his path cleared, and his heartbeat picked up. A blue void cut, crooked, across the deer trail. A creek bed, all dried up and smelling of worms. The banks looked steep, crumbly, all sand and loose roots. The sort of ground where you landed and your legs splayed out, fwoosh, and you could hurt yourself. Bump your nose. Snap your foot.

“Rascal, you quit that! Rascal, you⁠—”

Bad Dog got his head down. Made himself sleek. He could make it, he could, to the firm ground beyond. If he just ran fast enough, if the breeze puffed just right. If he caught that lift he’d caught now and then, that cushion of air that made his belly go light. He’d catch it, he’d get that sock, and he’d present it to Jeb. Jeb would kill it and clean it and hollow it out, and put it on Bad Dog, and⁠—

“Bad dog! You get back here right now!”

—and time. Time to choose. He could still stop himself, skid to a halt. Pull up short, sneezing, dust in his face. He could do that, or he could go. He could obey his blood’s song, faster, yes, more.

Bad Dog ran like the mail truck, too fast to catch. The day blurred around him, blue shade, yellow sun. He streaked down a steep slope to the edge of the creek, came down on his front paws and gathered himself tight. His back feet came down and he shot up like a spring, high in the air, back straight, legs long. The wind took him up like he’d known it would, and he rode with the leaves and the dandelion fluff. He hung in that moment—yes, more, pure bliss—and then the wind dropped him, and he pulled his legs in.

Bad Dog hit the far bank four feet at once, four legs crammed together, all in a bunch. He hit the bank fair and square, but the loose ground played dirty, cracking and crumbling under his feet. Bad Dog scrabbled wildly, but that just made it worse. Clods flew, roots snapped, and Bad Dog slid down, slow and undignified, flat on his rump.

Up ahead, the sock giggled, a high tee-hee-hee. It jumped just like Bad Dog, between two tall trees, and landed so softly the branch barely dipped.

Bad Dog woofed, indignant. The sock could fly?

The sock tee-hee-hee’d again, and turned on its perch. It peered down at Bad Dog, beady eyes bright. Bad Dog whined, embarrassed, and then he got mad. This was the sock’s fault. It made him jump. It made him slip, then it sat back and laughed, and flew like a show-off, and he’d show it.

He scrabbled up the bank, barking all the way, and ran to the sock’s tree, and barked some more. He let the sock have it, a volley of rouf. Rouf, stupid sock. Rouf, just you wait. Rouf, rouf, I’m down here. I’ve got all day. You better be scared up there. You scared? Rouf, rouf, rouf. He scurried around the tree to get the best angle—the spot where, if the sock fell, it’d land in his mouth.

“Well, would you look at that? What’ve you got there?” Jeb had caught up to him, ripe with fresh sweat. Bad Dog sniffed his crotch, then whirled back on the sock. He jumped up on the tree trunk, scratching the bark. Jeb settled a big, calming hand on his scruff.

“Hey, little guy. How’d you end up out here?” He reached for the sock, but the sock backed away. It didn’t look much like Bad Dog had pictured, a long tubey thing with a hundred short legs. It looked more like Jeb, if Jeb were just small, a yellow-maned puffball with strong little hands. The sock had people hands. Bad Dog barked louder.

“Shush, Rascal,” said Jeb. He dug into his scruff again, and Bad Dog whined and wriggled. The sock was—the sock was…

That’s it. So good.

Jeb had found that sweet spot at the base of his neck, the spot that made his legs shake and his tail go whop-whop. His world contracted to that spot alone—that spot, that sensation, that slow-spreading thrill. Just scritchy-scratch, just good, just yes. Yes, yes, keep going. Don’t ever stop.

But hadn’t he been chasing⁠—

Hadn’t he⁠—

Ohhhhh.

No. The sock.

Bad Dog shook Jeb off like a bothersome fly. He jumped up the tree again, and slid down its trunk. He had to get up there. Had to get to the sock. Had to investigate its tiny man-face, lick it and sniff it and prod it with his snout. He needed to play with it, teach it his games. It could throw sticks for him, pick fleas from his⁠—

Ouch!

Bad Dog jumped straight up and spun in a circle. His nose was on fire, full of hot, full of ow. He rubbed it on his paws and whimpered and sneezed. Jeb crouched and cradled his snout in his hands.

“You’re okay,” he said. “Just a pinecone, see?” He held up a pinecone so Bad Dog could see. Bad Dog didn’t get it. Pinecones didn’t bite. Then another ouch hit him, doink on his rump. Bad Dog yelped and whirled, and he caught it this time, a hard little missile bouncing off his tush. He snapped at it, missed, and hunkered down, barking. The sock drew its arm back and pitched a stick at his head. Jeb caught it and snapped it and threw it away.

“Rascal, shoo. You go play. Let me handle this.”

Bad Dog slunk off, tail tucked, nose smarting. Jeb was still talking, not to him. To the sock. Could it talk, too? Would Jeb bring it home? Would it get his table scraps, instead of Bad Dog? It wasn’t fair, stupid sock, being able to talk. Being able to throw things, the puff-headed jerk.

“How’d you get out here? You somebody’s pet? The circus come through here? You break out of the zoo?”

Bad Dog craned his head back and showed the sock his teeth. It showed him its own, long and needle-sharp.

