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CHAPTER ONE




Patriox Energy drill site

The Patriox Energy drill tower loomed over the barren landscape, piercing the flat midwestern horizon like a steel colossus. At its foundation, a dozen massive pumping trucks rumbled, harvesting fresh water from underground aquifers and mixing it with a chemical sludge before pushing it back down the drill's shaft. The biting scent of diesel wafted in the mist that rose from the borehole as the fracking fluid cooled the raging bit and drew rock cuttings back to the surface. Rugged men in hard-hats and protective gear moved between vehicles and trailers housing an array of specialized equipment used to monitor seismic activity, rock composition, gas levels, and temperature with surgical precision. Dozens of workers and hundreds of tons of gear had become one mighty operation in pursuit of natural gas buried deep beneath central Illinois.

Inside the soundproofed confines of the rig's command-center trailer, neat rows of monitors glowed under the austere fluorescent lighting. Len Fulton leaned forward to scrutinize the data on his screen. "Approaching the kickoff point. All systems are green on my end."

He looked over to Hank Granby at the next workstation. Hank had the same graying hair and wrinkled skin as his companion, but where middle age had made Len gaunt and stooped, it had turned Hank plump and slouched.

"Good here, too. Ready to commence turning the wellbore horizontal."

"Not just yet," a male voice intoned. "Today we're going deeper."

Hank glanced over his shoulder at a sharply dressed man hovering behind them. Though calling him a "man" was generous. To Hank, Dr. Thomas Avery was little more than a bossy kid with a fancy degree and a chip on his shoulder. Beside him was a young woman in a sleek blazer and skirt. Dr. Julie Stauring was as fresh-faced as her partner, but there was a steeliness in her eyes that commanded authority.

Hank kept his voice level, despite his growing frustration with the pair. "I'm afraid you may be mistaken. This is the maximum depth the feds permit us to drill."

"Which I've been doing since you were in diapers," he didn't add.

He didn't understand why Patriox had sent these two eggheads to babysit them. He and Len knew what they were doing. They'd been working the region for the bulk of their careers. Back when they started, it had all been cornfields that stretched to infinity. Today the barren ground was pocked with the carcasses of dormant gas wells sealed with massive iron caps. Decades of fracking operations had left wastewater pools sprawled across the landscape, their surfaces slicked with a chemical miasma that curdled in the afternoon sun. A small price to pay for abundant, clean-burning energy.

Dr. Stauring gave a flat smile. "The law allows Patriox a certain degree of regulatory latitude, and the executive board has chosen to exploit that discretion at this juncture."

The sterile political double-speak didn't sit right with Hank, but before he could say so, Len voiced what was on both of their minds.

"If the brass wants us to drill deeper, why is this the first we're hearing about it?"

"Because our team's research is confidential, and on a need-to-know basis. And until now, you did not need to know." Stauring tapped on her phone, and the terminals chimed. The two men checked their screens to find a secured company communication. "I'm sure you'll find that everything is in order."

The techs looked over the file. The authorization was a jumble of dense legalese, but it made one thing abundantly clear. The scientists were in charge of the dig, and their word was law. Len gave a weary shrug. "Looks like we're drilling deeper. Hank?"

Hank tapped his keyboard. "I'm reset. Standing by."

Len entered a new command, and the drill bit continued chewing downward into the Earth's crust. Beside him, Hank watched the depth indicator sink deeper than they'd ever dared to go. As the rhythmic thrum of the drill pulsed through the floor, his heartbeat raised to meet it. All around the trailer, the techs monitoring the rig's systems tensed and cast uneasy glances at each other. They were in uncharted territory, and with it came unknown peril. The scientists, however, seemed absolutely confident in their decision. Dr. Stauring's dark eyes glittered with eager anticipation, and her slender hand found Dr. Avery's and gave it a squeeze.

"This is it," she whispered. "The moment of truth…"

Hank's brow raised at the stern woman's uncharacteristic display of emotion, but before he could allow himself to wonder, the machinery's growl tremored then raised in pitch. The needles of a series of digital gauges simultaneously dropped on his screen, and his stomach plunged.

"What in the… The drill is going through that rock like a hot knife through butter. Are these readings right?"

Len's eyes widened at the figures on his own screen. "They can't be."

He sucked a breath as a massive tremor rocked the trailer on its suspension. Stauring steadied herself against a desk as a deep and unnatural groan sounded from the earth beneath them. "What's happening?"

"I don't know." Hank's voice was tight as he gazed at the aberrant data that flickered across his screen. "This doesn't make any sense. Torque meters are showing almost no resistance on the bit, but pressure is spiking hard. If I didn't know better, I'd say we hit some kind of⁠—"

His words were swallowed by a deafening, wet roar from outside. The thousands of gallons of water and chemicals being pumped down the drill shaft had gone rogue, blasting back upward in a massive column of toxic froth. Alarms ripped through the command center as the techs began shouting to each other and frantically clattering on their keyboards.

"Something's blowing the coolant back up!" Len roared.

"Shut down the drill!" Avery ordered. "Shut it down now!"

"What do you think I'm trying to do?" Hank pounded his controls, but only managed to produce error tones. "The rig's not responding!"

The ground convulsed, violently shifting the command trailer and pitching it to one side. Techs grabbed onto their desks as their equipment tumbled away and smashed to the floor. Several of them lurched out of their chairs and scrambled to turn their screens upright and grab their lost keyboards, desperate to get the situation under control. A resounding bang pounded from above, and all eyes snapped upward to see a huge dent in the metal roof.

"What was that?" Stauring cried.

Hank looked out the window in horror. The steel drill tower groaned as the torrential surge of sludge erupted beneath it, pummeling its underside with a violent storm of excavated rock. The stones banged off the tower and rained down on the surrounding site, smashing vehicles and sending the crew running for their lives.

"It's debris from the drill! The frack fluid is throwing it⁠—"

Another deafening bang created a second dent in the ceiling. The metal split along the seam, and a torrent of tainted water poured in. Avery's eyes widened as he gazed at a readout on a flickering screen. "The borehole is venting gas like a punctured balloon! This is impossible!"

"We've gotta go!" Hank barked. "Now!"

Len snatched a radio, his hands shaking as he squeezed the button. "Attention all crew! Code red! I repeat, code red! Evacuate the site!"

"Move, move, move!"

Hank's meaty hand grabbed Avery and yanked him away from the computer and toward the door. Stauring raced out behind them, followed by Len and the rest of the techs. The world outside was an apocalypse in motion. The towering drill groaned with the sound of rending metal, a mechanical beast in its death throes. The furious geyser hammered it with enormous clods of earth and rock, smashing its supports and mangling the structure into an unrecognizable hulk of twisted steel.

Crew members dashed in all directions through the toxic rain, some of them trying to contain the disaster, and others just running for their lives. With their operators gone missing, several wounded pumping trucks continued their mechanical labors, blasting fluids in raging fountains from their broken pipes. Engines roared as panicked men climbed into whatever vehicles they could reach and attempted to escape.

The rancid storm pounded down on Hank, Len, and the scientists as they stumbled into a field of wet, squelching mud. Dr. Stauring squealed and closed her eyes at the sting of chemical irritants, and Hank grabbed her and pulled her to one side just as a truck raced by, nearly clipping her with a fender. A spray of warm mud splattered on the group as Len pointed and roared, "Come on! This way!"

He led them toward a row of service vehicles as rocks rained down from above like meteorites. Each thunderous impact scarred the ground and sent trembles through their legs, but they raced forward, driven by a primal need to survive the nightmare they had unwittingly unleashed. The unnatural downpour was thunder in their ears, overpowering the screams of sirens and the roar of engines. A rock the size of a beer keg plummeted through the downpour and hit Avery, crumpling his body with a sickening crunch.

"Thomas! No!" Dr. Stauring's cry sliced through the deluge as she fell at his side, her knees sinking into the saturated mud. Her wet hands scrabbled over the rock that crushed her partner. "Help me! Help me get this off him!"

Len and Hank scrambled up behind her, their faces grim as they assessed the situation. Avery's neck was twisted at an unnatural angle, the rock crushing his shoulder and half his face, his vacant eyes staring sightlessly at the apocalyptic sky.

"He's gone," Len said numbly.

"No!" Stauring's delicate hands clawed at the bloodied rock. "Help me! Please!"

"Stauring, we've gotta go!" Hank barked.

The frenzied scientist thrashed in protest as the two men grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her away from the corpse, but within a few steps her rage turned into a gasping sob, and her body went limp in their hands. When they reached the SUV, Len flung a back door open and they practically threw Stauring inside. Hank's plump face was red and he wheezed from the exertion, but he managed to climb in behind her. Len raced to the driver's side door and slid behind the wheel.

Hank's jowls quivered as he choked, "Go, Len, go!"

Len started the engine with a roar of horsepower and floored the accelerator. The tires spun in the wet mud, then caught, throwing the vehicle forward in a fishtailing lurch. He cranked the wheel back and forth, dodging other skidding vehicles as he made his way toward the main road. Behind them, the last of the lubricating liquid sputtered out of the borehole, and the drill's scream changed pitch as it began to grind on bare rock. The SUV careened through a flooded wasteland of jagged stones and ruined vehicles, dodging—or in some cases not dodging—bodies that were strewn through the rubble and tainted mud.

"Look out!" Stauring screeched.

Len jerked the wheel, barely missing a crew member who darted out between two overturned trucks, their pumping hoses spilled like the entrails of giant mechanical beasts. The vehicle skidded and went into a spin. As he struggled to straighten it out, a terrible noise thundered from the rig—a deafening screech of metal against stone, loud enough to rattle their teeth in their gums. A plume of noxious black smoke billowed from the dry borehole, reeking with the stench of burning chemicals and noxious methane fumes.

"It's venting gas!" Hank cried. "We didn't even start fracking! How is it⁠—"

His words were cut off by a single, deep thud powerful enough to ripple the ground. For the briefest moment, the SUV was airborne, along with everything else on the drill site, as the earth kicked up beneath them. At the same moment, the borehole erupted like a volcano. A column of white-hot flame blasted out of the ground like the devil's chimney, obliterating the remains of the tower in a mass of melting steel.

Stauring's face tightened in horror, and she whimpered, "What have we done?"

Len got control of the SUV and rocketed away from the inferno, bouncing the oversized tires across the raw fields toward the paved road. Outside the windows, the steel cap of an old, defunct well popped like a champagne cork, flipping into the air as a massive jet of searing fire belched from its shaft. Len reflexively flinched away from the blast, twisting the wheel and sending the vehicle bounding deeper into the field of spent wells. One by one, each of the massive caps blew off on raging columns of flame, spreading outward from the ruined drill.

"Go right!" Hank barked. "Cut across on the old service road!"

Len swerved sharply, narrowly avoiding an enormous, flaming cap that fell from the sky and buried itself in the earth like an oversized tombstone. He hit the old service road and followed its curve toward the main access road. Once they hit blacktop, they'd be home free. But as the thought crossed his mind, a colossal crack splintered the earth, racing along the right side of the SUV with predatory speed. It was as if the world itself was unzipping, spilling out a curtain of searing flame. A towering wall of fire surged up from the abyss, like a dragon exhaling from the depths.

"Watch out!" Stauring wailed. "Over there!"

A second fissure opened up to the left, ripping through the ground with tremendous speed. Len stood on the pedal, weaving the car through the encroaching labyrinth of fissures and flames until the dirt road gave way to an expanse of cracked blacktop. With a whoop of celebration he straightened the wheel and put the pedal to the floor, and the tires found new speed against the pavement.

"Don't stop!" Hank cried. "Keep that pedal to the floor until we hit the highway, then⁠—"

The world dropped away in front of them. Len stood on the brake and the tires laid down black skid marks as the SUV came to rest at the edge of a chasm of roaring flames.

With a deep rumble of collapsing stone, the wave of destruction reached the road, devouring the blacktop and swallowing the SUV whole. Dr. Stauring's wail of terror was the last sound any of them heard as they were incinerated in a hell of their own making.

Already intense pressures beneath the Earth’s surface were amplified by the ignition of innumerable cubic feet of combustible solids, liquids and gases, sending flames hundreds of feet skyward through the cracks, the ground crumbling away in their wake. All across the landscape, the extreme heat and pressure caused more spent wells to pop as the subterranean inferno spread, creating a spiderweb of fissures that radiated outward in an ever-expanding ring that stretched toward the horizon—and beyond.


CHAPTER TWO




Prairie Winds Farm

Harper Carlson raked the last of the winter debris from the tent camping sites at Prairie Winds Farm. The springtime warmth was a reminder that summer was just around the corner, and with it the farm's busiest months. It was unfortunate that peak growing season and peak tourist season happened at the same time, but plants and people both loved that bright Nebraska sun.

Taking a break from her work, she gazed through the cottonwood trees that lined the gravel driveway running from the main road, through the small campground, and up the hill to the farm and the two houses that stood farther up the gentle rise. One was a timeless two-story affair with weathered wooden siding that looked as old as the prairie itself. A few rocking chairs gathered on its broad, wrap-around porch, gently swaying as if inviting her to take a break. Beside the big house was a smaller home that was more modern in a relative sense, but still a generation older than Harper. Unlike the stately, weathered glory of its big brother, the one-story ranch radiated cheer with its bright red door and window boxes overflowing with pansies in rich shades of purple and yellow.

Behind the houses loomed a large barn next to a pasture where a pair of cows lowed contentedly, lazily grazing on tender shoots of grass. Beyond them were the fields, where neat rows of corn seedlings poked through the soil, flanked by thick stands of winter wheat rippling like pale green waves in the breeze.

Harper wiped the sweat from her brow and pulled some rogue strands of long red hair back into her ponytail as she surveyed the small campground. It was empty except for a solitary RV parked in the middle of the row of hookup spaces—the first campers of the season.

The RV was a behemoth from a bygone era, a '90s-era motorhome that had seen better days. The brown paint was faded and peeling in places, revealing the dull gray primer underneath. A few small dents and scratches marred the sides, and the once-gleaming chrome was now dull and pitted. A faded blue awning extended over the entry door, providing a bit of shade to the folding chairs positioned beneath it. The sight of it put a smile on Harper's freckly face.

"I can't wait to get this place officially open for the summer. I love having new faces around the farm."

Nearby, her mother-in-law Ruth applied a fresh coat of forest-green paint to a weathered picnic table. "We all do."

"Earl doesn't."

Ruth waved it off. "Earl doesn't count. He doesn't like anything but his grandchildren and rhubarb pie."

Harper snorted. "In that order?"

"Usually. Depends on how rambunctious Jody is being at the moment."

The two women shared a laugh, but it failed to spread to the sullen-looking teenager raking a nearby tent site. Grace moved with slow, listless movements, her long, dark hair gently swinging in twin braids down her back. Though only sixteen, Grace had a quiet maturity about her, accented by her delicate features and willowy frame. Her shoulders slumped, and her soulful blue eyes stared at the ground.

Harper's smile faded. "Looks like you're none too pleased about the season starting either."

"It's not that, Mom. It's just… I was just reading about what happened in Illinois yesterday. So many people died."

"I saw it on the news last night. Absolutely awful." Ruth shook her head. "They said the sinkhole is over a hundred square miles."

Worry creased Grace's youthful face. "It wasn't a sinkhole, Grandma. It was an explosion. I read online that it was a secret underground nuclear test gone wrong, and the government is trying to cover it up."

"You know better than to believe everything you read on the internet," Harper said. "The tragedy was bad enough without dressing it up with rumors to make it worse."

Grace bit her lip. "The news said emergency workers can't even get close because the whole pit is full of fire. You've seen the pictures of the smoke plume. It looks like a…"

She eyed her mother warily, and Harper put her hands on her hips. "A nuclear explosion?"

"It does, though. You know it does."

Ruth set down her paintbrush and walked over to Grace, putting a comforting arm around the slender girl's shoulders. "Illinois is a long way away. Whatever it is that happened there, we're safe here."

"But what if it happens again, somewhere else?"

"It won't," Harper said firmly. "But to be honest, I am worried about that smoke. I'm afraid it's going to mess up your father and Jody's flight home next week."

She pulled out her phone, but there were no new messages, only the old one from a few days ago when David had let her know he and the little one were going radio-silent for a few days, and not to worry about them.

"I know it's scary," Ruth said, giving Grace's shoulder a gentle squeeze, "but there's no point in obsessing over things we can't control. The best thing we can do is stay focused on getting the campground ready so we can give our guests a great experience when the summer rush starts."

Grace sighed mournfully, returning to her raking with even less enthusiasm than before. Her anxiety was palpable in the air, bringing a concerned frown to Harper's face. But before she could act on it, an old, rusted pick-up truck rumbled into the driveway, its engine growling with low, throaty menace. Mud splattered the sides, caking the wheel wells and undercarriage, and its headlights were yellowed with clouded automotive cataracts.

The vehicle kicked up a billowing cloud of dust in its wake, leaving a hazy trail as it pulled to a stop near where Harper was working. The truck shuddered and then went still, settling into silence. After a moment, the driver's side door creaked open, hinges protesting from years of use, and out stepped Harper's father-in-law, Earl Carlson. His weathered face was set in a perpetual scowl, as if calcified by his long years and short patience. He squinted against the bright sunlight, surveying the campground with a critical eye, but Harper greeted him with a warm smile.

"Welcome home. Did you find everything on my list?"

"Yeah, I got the whole lot." Earl made his way to the back of the truck, lowering the tailgate to reveal a bed full of small potted shrubs and flower seedlings. Harper's eyes lit up at the sight.

"Oh, they're perfect! These will make the campsite look so beautiful. Thank you for picking them up for me."

Ruth looked past the colorful leaves and petals in the truck bed, her gaze falling on a large spool of electrical cable and several lengths of conduit. "What's all that for?"

"While you girls are fussing around getting ready for strangers, someone's got to keep this farm running," Earl grumbled. "When David gets back, we're going to run cable from the power shed out to the barn so we can power some of the smaller equipment off the solar."

He gestured past the dusty RV, beyond the edge of the campground, and up the gentle hill toward the two farmhouses. Their broad roofs were covered with neat arrays of solar panels that glinted in the sun, a modern addition to the otherwise timeless farm.

Ruth smiled at her husband.

"You know, dear, we wouldn't have those fancy solar panels if it weren't for the extra money Harper's campground takes in. You should be thanking her for paying for your expensive toys."

"They're not toys, Ruth. They're part of our self-sufficiency plan." Earl's frown deepened, but he let out a begrudging sigh. "But I suppose getting invaded by noisy strangers every summer isn't all bad."

Harper gave the old man a smile. "I'm glad you think so. Because the pick-your-own vegetable field we started last year was such a big hit, I thought we should add a little playground for when our guests' kids get restless and⁠—"

"Not a chance," Earl snapped. "Playground equipment doesn't belong on a farm."

Grace leaned on her rake. "You built a swing set for me and Jody."

"That's different. You and Jody aren't annoying little pests." Earl snuffed. "Well, you aren't, anyway."

A smile teased the girl's face. "I love you too, Grandpa."

The door of the old, brown RV creaked open, letting out a spill of cheerful oldies music. Jim Gladstone stepped out, blinking in the bright sunlight and taking deep breaths of the morning air. His brown hair was neatly trimmed, just beginning to gray at the temples, and he sported a short, well-groomed goatee. Though he had a bit of a paunch, his build was solid and sturdy, the physique of a man who enjoyed the great outdoors but also never said no to a second helping of dessert. With his cargo shorts, polo shirt, and floppy sunhat, he looked every bit the quintessential tourist dad.

"Good morning, Carlsons!" he called out, waving to the family as he made his way over to them.

Earl scowled. "Just now rolling out of bed, are we?"

Ruth swatted her husband's arm. "Oh, hush. He's on vacation. He deserves to sleep in as late as he wants."

"Late?" Jim glanced at his watch. "It's only 9 AM."

Harper grinned. "I grew up in the city, and let me tell you, 'city morning' is definitely different than 'farm morning.'"

Jim's wife Midge emerged from the RV, holding a steaming mug of coffee. Her blonde bob was tousled from sleep, but her gray eyes sparkled with warmth. "Good morning, everyone. Oh, you must be Earl. The girls have told us so much about you, and I've seen you bustling around. It's nice to finally meet you."

The old man gave a curt nod and spoke politely if not convincingly. "Likewise, ma'am."

Jim reached out for a shake and chuckled. "If I didn't know better, I'd think you were avoiding us."

Earl shook his hand, but couldn't muster a reply more eloquent than a grunt. Ruth put a hand on her husband's shoulder and smiled. "Jim here is a high-school history teacher back home in Minnesota, and Midge is a librarian. They've been visiting historic sites around here during their spring break."

Jim pushed up his glasses and nodded. "There's nothing that brings the past to life quite like standing in the very places where it all unfolded." He turned to Harper. "Thank you so much for recommending that historic train station in Reliance. We visited yesterday, and it was absolutely fascinating."

"It's incredible how that one little station was connected to so many influential events across the entire Union Pacific Railway," Midge added.

"Did you know that during World War II, crops from this area were loaded onto trains there to supply the famous North Platte canteen service?" Jim's eyes sparkled behind his glasses. "Volunteers from all over Nebraska gathered there to serve food to over six million servicemen and women passing through on troop trains, and much of it came from right here."

"It's truly remarkable," Midge continued. "That little station may not seem like much now, but back then it was a major hub, connecting the east and west coasts. Back in its heyday it was a stopping point for everyone from settlers, to politicians, to celebrities."

Harper listened intently. "I had no idea our little station was such a big deal."

"It was, and it still is, Jim said. "It's a reminder that history isn't just about big battles and famous figures. It's about the everyday places and people that shaped our country in countless ways, big and small."

"Well, I'm just thrilled that you enjoyed it. I take pride in making sure all our guests find what inspires them."

"We absolutely have," Jim said. "You and your family have been perfect hosts, and we're so grateful for your hospitality. It's made our trip truly unforgettable."

"It's been a delight to host you. We're so happy you've enjoyed your time here at Prairie Winds. Do you have any big plans for today?"

"Oh yes," Midge chirped. "We're going to check out a few locations along the Oregon Trail as soon as Scottie gets back."

Harper blinked, confused. "Oh, I assumed he was still sleeping in your RV."

Midge laughed lightly. "Even 'farm morning' isn't as early as 'Scottie morning.'"

"That kid can't stand being cooped up. He's got the energy of a hummingbird on a sugar bender," Jim said with a chuckle. "He's on the high school cross-country team, and doing really well this year. I think they're gonna go to state." He blinked as he noticed something in the distance. "Ah, speak of the devil."

From deeper on the property, a tall, lean figure jogged down the long driveway toward them. Scottie was around Grace's age, with a muscular build and a coif of golden blonde hair. Sweat glistened on his handsome face as his feet pounded the dirt driveway. Grace shrank back behind her rake, eyes downcast as if trying to make herself invisible before the cute boy reached the campground.

Scottie slowed to a cool-down walk as he approached, checking his time on his watch, then swallowing a squirt from the water bottle clutched in his fist. "Morning, folks!"

Earl harrumphed. "And just where have you been, young man?"

"Just getting in a little morning run." Scottie saw the venom in Earl's wrinkled face, and his voice withered. "I stayed on the paths and didn't disturb anything. I hope that's okay…" Clearly sensing it was not okay, he added, "Sir?"

"This is a working farm, not a public park. Guests are restricted to the campground area unless they have an escort from me or one of my family." Earl's glare cut to Jim and Midge. "Keep a tighter leash on him from now on."

Jim raised his hands placatingly. "Yes, absolutely. We didn't mean to overstep our welcome. It won't happen again."

Scottie fidgeted with his water bottle. "I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to, uh…"

His apology faltered into an awkward silence, filled only by the upbeat oldies still drifting from the RV. In an attempt to diffuse the tension, Harper cleared her throat and gestured to the potted plants in Earl's truck bed.

"Hey, by the time you guys get back from your adventures today we should have all of these new shrubs and flowers planted. I think they'll really brighten up the place."

Midge's tense look evaporated as she grabbed hold of the lifeline. "Oh yes! It'll be so beautiful. Some pops of color will really do wonders for⁠—"

Her relieved prattle was disturbed by an abrupt squeal of feedback from the radio. After a few seconds of dead air, the DJ's voice carried from the camper.

"I, uh… we have breaking news of…" The trembling voice cleared its throat, as if gathering the strength to continue. "We've received reports of another unexplained explosion, like the one that rocked Illinois yesterday. But this one is… Holy moly…"

Earl's face creased. "Hey, turn that up, would ya?"

Midge hopped up into the RV, and the broadcaster's voice grew louder but no more confident, trembling and cracking as he spoke. "According to this report, a massive explosion has ripped open a flaming sinkhole from St. Louis, Missouri all the way to Memphis, Tennessee. Officials estimate the size of the impacted area to be…" The voice turned hoarse. "Over 67,000 square miles."

The words hung in the air like a dark cloud. Harper's hand went to her mouth as she struggled to find breath. Ruth had tears welling in her eyes as Earl pulled her close, his own expression grim. Grace seemed shaken to her core. Her wet eyes met Harper's with an expression that seemed to say "I told you so," not with malice, but with pure terror.

Jim was the first to find words. "That's… That has to be millions of people…"

Midge clung to her sweaty son, eyes wide with horror. "All those cities… All those lives…"

A heavy silence fell over the group. Harper's knees went weak as she was overwhelmed by the sheer enormity of the catastrophe. If what they were saying was true, almost all of Missouri was just gone.

With shaking hands, she tore her phone from her pocket and dialed David, her throat dry and tight. The phone rang and rang, but once again went to voicemail. Harper bit her lip, fighting back the panic rising in her chest as she left yet another message.

"David… I heard about the disaster and… I hope you and Jody are okay. Call me or text me or… something. Love you both."

She ended the call and took a deep breath. David and Jody were in South Carolina. That was hundreds of miles away from the explosions. They were safe.

They had to be.


CHAPTER THREE




Wilder Survival Camp

David Carlson crept through the dense South Carolina underbrush, his weathered hiking boots barely making a sound on the soft forest floor. His daughter Jody followed close behind, her small frame practically vibrating with pent-up energy. The late afternoon sun dappled through the thick canopy of oak and hickory trees, and the air was heavy with the scent of rich earth and decaying leaves, a musty perfume that filled David's nostrils with each breath. A light breeze rustled the branches overhead, the soft whisper of leaves mingling with the distant trills and chirps of songbirds.

David paused, his keen eyes scanning his surroundings. He admired the delicate white blooms of the magnolias, their waxy petals emanating an intoxicating perfume that hung in the humid air. Climbing jessamine vines wound their way up the rough bark of a towering oak, their slender tendrils adorned with small, yellow-green buds that promised to burst into star-shaped blossoms in the coming days. As he admired nature's beauty, Jody stepped on a twig, and the sharp crack echoed through the trees.

"Shh," David said softly. "Gotta be quiet, remember?"

Jody nodded, and her feet mimicked her father's stealthy movements, but her hands never stopped moving, scratching and fidgeting with excitement. She gasped and pointed at a snapped branch.

"Dad, look! It's a clue!"

"Good eye, Bug. Broken branches are a good sign someone passed through here."

"Do you think it was Matt?"

"Maybe so. But it might have been a black bear, and we definitely don't want to run into one of those. What do you think?"

Jody dropped to her scabby knees and crawled around, carefully searching the ground. David couldn't suppress a smile as his protege sniffed out the trail like a grubby little redheaded bloodhound.

"Oh! Look! Boot prints. It's him!"

"Shh," David reminded her.

Jody put both hands over her mouth. "Sorry."

David knelt down beside her, examining the ground. The earth was soft and moist, making it easy to leave tracks, and to find them. "Those tracks look fresh, likely from within the past few hours."

"It's gotta be our guy."

"So which way do we go?"

Jody's green eyes scanned the footprints, and her face lit up as she pointed. "They go that way. And there are more broken sticks on the path."

"That's my girl. Let's see if we can track him down."

They continued creeping through the forest, following the trail of boot prints and broken branches, their feet crunching softly on the carpet of dried pine needles and decaying leaves. The dense canopy filtered the sunlight, casting a green glow on the forest floor. Birds chirped and flitted through the branches above them. David tried to enjoy the fresh air, but all he could smell was himself. They'd been camping deep in the woods for four full days, and he couldn't deny he was getting a little ripe.

Suddenly, Jody froze and pointed, her voice a barely audible whisper. "Look, Dad."

David squinted to see what she had spotted, his gaze flitting over ferns and fungi until he spied a crumpled plastic bag, translucent and grimy, poking out from beneath the broad, veined leaves of a low shrub. Crouching down, he lifted the leaf to find the bag was sealed and half-full of beef jerky fragments.

"Good find. And what does this tell us?"

"Matt's a litterbug."

"Maybe. Or maybe not. Why would he throw away good jerky?"

"I dunno."

"Look at the footprints again."

Jody scrutinized the tracks in the mud. "They're getting farther apart, and more smudgy. He was running! Maybe it fell out of his pack?"

David grinned. "I think you're right. Well done, kiddo."

Jody beamed at the praise. She picked up the bag and examined it. "We should take it. Pack in, pack out. Also, maybe we could eat it if we have to."

"I like the way you're thinking." David surveyed the surrounding trees, spotting more broken branches leading off to the west. "Looks like our trail continues that way. Ready?"

Jody nodded, her face set with determination, then continued after her quarry. Her small frame moved nimbly through the undergrowth, deftly avoiding protruding roots and low-hanging branches. David stayed back a few paces, giving his daughter room to find her own way. She continued for a long time, showing no signs of tiring or losing interest in their quest, until she suddenly froze.

"Look!" She pointed to a set of large, claw-toed tracks in the soft earth. "Are those… bear tracks?"

David knelt down to get a closer look. "Sure are. Looks like a big one, too."

"Is it close by?"

"I'd wager it is. Best be ready for the worst. Okay, pop quiz. What do you do if you see a black bear?"

Jody took a deep breath, squaring her small shoulders. "Stay calm and don't run. Slowly back away while facing the bear. Make yourself look big. If it attacks, fight back with everything you've got."

David placed a hand on Jody's head, ruffling her messy hair and knocking out bits of leaves and twigs. "Exactly right. You've been paying attention."

Jody beamed up at him with a crooked-toothed smile and continued her tracking. David followed, enjoying the moment with his daughter in the untamed wilderness. Suddenly, she grabbed his arm, her grip surprisingly strong for such a small hand.

"Dad, there he is!"

She pointed toward a young man in his early twenties, slumped against the thick trunk of an old growth fir. The camper wore the typical garb of a backcountry hiker—sturdy boots, quick-dry pants, and a weather-resistant jacket. He winced, clearly in pain, and waved cautiously, trying to get their attention without making too much noise. David and Jody approached and knelt down beside him.

"Oh, thank goodness you found me."

"Hey Matt," David said. "You okay?"

The young man shook his head. "Not at all. I saw a bear earlier on the trail, and I ran away as fast as I could."

Jody crossed her arms, giving him a stern look. "You're not supposed to run from bears. That just makes them chase you."

"I know. I freaked out and forgot my training. Luckily, it didn't see me. But I hurt my knee while I was running."

Even through the fabric of his pants, it was easy to see Matt's knee was badly, almost comically, swollen.

"Can you walk?" David asked.

"Maybe, if I had a splint to stabilize it."

"We could make one!" Jody suggested.

"Do you know how?"

The kid's enthusiasm deflated slightly. "No, I don't."

"That's okay. I can walk you through it. We'll need two sturdy sticks, about the length of my leg, and something to tie them with. I have an extra shirt in my pack. We could tear it into strips."

David nodded. "Good plan. Jody, you help with that and I'll go find some sticks."

"You got it."

His daughter whipped a survival knife out of a sheath at her hip, and David suppressed a grin. If Harper ever found out he'd let their manic eleven-year-old daughter carry his razor-sharp, six-inch blade, he'd be sleeping in the barn from now on.

Matt pulled out an old t-shirt, and he and Jody set to work carefully cutting and tearing it into usable strips. David wandered off into the woods, and it didn't take him long to find two sticks in the brush that were straight and strong. He snuffed and muttered under his breath.

"How convenient." By the time David returned, Jody and Matt had created a pile of neat and nearly uniform fabric strips. He held up his find for inspection. "Will these work?"

"Those are perfect," Matt said. "Okay, now place one on either side of my leg."

"I'll let you do the honors."

David handed the sticks over to Jody, and she carefully positioned them. She grabbed some strips of fabric, and her little fingers worked deftly, wrapping the makeshift bandages around the two sturdy branches that now hugged Matt's leg on either side. Crisscrossing the strips in a figure-eight pattern, she pulled them taut with each pass. Matt winced and let out a sharp hiss as Jody cinched the final knot, securing the splint firmly in place and immobilizing the injured joint.

With a grunt of effort, David helped Matt up to his feet, and the younger man tested the splint, gingerly putting weight on his leg. "That's much better. Thank you both, so much. I don't know what I would have done without your help."

"Well, we're not out of the woods yet. Literally." David gestured back toward the path they'd followed. "It'll probably be best if we find you some kind of crutch to⁠—"

"Shh," Matt hissed. "Did you hear that? It's the bear!"

David unconsciously tensed as he heard the rustling in the underbrush. A figure slowly entered the clearing, and it took every ounce of his self-control not to burst out laughing. The "bear" was a man in disguise, wearing all dark-colored clothes and a rubber black-bear mask.

Just like their "lost camper" Matt, the "bear" was part of the survival camp rescue exercise he and Jody were participating in.

Matt let out an exaggerated gasp of terror. "It's here! We have to run!"

"No!" Jody whispered. "Don't run, remember?" She turned to face the "bear," her small form radiating confidence. "Just look big and back away slowly." David followed his little survivalist's orders, letting a small smile slip at her ability to maintain the role-play in the face of such a ridiculous foe. As he and Matt backed away, Jody spoke in a calm and friendly voice. "Hey there, Mr. Bear. We're not here to cause any trouble. We're just passing through, okay? No need to get all grumpy."

Matt glanced at David, but spoke to Jody. "What are you doing?"

"Talking to the bear," she whispered. "It helps it know we're not prey."

The "bear" suddenly charged forward, grunting and snarling. Matt flinched theatrically, but Jody held her ground, unfazed by the display of aggression. The "bear" stopped short and sniffed around her, then retreated back into the woods.

When it was gone, Matt let out a sigh of relief and turned to Jody, a grin spreading across his face. "That was amazing! For that brave and capable rescue, Team Carlson earns three new merit badges: Tracking, First-aid, and Bear Awareness."

"Yes! We did it! We aced this thing!" Jody's face lit up with excitement, and she jumped around, pumping her fists in the air as she sang a goofy song at the top of her lungs. "We are the best! Don't mess with the Midwest! We always pass the test!"

David looked to Matt and chuckled, shaking his head. "I hope there aren't any real bears around here."

Matt laughed. "If there were, I'm sure they're running for the hills right now. Come on, let's get back to the campsite."

Jody stopped celebrating and cocked her head. "Do you need us to help you walk?"

"I think we can skip that part. I've been out here every day playing the victim, and I'm kind of over it." He untied the splint, then rolled up his pant leg and removed the small towel wrapped around his "swollen" knee. He shouted into the trees. "Hey Yogi, we're heading in."

"Roger that, Boo-Boo."

The "bear" came out of the woods and pulled off his head, revealing an older man with a scruffy beard—the camp's founder and chief counselor, Rick Wilder. Wilder gave Jody a toothy grin. "Dang, kid. Most girls your age take off running when I come at them like that. Some of 'em even cry. You're tough as nails."

"And cute as a button," Jody added.

"And so modest." David tipped his head toward the woods. "Let's get going before her head gets too big to fit down the trail."

The three men headed back to camp, with Jody bounding ahead of them like an energetic puppy let off its leash. She paused every few steps to examine a particularly interesting bug or mushroom, her curiosity insatiable. Wilder walked with a stout wooden walking stick, its end intricately carved into the shape of a bear paw that left a distinct line of prints in the soft, loamy ground as they hiked along the narrow trail through the dense forest. He turned to David with a smile.

"You've done a heck of a job raising that girl. Jody's one of the sharpest kids I've seen in the ten-plus years I've been running this camp."

David tipped his head, accepting the compliment. "Well, she's a farm girl. Not afraid of getting dirty."

"From what I've seen, she's more afraid of getting too clean."

David chuckled in agreement, and Matt adjusted his pack on his back. "Okay, so the Carlsons were the last team to do the 'lost camper' challenge, which means everyone's completed the backwoods camping exercises."

"Perfect," Wilder said. "Once we meet up with the other campers, we can all pack up and head back to civilization."

"Sounds good to me." David glanced at Jody, who was chasing a dragonfly and trying to grab it out of the air. "But Jody's gonna be disappointed."

"She shouldn't be. Once we get back to the permanent camp we still have a few days of fun learning exercises." The older man kneaded his lower back with one hand and grumbled under his breath. "But with a mess hall and real beds."

"That sounds good to me," David admitted.

As they continued their trek, David's mind wandered back to the week they'd spent at the permanent camp when they'd first arrived. The instructors had taught the kids the basics of wilderness survival, covering everything from basic wayfinding to fire building, then they'd taken the three parent-child teams into the woods to put their new skills to the test. With strict rules about leaving all phones back at the bunkhouses, it had been a gloriously distraction-free week in nature.

David and the counselors followed Jody into a small, secluded clearing where they'd all been camping. The two other parent-child teams were there—one a mother and daughter, the other a father and son. Five tents had been pitched on the first day, but the following morning, Matt and Wilder had taught the young campers how to build simple lean-tos by lashing a long, sturdy branch between two trees and leaning smaller branches against it at an angle. The gaps had been filled in with leafy twigs and ferns, creating rudimentary walls.