“Not my circus, not my monkey,” said Jeb, and laughed. The sock giggled with him, and Bad Dog stalked off. Today had been his day, his turn with Jeb. Max had hogged him last night and the night before that, crept into his lap and refused to make room. Max was sneaky that way, old, blind, and stiff. You didn’t see him coming, but he was always around. A dirty plate on the counter, a warm spot on the couch, and Max would be on it, slurping, snoozing.

Bad Dog flopped down in a bright pool of sun. He tried to stay stiff and angry so Jeb would feel bad, but the warmth on his back soon had him loose and panting. He lay with his tongue out, thinking about names—he had a lot of them, more than most dogs. Bad Dog was his first name, and his second was Rascal. His others were Shut Up, Dweeb, and Good Boy. Good Boy was a good name. It came with headpats. But Bad Dog was better, his favorite name. Bad Dog was his name when he stole from the kitchen, and it came with tickles, and sometimes more treats. Who’s a bad dog? Bad Rascal. Last one. He was also Bad Dog when he peed inside, when he dug up the garden, when he ate Stanley’s shoes. The name came with shouts, then, and wild arm-waving, but the treats still came later, with a warm side of hugs. Sorry I yelled at you. You’re not a bad dog.

Jeb had better have treats when he got through with that sock. He’d better have a whole mess of them, or Bad Dog would⁠—

His thoughts scattered. Something felt different, a change in the air. Bad Dog flared his nostrils and swung his head side to side. He couldn’t smell anything he hadn’t been smelling all day. He pricked up his ears and the woods sang their song, birds and insects and the creaking of trees. The scrabbling of small claws under the soil. But something was different. Something had changed. The forest felt smaller, less friendly. He whined.

“Shush, Rascal,” said Jeb, but Bad Dog wasn’t listening. The birds had gone quiet up the creek to the west. Quiet was dangerous. Quiet meant bad things coming. A growl rose in his throat, but he bottled it back. Once he broke up the quiet, the bad things would come. Barking at clouds brought on the rain. Barking at strangers brought out their guns. But if he didn’t bark, who’d warn Jeb?

He wiggled his hindquarters and pawed at the dirt. A thin sound escaped him, a strangled rouw-oooouw. Bad Dog strained forward, and his nose twitched. There—there, a new smell, milky and young. A fat little creature snuffling nearby, rootling through the leaf litter with its wet little snout. He could smell its warmth and its round, firm shape. Its low-riding belly, spattered with dirt. It wasn’t dangerous, just lost and new. Bad Dog ran after it, wagging his tail.

Hello, he yipped. Hello, come play. I see you, I know you. I’m friendly. Come out.

The new creature snorted and broke out of the brush, a fat little piglet, striped down its sides. Bad Dog surged after it, baying his delight. He couldn’t wait to flip that piglet on its back, nose into its belly, make it squirm and squeal. He wanted to lick it and taste its wet snout. Taste what it’d been grubbing out of the dirt.

Hey! Wait for me! Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!

The piglet ran faster, trim trotters flying. Bad Dog circled around it and cut it off at the pass. It grunted, surprised, and he laughed his doggy laugh. They danced in a circle, in the dappled spring sun.

Gonna get you, hey, hey! Gonna tickle your belly. Gonna nip on your tail and make you go weeee!

The piglet ducked down and backed toward the creek. It blinked, raised its head, and then it was flying, a spray of hot blood shooting out of its side. Bad Dog heard the gunshot, crack in his ears, the sound of betrayal. Why, Jeb? Why? Why? The piglet spun in the air, a bloody pinwheel, and fell hard on its neck and tumbled into the creek. Bad Dog howled his outrage—why? Why’d you do it?

Except…

Bad Dog froze stiff, a bark caught in his throat. He’d left Jeb down the creek, courting the sock. The shooter was up the creek, which meant⁠—

Gun! Bad Dog ran, barking. Gun, it’s a gun! Hey! Hey! Jeb! Gun! He streaked through the trees and back to the trail, and Jeb was gone, and the sock was gone too. Bad Dog sniffed after them, and his belly went cold. Chills zinged down the length of him, from his nose to his tail. He dropped to his haunches, scruff up, teeth bared. A growl built in his chest and rumbled up his throat. He inched his way forward, flat to the ground. Something was coming, not Jeb, not the sock. Something big, savage, with a primeval stink, mud and wet fur, urine, strong musk. Blood, not its own—blood on its breath.

Bad Dog wanted to kill it.

Bad Dog wanted to hide.

He whimpered, confused. Jeb—where was Jeb?

A crow squawked a warning, a loud double brawk. The thing was still coming, chuffing foul breath. Bad Dog could hear it now, crashing through the weeds. It sounded enormous, the size of a car.

“Rascal, get over here.”

Jeb. That was Jeb.

Bad Dog barked back at him—no, you come here—but Jeb wasn’t listening.

“Rascal, right now.”

Bad Dog couldn’t move. The stink of the beast was huge. Overpowering. He could smell death on it, caught in its teeth.

“Rascal, I mean it⁠—”

He squirted piss, a short, acrid stream. His tail drooped and tucked itself tight between his legs. He could feel his ears twitching, flat against his head. A whine, thin and pleading, wheezed out his nose. Bad Dog forgot his past and all thoughts of his future, and his fear stretched forever in all directions. He’d always been here and he always would be, always taut, always trembling, teeth bared, mouth wet. Ready to grovel. To spring. To bite. To run for his life or to fight tooth and claw. In his head, he did both. His fur stood on end.