After the other two kids had built their earthy shelters and collected their merit badges, they'd elected to actually sleep in their nice clean tents, but not David's kid. Jody was so proud of her construction that she insisted on sleeping in it every night. Every morning since, David had woken up damp with morning dew and with the occasional bug in his hair, but he couldn't deny he was getting the full survival-camp experience. And seeing the pure joy on his daughter's face made every uncomfortable night worth it.

David's chest warmed with a deep sense of pride. While the other kids had seen the camping trip as a series of fun learning activities, Jody had treated every exercise like a true life-or-death scenario. She'd foraged for food, purified stream water for drinking, and even faced down a "bear," attacking every challenge with boundless energy and curiosity. Jody was so much like her mother, from her flaming red hair to her equally fiery drive to succeed.

Wilder called out to gather the others, a smile on his weathered face. "Good news, campers! You've all completed all of our backwoods challenges and proven yourselves to be capable survivalists. That means it's time to pack up and head back to the permanent camp."

The other two teams of campers expressed a mix of disappointment and relief. The mother and daughter high-fived each other, clearly excited about the prospect of a hot shower and a soft bed. The father and son looked a bit more reluctant to leave the wilderness behind, but they nodded in agreement. Jody, on the other hand, kicked at the dirt with her boot, her bottom lip jutting out in a pout.

"Aww, but we just got here!"

David put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "Don't worry, Jodybug. The end of one adventure is just the beginning of the next. There's a lot more fun in store for us."

"Promise?"

"Have I ever lied to you?"

A smile broke through the disappointment on Jody's grimy little face. "No, sir."

"Then let's get a move on."

Everyone set about packing up their gear. David and Jody worked together to dismantle their pristine and unused tent, carefully rolling up the canvas and securing it with the ties. They stuffed their sleeping bags into their compression sacks, squeezing out every last bit of air to make them as compact as possible. Jody gathered up their cooking supplies and packed them neatly into their designated compartments in her backpack.

As the group hiked the mile back to the bunkhouses, David took in the sights and sounds of the woods one last time. The wind whispered through the trees, rustling their branches in a soothing white noise while unseen creatures scampered through the foliage at his feet. Soon they came upon two rustic bunkhouses constructed of weathered logs and rough-hewn timber. Moss clung to the north-facing walls and roof shingles, a testament to the structures' age and the damp forest climate. A bit further on stood a smaller building, also of log construction but with a stone chimney rising from one end, which served as the mess hall and camp administration office. A hand-painted wooden sign above the door read "Wilder Survival Camp." The other two teams of campers wasted no time heading for the showers, eager to wash off the grime, but Jody chose to help Matt return the gear to storage. David was about to follow when Wilder's wife, Nina, rushed up to them, looking annoyed.

"Rick, we need to talk."

"Uh oh," Wilder said with a wry smile at David. "She's using her 'somebody's in trouble' voice."

"Somebody is in trouble, and as usual, it's you. I've been trying to call you for two days. Why haven't you answered me?"

Wilder's smile faded. "I never heard any calls."

The old man dug into his pack and found his phone, an older model encased in a rugged shell. He poked at it and let out a sigh. "Oh. Looks like the dang thing was in airplane mode."

Nina scowled. "Seriously? You make everyone else leave their phones behind, then you don't check yours? What kind of survival instructor are you?"

"You're right. I screwed up. But I can tell this isn't about me. What's got the bee in your bonnet?"

Nina gave David an appraising glance before speaking. "There was an explosion in Illinois yesterday. Then another one this morning. Bigger. Way bigger."

David raised a curious brow. "How big are we talking?"

"So big you're gonna think I'm lying through my teeth." Nina's voice tightened. "They say most of Missouri, and parts of Kentucky, Arkansas, and Tennessee are gone."

"What do you mean gone?"

"Just gone. The whole region is a giant, flaming sinkhole a mile deep. It's been on the news nonstop. The pictures are…" Nina's words faltered, and her eyes unfocused into a hundred-yard-stare. "It's just miles and miles of fire and smoke. The news people won't stop showing the footage, but they don't know anything. They don't know what caused it, or if it's gonna happen again."

Wilder opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. A chill ran down David's back, and his hands went numb and clammy. His voice croaked out, level but tight. "If you'll excuse me, folks, I have to go call my wife."

He headed back to his bunkhouse with an easy gait that didn't betray his racing pulse. As he entered, he found Jody had finished helping Matt and was sitting on her bunk, poring over the activity schedule for the next few days. Her face lit up when she saw him.

"Dad, you were right! Look at all the cool stuff we're gonna do!" She held up the paper, stained with dirty little fingerprints. "We're gonna learn how to find more edible plants, and how to make a solar still, and a whole bunch of other cool stuff. Listen!"

Jody rattled off the upcoming activities, and David listened distractedly as he made his way to the small, hotel-style combination safe and unlocked it, retrieving his phone. As he powered it on, Jody continued her excited chatter.

"And on the last day, we're going to have a big competition to see who can gather fuel and make a fire fastest. I bet we can win that, easy! Team Carlson are the masters of fire!"

David gave her a halfhearted smile as his phone vibrated in his hand, alerting him to a dozen voicemails and a string of increasingly urgent texts from Harper. His brow furrowed as he opened the messages, skimming through them quickly.

"Dad? Hello? Are you even listening?" Jody asked, her excitement giving way to concern.

"Yeah, I am. Sorry. Tell me more."

Jody continued as David opened a news app on his phone, and his heart seized in his chest. Satellite photos showed a massive, smoldering crater stretching for hundreds of miles, glowing with an eerie, hellish light that made his skin crawl. Thick, dark smoke billowed from its seemingly bottomless depths, obscuring the true extent of the damage and destruction. The sheer scale of it was almost incomprehensible—a massive, flaming pit that stretched as far as the eye could see, leaving a char across the map that had snuffed out millions upon millions of lives.

Oblivious to the destruction, Jody laid out the merit badges they had earned on the age-beaten desk and grinned. "So with the three we just got, all we have left is knot tying and tree climbing and we've got them all!"

David's heart thundered in his chest, but he kept his face calm and his voice steady. "Should be no problem. You can climb a tree with one arm tied behind your back."

"Do you think if I did that I could earn both badges at once?"

The joke failed to elicit a response as David scrolled through stories of panic and looting already starting in big cities across the south. There were reports of violence breaking out in the streets as the relentless 24-hour news cycle fanned the flames of fear and chaos.

David looked up from his phone, his face pale. "Listen, Jodybug, I'm sorry, but we're going to have to cut our time at survival camp short. We need to head home as soon as we can."

"But… what?" Jody's little face reddened with anger. "We can't leave! There's so much more cool stuff we're supposed to do!"

"I know, and I'm sorry. But this is important. We have to go home now."

"Why? What's wrong?" Jody sucked a gasp. "Is Mom okay?"

"Yes, Mom is fine." David paused, trying to find the right words. "But there have been a couple of bad disasters over the past few days. Really bad. And people are afraid that more might be coming."

Jody's eyes widened. "Are you afraid more are coming?"

"I don't know. But if there are, we should face them together with our family at Prairie Winds, not hundreds of miles away here at camp. Do you agree?"

Jody nibbled her thumbnail as she worked out her answer. Finally she gave a resolute nod. "If things are really bad, Mom and Grace will need us there. Grandma and Grandpa too." She pointed to her incomplete set of merit badges. "We're the ones who know how to do all the survival stuff."

Despite the dread chewing his stomach, David found a smile. "That's my girl."


CHAPTER FOUR




White House Situation Room

President Arthur Stone sat at the head of the long, stately conference table in the White House Situation Room. His gaze traveled over the assembled group of trusted advisors, intelligence analysts, and seasoned military commanders he had called together to deal with this unprecedented crisis. The windowless space's rich, wood-paneled walls were lined with oversized screens cycling through muted news broadcasts and detailed satellite imagery. Each monitor starkly displayed the catastrophic aftermath of the twin explosions that had shaken the nation to its core in the past twenty-four hours. The president leaned forward, brow wrinkled as he listened to the heated interrogation in progress. Finally he raised a hand, and his voice boomed over the noise.

"Enough. I don't want any more finger pointing. I want answers, and I want them now." His gaze settled on the man seated to his left. "Mr. Lee, tell us the whole story, warts and all, starting from the beginning."

Kevin Lee sat up a little straighter, his charcoal suit impeccably tailored to his athletic frame. Patriox Energy was at the heart of this catastrophe, and as its CEO, Lee had a lot to answer for. But despite the intense grilling he retained his cool, his fraying nerves betrayed only by a slight tightness around his eyes.

"With all due respect, Mr. President, I don't have anything else to say. I assure you, Patriox is dedicating all its resources to finding out what happened at our fracking site in Illinois, and what, if any, connection it had to the explosion there." His tongue darted out to lick his lips. "But there's no reason to assume there's any connection between the incident at our drill site and the catastrophic act of God that followed in Missouri."

"Don't blame God for your mistakes," a man growled. "It's not a good look."

Seated to the president's right was General Samuel Irons, an imposing figure even among the other high-ranking officials gathered in the room. His ramrod-straight posture and broad shoulders filled out his crisp military uniform, giving him an air of unwavering authority, and his face bore the deep lines of a man who had seen his share of battles, both literal and figurative.

"It's time to cut the crap, Lee. We had a hundred-plus square miles of land up and explode in a way that's never happened in recorded history, centered around your operation. Then, less than eighteen hours later, the same thing happened again, on a scale that makes our nukes look like firecrackers. Don't you dare sit there and tell me the two aren't related. What in blazes were you people doing on that site?"

Lee's jaw tightened, but he drew a breath and his expression smoothed into practiced neutrality. "As I've said, our internal investigation is ongoing, and I assure you we will be completely transparent with the results as they become available. As for our drilling techniques, they are all industry standard."

"Industry standard?" Irons pounded a fist on the table. "As far as I know, no 'industry standard' drill has ever slaughtered eleven million American citizens!"

Lee's face flushed, but he maintained his composure. "I resent the implication, General. Safety is always our top priority at Patriox."

Before Irons could reply, the door burst open with a bang and a small woman came rushing into the room. Wearing a smart blazer and slacks, her attire would have looked professional, had it not been reduced to a wrinkled, sweat-stained mess hanging off her slender frame. A wild mane of curly hair spilled around her face in disarray, and shadows of fatigue pooled under her bloodshot eyes. A young male staffer breathlessly hurried in after her, his face red with embarrassment.

"I'm sorry, sir. Her clearance checks out, but I told her to wait until⁠—"

"This couldn't wait," the woman blurted. "I'm Dr. Sarah Jackson from the US Geological Survey. My team has been crunching data from the disasters for the past nineteen hours straight."

Stone waved a hand at the flustered staffer, dismissing him. "Thank you, Tyler. We're good." The young man hurried out, closing the door behind him, and Stone returned his attention to Dr. Jackson. "So I take it you've got some answers for us?"

"No answers, but better-informed questions." Dr. Jackson dropped her bag on the table, pulled up a chair, and stuffed herself between the president and General Irons, her urgency overpowering any sense of decorum. "We've been analyzing seismic activity and subsurface imaging, and we think there's a high probability of more catastrophic explosions."

The room fell silent as everyone processed her words. Stone leaned forward. "Do you know what's causing them?"

"We have a theory." Dr. Jackson's voice was grave as she pulled out her laptop and switched it on. "My team has analyzed the composition of the Earth's crust around the Illinois disaster, around the Missouri disaster, and everything in-between, and all our findings point to coal."

General Irons' heavy brows knitted. "Are you out of your mind? Underground coal doesn't explode like this. They've had mine fires burning up in Pennsylvania for decades."

"The coal isn't the critical incendiary material. It's just a catalyst." Dr. Jackson pecked at her computer then turned it to face the room. The screen depicted the eastern United States, overlaid with an array of subterranean features—fault lines, rock strata, and underground formations spreading like veins beneath the surface. "Using our instruments on the ground and cross-referencing with heat maps from satellite data, we believe the initial explosion in Illinois ignited an underground coal seam, right here."

She tapped her trackpad, and the color-coded overlays animated to show a line of deep orange spreading from central Illinois down to St. Louis before the whole region turned into a churning mass of blown-out white. Stone's stomach plunged at the sight of millions of lives lost reduced to cold, analytical data points. "So you're saying the coal seam acted like a giant fuse?"

"That's exactly what I'm saying."

"But a fuse on what?" Irons asked. "What did it ignite?"

"We don't know. Like I said. We've got better questions, but still no answers. But we can say one thing with confidence. If the Illinois blast was deep and hot enough to ignite one coal seam, it likely ignited all the coal seams in a similar proximity. When we run the visualization on that…"

Dr. Jackson tapped her keyboard, and the mapped dataset changed to show more ragged orange lines slowly creeping away from the Illinois abyss in every direction, like cracks spreading through a pane of glass. A hushed murmur of concern spread around the room, but Irons was the only one bold enough to speak up.

"Good grief. If even half of those cause explosions like the one in Missouri, we're looking at a true doomsday scenario here."

"No doubt," Jackson agreed. "But we can't do anything to stop it until we can figure out what's down there with the explosive power to create these sinkholes. My team is burning the candle at both ends, and I've been looping in every other government lab I can commandeer, but it's going to take time to work this out. Time I'm afraid we don't have."

The expressions on the faces of the president's advisors ran the gamut from helpless terror to impotent urgency. The Patriox CEO was flushed, and a sheen of sweat glistened on his brow. Lee's hands, usually so still and controlled, fidgeted restlessly, making him look like a trapped animal so desperate to escape that he'd gnaw off his own leg.

Stone leaned forward, staring Lee down with the full weight of his executive power. "Mr. Lee, you're going to tell Dr. Jackson everything you know, and you're going to tell her now."

"I… I told you, we've got a team investigating, and⁠—"

"Stop. You are preemptively pardoned."

Lee's brow lifted. "Excuse me?"

"No more pleading the fifth. For the safety of the American people, I'm offering you full immunity for full disclosure. Whatever you have to say, say it fast, before I change my mind."

The CEO's eyes darted from the president to General Irons to Dr. Jackson, biting his lip as if evaluating whether or not he was walking into a trap. After a long, tense moment, he let out a shuddering sigh and words poured out in a frantic stream, as if a dam had broken inside the man's mind.

"Okay, so we've been fracking on the Illinois site for decades, and we knew the shale was just about tapped out, but my top science guys had a theory there was another pocket of gas about a half-mile deeper than we'd ever drilled. I couldn't tell you how they figured it out. I'm not a tech guy. I'm a money guy. And when their report reached the board…" Lee sighed tightly. "It looked like an awful lot of money."

The president's jaw clenched. "So you drilled deeper. And considering this is the first anyone in this room is hearing about it, I'm guessing deeper than federal regulations allow."

With the confession finally off his chest, a bit of Lee's characteristic coolness crept back into his voice. "As I'm sure you know, the United States is a very energy-hungry nation. We've used more than we've produced for generations. In an effort to clear up red tape and close the gap, some of your predecessors signed bills largely penned by our fuel industry lobbyists. Long story short, regulatory loopholes create a pretty broad gray area in the law." Lee cast his gaze to the floor. "The Patriox board collectively decided it was better to beg forgiveness than ask permission."

"You can start that begging later," General Irons growled. "Right after you tell us what really happened in Illinois."

Lee scratched the back of his neck. "We were afraid one of our competitors would discover the Plutus Layer before we could lay claim to it, so we⁠—"

"Hold on," Dr. Jackson interrupted. "I'm not familiar with a 'Plutus Layer.'"

"Right, sorry. That's what they called it." Lee pinched his eyes. "My project leads, Drs. Thomas Avery and Julie Stauring. They're the ones who discovered the gas pocket, and they named it after the Greek god of abundance. They really thought it held enough fuel to put a dent in America's energy needs, and their research was extremely compelling."

"Get them in here," Stone ordered. "I want to talk to them."

"I'm afraid that won't be possible." Lee dry swallowed. "Avery and Stauring were on-site during the incident in Illinois. They're… they're dead. But we do have all the data the drilling rig transmitted before it was incinerated. The top people we have left have been reviewing it."

Dr. Jackson fidgeted, clenching and unclenching her fingers. "My people are going to need access to that data. Like, yesterday."

"Understood. I'll make the call. But the long and short of it is that the Plutus Layer is composed of brittle, porous rock impregnated with combustible gas. It's under extremely high pressure, and very rich in oxygen."

"That far underground?" Jackson's brow raised. "How?"

"My team is working with a theory it has something to do with the oxidation of nearby iron deposits, but again, not a science guy. All we know for sure is that the high oxygen levels make it extremely volatile. A spark from the drill must have ignited the gas pocket and then…"

Lee's voice trailed off, the words hanging heavily in the stale air of the Situation Room. A grim, oppressive silence settled over the gathered officials like a shroud, stretching on for a long, uncomfortable moment. President Stone finally broke the stillness, his voice grave but steady.

"Does this so-called 'Plutus Layer' contain any other gas pockets besides the two that have already exploded?"

"My team's research suggests there might be another pocket under Michigan." Lee's voice wavered, and he loosened his tie. "Under most of Michigan, actually. And pretty much all of Wisconsin."

Dr. Jackson's fingers clattered hastily over her keyboard, and she sucked a gasp. "Oh, that's a problem. That's a big problem."

She turned her screen toward Stone, revealing a fat coal seam burning north through Indiana. His pulse raced. "How long do we have?"

"Without more data on this gas pocket, I can only guess. But the model predicts the seam fire will reach the Michigan border in approximately… seventeen hours."

A rumble of gasps and terrified chatter filled the room, but in the face of another gruesome national tragedy, President Stone remained calm. He straightened his shoulders, projecting an aura of unwavering leadership even as a bead of sweat trickled down his temple.

"We've got to get ahead of this thing however we can. I need solutions, and I need them now. Whatever Dr. Jackson needs, Dr. Jackson gets. Everyone in this room and everyone under you is now working for her. Am I clear?" General Irons and the rest of the gathered advisors gave answers to the affirmative with varying levels of confidence. Stone stood up and jabbed a finger at Lee. "And that includes you. I want everything your science team has on the Plutus Layer in Dr. Jackson's hands in the next twenty minutes, and I want your lab fully networked to hers. Those people are no longer your science team, they are now her science team. Understood?"

"Yes, Mr. President."

"Then go." Stone gave his hands a sharp clap and barked, "Make it happen!"

Finally freed from his scathing interrogation, Lee practically left his chair spinning as he darted for the exit, phone already pressed to his ear. As the remaining advisors packed up their materials and filtered out, General Irons rose from his seat and sidled up beside Stone. The seasoned commander leaned in, his voice a low growl meant only for the president's ears.

"As soon as he's got his people hooked up with Jackson, I'll have that little weasel taken into custody."