The ground shook beneath him. His vision broke apart, blue shadows shifting, light lancing through. Twigs snapped, leaves rustled, and the monster burst forth, all snout and bristles and yellowing tusks. Bad Dog’s eyes watered from its blistering stench. He forgot about fighting and running away, and dropped to his belly, nose to his paws. A hopeful thought hit him—maybe a friendly hand would snatch him up by the collar, like Stanley had done when he was a pup—then the boar thundered past him, kicking up dust.

Bad Dog sneezed out his cowardice and popped up like a cork. He barked after the boar, and then he gave chase, and the awful truth hit him: they were both chasing Jeb. Chasing his scent down the winding deer trail.

Run, hollered Bad Dog. Jeb! Jeb! Run! Run!

The boar charged ahead, into a sunlit clearing. Bad Dog smelled human smells, months and months old, dried soap and cooking and sweaty old clothes. He smelled dirt and spoiled milk, and he saw a tumbledown cabin, one window broken, the roof falling in. Jeb raced up the porch steps and the top one gave way. His leg crashed straight through it, all the way to his thigh. He dropped his gun and it spun out of reach.

No, no, barked Bad Dog. No! No! No! No!

Jeb lunged for his gun. The boar lunged for him. Bad Dog sprang after it and snapped at its flank, and choked on a dense tuft of rank, farty hair.

“Go on, get outta here.” Jeb twisted around. He locked eyes with the boar, and it locked eyes with him. It stood there, sides heaving, grunting deep in its chest. It stamped its front trotters and blew air through its snout.

“You shoo,” said Jeb, but Bad Dog knew it wouldn’t. He knew, because he could smell what Jeb couldn’t, scat and old milk, wet snouts, warm bodies. Three of them—four, maybe—inside the cabin. Little boars, hiding. Right behind Jeb.

Jeb leaned to one side, after his gun. The boar leaned with him. Moved in on Jeb.

“Oh, no, you don’t.” Jeb brought up his fists. He swung at the boar. It took the blow without flinching, like a kitten’s soft swat. Jeb rubbed his knuckles and shook out his hand. The boar stood watching, chewing the air. Its mouth made a squidging sound. Bad Dog shrank away. He’d seen pigs in the barnyard near Stanley’s old farm, and the thing was with pigs, they’d eat anything at all. He’d seen one eat a shoe one time, laces and all, then top it off with a slurp from its trough. It had spotted Bad Dog, just a puppy back then, and fixed him with a hungry look: don’t you look juicy?

Jeb looked plenty juicy, all round and plump.

The boar tugged at Jeb’s shirt. Jeb pushed it away. He caught Bad Dog’s eye and shook his head side to side.

“Hey, buddy, you listening? You wanna play Lassie? Go on, go home, run and get help.”

Bad Dog cocked his head. Lassie? Was that him?

“I’m stuck pretty good in here. Go on now, git. You don’t want to be here for what’s coming next.”

Bad Dog’s throat closed on a watery whimper. Jeb’s voice was calm, but his scent was sharp, panicked. Jeb never panicked. Bad Dog danced on his toes.

“That’s right,” said Jeb. “Get Eddie. Get⁠—”

The boar charged him, a freight train on legs. It slammed into his chest and Jeb hugged it tight. It struggled and squirmed in his big, meaty arms, and reared its head back to snap at his neck. Jeb roared, lowered his head, and butted it in the snout. It butted him back and they both pulled back bloody. Bad Dog yipped—hey! Jeb reeled, blinking fast. The boar unwrapped him like a stick of beef jerky, tearing his vest off, then his ugly plaid shirt.

Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey! Bad Dog spread his legs and barked up a storm. Once you unwrapped a Slim Jim, why then, you ate it. Jeb wasn’t for eating. Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!

Bad Dog’s body bunched up without his head’s say-so. His legs twitched and trembled. His blood sang run, run. And Bad Dog took off like the coward he was. Raced into the woods, then spun and raced back. He ran back and forth, and around in tight circles, chasing two instincts, run and protect. His tail ran ahead of him, and he lurched to catch up, and he might have run forever if Jeb hadn’t yelled.

“Get off me,” he hollered.

The boar squealed in pain. Bad Dog stopped running. A crow squawked nearby, that hoarse double brawk. Crows—Bad Dog hated them. Crows were the worst. They’d wait till he was eating and yank on his tail, and when he turned to snap at them, they snatched his food.

Bad Dog could do that.

He could yank the boar’s tail and snatch its food.

He didn’t give himself time to wuss out. The boar’s tail was hairy, with a tuft on the end. Bad Dog attacked it like one of Jeb’s leather belts, and jerked it and worried it, flung his head side to side. The boar swung its rump, and Bad Dog swung with it, claws scratching and scuttering across the porch steps. He bit, snapped, and wriggled, and the boar’s skin tore free, exposing bone and cartilage and shiny red muscle. The boar squealed and whirled, and Bad Dog ran away. He ran into the forest, baying, pell-mell, but no brutal hoofbeats thundered up on his back. The boar hadn’t followed. Hadn’t taken his bait. Bad Dog turned and barked at it—hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!

Jeb lunged for his gun again. The boar bit his arm. Bad Dog smelled blood, and the sick scent of pain.

Hey! Over here!

The boar chewed on Jeb’s arm. Jeb bawled and thrashed. Four little snouts poked through the crack in the door, jostling and bumping to get the best view. It was their fault, thought Bad Dog, the boar wouldn’t come. It wouldn’t leave them, unless…unless…

Unless what?

The crow squawked again. Bad Dog barked back. Jeb hooked his thumb in the boar’s yellow eye. It shook him off and charged him again, and Bad Dog charged too. He streaked across the dooryard and over the boar, springing off its shoulders and over Jeb’s head, straight for the door and the four little noses. One of them squeaked at him and he bit it hard, blood on his teeth and hot on his tongue. He gave the piglet a good shake to make it scream, and then the boar came for him, huffing sour breath. It bit at his scruff and Bad Dog tore free, and he dropped the piglet and tore across the porch. He soared over the railing and the boar crashed through it, and they both swished through the tall, fragrant grass.

Bad Dog dove into the forest with the boar at his heels. He ran for the dense woods, where the young trees grew close, but when he squeezed between them, the boar barreled after, snapping off saplings and mowing them down. It tore through the bushes like they were cobwebs, and charged on dragging branches and tangles of roots. Its smell rose, overpowering, and filled Bad Dog’s head, filled his whole world until he couldn’t tell, was he running toward it or running away? His breath came in harsh bursts. His tender nose burned. His tongue lolled and he panted, and for the first time it hit him, he couldn’t run forever.

He couldn’t run forever. How could that be? He’d always run everywhere. He’d run all his life. He ran and it felt good, but now he was tired. His ribs hurt, his paws hurt. His throat had gone dry. He needed a drink, and a soft place to sit. Jeb’s lap, or Stanley’s. A big pile of hay. But the boar was still coming, and gaining, too close. It wasn’t tired. It didn’t need rest. It had its momentum to keep it going, the sheer massive weight of it driving it on.

When it caught him, Bad Dog would die.

The air had thickened, like running through water. It resisted his passage. Weighed on his back. It filled up his lungs, heavy and choking, and his head was all fuzzy, his vision gone dim. Still, he ran on, because when he stopped, he would die. He didn’t want to die. He wanted to live. He wanted to chase more socks, and one day he’d catch one. He wanted Jeb to catch him and play the drums on his chest. He wanted more days and more nights and more mornings. More warm laps. More scraps from the table. He wanted—he wanted⁠—

The boar hurtled into him hard from behind. Bad Dog smelled his own pain, and then he felt it. He flew into a tree and tried to scrabble up it, and the boar charged again and knocked him flat in the dirt. Bad Dog turned over and tried to spring up, but his legs were all wobbly. He staggered instead. His head spun and crackled and he flopped on his rump. The boar bent toward him and its small eyes glimmered, hot shards of amber burning in the dark.

Bad Dog whined—please. The boar lowered its head. It smelled of Jeb’s blood, but mostly of death. It grunted, and Bad Dog squirmed away, pushing back with his forepaws in the loose, warm dirt. His tail whacked something sharp-edged, and he let out a yelp.

The boar tossed its big head. Bad Dog begged it, don’t, don’t. He glanced behind him to see what he’d whacked, and it was the hood from somebody’s car, all by itself in the heart of the woods. Bad Dog didn’t stop to wonder why it was there. He squeezed himself under it, clumsy, ass-first. The boar watched him do it, head cocked to one side. Bad Dog hoped, for a moment, it might forget he was there—out of sight, out of mind, like when Jeb hid the treats. But the boar nosed after him, snuffling under the hood. It jammed its snout in and lifted, but the hood dropped back down. Bad Dog whined when it struck him, and stretched out flat.

The boar minced in circles around his hideout. Sometimes, it nosed in and tried to bite. Sometimes, it slammed its big chin on the hood. That hurt Bad Dog’s ribs, and the sound hurt his ears. He snuffled and whimpered and howled out for Jeb. Wasn’t he coming? Wasn’t he safe? Hadn’t Bad Dog saved him? Had he been too late?

This was the sock’s fault. That stupid sock. He’d gone chasing after it, and it’d led him here. And it had laughed at him, that high tee-hee-hee. If he made it home, he was raiding the closets. Tearing up every sock, every shoe, every stocking. The slippers as well, just to be safe.

The boar jammed its head in, all the way to its ears. Bad Dog cowered back, and his head filled with clang—metal on metal and straight through his skull. His ears rang, his chest rang, and then came a crack. The boar squealed and surged up and crumpled back down. Its eyes went huge and glassy, and then they slid shut. Bad Dog stared at it, and he knew it was dead. He knew about shooting. He knew about guns. The boar was meat now. Bad Dog was alive.

He barked out for Jeb—here! Hey! Hey! Hey!—but the call that came back was reedy and cracked. A young voice, a strange voice.

“Get away from my pig!”

Bad Dog lay and waited. He didn’t bark back. He didn’t want to be meat, if the voice wasn’t friendly. He waited some more, and footsteps drew near. Bad Dog saw white shoes, scuffed at the toes.

“I know you’re in there. Come on, show your⁠—”

“Hold it right there.”