"You will not. I gave him my word he'd be pardoned for his cooperation."

"But… this is all his fault. He has to pay for his crimes!"

President Stone gazed at the coal seams burning across Dr. Jackson's screen. "I'm afraid we're all going to pay for them."


CHAPTER FIVE




Prairie Winds Farm

Harper navigated her rickety shopping cart through the cramped aisles of the quaint, locally-owned grocery store. Outside, the sun dipped low over Reliance, its warm orange glow fading from the large front windows, obscured by a layer of grime and dust that never seemed to get washed away. As daylight succumbed to dusk, the artificial light inside the small shop took on a pallid, sickly quality that made Harper's fair skin look even paler than usual.

The cart's wobbly wheels clattered against the scuffed linoleum floor, the noise echoing off the unusually empty shelves. The pickings were slim, but she'd managed to fill her cart with some essentials, as well as some non-essentials they couldn't grow on the farm. The cartoon bunny mascot on a box of Marshmallow Hugs cereal stared up at her from the cart, bringing a thin smile to her lips. She didn't usually indulge the kids in sugary cereals, but this would be a special welcome-home treat for her Jodybug.

A pang of worry pinched her chest, and she pulled out her phone. Still no messages from David. She swiped the screen down to refresh for the thousandth time, like a gambling addict giving that slot machine arm one last pull. The loading wheel spun and spun, then returned nothing. Again. Harper sighed and tucked her phone in her back pocket. As she did, she overheard a group of nearby shoppers gossiping in hushed, urgent tones.

"I heard the explosion in Illinois was a warning shot," a woman said. "We didn't respond fast enough, so the terrorists set off the second one to prove they were serious."

An older man nodded, his face red and jaw clenched in anger. "They're trying to destroy our country from the inside out."

"It's not terrorists," a teenage employee snapped. She raked back her blue hair and snuffed through her nose ring. "Wake up, sheeple. It's our own government. They're trying to start a war to fix the economy."

Harper shook her head at the hysterical speculation and moved on. She found Grace in the canned-goods section, looking over a few dented rejects for signs of contamination. Her daughter met her gaze, eyes tense with worry. "This is crazy. Everything is gone. We can't get everything we need."

"We can't get everything we want. We have everything we need back at the farm. After these past few years, your grandfather is more than prepared to cope with some glitches in the supply chain. We'll be okay, Grace."

"Then why are we here?"

Harper casually wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, trying to hide the maneuver. "I just figured it didn't hurt to top off our supplies, just in case. We're going to prepare for the worst, hope for the best, and not let our imaginations run wild. All right?"

"All right." Grace tipped her head toward the back of the store. "Let's go grab some meat then get out of here. This place is kind of freaking me out."

"Ditto, kiddo."

Harper pushed her laden cart toward the back of the store and was surprised to find the butcher still working. A long line was gathered in front of the meat counter, bristling with tense shoulders and tight jaws. The customers shifted from foot to foot, craning their necks to see what meager offerings remained in the case. The butcher, a stout man with ruddy cheeks, moved with frantic energy, wrapping cuts of meat and thrusting them across the counter into waiting hands, but despite his efforts, the line seemed to grow rather than shrink.

"Come on, move it," a man barked. "I've been waiting for twenty minutes!"

The woman at the front of the line leaned over the case, her brow furrowed as she scanned the few remaining cuts. "Wow, there's not much left."

The butcher snuffed, his shoulders sagging. "No kidding. I was supposed to be off at six, but the manager told me to stay until everything was gone."

"Well then, it's your lucky day. I'll take everything that's left."

Relief washed over the butcher's face, but the next customer in line pushed forward, his face trembling with anger. "Hey, hold on a second! There are other people here who need meat, you know."

The woman turned, her eyes narrowing. "It's first come, first serve. You can all come back tomorrow."

"Tomorrow? Who knows if there will even be anything here tomorrow!"

"That's not my problem."

As the argument escalated, other customers began to chime in, their voices rising in a cacophony of frustration and desperation. Harper's stomach twisted, and Grace gripped her arm and whispered, "Mom, we should go."

"Absolutely."

Harper began to turn her heavy cart, and her butt started to buzz like her pants were full of bees. She quickly snatched her phone from her pocket to find a spill of texts coming in from David, one after another. She pulled a trembling breath as she read them in rapid sequence. It was obvious from context they had been sent over the course of several hours, but had just cleared some technological bottleneck to reach her all at once.

"What is it?" Grace asked. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. It's your father. He and Jody are safe, but he says the cell networks there are already overloaded and glitching out." Harper scrolled the messages. "He changed their flight. They'll be home tomorrow."

Grace slumped with relief. "Oh thank goodness."

Harper glanced at the box of Marshmallow Hugs in her cart and smiled at the promise of her Jody safe at home, shoveling them in her mouth until she made herself sick. "Come on, let's get out of here."

Harper made her way to the front of the store with Grace to find long, snaking checkout lines that crackled with tension. The customer at the front of the longest line stomped his feet, growing increasingly agitated as the cashier swiped his credit card again and again.

"I don't understand why this is taking so long. That card is good!"

The cashier, a gangly teenage boy with a mop of curly hair, looked up at the customer with an apologetic smile. "I'm really sorry, sir. We've been having issues with the bank network all day. The transactions are going through, but they're taking a long time."

The man scowled and slapped his palms against his hips. "Great. Then I guess we'll just stand here all day while the world falls apart."

"I'm so sorry, sir. Believe me, I'd like to get you all out of here as fast as possible." The cashier glanced at the long line of impatient customers and cleared his throat. "Actually, while we're waiting for this to go through, is there anyone who can pay with cash? I can get you checked out right away."

Harper raised a hand. "I can pay with cash."

A relieved half-smile crossed the cashier's face. "Great, thank you so much. If you could just step up to the front, I'll get you taken care of." As Harper maneuvered her cart to the front of the line, the other customers roared in protest. Some started checking their wallets and purses for cash, then huffed or swore under their breath when they came up short. Harper and the cashier worked to get her groceries scanned as quickly as possible, while Grace stood too close to her mother, her wide eyes twitching over the unruly crowd.

"Don't just stand there like a lump," Harper grumbled. "Start bagging so we can get going."

Grace immediately launched into action, throwing supplies into bags with frantic haste. When everything was scanned, Harper counted out the bills and handed them over. Back when she was a kid, her mom and dad had always kept enough petty cash in their hotel to straighten out any day-to-day glitches without causing a disruption in their famous hospitality. Somewhere up above, they were looking down on their daughter with pride for still following the Madison Suites playbook, both in her business and her personal life.

With everything loaded back in their cart, Harper and Grace hurried out the squeaking automatic doors and into the parking lot. The sky had darkened to a foreboding charcoal gray, and the wind whipped Harper's thick braid against the back of her neck. Angry drivers circled the full lot, trying to find anywhere to park. Harper kept her head down to avoid making eye contact with the truck following on her heels, not-so-subtly trying to intimidate her into vacating her spot faster.

Together, she and Grace quickly loaded the groceries into the back of their old Bronco and climbed in. The second she was clear of the space, another driver swooped in from the other side, and the truck and car blared their horns and shouted, each with one fender jabbed into the space.

Harper drove with haste, but with care, as she left the parking lot and headed for the main road out of Reliance. There was an unusual amount of traffic for the time of day, and an unusual amount of road rage for the normally sleepy community. Her heart rate slowly returned to normal as she navigated out of town and into the comforting calm of the country roads beyond. The sun had gone down, just tickling the horizon with the last purple light of the day.

As she drove, the silence in the car turned thick and heavy. Grace sat with her shoulders tensed and her jaw tight enough to make the tendons in her slender neck stand out. Harper reached over and gave her knee a comforting pat.

"You know, when I was your age, everybody was terrified that the Y2K bug would destroy society as we know it. They said it would take down the power plants and cause nuclear meltdowns, and that the financial system and supply chain would totally collapse. Your Grandpa Madison had the hotel stocked with enough fuel and food to ride out the apocalypse. And you know what happened in the end? Nothing. Everyone got so scared, and then everything turned out to be fine."

"This is so not the same thing," Grace grumbled. "This isn't a hypothetical disaster. Millions of people are already dead."

Harper sighed and blew a long breath through the strands of loose hair hanging over her forehead. "I know. I was trying to make you feel better with fairy tales, but you're too old to fall for it anymore." Her fingers curled and uncurled on the worn steering wheel. "So here's the truth. I'm scared, too. But I'm not going to let my fear control me. I do think things are going to get worse, but the farm is secluded enough to offer some protection if things really go sideways. Plus your dad and grandfather know what they're doing when it comes to self-sufficiency and emergency preparedness." She gave Grace's knee a squeeze. "We'll get through this together as a family."

Grace was silent for a long moment. "Not until Dad and Jody get home."

"They will, sweetie. Soon."

Without another word, Grace turned and stared blankly at the endless fields rolling by, dark and still in the pale moonlight, until they finally reached the long gravel driveway of Prairie Winds Farm. When they passed through the campground, flashlights were visible in the darkness. Jim and Scottie Gladstone unhooked the water and power from their RV, and Midge bustled around, collecting folding chairs and bicycles and strapping them to the back of the vehicle. Harper pulled over, and she and Grace exchanged a puzzled glance before they climbed out.

"Hey there! Is everything okay?" Harper asked. "I thought you folks weren't heading out for a few more days."

Jim looked up, and he forced a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Oh, hey Harper. Yeah, we decided to cut the trip short. We tried to visit some of the Oregon Trail sites today, but everywhere we went, people were just… on edge. I mean, can't say I blame 'em, but… it just seemed like everyone was a powder keg ready to blow." He glanced back at Midge and lowered his voice. "It made the wife a little skittish, so we figured it was best to head home."

Jim's gaze darted away guiltily, creating the distinct impression it wasn't just Midge who had been unnerved by the tense encounters. Grace spoke softly. "It was the same way at the grocery store in town. People were arguing and getting really aggressive."

Scottie nodded, his lips pulled tight. "I imagine it's gonna be like that everywhere, with all the bad things happening. People are totally freaked out."

Jim sighed, running a hand through his slightly graying hair. "That's why we're heading back to Minnesota before things get any freakier." He patted the aging RV. "I, for one, will feel a lot more comfortable with a real roof over my head."

"Same," Scottie agreed. "And a real kitchen. I'm getting a little tired of grilled-cheese sandwiches."

The RV's door was open, revealing a kitchen with a tiny sink, mini fridge, and two-burner stovetop, surrounded by a few small cabinets. A half loaf of bread sat on the countertop next to a crumpled bag of corn chips, but there was no other food in sight.

"Are you guys okay for food?" Harper asked. "Minnesota is a long way from here."

"We'll be fine," Jim said. "We've got enough snacks to get us up the road a piece tonight, then we'll stop and do some proper shopping in the morning."

Grace chewed her lower lip. "I don't know if there will be anything left in stores by morning."

Midge approached, dusting off her hands. "Really? Is it that bad?"

"It is," Harper confirmed.

Jim sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. "Well, I guess we'll just have to hope for the best."

Harper's gaze remained focused on the sad and lonely bags of bread and corn chips. She cleared her throat. "Hey, why don't you let us give you some food for the road? We've got plenty to spare."

"Thanks, but no." Jim shook his head, holding up his hands. "We couldn't possibly impose like that."

"It's no imposition at all. In fact, I'd be a terrible host if I sent you off without them. Please, I insist."

Midge hesitated for a moment, then relented with a grateful smile. "That's incredibly generous of you, Harper. Thank you."

Harper grinned and popped the hatch on the Bronco. She grabbed a bag of groceries and handed it to Jim. Scottie took a bag from Grace, conspicuously failing to make eye contact. "This is super cool, but… you shouldn't give us so much. Your family needs food, too."

"I know, but we have plenty so… Mom's right. You should take it." Grace shifted on the balls of her feet. "I want you to take it."

The two teens actually managed to look at each other, locking eyes for the briefest moment before quickly looking away. A hot red blush prickled up Grace's neck, and Scottie muttered an awkward thank you before retreating into the RV with his groceries. Harper watched the awkward exchange with a knowing smile, then turned her attention to the remaining bags in the back of the Bronco. Guilt nibbled her belly. Prairie Winds was well-stocked with food—it was a working farm, for goodness sakes—but she'd still let her own anxiety drive her to the store to get groceries her family didn't even need. But maybe that was God's plan all along.

She grabbed the last of the bags and pushed them into Jim's reluctant arms. He smiled politely but uncomfortably. "Harper, please. You've done more than enough to⁠—"

"Nonsense. You should have it. All of it." She spotted a cartoon bunny staring back at her from the bag in Jim's arms, and she took back the box of Marshmallow Hugs. "Except for this."

Jim chuckled. "Got a bit of a sweet tooth, eh?"

Harper hugged the box to her chest. "I know someone who does."

While Scottie took his bags into the RV, Midge returned with a grateful smile. "Thanks again, Harper. And you too, Grace. For everything. But I think we're ready to go. Please say goodbye to Ruth and Earl for us."

"Grandma will be sorry she missed you," Grace said.

The subtle but accurate omission put a small smile on Harper's lips. "Get home safe. And please text us updates from the road so we don't worry."

"Will do," Jim said. "You take care now."

Harper and Grace gave Midge a hug, then shook Jim's hand. Scottie conspicuously stayed hidden in the RV until all of the physical goodbyes had safely passed, then emerged to give a quick wave before disappearing again. As the RV's engine rumbled to life, Harper pulled Grace into a side hug and they watched together as the Gladstones pulled out of their campsite. The RV lumbered down the gravel driveway, headlights cutting through the darkness as it turned onto the main road and drove off into the night.

Harper squeezed the box of cereal tightly to her chest and said a silent prayer that all of the travelers in her life would reach their destinations safely.
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The RV's tires hummed in the night as Jim navigated winding country roads through the endless expanse of farmland that stretched out before them. The spill of the headlights offered flickering details of fields full of shadowy green and brown crops in neat rows, interspersed with the occasional grazing pasture. Far from the road, the lights of distant farmhouses twinkled like tiny stars against the dark backdrop of the night. Some were clustered together in small constellations, while others stood alone, solitary beacons in the vast agricultural wilderness.

Despite having only been on the road for a little over an hour, Jim's eyelids were already growing heavy as the darkness and the monotony of long, straight roads began to take their toll. He stifled a yawn and shifted in his seat, trying to find a more comfortable position.

In the back of the RV, Midge unpacked the bags of groceries that Harper had generously provided, setting them out neatly on the small dining table and making a plan on how to squeeze them all into the camper's tiny kitchen cabinets. She sighed and huffed as the vehicle's motion kept tipping things over, and Scottie looked back from the passenger seat.

"You need some help back there, Mom?"

"No, I'm fine. It's just…" Midge pushed up her glasses and rubbed her eyes. "We were all looking forward to this trip for so long. It was supposed to be a grand adventure, you know? A chance to explore the American heartland as a family. But then everything went and…"

She slumped on the bench next to the table as if the admission had sapped the last of her strength. Scottie offered a weak smile. "Yeah, it stinks. But going home isn't all bad. I mean, we'll get to see all of our friends again."

Jim snuffed. "You'll get to see your friends again. You know we're too old to have friends, and play video games, and make dumb videos, and skateboard in the empty pool on the old Jones property, even though we're not supposed to and think our parents don't know."

He gave his son a sideways glance, and the corners of Scottie's lips twitched in a suppressed, guilty smile. "I've never heard of this alleged 'Jones property.' And what even is a pool?"

"Wow, would ya look at that? My boy's ready for law school."

Scottie let out a small chuckle. "Seriously though, it will be good to see the guys again."

Jim focused on the road for a silent moment. He drummed his fingers lightly on the steering wheel as a playful grin tickled his face. "You know, you could have tried chatting up that Grace girl at the farm. She seemed like a nice kid."

Scottie's face prickled red, and he sank lower in his seat. "Whatever."

"Come on. She was cute. Don't tell me you didn't notice she was cute."

"Dad, don't be creepy."

"He's not being creepy. He's being accurate," Midge piped in. "Your father is an expert on identifying cute girls. And you're lucky he is, or you wouldn't be here." She walked up to the cab, steadying herself with her hands on the walls as the floor swayed beneath her feet. "And someday you'll find your own cute girl, and make your own cute babies."

She grinned and pinched Scottie's cheek, and he pulled away, looking ready to pop the door and do a tuck-and-roll out of the moving vehicle. He pulled out his phone and fumbled up a map, his movements jerky with desperation.

"Okay, so… looks like we should be coming into a town soon. Service is still pretty spotty, though."

"Hmm, saved by the phone…" Midge mused, then turned her attention to Jim. "How are we doing on gas, honey? Should we stop and fill up?"

"Yeah, probably a good idea. We're down to a quarter tank and who knows what the situation could be like further down the road."

Scottie looked up from his phone at the weathered signs along the roadside, his brow furrowed as he tried to reconcile the map on his screen with the unfamiliar streets. "Navigation is glitching out, but I think a road peels off up here that goes into a town. Do you see it?"

Squinting through his glasses into the high beams, Jim nodded. "Yep, got it."

Despite the complete lack of other cars, Jim dutifully flipped on his turn signal and guided the behemoth off the country highway and onto the smaller road. Scottie scowled at his phone, opening and closing the app. "The GPS lock is sketchy, but I think we just stay on this until we get there."

The road continued along a gentle curve away from the highway for a few miles before the glow of a small town lit up the horizon. A short while later, Jim stretched his aching back as he coasted into town, taking it all in. The main street was dotted with streetlamps that cast a pale orange glow over the sidewalks and the fronts of small shops and restaurants covered in flaking paint.

Jim guided the RV slowly down the road, the vehicle's large tires crunching over bits of litter strewn about. A group of people scuttled out of the shadows and hurried down the sidewalk, their arms laden with plastic grocery bags. They kept their heads down, their eyes darting nervously as they walked. Across the street, a man struggled to load a large, battered suitcase into the trunk of his car. He glanced over his shoulder repeatedly, his movements frantic and jerky. As the RV approached, the man slammed the trunk closed and hurried around to the driver's side door, his keys jangling in his shaking hand.

Jim silently observed the erratic behavior, then cleared his throat. "Hey, uh, maybe we should just keep going. We can probably make it to the next town before we need to fill up."

Scottie looked up from his phone. "You sure? I thought you said we were running low."

"Yes, well…" Jim's fingers flexed on the wheel. "Yes, we are."

His pulse quickened as he reached the end of the main drag and spotted a small gas station. Cars were lined up haphazardly, spilling out into the street, and people were shouting and honking, their voices sharp with anger and frustration. Suitcases and overstuffed backpacks were visible in car windows, as well as the odd piece of furniture. At the front of one line, a man finished fueling up his big dual-tank truck and then plopped the hose into a large fuel drum in the bed. The man in the SUV behind him leaned on his horn, shouting out his window.

"Come on, hurry it up! Other people need gas too, you know!"

The burly, tattooed man at the pump whirled around, his face twisted in anger. "I'll take as much as I need! You want to stop me, tough guy?"

The smaller man in the SUV declined to rise to the challenge, but honked again as if trying to save face. Midge crouched next to Jim and clutched his arm.

"Honey, we should go. I'm not getting a good vibe here."

"No, the vibe is most definitely not good. But neither is our fuel situation." Jim swallowed hard and patted his wife's small hand. "It's okay. We'll just be patient, get our gas, and get the heck out of here."

He eased the RV up to the back of the shortest line, right behind a huge, jacked-up pickup-truck. Jim peered around its automotive bulk, his eyes darting across the large window and pinging off each of his rearview mirrors in a tense, rapid rotation. A large moving van in the line beside them pulled forward, and Scottie sucked a tight gasp.

"Oh dang. Look."

The towering vehicle's forward motion revealed the station's small convenience store on the other side of the parking lot. Inside its broad windows, harsh fluorescent lights illuminated a frenzied mass of people, their arms loaded with snacks, drinks, toiletries, and anything else they could get their hands on. They moved with a sense of desperation, grabbing supplies as if their lives depended on it. The shelves were nearly bare, with only a few scattered items remaining, their packages crumpled and dented.

A long line extended from the register, winding through the aisles like a chaotic serpent. The people jostled and shoved, shouting arguments and accusations in voices that failed to reach the RV. A man near the back of the line shook his head in exasperation and stormed out of the store, his arms laden with unpaid merchandise. The cashier, a young woman with a frantic expression and oil-stained uniform, made no move to stop him. She simply continued to scan the next customer's items, her hands moving with desperate speed.

Midge's fingers dug into Jim's arm. "Okay, we have to go. Jim, please."

"Okay, okay," Jim said hoarsely. He looked to his son. "Can we get to the next gas station on a quarter tank? That gets us like… eighty miles? Maybe ninety?"

Scottie swiped and pinched at his phone. "I… I don't know. Nothing will load. My signal is down to⁠—"

The Gladstones all jumped as a frantic banging came from the back of the RV. Midge pressed herself against the wall and hissed, "The door. Someone's at the door!"

Another set of bangs rattled the thin door in its frame, and Scottie's eyes went wide. "Let's go. Dad, we gotta go."

"Yeah. Yeah, okay." Sweat soaked the pits of Jim's polo shirt as he rubbed his goatee and checked his mirrors. He leaned to peer into the fisheye on the large sideview mirror, and cursed under his breath. "More cars have pulled in behind us. I can't back out."

The banging on the door continued, followed by a desperate voice. "Please, open up. I'm not going to hurt you. I swear."

Jim took a deep breath, stood up, and stepped back into the cabin. Midge grabbed his arm and hissed, "What do you think you're doing?"

"It's okay. I'll just play it cool and get rid of him." He forced a tense smile. "I know how to deal with someone having a meltdown. I'm a high school teacher."

"Jim, no," Midge pleaded.

He maneuvered past her in the tight space, giving her a small kiss on the forehead as he squeezed by. Steeling himself, he pulled back the curtain and peeked out the small window in the door. The man outside was slim and wiry, with a mop of unruly brown hair and thick glasses that had slid down his nose. His clothes were rumpled, and his youthful face was frantic and etched with worry. Despite his desperate demeanor, he didn't look particularly intimidating. Jim cracked the door open a sliver, keeping his body blocking the entrance.

"Can I help you?"

The man's eyes were wide and pleading. "Please, do you have any diapers? I've been searching everywhere, but the stores are all out. I'm desperate."

Jim couldn't help but chuckle. "Sorry, friend. We haven't had any of those in here for a long time." He patted his hip. "And it'll still be a few more years until we need 'em again."

The attempt at levity failed to land. "What about food? Anything at all?" The man raked back his messed-up hair, looking on the verge of tears. "I'm sorry. I'm not… I mean, I don't usually… I've got a toddler at home, and my wife… I haven't been able to get my hands on anything. The shelves are bare, and I don't know what I'm gonna do…"

A sharp pang of sympathy bit Jim's gut. He glanced back into the RV, his eyes falling on the groceries Harper had given them. Midge saw him looking, and they made eye contact. She wrung her hands, then nodded. Jim turned back to the man. "Hey, it's okay. I get it. You're just trying to look out for your family, just like me. Hold on."

He took a half step back from the door, keeping his foot against the bottom to brace it against possible intrusion. Midge grabbed an empty bag, threw in a few cans of soup, some bread, fruit, and a jar of peanut butter, then handed it to Jim, her fingers brushing his as if they wanted to grab him and pull him back from a dangerous precipice. Jim took a deep, steadying breath and eased the door open far enough to shove the bag through.

"Here you go, buddy."

The man took the bag and looked inside, and his eyes widened. His face snapped up to look at Jim, and the tears he had been holding back all burst out at once. He openly sobbed, his lips quivering grotesquely. "I… thank you. Thank you! You just saved my little girl's life. Here…" He fumbled his wallet out of his back pocket. "I have money."

"Keep it. Just get home and be safe, okay?"

"Yes, okay. Okay! Thank you! Thank you so much!"

Jim glanced over the man's head, cringing as his exuberant gratitude started to draw unwelcome attention from others hovering around the station. Haggard faces turned toward the RV in a wave that rippled through the crowd, all of them peering over to see what the commotion was about. A burly man with a thick beard and a camouflage muscle shirt pointed, his voice booming over the restless murmur of the crowd.

"They've got food! In the RV!"

The crowd surged forward, their desperation morphing into action as they closed in on the vehicle. Jim slammed the door and fumbled with the chintzy lock, his hands shaking. Within seconds, fists beat against the RV's sides, and the door shuddered under a barrage of frantic pounding.

"Give us some!"

"We're hungry too!"

"You can't keep it all for yourself!"

Jim pressed his back against the door, bracing it with his weight. "Midge, get us out of here!"

Midge leaped into the driver's seat, her hands trembling as she threw the idling engine into drive, cranked the wheel, and tried to pull out, but the RV didn't move two feet before its bumper was touching the truck in front of them. She threw it into reverse, but the screaming chime of the backup proximity alarm seized her muscles.

"Oh no, oh no no," she whimpered. "Ugh! I hate driving this thing!"

Jim braced himself against the door as angry fists beat on the other side, pounding a staccato vibration into his spine. His glasses slipped down his nose as the door shook in its frame, its knob savagely cranking back and forth.

"Mom! Just drive!" Scottie shouted. "Dad, I'm coming!"

The wiry teen leaped out of his seat and sprang into the cabin, but before he reached the back door, a rock hit one of the large side windows, exploding it in a rain of diamond-like safety-glass pellets. Scottie reflexively jerked away from it as clawing hands scrabbled at the ragged windowsill. A woman in a tattered coat managed to boost herself up to the window, her eyes wild with desperation. As she clung to the edge with one bloodied hand, her other hand scrabbled to grab a box of macaroni off the table.

A few others worked together, dragging large garbage cans over from the pumps and shoving them against the RV. They clambered up onto them, reaching inside and grabbing anything within reach. A man with an oily ponytail grabbed a jar of strawberry preserves, clutching it to his chest as he grabbed three cans of soup and stuffed them into his crooked arm. A stout woman shoved him aside, causing him to drop half his loot as she snatched up a bag of apples and cackled with manic joy.

"Stop! Stop it!" Scottie yelled over the chaotic shouts of the looters. He lunged for the table, trying to shield the remaining food with his body, but the reaching hands pounded his flesh and clawed his clothes.

"Scott!" Jim's feet made a reflexive move to help his son, but as soon as his weight shifted away from the door, it rattled and bucked as if it would snap off its hinges at any moment. He threw himself back into it and wailed, "Scott, get back! Get away from them!"

Scottie fought his way free of the frenzied attackers, then wrenched open a narrow storage compartment. A jumble of sports equipment tumbled out, sending a tennis ball and softball bouncing and rolling down the narrow cabin. He shoved aside a tangled badminton net and clutched the grip of a battered aluminum baseball bat. Whirling around, he raised the bat over his shoulder.

"Get back!" he shouted, his voice cracking with fear and anger. He swung at the reaching hands, and the bat connected with a meaty thunk, eliciting a howl of pain.

"Ow! You little punk!"

The teen's jaw clenched and his eyes took on a crazed expression as his muscular arms swung again and again, hitting arms and shoulders and the occasional head. Each impact sent someone recoiling away in pain, but for every looter Scottie managed to beat back, two more appeared, snatching at the dwindling supplies. On the other side of the RV, another window exploded as a rock sailed through and smashed into a cabinet.

Jim's arms burned with the effort of holding the door closed. "Midge, go! For crying out loud, go!"

Another rock smashed into the huge windshield with a sharp bang, spiderwebbing cracks across the glass. Midge screamed, the sound high and thin with terror. She jammed the shifter into reverse and stomped the gas pedal to the floor. The engine roared and the RV lurched backwards, its massive frame shuddering as it slammed into the car behind them. Metal crunched and glass shattered in a discordant symphony of destruction. The smaller car crumpled like a tin can, its hood accordioning under the impact of the RV's rear end.

Outside the windows, the looters scattered like frightened rats, but some weren't fast enough. A man roared in pain as the edge of the window slammed into his side, audibly cracking his ribs and sending him spinning to the ground. The RV's flank crashed into the garbage cans, sending them and everyone on top of them flying through the air. Bodies hit the ground hard, crumpling into unnatural angles, and screams of agony pierced the air as they writhed on the pavement, clutching at shattered limbs. Those who were able snatched up the scattered food that had spilled onto the ground, shoving and clawing at each other like feral animals fighting over scraps.

Midge's breath was a hard, terrified pant as she shifted into drive, cranked the wheel, and hit the gas. The RV's engine roared like an avenging beast as it charged forward. Scottie staggered and fell against the wall, still gripping the bat in white-knuckled hands, his face pale and eyes wide with shock. Jim fell to his knees, but braced himself against the door as the vehicle lurched toward the pickup truck in front of them. With a sickening crunch of metal, the edge of the RV's front grill smashed into the towering truck's rear bumper. The camper shuddered and strained, its powerful engine fighting to shove the obstacle aside.

For a breathless moment they were stuck, trapped by the truck's immovable bulk, but then, with a throaty roar of horsepower, the RV pushed the massive pickup aside. An agonized squeal of metal-on-metal cut the air as the full length of the camper's side dragged against the truck before it bounded over the curb, its suspension groaning in protest as the wheels crashed back down onto the road on the other side.

The sudden jolt sent Jim and Scottie sprawling on the floor. Jim's shoulder slammed into the thin carpet, sending a bolt of pain down his arm, and Scottie yelped as his head cracked against the leg of the dinette table, but Midge kept her foot on the gas, and the RV roared away from the gas station, leaving the chaos behind.

Jim pushed himself up to his hands and knees, his head spinning. He crawled over to Scottie, who was curled on his side, clutching his head. "Scottie? Scott! Are you okay?"

Scottie groaned and rolled onto his back. His face was pale and there was a cut on his cheek, oozing a thin trickle of blood. His arms were covered in scratches and forming bruises. "I'm… I'm okay. I think. Just banged up."

Jim helped him sit up, checking him over for any serious injuries, then called out to Midge. "Honey? Are you all right?"

"No, Jim, I am not all right!" Midge's voice was high and tight with barely contained hysteria. "I think I ran over people! I might have killed someone!"

"It's not your fault. You didn't have a choice."

"That doesn't make it okay!"

Jim staggered to his feet, bracing himself against the wall as the RV swayed and bounced. He made his way up to the front, placing a hand on Midge's shoulder. She gripped the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were white, and her whole body was trembling. Hot steam poured over the cracked windshield, obscuring her view of the road ahead. She leaned forward, squinting to see through the spiderweb of fractures. The RV listed heavily to one side, and a rhythmic thumping came from the rear.

Scottie stuck his head out a broken window, his blonde hair whipping around his head as he looked back to investigate. "One of the rear tires is punctured! It's almost flat!"

The steering wheel vibrated in Midge's hands, threatening to wrench itself out of her grip at any moment, but she struggled valiantly to keep the RV straight as it barreled down the road, fighting against the pull of the flat tire. The vehicle shimmied and shook, its frame groaning with agony.

"We need to pull over!" she cried, tears streaming down her face.

"No!" Jim barked. "Keep going!"

"How far can we go on a flat tire?"

Jim peered through the steam pouring over the windshield. Past the glow of the streetlights was the welcoming darkness of the sleepy country road that had brought them into this forsaken town. He gritted his teeth in determination.

"We can go far enough."


CHAPTER SIX




FEMA National Emergency Operations Center

The FEMA National Emergency Operations Center buzzed with frenetic energy as the president's team of experts worked tirelessly to deal with the impending catastrophe. The cavernous room was a hive of activity, with rows of desks and workstations stretched out under the dim glow of warm amber lights. Several massive screens dominated the front wall, displaying real-time data and images of the spreading disaster, as well as live broadcasts from news networks and secured feeds from military units on the ground.

Scientists huddled around large tables, poring over touchscreens of satellite imagery and geological surveys. Fingers flew across keyboards, and urgent video calls were made as they searched for any possible way to stop the clicking clock to doomsday. Coffee cups and energy drink cans littered the desks, and the air was thick with the acrid scent of stress and exhaustion. President Stone moved through the room, exuding an air of calmness despite the stiffness in his step. He approached General Irons, who was barking orders into a phone.

"I want every free man you have working to keep traffic moving. If the highways get plugged, we are well and truly done for. Coordinate local law enforcement and the National Guard. Call the Boy Scouts if you have to."

The general hung up and rubbed his eyes, letting out a deep groan. Stone's brow furrowed with concern. "What's the status on the evacuation?"

"It's going as well as can be expected, considering we're trying to move the population of two entire states. But it's chaos out there, Mr. President. And the media isn't helping matters."

He gestured to the large screens dominating the front of the room, where news footage streamed in live from points all over Wisconsin and Michigan. The scenes were a kaleidoscope of desperation and disorder. National Guard units in full combat gear worked alongside local police and firefighters, trying to maintain order amid the panicked crowds. Humvees and military trucks rolled through the streets while helicopters buzzed overhead and soldiers with megaphones shouted instructions, directing the endless streams of vehicles and pedestrians. Guardsmen and Red Cross volunteers handed out bottled water and MREs to exhausted families.

A newscaster appeared on the screen, his face a mask of professional concern. "This is Brian Thompson, reporting live from the heart of the evacuation efforts just outside Madison, Wisconsin. As you can see behind me, the situation is dire. Thousands of people are being forced from their homes, uncertain of what the future holds."

The camera panned to show a sea of humanity carrying suitcases, backpacks, and plastic bags stuffed with their most precious belongings. The image cut to interview footage of a woman, her eyes red and puffy. "I… I don't know what to do. I can't get in touch with my husband. I don't know if he's okay, if he's trying to get to us…" Her voice broke as she pulled her children closer, the tears flowing freely. "Todd, if you're watching, we're headed to my sister's place in Des Moines!"

The newscaster reappeared. "This is just one of the many heartbreaking stories unfolding here today. Families torn apart, lives upended, all in the face of an unprecedented disaster. But not everyone is taking heed of the government's chilling warning."

The scene cut to another interview, this time with a grizzled old man clutching a rifle. His wrinkled face was set in a stubborn scowl, his eyes hard and unyielding. "I ain't leaving. This is my home. I was born here, and I'll die here if I have to. I'm not gonna get stuck in some horrible refugee camp, living like an animal. No sir, not me. I'll take my chances right here."

President Stone rubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling the bristles of his beard shadow. "I'll get my press secretary to lean on the networks and get them to stop fanning the flames and start greasing the wheels. If the people better understand what we're doing, they'll be more cooperative."

"I admire your optimism, sir, but I know you're not that naive. A little positive press isn't going to convince anyone this is a good idea." The general's steely eyes watched the screens with a blank expression, and his voice lowered. "I'm not entirely convinced myself."

"Excuse me?"

"Permission to speak frankly, sir."

"General, we are too deep in it to rest on formalities. Whatever it is, say it."

"Yes, sir. With all due respect… how sure are we that these scientists know what they're doing? What if they're wrong? What if we're doing all this for nothing? We could be disrupting the lives of millions of people, causing untold billions in damages, not to mention countless injuries and certainly deaths in this slapdash maneuver."

"I've been second-guessing myself since the moment I issued the evacuation order. But I can't just sit on this and potentially let millions of Americans die. If Dr. Jackson's team is right, the cost will be worth it. If she's wrong… I'll face the consequences. Without regret."

Irons let out a sigh, but nodded. "Roger that, sir. We won't rest until we've got everyone out."

"Thank you, General. Keep me informed."

With that, President Stone moved on, into a ring of workstations that had been set up around a large glass table. Its surface was an enormous touch-sensitive screen, displaying a map of the upper eastern United States from the Great Lakes down to Tennessee. Overlaid heat maps showed the still-blazing pits of what had been officially dubbed the Illinois Disaster Site and the Missouri Abyss. Twisting fuses of burning coal seam crept upward, inching ever closer to the Wisconsin and Michigan borders as the scientists bustled around the computers, scattering papers and hammering keyboards.

Dr. Jackson stood at the central table, manipulating the map, zooming in on the areas of highest risk. Her brow was pinched in concentration, her lips moving as if giving silent voice to the calculations in her head. An older man with a wisp of hair around a shining bald pate rushed up with a sheaf of papers in his hand.

"Jackson, I've got the latest data from the Patriox lab."

"Finally. Let me see." She snatched the papers and quickly flipped through them. The man leaned in, pointing at a particular set of numbers.

"Look at this. The seismic activity in this region is off the charts. If your people's readings are accurate⁠—"

"They are," Jackson snapped. "I double-checked them myself."

The man glowered at her. "Look, we're staring down the barrel of another explosion that could be twice as big as the last one, and the snippy attitude isn't helping, okay?"

Stone strode up to them and cleared his throat, the sound like a mother lion warning her cubs to straighten up. "Let's not let our stress get the best of us." He nodded to them in turn. "Dr. Jackson, and…"

The bald man's eyes sparkled with awe as he grasped the president's hand, pumping it up and down. "Dr. Hugh Ditton. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. President."

"He's our liaison to the Patriox lab. He's Kevin Lee's project lead on the Plutus Layer. We're pooling our resources to define the outside border of the gas pocket under the Dairy Belt."

Stone's stomach plunged. "So you've confirmed its existence."

"Oh yeah, it's there all right. Exactly where Avery and Stauring thought it would be." Ditton's gaze grew distant, and his lips turned downward in a jowly frown. "They were two of our best minds."

"If that was true, they would have known better than to drill into this thing." Jackson slapped down the papers and plucked up a pencil, aggressively circling a chunk of data. "Look at this! How could anyone see these numbers and think it was a good idea to ram a hot drill into it?"