And there was Jeb. Bad Dog’s tail started wagging. He felt a yip bubbling up.

“I’m not gonna hurt him.” The kid’s voice had gone sulky. “I’m just out here hunting, and your dog scared my pig.”

Jeb made a snorting sound. “How old are you?”

“Sixteen,” said the kid. “That’s my pig. I shot it.”

“And you’re welcome to it, but I want my dog.”

The white shoes backed off, just a couple of steps. “You okay, mister? Your nose is all busted.”

“I’m good,” said Jeb. “Was that your monkey back there?”

“Huh?” The kid snickered. “Did you hit your head? We don’t get many monkeys in Tennessee.”

“I did hit my head,” said Jeb. “But the monkey came first.” He circled the dead boar and lifted the hood. Bad Dog flew out, straight into his arms, and buried his snout in Jeb’s fluffy beard. Jeb hugged him and kissed him and mussed up his scruff.

“Good boy,” he said, his voice turning rough. “You saved me back there, you know that? Good boy. Good boy.”

Bad Dog slurped Jeb’s cheek. Jeb pushed him off. Bad Dog rammed his wet nose into Jeb’s ear.

“There was a zoo burned down,” said the kid. “Out in Knoxville. If you saw a monkey, it could be from there.”

Jeb didn’t seem to hear him. He hugged Bad Dog again. “Good boy—good boy. Who’s my best boy?” He felt in his pocket and pulled out a treat, the good kind, the crisp kind with the soft meat inside. Bad Dog snapped it up and searched for another, and Jeb held out the whole bag, still mostly full. Bad Dog’s snout was too big to fit inside, but he got his tongue in and slurped out a treat, and slurped out another, and crunched them both up.

“I’m sorry,” said the kid. “About my pig chasing your dog. I didn’t know you were out here, and⁠—”

“Your pig.” Jeb chuckled, a low, rueful sound. “How’ll you even lug that thing home?”

“I got a sled. I’ll drag him. It’s fine.” He scratched his elbow. “Is your dog okay?”

Jeb fixed Bad Dog with an appraising look. He patted him roughly, all down his sides, and slid a hand under him to grope at his belly. “He’s not just okay,” he said. “He’s a good boy. The best.”

Good Boy slurped Jeb again, sloppy and wet. Good Boy, he liked that. His new favorite name.
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BLURB

They went looking for their daughter. They found a civil war…

Laurel and her husband Bear are finally reunited. But South Minneha Hospital is no longer the haven it once was. Together, they take on a new quest: leaving the hospital behind, and setting off to find their daughter, Mae.

Accompanied by Trent and Jess, Laurel and Bear leave the safety of Minneha and begin their search, knowing only that Private Mae Petersen was serving in the US Army when the EMP hit. The Internet is just a memory, and phones are now quaint relics. Finding out where one private was stationed—and where she might be now—will take a miracle.

Laurel is up for the challenge, but the world changed while she was fighting to save Minneha. Roving bands of gunmen have given way to organized paramilitary groups. The land she and her companions must cross is contested by two factions, the Militia and the Freemen. Tensions are rising, lines are being drawn, and one fact is painfully clear…

If Laurel and Bear are to reunite their family, they’re going to have to fight.
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EXCERPT

Chapter One

LAUREL

“All set?” Laurel crouched down and tucked the blanket a little closer around her mom’s legs.

“Stop fussing, darling.” Her mom smiled and tweaked her index finger beneath Laurel’s chin. She was wearing her customary bright red lipstick and a splash of mascara, but her complexion was paler than normal.

“It won’t hurt to wait until it’s a little warmer out.” Laurel glanced at the large glass windows that      enclosed the hospital foyer. Still only March, while it was sunny outside, it was also bitterly cold. Especially when the wind blew.

For a long moment, Laurel’s mother looked at her. Her eyes softened, as if she was feeling sorry about something. But then she said, “Nonsense, come on. I need some air. I’ve been stuck inside for weeks.”

Standing up, Laurel moved to the back of her mom’s wheelchair and flexed her fingers on the handles. Since her return to South Minneha, no one had ventured outside unless it was for hunting, scavenging, or one of their weekly trips to look for townsfolk who might need medical help; it had been too cold for leisurely walks. But the last snow fell      more than a week ago now, and the ground was starting to thaw. So, Laurel had promised her mother a short outing. Looking at her mom’s diminutive frame, however, she was beginning to wonder whether it was a good idea.

That morning, once the sun was up, and the snow a little softer, Bear and Henry had cleared something of a path around the building using Henry’s special salt mixture and two large shovels. Laurel intended to start at the front, exiting from the foyer, and loop around until they were back where they’d started. She had packed a thermos of coffee and some cookies for them to enjoy when they reached the bench that looked out at the forest. If her mom was doing okay.

Over the past few weeks, she’d been quieter than normal. When she caught Laurel watching her, she made an effort to smile and pretend to be upbeat. But Laurel knew she was hiding the true extent of her discomfort. As Bear pulled open the doors for them, she made a mental note to discuss her mother’s meds with Hannah later. The new combination they’d started her on was never going to have the same effect as the trial meds had, but Laurel would have expected to see at least some improvement.