"Those are your numbers! Our team never saw them until now!" Ditton's soft face hardened. "And this isn't the time to be placing blame!"

"That's what the people who are to blame always say."

"Enough," Stone barked. "Every second you spend arguing is lives lost. Now I need everyone to take a deep breath and brief me on your findings."

Dr. Jackson closed her eyes and inhaled and exhaled slowly. "Apologies, sir. Let me show you what we've found." She pushed aside the papers and swiped her fingers across the digital tabletop to bring up a series of images. "We've been using a combination of deep seismic reflection and refraction surveys to map the subsurface structures beneath Wisconsin and Michigan."

"Think of it like an ultrasound for the Earth," Ditton chimed in. "We send sound waves down into the ground and measure how they bounce back. Different rock layers reflect the waves differently, allowing us to build a picture of what's down there."

"And what we've found is… concerning, to say the least." Jackson zoomed in on a particular section of the map, a swirling mass of blues and greens deep below the surface. "This is the gas pocket. It's massive, and under immense pressure."

"How immense are we talking?" Stone asked, his eyes locked on the pulsing colors.

"Thousands of pounds per square inch," Ditton said. "Maybe tens of thousands. I've been on the Plutus project for over five years and I've never seen anything like it."

"And here," Jackson continued, tracing a finger along a line that snaked across the map, "is the first coal seam fire that we project will reach the pocket."

The president's face paled at the proximity. "All right. So how do we stop it?"

Jackson and Ditton exchanged a glance before Ditton spoke. "We don't. We can't."

"This gas pocket is enormously large, deep, and under an astronomical amount of pressure," Jackson added. "Even if we could somehow open up some kind of duct to safely vent the gas, our models show the loss of pressure would cause the underlying rock to crumble."

"We'd still get a sinkhole five-hundred miles across, not to mention thousands of tons of methane gas in the atmosphere," Ditton said. "Hypothetically speaking, of course. Because what we're talking about doing is physically impossible."

"What about the coal seam fire?" Stone asked. "Can we put it out?"

Jackson frowned. "That's also a negative. It's almost two miles underground, and it's spreading at incredible speed. Even if we could get some drills and pumps in its path, the seam is at least a half-mile wide. It would be like trying to put out a bonfire with a squirt gun."

Stone's hands betrayed his stony façade with a barely contained tremble. "How long do we have?"

"Based on the rate of the coal seam's burn and the depth of the gas pocket, we estimate between four and six hours," Jackson said. "Maybe less."

"Maybe way less," Ditton said. He scooped up the papers that had sparked his argument with Jackson earlier. "Our equipment works best when the surface is relatively quiet, but the evacuations are running havoc with our readings. With so much activity, we're having to check and double check our⁠—"

His words cut off with a sharp gasp as the map displayed on the table suddenly animated, turning the blue-and-green pocket of gas into a bright white flash. A chorus of tight screams choked out around the room, and President Stone looked up at the wall of monitors, his heart in his throat. They flickered and flashed as footage streamed in from across Wisconsin and Michigan broadcasting the apocalypse live and in high-definition.

In a small town outside of Green Bay, the camera shook as the ground beneath it began to tremble. With a deafening roar, a massive fissure tore open in the middle of the street. Flames and thick, black smoke belched from the wound in the earth, obscuring the lens for a moment. When the smoke cleared, cars, homes, and businesses were crumbling into the widening chasm. People ran in terror, their screams drowned out by the thunderous cracking of the ground. A school bus filled with evacuees teetered on the edge of the fissure for a heart-stopping moment before tilting and vanishing into the fiery depths.

The next screen over showed a suburb of Detroit, where terrified evacuees gathered on a crowded train platform. A family clung desperately to each other, eyes wide with primal fear as the ground gave way. For a split second, they seemed suspended in midair, hands grasping, mouths open in silent screams. Then the dust and debris swallowed them, and they tumbled into the blazing abyss. The camera spun, capturing one last glimpse of the destruction before it plunged into the flames and the screen went black.

Downtown Milwaukee became a nightmarish vision of destruction and chaos. Towering skyscrapers swayed precariously like drunken giants, their foundations crumbling beneath them. With a deafening roar, the buildings began to collapse, sending massive shards of glass and twisted steel plummeting to the streets below. The jagged debris rained down, smashing vehicles and slicing through fleeing crowds without mercy. The ground beneath the iconic Milwaukee Art Museum ripped open, and the building's soaring white wings were dragged into the abyss, crumpling like fragile origami as the building disappeared into the fiery chasm. In mere seconds, the beloved landmark was gone, swallowed whole by the insatiable appetite of the cataclysmic fissure.

One by one, the feeds cut out as the cameras succumbed to the catastrophic, fiery detonation of the Plutus Layer. Static replaced the horrific pictures as the screens all began to flip back to horrified newscasters, shouting or weeping from behind studio desks outside the disaster zone.

"We've lost contact with our affiliate in Lansing…"

"Grand Rapids is gone…"

"No word from Ann Arbor…"

Everyone in the room stared at the wall of talking heads, their bodies slumped over with grief or frozen in horror. For a long moment, no one moved, no one breathed. It was as if time itself had stopped, unable to comprehend the magnitude of what had just happened. President Stone regained his composure and turned to Jackson and Ditton, his face ashen.

"Will…" His usually commanding voice cracked. "Will there be another?"

"Y-yes… I mean…" Jackson's hands shook as she swiped on the screen, making the display jitter against her fingertips as she zoomed the map. "Preliminary surveys indicate a third pocket under the southern states."

"Which ones?"

Dr. Jackson's dark complexion was ghostly pale.

"All of them, sir."


CHAPTER SEVEN




Wilder Survival Camp

The bright morning sun beat down on the large circular gravel driveway of the Wilder Survival Camp. David and Jody loitered near the mailbox at the road, their duffel bags and backpacks stacked neatly at their feet. Rick Wilder was with them, his jovial face creased with concern.

"You sure you don't want to stay for breakfast? You've got a long trip ahead of you."

David shook his head. "I appreciate the offer, but we've got enough food in our packs to keep us going until we get home. I already called a rideshare." He held up his phone. "The app says the car will be here in fifteen minutes, but my service has been glitchy. Might be sooner."

Jody kicked at the gravel, her hair falling into her face. "Ugh, I hope not. I don't want to go."

"I don't either, Bug." David distractedly pulled up his texts. All of his outgoing messages to Harper finally registered as "read," but no replies had managed to work their way back to him. He sighed and tucked it in his pocket. "But you know why we have to get home."

"Yeah, I know." Jody looked up with a pout. "I just wish I could have gotten all my merit badges."

With a grunt and creak of old bones, Wilder crouched down to Jody's level, his leathery face softening. "Which ones are you missing?"

"Knot tying and tree climbing."

"Well, I think we can fix that in less than fifteen minutes." The ever-prepared counselor reached into his back pocket and pulled out a length of rope. "You up for a quick lesson?"

"Yes, sir! Thank you!"

Wilder held up the rope, his hands moving with practiced ease. "Alright, we're going to tie a bowline knot. It's a real useful one. You make a small loop in the rope, like this." His fingers deftly formed a loop near one end of the rope. Jody watched intently, her brow furrowed in concentration. "Now, you take the working end of the rope and bring it up through the loop from the underside." Wilder demonstrated, threading the rope through the loop. "Then, wrap it around the standing part of the rope and back down through the small loop. You see that?" Jody nodded, her hands unconsciously mimicking Wilder's movements. "And finally, you just tighten it up." Wilder pulled on the rope, and the knot cinched tight. "There you have it, a bowline knot. Did you get all that?"

"I think so."

"Then prove it."

Wilder handed Jody the rope, with the unknotted end up. Her small, freckled hands held it in front of her face, her tongue poking out the side of her mouth as she concentrated. She formed a loop, but it was far too big. Undeterred, she tried again, this time making the loop smaller. She threaded the rope through, but got tangled halfway. With a huff, she untangled it and started over.

The tension that plagued David's face loosened into a small smile as he watched his daughter persevere. On her third attempt, Jody managed to wrap the rope around and through the loop, just as Wilder had shown her. With a triumphant grin, she pulled the knot tight.

"I did it!" she cheered, holding up the rope. "Look! I did it!"

Wilder took it and held it up to his clouded eyes, rubbing his beard and making a big show of inspecting it. "Hmm, well, yes indeed. That is a bona fide, grade-A bowline knot. Definitely a badge-worthy specimen."

He reached into his sagging pocket and pulled out a handful of small, embroidered badges. Pushing them around with his gnarled thumb, he found the right one, plucked it out, and handed it over. Jody accepted it with a whoop of excitement, holding it in the air and jumping up and down.

"Dad! Look! I got it!"

"Well done, kiddo. Put it in your backpack with the others and get ready to go."

"But I still need tree climbing! Watch! Mr. Wilder, watch!"

David drew a breath to argue, but before the words could form, Jody had already darted across the driveway and launched herself into the low, twisted branches of a Southern Live Oak. With a series of swift grabs and kicks, she hurtled her small body ten feet off the ground in a matter of seconds. Wilder laughed and clapped his hands as he turned to David.

"She's a firecracker, isn't she?"

"Once she's committed to something, she's like a dog with a bone." David cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted to her. "Hey, while you're up there, see if you can spot our ride."

Jody put her hand over her eyes to shade them from the sun. "Nope! I gotta go higher!"

Fearlessly, she scampered farther up the tree, her tiny hands clutching the rough bark without complaint. With the girl out of earshot, Wilder turned to David, his face serious. "Listen, I understand why you want to get home, but I've been watching the news all morning. After what happened up north, folks are getting mighty squirrely out there."

David shifted uncomfortably, his boots grinding the gravel. "Yeah, I know. I saw a little before my phone service went to crap. People are scared out of their minds."

"And with good reason." Wilder stroked his ragged beard and cleared his throat. "Look, you and Jody are welcome to stay as long as you want."

"I appreciate that, but…"

"No, listen. We've got plenty of supplies, and some good solid bunkhouses, plus we're pretty secluded out here. It's a safe place. Nina and I talked it over, and we're going to offer the same to the other campers. Just until things settle down and people locate their sanity."

David let out a long breath. "I'm not gonna lie, it's a tempting offer. I didn't sleep a wink last night. I just laid there in the dark, weighing the pros and cons of going to the airport. I saw how the cities up in Wisconsin and Michigan were in a full-blown panic before…" His throat pinched, as if refusing to give voice to the words, then he licked his dry lips. "I imagine Columbia won't be as bad, since it's so far away from the disaster zones, but still…"

"City folk are city folk," Wilder said sagely. "Even in the South."

David nodded. "It won't be long until the highways turn into parking lots. Or war zones. My gut tells me our only chance of getting home is getting to that airport, and getting there fast." He looked at Wilder, his stoic face betrayed only by the wet sheen in his eyes. "Jody and I need to be with our family. That's all that matters."

"I understand." Wilder's gaze drifted to the administration cabin, where his wife was no doubt preparing for the busy day ahead. "If it was me, I wouldn't rest until I was with my Nina." A tiny grin warmed his face, and he winked. "She may be a pain in the neck, but she's my pain in the neck."

An understanding that needed no words passed between the two men before Jody's shouting cut the silence. "Here he comes! I see him! Jimmy Blue Prius! Just like you said!"

"Okay, great," David shouted back. "Come on down."

With a series of swift, surefooted movements, Jody descended the tree like a little redheaded monkey, dropping the last few feet to land in a crouch. She darted over to Wilder and bounced on the balls of her feet. "Did you see? I climbed all the way to the top!"

"That you did. Very impressive." Wilder plucked the last merit badge out of the pile on his palm and handed it over. "Congratulations, Miss Carlson. You are officially a graduate of Wilder Survival Camp."

"Yes! Thank you!" Jody threw her arms around the old man's waist, eliciting a grunt as she slammed her cheek into his belly. "I had so much fun here! Can I come back next year?"

Wilder ruffled her hair and eased himself free of her grip. "I hope you can."

His grave tone imbued deeper meaning to his innocent words. David swung his pack onto his back and picked up their two heavy duffle bags of gear. "Come on, Bug. Grab your pack."

"Yes, sir!"

Jody scrambled over and carefully tucked her two new badges with the rest in the front pocket of her pack, then hefted it onto her shoulder. At the same time, a blue Prius pulled up and the driver rolled down the window.

"David C.?"

"That's me, you must be Jimmy."

"Right on. I'll pop the trunk for ya."

Jimmy hopped out of the car and opened the rear hatch, and David hefted their bags inside, then laid his backpack on top of them. Jody kept hers with her as she climbed into the back seat and slammed the door. David gave Wilder a handshake that became a hug.

"Take care of your girl," Wilder grumbled.

"Same to you."

The men separated, and David climbed into the back seat to be greeted by the familiar signs of wear that plagued all rideshare vehicles. The gray fabric seats were peppered with small stains and scuffs, and a faint, musty odor lingered in the air, a blend of stale fast food, spilled coffee, and the inevitable funk of too many people in too small a space for too long.

Affixed to the back of the driver's seat was a small, laminated sign bearing a message in bold, friendly letters: "Welcome! Please remember to wear your seatbelt, and don't forget to rate your ride!" The car's upgraded stereo system pumped out a bass-heavy hip-hop song, vibrating the door panels and eliciting a grimace from David. He leaned forward, raising his voice to be heard over the music.

"Hey, Jimmy, you mind turning that down a bit?"

"What's that?" The driver glanced in the rearview mirror, his eyebrows raised.

"The music," David repeated, louder this time. "It's a bit loud."

"Oh, sorry!" Jimmy cranked it down to a low rumble. "I like to jam out when I drive. Need to keep my mind occupied, you know? Especially now. Did you see the news this morning about up north? Scary stuff, man."

Jody's eyes widened as they flicked to David. "What's scary? What happened?"

David forced a nonchalant smile for Jody. "There was another accident like the ones before. But it was very far away from here. Nothing for you to worry about." He cut a harsh glare at the driver in the rearview mirror. "Isn't that right, Jimmy?"

Jimmy shrank in his seat. "Oh, yeah. Million miles away. Forget about it, short stack." He looked away guiltily and tapped the phone mounted on his dashboard, waking up his rideshare app. "So it looks like you two are headed to the airport up in Columbia?"

"That's right."

"Sweet. Let's hit the road." Jimmy tried to initiate the ride, but his app produced an error message. "Ugh. Sorry, this thing has been acting screwy since last night. Hopefully it's still tracking my fares. Gotta get paid, you know?"

He shifted the car into gear and the gravel crunched under the tires as he pulled out onto the road. Jody waved enthusiastically to Wilder as they drove away, then settled down in her seat. The Prius wound its way down the narrow, tree-lined country road, passing old, weathered barns and rusted farm equipment, relics of a bygone era. Cows grazed in verdant pastures, their tails swishing lazily as they watched the sleek vehicle pass.

Jimmy bobbed his head to the beat of the music, which was still loud enough to pulse bass notes through David's backside. He scowled and checked his phone for what felt like the hundredth time, but the sketchy signal he had enjoyed before had collapsed to no signal at all. He pulled up his offline navigation app, which contained downloaded maps of the entire United States. Grace had teased him for wasting so much of his phone's memory on them, but he had teased her back, saying not everyone needed to have gigabytes of storage for cute selfies with livestock. He zoomed the map to their location and frowned when he discovered the airport was still a good forty miles away.

Beside him, Jody spread her merit badges on the seat, her small hands arranging and rearranging them by shape and color. The bright embroidery stood out against the gray fabric of the seat, a rainbow of accomplishment. She picked up the knot-tying badge, curiously running her finger over the intricate design.

As country roads became rural highways and then the interstate, traffic kept steadily building. Cars and trucks closed in on all sides, but Jimmy merged into the congestion with the ease of a seasoned professional. By the time they were on the interstate, traffic had slowed to a crawl. Jimmy continued to bop his head and distractedly mutter lyrics under his breath as he tapped his phone with annoyance, trying ineffectually to initiate the fare tracker.

David shifted in his seat, his jaw clenching and unclenching. He glanced at his phone for the umpteenth time, the screen still stubbornly devoid of signal bars. With a sigh, he shoved it back into his pocket and stared out the window at the sea of brake lights stretching endlessly ahead. Beside him, Jody had grown restless, her merit badges now organized and packed neatly away in her bag. She kicked her feet against the back of the passenger seat, earning a disapproving glance from Jimmy. David massaged his temples, the relentless thump of the music pounding in his skull.

"Hey, do you think we could change the music to something else? This hip-hop is giving me a headache."

Jimmy glanced in the rearview mirror, his fingers still tapping out the beat on the steering wheel. "Sorry, man, this is all I've got loaded up in the car. I usually stream from my phone, but I can't get a signal to save my life right now."

Jody perked up, leaning forward between the seats. "Why don't you just put on the radio?"

"Wow, old school," Jimmy chuckled. "I haven't listened to the actual radio in years."

He reached out and fiddled with the stereo, the hip-hop abruptly cutting off as he flipped to the radio. Static crackled through the speakers as the unit automatically scanned through the FM band for a clear broadcast. Distorted fragments of music and commercials flitted through the car before President Stone's voice came through crisp and clear.

"…unprecedented disasters that have struck our nation have claimed countless lives, and our collective grief is immeasurable. To all those who have lost loved ones, I offer my deepest condolences. But in this moment of crisis, we have no time to mourn. We must act swiftly to protect the lives of those still in harm's way."

David sat bolt upright. "Turn that up."

Jimmy obliged, and the president continued. "Our nation's top scientists at the United States Geological Survey have determined that these catastrophic events are caused by the detonation of massive underground gas pockets, and based on their expert analysis, I believe there is imminent danger of another disaster in the southern states. For this reason, I have issued a mandatory evacuation order for all residents of Mississippi, Alabama, and western Georgia."

Jimmy's jaw dropped, and he whispered, "Oh, dang."

"FEMA and the National Guard are already working to coordinate the safe relocation of all evacuees. Those in the affected areas will be moved west into Oklahoma and Texas, and east into the Carolinas. I have been assured by our geological experts that these regions are stable and secure. Follow the instructions of local authorities and emergency personnel. They are there to help you and your loved ones stay safe. The United States is a strong country of strong people, and we will get through this together, as neighbors, and as a nation."

The president's voice was replaced by a newscaster repeating the key points of his address, and Jimmy turned down the volume. His voice came out dry and hoarse. "Well, ain't that a kick in the head?"

Jody clutched David's hand. "Dad, that's close to here! Are we gonna be okay?"

He forced a smile. "Of course we are. You heard the president. He's sending people to the Carolinas because it's safe here. We're going to get to the airport, get on a plane, and be home with your mom and Grace before you know it." But as he spoke, his gaze drifted to the sea of red brake lights stretching endlessly ahead, and a knot of dread tightened in his gut. "Hey Jimmy, do you think we could try surface streets? Maybe get around a little of this traffic?"