“See you soon.” Laurel allowed her hand to graze Bear’s as she walked past him. He smiled at her and nodded. Once he was out of earshot, Laurel’s mom reached up and patted Laurel’s hand. “Things seem to be going well between the two of you?”

Pulling her scarf tighter around her neck, Laurel laughed. “Well, that took all of thirty seconds.”

“What did?” Her mom folded her arms around her middle.

“Asking about me and Bear. We’ve been out of the building less than a minute.”

“Well,” her mom chuckled, “I don’t get any other chance to ask you. Lately, it seems that wherever you are, he’s only a few steps behind you.” She looked over her shoulder and gave Laurel a knowing glance. “So…?”

“So, nothing.” Laurel pushed the chair over a difficult patch of ground and winced at the twinge in her ankle. Although the injury had healed, she was still experiencing discomfort and it was starting to irritate her. She was not used to being unable to shake something when she wanted to. Several times, Bear had offered to give her some PT but she’d refused, telling him it would sort itself out soon. Now, however, she was beginning to wonder whether she should give in and allow him to help.

“Not nothing.” Her mom’s tone had become sharper, the way it was when she was about to tell Laurel off about something. “Laurel, the world crumbled around our ears. Bear came all the way here from Thunder Bay to find you. You were the first thing he thought of. You. That has to mean something.”

Laurel pressed her lips together and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose; the cold was making them slip. “Maybe, but do we need to figure it out right now?”

She expected her mom to answer right away, but instead there was a long pause. She watched her mother’s shoulders gently rise and fall as she took several deep breaths. “I’d like you to figure it out before⁠—”

“Coffee,” Laurel interrupted. She knew what her mother was about to say and, not for the first time, stopped her from saying it. She couldn’t hear talk like that. Not now. Not ever. Not after such a long, hard journey to get back here. “I brought coffee and cookies. We’re nearly at the bench. Do you feel up to stopping for a snack break?”

After a short, sharp sigh, her mom replied, “When have I ever turned down cookies?” then laced her gloved fingers together in her lap and remained quiet while they made their way around the side of the hospital building toward the picturesque lawn and forest out back.

“I have to say,” Laurel spoke up      — feeling the need to fill the silence with words      — “You know I’m not Robert Sullivan’s biggest fan, but it was a good idea to keep this area open. Part of the hospital grounds. It’s good for the soul to be close to nature.”

“Is that a scientific opinion?” her mom asked, slightly sharp     .

“Yes, actually.” They were almost at the bench. Bear and Henry had cleared a path directly to it. On the brow of the dip that led down toward the trees, it gave a perfect view of the forest and the sky beyond. “There was a study. I remember reading about it⁠—”

Mid-sentence, Laurel stopped.

“Did you hear that?” She stepped sideways, so she was standing next to her mom, and strained her ears. “I swear I heard something.” She looked down at her mother. She too was listening intently but shook her head.

“No, dear. I can’t hear anything.”

“I’m sure…” Laurel peered down the slope at the trees. The spaces between them were dark and uninviting. She’d ventured in there a couple of times with Bear and Trent on their hunting expeditions, but on the whole, had left food gathering to them; they were better at it and Trent seemed to revel in the alone time with Bear. He hadn’t said anything, he was too sweet a kid for that, but Laurel could tell he was finding it hard to adjust to sharing Bear’s attention with someone else.

She was shaking her head, about to take out the coffee, when something moved in the periphery of her vision. She stepped forward, watching the tree line.

“Is someone there?” Her mother asked, following Laurel’s gaze.

“I’m not sure.” She turned and flicked the brakes on her mom’s chair. “Mom, can you wait here a moment?”

“I can’t exactly make a run for it,” her mother quipped.

Striding away from the path Bear cleared for her, Laurel inched through the thinning snow until she was a few feet away from the bench. There. Something was definitely moving.

Reaching for her gun with one hand, she waved the other and called, “Hello? If there’s somebody there, I’m a doctor. This is a hospital. Do you need help?”

For a moment, nothing moved. A cold breeze whipped across Laurel’s face. Then a voice carried forward on the wind. “Help! Help! My sister-in-law. She needs help!”

As Laurel took another step forward, a figure emerged from the trees. A woman. Waving frantically, she called again, “My sister-in-law needs help. Please!”

“Mom,” Laurel turned to her mother. “I’ll be right back. Wait there.”

Then she charged down the slope in the direction of the trees.
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By the time Laurel reached her, the woman was no longer alone. She’d been joined by another, who was clutching her stomach and seemed barely able to stand. When she looked up and moved her arm, Laurel realized why.

“You’re pregnant…” Laurel rushed forward and took the woman’s other arm. In answer, she simply groaned and clutched her stomach harder.

“Her name’s Tory. She’s thirty-six weeks. I’m Kate. She’s my brother’s wife.” The woman who’d shouted at Laurel from the trees adjusted her friend’s weight on her shoulder and winced.

“Okay, Kate. We’re not far from the hospital. Let’s get Tory inside. Is your brother—” Laurel glanced back at the trees, but Kate replied with a solemn shake of the head. Laurel nodded in understanding, then motioned for them to start moving. Slowly, they began to help Tory up the slope.

“Tory, I’m a doctor, can you tell me what happened? When did you start experiencing pain?”

Tory breathed in hard, gritted her teeth, then replied, “This morning. It just started this morning.”

“Are you having contractions?”

“I don’t know.” Tory gripped Laurel’s arm a little harder. “How do I know?”

“Does the pain come in waves? Or is it constant?”

“Constant. All the time. No waves.” Tory winced and wobbled, but Kate steadied her. Then, stopping, she looked up at Laurel. “This is a hospital, so you can help me? Right?” Her voice wavered and moisture sprung to her eyes. “I can’t lose my baby.”

“We can help you, Tory.” Laurel nodded firmly. “We just need to get you inside.”

As they drew closer to the bench, and Laurel’s mom realized what was happening, Laurel saw her push herself gingerly out of her chair and shuffle to the bench itself. “Mom,” she called, “sit back in your chair!”

But when they reached her, her mother simply said, “This young woman needs it more than I do. Take her inside and send someone back for me. I’ll be fine for a few minutes.”

Laurel bit her lower lip. Her mom had already been outside for almost half an hour. But there was no way Tory would make it to the foyer without the chair.

“All right,” she said, lowering Tory into the wheelchair. “But I’ll send someone right away.” She grabbed the blanket and wrapped it firmly around her mom’s shoulders. “Just hang tight, okay?”

Her mother’s answer was drowned out by another pained cry from Tory. “It hurts,” she moaned. “Please. Help me. It hurts.”

“Help her!” Kate grabbed Laurel’s elbow.

“Okay, Tory. Here we go.” Laurel looked briefly at her mom. “I’ll send Henry right back.” Then she nodded, and began pushing.
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BLURB

A brutal new Ice Age covers the Earth…

When an experiment to reverse climate change goes disastrously wrong, Jarred and his daughter Hope are forced to head south in search of warmth. This man-made eternal winter shows no signs of stopping, and with temperatures continuing to plummet, fears of a new ice age drive survivors into a panic.

Jarred and Hope don’t have the wilderness skills needed to survive this disaster. But when their car spins out of control, they’re forced to fend for themselves in the ruthless and unforgiving forest surrounding them. And as they journey through the snow-swept wilderness, they slowly discover they are not alone…

Survivalist Fiona knows how to deal with a harsh winter on her own, but this new world is deadly. She’s got a cabin stockpiled, and is all alone until she runs across Benjy, a forest ranger who’s ready to help, but has his own reasons for staying with her.

Civilization is crumbling. There’s no electricity. The cold is getting worse, and resources are scarce. To survive, Jarred and Hope will have to find allies they can trust, and push themselves harder than they ever imagined. Because even a moment’s weakness in this harsh icy wasteland can mean only one thing.

Freezing to death in the merciless cold…

Exciting news! Endless Winter is better than ever – it was expanded & republished in September 2023!

Grab your copy of Endless Winter from www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com
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EXCERPT

Part One

Chapter One

“If you keep harassing the ladies, I’m going to make a big pot of mutton curry out of you,” Fiona said, glaring at the big Saanen ram, who was poised for another charge.

Ramses was an enormous and rascally creature, a creamy white color with an impressive long beard dangling from his chin. Over two hundred pounds, he used his weight to his advantage. He was, in a word, a bully, and Fiona Scarborough had had just about enough of him. She was currently squatting in a corner of the paddock fence, a box of tools beside her, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the goat.

The goat paddock was a crude affair, made with her own hands, but a particularly fierce wind, bitterly cold, had swept through early in the morning and pulled three boards off. The crossbeam was still intact, so nailing them back in place should have been an easy job. All she needed to do was drive a few nails in, but she didn’t dare turn her back on the bully. At that very moment, Ramses had his big yellow eyes fixed on her, and he kept raising and lowering his head, as if daring her to look away.

“Okay, if you want to pick on me, that’s fine,” Fiona said, waving her hammer at him. “Just leave the ladies alone. Better yet, don’t bother anyone.”

The female milking goats were mostly clustered together in the far corner, protecting each other from the unpredictable male. Ramses finally turned away and wandered off, snorting and shaking his head, as if he’d grown bored of Fiona.

Now’s my chance, she thought, pulling a nail out of the front pocket of her overalls. She’d leaned one of the fallen boards back in place, but she pressed it against the crossbeam now and set the tip of the nail in place.

And then she heard it. The clank and clack of goat horns banging together. With a sigh, she lowered the nail and looked over her shoulder. Ramses had made his way to the ladies in the corner, and he was currently locking horns with Delilah, the oldest of the females. She didn’t really want to engage with him and kept trying to back away, but the other goats were in the way.

Finally, Ramses backed up, lowered his head, and butted her. Fiona tossed the hammer down, rose, and went to him. As she approached, he gave her an ornery look over his shoulder, as if daring her to get in the way.

“Leave the ladies alone, I said.” Fiona grabbed his collar and pulled him away. “Just stand in your corner and behave.”

She walked him toward the feed trough, where a small bit of food remained.

“Look at all that food. Clean your plate,” she said, petting him on the neck.

He bent down, as if to do just that, and Fiona went back to her corner. Still, she could hear him banging the edge of the trough with his horns. He was definitely in a mood, worse than usual, and the timing was especially annoying. As Fiona returned to the broken section of the paddock, another blast of cold air swept through the paddock and knocked the loose boards over. It pulled some of Fiona’s long auburn hair out of her loose ponytail, and she angrily swept it back into place as she knelt beside the broken fence.