"Yeah, man, good call. We're coming up on the exit for downtown Columbia. Might as well give it a shot."

Jimmy flicked on his turn signal and eased the Prius down an off-ramp, the suspension jostling as they transitioned from smooth highway to potholed city streets. Downtown Columbia was a study in contrasts, its stately antebellum architecture juxtaposed against the sleek lines of modern high-rises. The Capitol building loomed large at the end of Main Street, its white marble façade gleaming in the harsh morning sun, but in its stately gaze, the streets were a scene of barely controlled pandemonium.

People rushed in and out of buildings, their arms laden with hastily gathered supplies. A man in a business suit argued heatedly with a police officer, his tie askew and his face red with anger, while a young couple stood in the middle of the sidewalk, locked in a tight embrace. The woman's shoulders shook with silent sobs as her partner stroked her hair, his own eyes glistening with unshed tears.

In front of a corner grocery store, a middle-aged woman moved cases of water from a cart into her minivan, her movements frantic and jerky. Before she could close the hatch, two men ran up from behind. One shoved her to the ground, and they both grabbed as much water as they could carry before sprinting away.

Jody's eyes were wide and trembling as she surveyed the scene, and she hugged her backpack to her chest. Jimmy tapped on his phone and muttered a curse. "This stupid map isn't updating. It still thinks we're on the highway."

"Do you know how to get to the airport without it?"

"Uh, no," Jimmy snuffed. "How does anybody get anywhere without a navigation app?"

David suppressed an eyeroll and pulled out his own phone. The ride from the airport to Wilder's a week and a half ago was his only experience with Columbia, making his knowledge of local streets as useless as the driver's. He popped open his downloaded maps and zoomed in, quickly working out a route.

"It looks like we just need to stay on Gervais Street and cross the river. It changes names a couple of times after that, but this road should get us pretty close to the airport."

Jimmy continued to poke at his app, swiping away error messages with annoyance. "Okay, fine. Thanks."

He pushed the car forward, aggressively nosing his way through the creeping traffic. Jody moved closer to David as she peered out the window, and jumped as a group of teenagers smashed the windows of a sporting goods store then climbed through the jagged glass, emerging moments later with armfuls of camping gear and survival supplies. In front of a bank, a line of people stretched out the door and down the sidewalk. A woman near the front of the line clutched her purse tightly to her chest, her hands becoming claws of tension as arguments turned into shoving matches all around her.

The newscaster's voice continued to pour from the car's speakers. "In the wake of the president's sweeping order, eastbound highways are already becoming heavily congested, from Atlanta, Georgia, all the way down to Jacksonville, Florida. Authorities are urging people to remain calm and patient as they evacuate, but the sheer volume of people on the roads is creating significant delays."

Traffic inched forward, cars packed bumper-to-bumper. Tempers flared as the morning sun heated up, turning the congested street into a furnace of frustration. Two cars ahead, a sleek new pickup truck and an older sedan jockeyed for position, their drivers shouting and gesticulating wildly at each other through open windows. The sedan surged forward into a tight gap, cutting off the pickup and clipping its front fender, leaving a massive scraped dent in its pristine body. The truck driver's whole head went red with blind rage as he laid on his horn and stepped on the gas. Metal crumpled and glass shattered as the powerful truck slammed into the sedan and pushed it across the street. It jumped the curb and plowed into a fire hydrant, the impact shearing it clean off at its base. A geyser of water erupted into the air, raining down on the crumpled car and sending pedestrians scattering and covering their heads. The pickup truck, its front end mangled, sat askew on a snapped front axle in the middle of the street, steam curling from its crushed radiator.

A few cars tried to maneuver around the disabled truck, pushing up onto the sidewalk, but the crush of vehicles quickly filled the gaps, creating a solid wall of metal from the storefronts on one side of the street to the other. Horns blared and doors slammed as people abandoned their cars, desperate to escape the gridlock in any way they could. They poured out onto the sidewalks and into the street, their arms laden with belongings hastily gathered from trunks and back seats. A woman clutched a crying toddler to her chest as she wove through the blocked cars, and an elderly man leaned heavily on his cane, his face sallow and dripping sweat as he shuffled forward, grit and determination in his clouded eyes.

The exodus of people only added to the congestion and chaos, and horns blared as drivers found themselves trapped, their cars swamped by the human tide. In Jimmy's Prius, David craned his neck to see the commotion ahead, and Jody gripped his hand, her small fingers trembling. Jimmy pounded his fist against the steering wheel, a stream of colorful invectives spilling from his lips.

"This is insane," he muttered, his eyes darting from the stalled traffic to his still-useless navigation app. "Okay, you know what? This ride is over. Get out."

"What?" Jody squeaked. "We're not at the airport!"

"Kid, we are never getting to the airport." Jimmy flinched as someone running by banged a heavy suitcase against his front fender, leaving a broad dent. "All right, seriously. Get out! I'm going home!"

David's pulse surged in his ears, but he raised a placating hand. "Listen, we just need to stay calm, okay? If you drive up on the sidewalk, it looks like we can squeeze into that alley up there and get around this blockage."

"Is some part of what I'm saying not clear? I'm done!" Jimmy grabbed his glitching phone off the dash and shook it. "I'm not even getting paid for this!"

"Yes, you are. I've got cash." David pulled out his wallet and quickly counted the bills. "Four hundred and twenty. Get us to the airport and it's all yours."

"I don't want your money! I've gotta go home and make sure my girlfriend is okay."

"I get that. Trust me, I do. But you can't just⁠—"

Jimmy's hand darted down and pulled a small pistol from under his seat. He twisted around, pointing it at David with a shaky hand, sweat glistening on his quivering face. "I said get out of my car! I'm not gonna say it again!"

David's heart hammered in his chest as he stared down the barrel of Jimmy's gun. Jody let out a strangled whimper, and Jimmy's hand twitched to point the weapon at her pale, freckled little face.

"Whoa, whoa, easy," David said, his voice low and steady. He slowly raised his hands, palms out in a placating gesture. "Point the gun at me, okay? We're going. Jody first." Jimmy's breath came in short, panicked gasps as the gun flicked back to David. David held Jimmy's gaze as he spoke in a tight, soft voice. "Go ahead, Bug. Get out."

"But Dad⁠—"

"I'm right behind you. Go on now."

Jody's hand fumbled for the door handle, her movements jerky and uncoordinated. Jimmy's attention drifted to her.

"Gun on me!" David barked.

Jimmy's attention snapped back to David, aiming the pistol at his chest. Jody scrambled out of the car and squealed as she was swept away by the surge of people flooding the sidewalk.

"Agh, stop! Dad!"

David slid across the seat, moving in slow, deliberate motions, his hands still raised. A bead of sweat rolled down Jimmy's neck as his finger tensed on the trigger, and David eased himself out of the car. The moment his feet hit the road, he slammed the door shut and whirled around, his eyes wild.

"Jody!"

"Dad! Daddy!"

He spotted the beacon of her messy red hair between two jostling pairs of hips and frantically shoved through the crowd, elbowing people aside. "Move, that's my daughter!"

Jody hugged her backpack to her chest, scrambling and shoving to try to make her way to her father. He reached her and scooped her up, pulling her close and shielding her with his body as he fought his way to the edge of the sidewalk. Jody clung to him as he finally broke free of the crush of people and ducked into the doorway of an empty storefront plastered with "for lease" signs.

With trembling hands, David raked Jody's hair out of her face and looked into her eyes. "Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

"No. I'm okay."

"Thank goodness."

David pulled his daughter close, squeezing her like he would never let her out of his sight again. Out in the street, the Prius honked and pushed itself over the curb, and its tires squealed against the pavement as it turned sharply and lurched into the throng. Shouts of fear and pain screeched from the crowd as people scrambled to get out of the way, but the vehicle continued plowing forward.

"Don't look!"

David pulled Jody's gawking face to his chest, shielding her eyes as the car clipped a woman's hip, sending her sprawling onto the hood before she rolled off onto the pavement. A man roared in agony as the car slammed into him, knocking him to the ground and running over his legs with a sickening crunch. The Prius careened toward the mouth of the alley, its front bumper crumpled and streaked with blood. It glanced off the corner of the brick wall with a screech of metal and a shower of sparks before it disappeared into the shadows of the narrow passage.

Jody wrestled her head free, pushing back from David's chest with her mouth open and eyes wide with shock. "Dad, our bags! They're still in the trunk!"

"It's okay." David squeezed her tighter, crushing his daughter in an adrenalin-surged embrace. "I saved the only thing that matters."

Jody returned his hug, her lower lip trembling. "What are we gonna do?"

David swallowed hard, his hammering pulse clouding his ability to think or plan. He tipped back his head and looked skyward to Heaven, desperate for some sign of what to do, and his faith did not let him down. A jet soared overhead, its engines roaring as it rose into the clouds.

Despite it all, the airport was still open.

A spark of determination blazed in David's chest as he held Jody close and declared, "We're going to catch our flight."


CHAPTER EIGHT




Prairie Winds Farm

Prairie Winds Farm stretched out across the land, a patchwork of fields with rich, dark soil and vibrant green shoots. Rows of freshly tilled earth ran parallel to each other, creating geometric patterns of growing corn and wheat that extended to the horizon. In a small corner of the farm adjacent to the campground, Harper and Earl worked together, sowing seeds. This plot had been designated the pick-your-own field for guests to reap, but even with a tourist season looking more unlikely by the minute, they weren't about to let the valuable land lay fallow.

Earl walked a few paces ahead of Harper, pushing a manual seed drill, a tool designed to make planting more efficient and precise. It consisted of a long, wooden handle attached to a metal frame with a series of small, funnel-shaped containers mounted on a wheel. As he walked, the wheel turned, causing the funnels to release a measured amount of seeds into the furrows at regular intervals. The soft, rhythmic clicking of the drill's gears mingled with the rustle of the breeze through the nearby trees as he squinted at the seed chamber.

"I'm just about empty. Gonna need a refill." He stopped and stooped to open the transparent plastic bin, and Harper walked right into him, nearly knocking him off balance. He grunted and threw out his hands, banging his shin into the machine as he stepped forward to catch his weight. "Dang it, Harper!"

Harper sucked a surprised breath and grabbed the old man's shoulder, steadying him and putting him back on his balance. "Oh gosh, Earl. I'm sorry."

Earl turned to scowl at her, rubbing his leg indignantly. "You've been more trouble than help all day. What's the matter with you?"

"You know darn well what's the matter with me." Harper carried a large canvas sack slung over her shoulder, filled with sweet-corn seeds. The sack, weathered and worn from seasons of use, had a sturdy strap that distributed the weight evenly across her lean but muscular back. She crouched to scoop another load of them into the hopper, her tense movements lacking their usual grace. "I'm worried about David and Jody."

"You think I'm not?" Earl snuffed and pulled a worn handkerchief from his pocket, using it to mop the sweat from the back of his neck. "Worrying doesn't make the work go away, but work makes the worry go away. Didn't anyone ever teach you that, city girl?"

Harper had been living and working at Prairie Winds since she married David almost twenty years ago, but to the old man she'd always be a "city girl." Time, though, had eroded what had once been a cutting barb into an almost affectionate pet name.

"I can't help it." She set down her seed sack and blinked rapidly, trying to clear the moisture from her eyes that threatened to spill over onto her freckled cheeks. "They say another explosion is coming. The president ordered a mandatory evacuation of half the South."

Earl shifted his weight and shrugged. "Not the half where our kin are."

Harper's brow lowered, and a flush of red spread up her fair neck. "How can you be so calm right now? Didn't you see the news? Wisconsin and Michigan… they're just… gone! Wiped off the map. And it's going to happen again, and David and Jody are out there somewhere, and we can't even reach them! I've been calling all day, and I don't know if they're okay, or if they're even alive, or if⁠—"

Earl reached out and placed a hand on Harper's shoulder, his touch gentle but firm. "Harper, listen to me. Worrying yourself sick isn't going to change a thing. David's a resourceful man, and Jody's got more grit than most folks twice her age. They'll find a way home to us. You've got to have faith."

"Don't question my faith."

Harper shrugged off Earl's hand, her jaw clenching as she fought back the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. She stood and turned away from him, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Earl watched her for a long moment.

"I know it's hard, but you've got to stay strong. Not just for David and Jody. For me, and for Ruth and Grace. We all need to hold each other up, or we'll all fall into despair together. And that's a mighty tough pit to climb out of without someone to give you a hand up."

A wet sob choked in Harper's throat, and she turned and threw her arms around Earl, burying her face in his shoulder as the tears erupted from her. The old man put a single arm around her, his own eyes glistening as he gave her a pat. After a few minutes Earl's t-shirt was damp and Harper backed away, sniffling and wiping her reddened eyes and nose as she found her strength.

"You're right. As usual. We have to keep it together, and we have to keep the farm running."

Earl grunted his approval and bent down to close the hatch on the reloaded seeder. "The worse things get out there, the more important these crops will be. So what do you say we get back to planting? We're two folks down, so we all have extra chores to do before nightfall."

Harper hefted up the seed bag and slung its strap over her shoulder. "At least I'll be too exhausted to stay up all night fretting."

"Always a silver lining."

Earl put a leathery hand on Harper's arm and gave a small squeeze before taking his place behind the seeder. The two resumed their work, falling into rhythm with each other as they moved down the rows. Earl's steady pace optimized the seed drill's efficiency, and Harper made sure its hopper stayed full. The sun beat down on their backs, and sweat trickled down their faces, but they persisted and focused on the task at hand.

As they reached the end of the field, Earl straightened up, his back popping audibly. He surveyed their work with a critical eye, nodding in satisfaction at the neat rows of freshly planted corn. "Looks good." He glanced to Harper. "Still got enough energy to worry?"

"I do," Harper admitted.

"Then you've got enough energy to transplant some tomatoes. Come on."

Harper suppressed a groan as she followed Earl back to his truck and deposited her mostly empty seed bag. The vehicle's bed was loaded with trays full of small, green tomato seedlings, their delicate leaves stretching toward the sun. Earl's weathered hands gently grasped a container and hefted it off the truck.

"Let's get these little fellas in the dirt. Careful, though. They're even more fragile than they look."

Harper nodded her understanding, humoring the old man as if she'd never transplanted a tomato before. She grabbed her own tray, and together they moved to the field and began carefully transplanting each seedling to the waiting earth. Earl dug small holes with a trowel, the metal blade slicing easily into the soil and his hands moving with a practiced efficiency. Harper followed close behind him, scooping out each delicate seedling with her hands and placing it tenderly into the waiting hole. She took care to set the roots at just the right depth, as this small detail could make all the difference in whether the plant thrived or withered. After setting each seedling, Harper gently tamped down the soil around it, her strong fingers pressing the earth with a nurturing touch. The repetitive motions were soothing, and she settled into a meditative rhythm as they worked their way down the rows.

When the truck was empty, Harper and Earl sat on the tailgate and drank water from their canteens, their backs aching from hours of bending and kneeling. They surveyed the field, now filled with neat rows of transplanted tomato seedlings, their leaves glistening in the golden light. Earl wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his arm, then turned to Harper, his face without expression. "You still got the energy to worry?"

Harper brushed a stray curl from her face, leaving a streak of soil on her cheek. "It's about all I've got the energy left to do."

The old man stared off into the distance, and he patted Harper's hand. "Me too, city girl. Me too."
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Inside the expansive, weathered barn, Grace and Ruth worked side by side, tending to the horses. The interior was a cathedral of rough-hewn timber, with a high, arched ceiling supported by massive wooden beams. Shafts of sunlight streamed through the gaps between the aged boards, painting the space with a soft, golden glow and illuminating swirling motes of dust and chaff. Along one wall were five spacious stalls, constructed of sturdy wooden planks, worn smooth by years of use. Metal feed buckets hung from hooks on the walls, and the dirt floor was packed hard from the tread of countless hooves. At the moment, only two of the stalls were occupied.

In the first was a powerful black stallion with rippling muscles and a long, flowing mane that cascaded down his arched neck, and in the second a dappled gray mare with a silvery sheen. She had a gentle, almost ethereal presence, with a slender, graceful build and a soft, wispy mane. A pair of saddles and bridles hung from wooden pegs nearby, the leather gleaming with the patina of age and use. A large metal wheelbarrow, its sides caked with dried mud, sat in the corner, waiting to be filled with soiled straw.

Grace ran her hand along the stallion's powerful neck, savoring the warmth of his skin and the coarse texture of his hair. The horse nickered softly, leaning into her touch, and she smiled and began to groom him with long, smooth strokes of her brush, the bristles gliding through his glossy coat.

"You're not worried about anything, are you Duke? You're such a tough guy." The horse's ears pricked forward attentively, and a soft snort escaped his nostrils as he bobbed his head in agreement. In the neighboring stall, Ruth tended to the mare. She ran a soft brush over the horse's flanks, but the animal snuffed and shifted with tension under Ruth's uneven strokes. Grace noticed and frowned. "Are you okay, Grandma?"

"I… yes. Yes, I'm fine."

"You're not. I can tell. Belle is acting fussy 'cause she's worried about you."

Ruth paused her brushing. "My head's just not in my work at the moment." She took a deep breath to steel herself, but when she let it out, it choked in her throat as a sob. Her bony hands gripped the wall of the stall, and she looked at the floor, ashamed to make eye contact. "I'm sorry, Grace. I'm just so worried about your dad and Jody. With everything that's happening out there, I… I can't…"

The old woman's slim frame shuddered as she silently wept, hiding her face behind the spill of her curly gray hair. Grace set down her brush and approached to give her grandmother a hug. "I know. I'm scared too. So scared I can't even think straight."

Ruth gently pulled out of the embrace and subtly wiped her teary eye. "Well, you do a much better job hiding it than I do."

"I don't. Trust me. I was bawling my eyes out earlier when I was feeding the goats. But they helped me put things in perspective."

Ruth's brow raised. "The goats did?"

"Well, kinda." Grace took out her phone and showed a high-angle selfie with the goats in the background. In the photo, Grace's eyes were red and her cheeks were wet, but there was a tiny smile on her face. "See how happy they are? They don't know about what's going on in the world. All they know is that I still showed up with a bucket of feed. It doesn't matter what happens outside the farm, the goats still do what the goats always do."

"Ah, to have a life as simple as a goat's."

"In a way, we do, if you think about it. I mean, the animals are just like us." She walked over to the black stallion's stall, running her hand along his powerful neck. "Like Duke here. He's strong and stoic. He can be a little grouchy, but he always does his work. He's just like Grandpa." Moving to the gray mare, Grace gently patted her nose. "And Belle is gentle and nurturing, like you and Mom."

Ruth smiled softly at the comparison, her eyes glistening. "I guess that's true."

"Dad is a sheep. He's quiet and loyal, and he'd gladly give the wool off his own back to keep the rest of us warm. And Jody…" A small smile crossed Grace's face. "Jody is obviously a chicken, always underfoot and making noise and pecking around everywhere she shouldn't be."