The paddock was in almost constant need of repairs, like the rest of her homestead, which kept her busy most days. With fifteen acres of old buildings that she’d patched numerous times, she was proud of what she’d achieved. She had a home, a barn, a garage, a workshop, a small greenhouse, and additional storage buildings, and somehow she’d kept them all together.

She set one of the fallen boards back in place, securing it with a few nails. By the time she picked up the second board, the chill began to bite the exposed skin of her face.

Ramses had ceased messing with the trough and was tromping about again, looking for trouble. Soon enough, he was back in the corner messing with the milking goats. Fiona finished nailing the second board in place before turning to him. She’d been thinking about butchering him for a while now, though at his size, it would be a lot of meat to deal with. Still, she wondered if he was more trouble than he was worth. Technically, he was a cart-puller, but he hadn’t pulled a cart in years.

He locked horns with one of the females again.

“Ramses, get away from there, you creep,” she shouted, reaching for the third and final board. “They don’t like you.”

Ramses bleated.

“Yeah, I know you heard me,” Fiona said, positioning a nail.

She had just started to swing the hammer when she heard him coming. Hooves clawing the ground. With less than a second to react, she tried to rise, but Ramses slammed into her. He drove his curled horns into her back and shoved her against the fence, instantly knocking the wind out of her. She fell to one side, sprawling on the ground as she dropped the hammer and nail in the process. She rolled onto her side and planted her hand against the ground, but Ramses was already backing up, lowering his head for a second charge. Though she tried to pick herself up, she could tell she wasn’t going to make it. This time, Ramses would hit her in the side, and she was already struggling to catch her breath.

“Mutton curry…” she managed to say.

And then she heard sharp, furious barking as Smoke came racing toward the paddock. Smoke was an Australian Cattle Dog, his fur mostly black with flecks of white. A stocky dog, he had boundless energy. Fiona couldn’t keep him contained. She’d let him run wild around the fifteen-acre property while she worked on the paddock, but apparently, he’d finally sensed Ramses’s orneriness.

The dog leapt over the low paddock fence. Ramses paused mid-charge and hastily backed away, as Smoke proceeded to herd him into a corner all by himself, dashing from side to side to cut off any escape.

With a groan, Fiona picked herself up, using the fence for support. She could feel a big spot on her lower back that would no doubt turn into a giant bruise in another day or two. Satisfied, Smoke finally padded over to her side, and she petted his head. Ramses stayed in his corner for the time being, clearly intimidated.

“Thanks, good boy,” Fiona said. She bent down to retrieve the hammer and felt a twinge of pain. It was enough to turn annoyance into full-blown anger. She tossed the hammer into the toolbox, then kicked the side of the toolbox for good measure. Smoke was giving her an eager look, and she scratched him behind the ears.

“I sure wish you had opposable thumbs,” she said. “I could really use the help. You have no idea.”

She made her way over to Ramses and grabbed his collar, dragging him out of the corner. He came only reluctantly, keeping his eyes on Smoke, who circled around behind him. She led the goat across the paddock and into the side door on the barn.

“I’ve had quite enough of you for one day,” she muttered, pulling him toward one of the box stalls inside the dim, dusty building. She got him into the stall and closed and latched the gate. As she backed away, Ramses strode toward the gate and gave her his weird-eyed look, as if to say, What did I do?

Yes, there were moments when Fiona found herself close to despair. It didn’t take much, really. Getting headbutted by Ramses was quite enough. She’d worked so hard, day after day, for so long, yet it felt like she was just barely keeping the homestead together. Smoke was a great dog, and a good companion, but it wasn’t the same as having other people around.

I don’t want other people around, she reminded herself. I don’t need them.

As she made her way back out of the barn, she stuck her hands under the front flap of her overalls. She was wearing leather work gloves, but they weren’t made for warmth. Already, her fingers ached from the cold. Still, she made her way back to the fence and forced herself to finish the repairs, even as the cold sank deeper and deeper into her flesh.

When the final board was in place, she shut and latched the toolbox. Then she took her gloves off and vigorously rubbed her hands together. When that didn’t help, she cupped her hands around her mouth and blew on them. Through all of this, Smoke kept watch, as if he thought Ramses might somehow sneak up behind them.

God, I hate the cold so much, she thought, grabbing the handle of the big toolbox and picking it up. What is the deal with this awful weather? It’s not even close to winter yet.

She had just stood up again when she saw the first snowflakes falling. They were fat and heavy, falling from a pure white sky. It shocked her. She looked out beyond the gate and saw her house sitting on its low hilltop, with the tall trees at the edge of the property providing a dark green backdrop.

She had created a path of crude steps leading from the barn to the porch, which made for easy passage as she began her early morning chores. Now she was envisioning it all covered in snow.

“It’s September,” she muttered. “How can it already be snowing?”

No sense thinking about it now. If she’d learned anything during her time on the homestead, it was to deal first with the known before worrying about the unknown. This was the only way to keep from being overwhelmed. As she started toward the house, lugging the toolbox with her, Smoke pawed at her side. She bent to scratch his ears.

“We’ll be okay, boy,” she said. “We made it this far, didn’t we? No matter what the season throws at us, we’ll deal with it, you and me.”

Smoke barked, ran a circle around her, and headed up the hill.
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