A tiny chuckle escaped Ruth's throat. "That is an accurate assessment."

"And you know what the chickens and sheep always do? They always come home. When we give them free range, they wander all over the pasture and barnyard, but when it's time, they always come back to us." Grace took her grandmother's hand and gave it a squeeze. "Dad and Jody are going to come back to us."

Ruth squeezed back, a tearful smile on her face. "When did you get so wise, little girl?"

"I've had very wise teachers," Grace said. Duke nickered and stomped a foot and she rolled her eyes. "Yes, that includes you." She shook her head and muttered, "This guy is such an attention hog."

Ruth let out a warm laugh and wiped her eyes. "Then I suppose we should give him some attention. Belle too."

With that, the women resumed their tasks with renewed focus. Grace retrieved a hoof pick from a nearby toolbox and knelt beside Duke, gently lifting his front left leg. With a loving touch, she scraped the underside of the hoof, removing caked mud and bits of straw. She repeated the process for each hoof, making sure they were clean and free of debris.

Ruth disappeared into the feed room, returning moments later with two buckets filled with oats. She set one bucket in each stall, and the horses eagerly buried their noses in their meal. While the horses ate, Grace and Ruth tidied up the stalls, returning their tools to their proper places and sweeping up the debris.

When they were finished with their work, they stepped out of the barn and into a light breeze that carried the scent of fresh hay and wildflowers. As they neared the houses, Earl's truck rumbled up the gravel driveway from the campground and pulled up beside them. Earl and Harper climbed out, their joints seeming to creak as much as the truck's rusty hinges. The old man tipped his head toward his wife and granddaughter.

"Did you get all the animals fed?"

"Grace did most of it," Ruth admitted. "But I'm ready to feed the rest of you animals. I'll go get dinner started."

Ruth put a foot on the first step up to the big farmhouse's porch, but Grace put a hand on her arm. "Wait a second." She pulled out her phone and held it up, framing a selfie with her family in the background. "Everybody smile."

Harper and Ruth complied, but Earl just scowled. "You kids think you've gotta take a picture of every dumb thing."

"It's not a dumb thing, it's a message to Dad." Grace tapped out a text with her thumbs and hit send. "I'm reminding him what he and Jody have to come home to."


CHAPTER NINE




Columbia, South Carolina

David checked his downloaded map against real-world landmarks as he hiked down a rural road with Jody right beside him, her wiry little body uncharacteristically sluggish. They'd been walking for hours on a route designed to keep them off the busier, more urban thoroughfares, stopping periodically to recharge on the snacks and water from Jody's backpack. Every few minutes the sky above them roared with the sound of jet engines as planes continued to depart, each one bolstering their spirits as they drew closer and closer to Columbia Metropolitan Airport.

Sweat trickled down David's brow and stung his eyes. He blinked it away, shifting his daughter's backpack on his shoulders, but he didn't dare complain. Not in front of Jody. She walked beside him, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail that swung with each step. Her green eyes scanned behind every tree and utility pole, ever alert for danger. They passed an abandoned high school, its windows dark and lifeless. A digital sign in front of the building blinked the message "Have a Good Spring Break" with a notice of when classes would resume. As they trudged past, the sounds of traffic began to filter through the trees, and David checked his map.

"That'll be Airport Way. We're getting close. It should be right up there."

A commotion of revving engines and honking horns grew ever louder as they made their way to the busy road. Cars stretched as far as the eye could see, bumper-to-bumper, barely moving, with drivers jockeying for position, desperate to reach the airport. Some had abandoned their vehicles altogether, sprinting down the shoulder with suitcases bouncing behind them. David and Jody joined the throng of people walking up the sides of the road, with him using his tall, lean body to shield her from the chaos. He squeezed her hand tightly and bent down to give her a quiet order.

"I need you to stay close to me, okay? No matter what happens, don't let go of my hand."

Jody nodded, her face hard with determination. "I won't. I promise."

He kept her close to his side as the flood of people swept them up Airport Boulevard and toward the terminal, but as they got closer, things got very chaotic very quickly. Broken suitcases were scattered around, open with clothes strewn about, and a child's teddy bear lay trampled on the shoulder like fluffy roadkill. A few desperate individuals darted between the bits of ruined luggage, trying to salvage anything of value. David kept Jody close as they neared a terminal of white columns bookending expansive windows. Throngs of people crowded around the entrances, pushing and shoving as they tried to force their way inside.

"I don't want to get caught up in that meat grinder," David growled. "We've gotta find some other way in."

Jody's head ticked back and forth. "There! A secret tunnel!"

She thrust out a little hand, pointing at an overturned skycap kiosk. Behind it was a small square opening in the wall with rubber strips hanging over it, used for passing luggage into the building.

"Good eye. Let's go."

They wove through the crowd and over to the kiosk, hiding behind it for a moment to make sure they weren't being watched, but everyone was too focused on getting through the doors to pay them any mind. When he was sure it was clear, David slung the pack off his back and pushed it through the heavy rubber strips then climbed inside after it, holding them up so Jody could scramble through to join him on a disused conveyor belt.

All around them, the secured area buzzed with frantic activity as airport workers rushed about with sweaty urgency. Baggage handlers flung bags into heaps on carts, barking orders at each other and arguing about which flights had been diverted to different gates. A group of maintenance workers huddled around a malfunctioning luggage carousel, their voices raised in a heated debate as they tried to troubleshoot the problem. One man banged at some exposed machinery with a wrench, while another paced back and forth, muttering under his breath.

"You know what? Forget this! I don't even care! I'm going home, while I still can!"

He ran off, passing a pair of security officers gaping at a collection of live camera feeds. They frantically barked orders into their radios, their words lost in the din of machinery and shouting. David crouched behind a pile of luggage, hidden from the chaos. Jody drew close and whispered, "We're gonna get in trouble. We're not supposed to be here."

"I know. We have to stay hidden and find a way to the departure gates, okay?"

"We can do it," Jody's eyes lit up. "We were the stealthiest trackers at camp!"

David grinned and gestured for her to follow him as he slipped Jody's backpack on and crept to the wall, staying low and hidden behind a cluster of equipment. Jody darted behind him, easily concealing her small stature in the tiniest hiding places as they maneuvered across the secured staging area. Her keen eyes darted about, alert for any sign of trouble, but also sparkling with the thrill of their covert mission.

The duo moved as one, communicating silently through subtle gestures and knowing glances until they reached a battered door, its paint stripped away by countless years of being smashed with metal carts. David held up a hand, signaling Jody to stop. He peered around the corner, watching as a group of TSA agents hurried past.

"We've got a brawl in progress at security!" one of the agents shouted into his radio. "All available units, respond!"

Their voices faded as they disappeared down the corridor, and when the coast was clear, David motioned for Jody to follow him, and they slipped through the door into the bustling terminal. People rushed by, some sobbing and others bleeding from fresh cuts as they dragged luggage and crying children toward the departure gates. Behind them was a scene of utter pandemonium at the security checkpoint. The lines had collapsed into a seething mass of travelers desperately trying to force their way through. People shouted and shoved, their faces contorted with fear and ragged determination. Some abandoned their roller-bags while others used them as makeshift weapons, clubbing their way through the melee. The X-ray machines beeped and whined, their alarms ignored as people clambered through the barriers, trampling plastic bins underfoot.

At the edge of the brawl, TSA agents formed a thin blue line, their arms linked as they tried to hold back the surge of bodies. Some blew shrill whistles while others shouted commands that were ignored or unheard. A few agents had resorted to using their batons, swinging them in wide arcs that cracked bone and dropped bodies to the ground.

One man broke through the line and made a dash for the gates, his arms pumping as he sprinted past the metal detectors. Two agents took off after him, their heavy boots pounding on the tile floor until they tackled him to the ground, pinning him down as he thrashed and kicked. Nearby, a woman clutched her child to her chest, tears streaming down her face as she begged the agents to let her through. "Please, we have to get out of here! We have to get to her father!"

David pulled out his phone and swiped up their boarding passes. "Gate 7." His eyes whipped up to the ceiling, scanning for signage. "Do you see gate 7?"

"Yeah! Up around the corner! Let's go!"

Jody grabbed David's hand, and together they bolted down the terminal. With the majority of travelers trapped behind the disaster at security, the people at the departure gates still maintained some small sense of sanity. David and Jody didn't stop running until they reached their gate, panting for breath. A few dozen travelers fidgeted in the rows of uncomfortable seats or paced nervously, some of them crying, others holding hands and praying. Outside the window, an aircraft was at the jetway, and the monitor behind the desk read "Scottsbluff, NE - On time."

"Oh thank goodness." David pulled off the backpack and slouched against a wall. "We made it. Boarding should start in a few minutes, then we're⁠—"

He sucked a breath as the ground heaved and the building shuddered, a deep groan emanating from its foundation. People screamed and stumbled, grasping at each other and nearby objects for support while rows of seats rattled and shook, some toppling over with a clatter of metal on tile. A woman lost her balance and fell, her carry-on bag skittering across the floor, spilling its contents.

"Dad!" Jody shrieked. "What's happening!"

"Earthquake! Get down!

David shoved Jody to the floor and threw himself on top of her as the walls cracked, snaking jagged lines from the floor to the ceiling while dust and debris rained down, coating everything in a fine, gritty powder. The fluorescent lights flickered and swayed, casting eerie shadows as the floor bucked, sending people tumbling like ragdolls. A large section of the ceiling dislodged and crashed to the ground, shattering into a thousand pieces and filling the air with a haze of dust, making it hard to see and breathe. And then, as quickly as it had started, the quake faded to stillness. Jody squirmed and pushed her way out from under her father.

"Dad, are you okay?"

David rolled off her, sat up, and brushed some debris off his flannel shirt. "Yeah. You?"

"I think so. That was crazy! I didn't know they had earthquakes in South Carolina!"

"They don't. Not like this."

Moans and cries of pain filled the terminal, but the TV monitors hanging above the concourse continued their broadcast of a 24-hour news network. The anchor stared into the camera and spoke gravely while a graphic labeled "Dairy Belt Disaster" hovered over his shoulder.

"Earlier today, a catastrophic underground explosion, believed to be caused by ignited underground gas deposits, created a flaming abyss stretching from Lake Superior to Memphis, Tennessee. The loss of life is unfathomable, with millions in Wisconsin and Michigan believed to have perished in flames."

He paused, taking a shaky breath before continuing. "On the heels of this tragedy, President Stone has issued a dire warning of another imminent explosion. A mandatory evacuation order has been given for much of the South, urging residents to flee toward the coast or further inland immediately. Highways are clogged with vehicles as panicked citizens attempt to…"

The anchor's eyes widened, and he put his fingers to his earpiece. As he listened, his face grew pale and beads of sweat formed on his brow. "I have just received breaking news. Moments ago, another massive explosion rocked the southern United States. The extent of the damage is not yet known, but initial reports indicate that the devastation stretches from Mississippi to Georgia. We… we don't have any further details at this time, but⁠—"

The screens went black as power cut off through the building. The overhead lights that had survived the quaking aftermath of the distant explosion blinked out, along with the rest of the airport's systems. David rushed to the gate desk, where the frenzied agent clicked the switch of her computer on and off in desperation.

"Can we still fly?" David snapped.

The agent looked up, her eyes dilated in fear. "What?"

"The plane! Can it still take off in a blackout?"

"N-no, we… federal regulations require…"

She gestured at the shattered window behind her, then gasped as she looked over her shoulder. The aircraft was tipped over on the tarmac, with one wing jutting upward and the other snapped off under the leaning fuselage. The sight of it shot ice into David's veins. Jody scampered up next to him, her pack on her back and her eyes wide and darting.

"Oh my gosh. The plane is ruined!" She rushed to the gaping window, twisting her head side to side. "They're all ruined!"

A breeze blew in through the shattered glass, carrying the noxious scent of spilled jet fuel. Huge cracks marred the runways, tipping jagged chunks of concrete up in ragged angles from the ground. An overturned vehicle burned, black and orange fire lapping from the hulk as pools of clear liquid crept from damaged aircraft across the slanted sheets of pavement, and a woman at the next gate screamed in terror.

"The fuel is going to catch fire! We've gotta get out of⁠—"

With a pounding wumph of air and heat, the puddles of fuel reached the burning vehicle and ignited in streaks of raging blue fire. The flames engulfed the wounded airplane, licking up its fuselage in a hellish inferno that spread to the jetway, its accordioned tunnel melting and dripping like candle wax as the fire surged through it. Thick, black smoke billowed into the airport through the shattered window, filling the gate area with a putrid haze. Pandemonium erupted as people scrambled for the exits, clawing at each other with primal fear as they choked on the suffocating blanket of smoke.

David grabbed Jody's hand in a vice grip. "Stay with me. We have to get out of here. Now!"

Jody clamped her tiny fingers around her father's and together they joined the crowd surging toward the exits, dodging debris and leaping over toppled chairs as they raced down the terminal. The smoke grew thicker as the fire spread through the building, stinging their eyes and burning their lungs. Jody pulled her shirt up over her nose, and David did the same as he barked an order.

"Stay low. The air is better at the floor."

They scurried along in a crouch as the flames grew closer, lapping at the walls. In their wake, posters curled and blackened, their edges glowing red before disintegrating into ash. Fleeing people knocked over trash cans, spilling take-out food containers and kicking them under their trampling feet, spreading more fuel for the fire to devour as it began to move across the floor. A heavy man in a rumpled wool suit stumbled past them, his face beet red and slick with sweat. He gasped for air and clutched his chest, his face distorted in pain, and David reached up to steady him.

"Hey, get down! It'll help you breathe and⁠—"

"Get off!" the man howled. "Get away!"

He threw a clumsy punch that failed to land, but the effort was enough to put him off balance. A teenager in an oversized hoodie clipped him with a broad shoulder as he sprinted past, and the fat man crashed to the floor, howling as a crush of stampeding feet slammed down on his body.

"Dad, look out!"

Jody yanked David back just as a section of the burning ceiling collapsed, crashing down into the crowd. Screams of terror and agony pierced the smoky air as the fiery weight scalded flesh and snapped bones. The searing heat assaulted David's face and he turned his body to put himself between the blistering onslaught and his daughter.

"Let's go! Move!" He put an arm around Jody, shielding her as best as he could as they pushed through the chaos. The heat was unbearable, searing their skin and choking their breath. Sweat poured down their faces, acting as glue for a sheen of ash that coated their skin. Ahead, a battery-powered emergency exit sign glowed red through the haze, beckoning them forward. David pointed, his voice hoarse from the smoke. "There! Head for that door!"

They pushed forward, dodging toppled chairs and leaping over abandoned luggage, but the smoke grew thicker with each step, obscuring their vision and making it hard to see more than a few feet in front of them. Jody coughed, her small voice smothered inside her shirt. "I can't breathe."

"We're almost there. Just a little further."

David scooped Jody up, carrying her as he charged through the smoke. His lungs burned and his eyes watered as he shouldered into the bottleneck of people and pushed toward the door. Elbows jabbed into his ribs and fists pounded against his back as the panicked crowd fought to escape the smoke and flames. He grunted in pain but refused to loosen his grip on his daughter, curling his back and keeping his head low over her to protect her from the worst of the impacts.

Jody buried her face in her father's chest, her small but strong arms wrapped around him like little steel cables. The air was thick with the stench of sweat and fear, and the heat from the fire was like a physical weight pressing down on them. As they neared the door, the crowd grew even more dense, bodies packed together so tightly that it was impossible to move, impossible to breathe. A flying elbow smashed David's face, drawing a gush of blood from his nose. He choked and sputtered, pushing outward with his elbows as hard as he could to create a cavity of safety for Jody in the sea of crushing meat. He gasped for air, his mouth filling with blood and his vision narrowing to a pinpoint as he struggled to remain conscious.

And then, with a sudden surge of movement, the raging flow of the crowd shoved them through the door and sent them stumbling into the open air outside. David gulped in huge lungfuls of breath, his chest heaving as he blinked against the bright sunlight. Jody clung to him, her face streaked with tears and soot and blood as she trembled in his arms. Around them, the crowd continued to pour out of the airport, fanning out as they cleared the pinch point. David staggered to the edge of the desperate throng, his lungs burning as he found a sliver of space to call his own. He dropped Jody on her feet and then collapsed to his knees on the concrete, his chest heaving. Jody clung to his arm, her small body trembling.

"Dad! Are you okay?"

David spit out a coppery-tasting mouthful of blood and dragged his sleeve across his face, saturating it with snotty blood. As his eyes found focus, his heart thudded with horror at the sight of Jody's little face smeared with his gore.

"I'm sorry, Bug. I… I didn't mean to⁠—"

He grabbed the bottom of his shirt and fumbled to wipe her clean, but she pushed his hands away. "It's okay! We gotta go!"

Behind them, the airport burned, raging flames consuming it from the inside out. The heat was intense, even from outside, and the air was thick with the appalling stench of burning architecture and flesh. A deafening boom vibrated the ground as a blazing plane exploded on the tarmac, sending a sickly black mushroom cloud billowing into the sky.

Jody screamed and grabbed onto David, her little arms trembling as she pushed and pulled. "Get up! We have to go!"

With a grunt of effort, David hauled himself to his feet, ignoring the throbbing pain in his nose and the dizziness that washed over him. Jody took his hand and dragged him forward, rejoining the crowd surging across the street and toward the parking lot.

"Where are we going?" David choked.

"We have to find somebody with a car! We can get a ride!"

Jody pulled David into the parking structure, their feet pounding against the pavement as they wove through the rows of vehicles. One section had collapsed in the quake, crushing dozens of cars, but the rest of the sturdy structure remained intact. The screeching of tires echoed off the cracked concrete pylons as panicked drivers raced toward the exits. A sedan careened around a corner, its fender clipping a parked SUV with a sickening crunch. The SUV's alarm blared and its headlights strobed, but the sedan's driver didn't slow, the vehicle fishtailing as it skidded toward the exit. Nearby, a minivan backed out of a space, its rear bumper slamming into a compact car with a jolting crash. The compact's driver leaned on his horn before a truck plowed into him from the other side.

Jody pointed to a family getting into a van, a mother and father frantically buckling two small children into car seats. "There! They look nice!" She dragged David toward the van, waving her free arm. "Hey! Hey, can you help us? Please!"

The mother looked up, her eyes widening as she took in the sight of the bloodstained little girl and her gore-streaked father. She shook her head vehemently, her voice shrill with panic. "No! Stay back!"

David raised his hands, his voice hoarse. "We're not going to hurt you. We just need⁠—"

"She said stay back!" the father shouted. He reached into the van and pulled out a tire iron, brandishing it like a club. "I'm warning you!"

Jody's face crumpled, tears welling in her eyes. "My dad is hurt! Please! We need help!"

The man's hand tightened on the tire iron, his knuckles whitening as he took a step forward, his eyes wild. "I said get away from my family!"

His wife looked on in terror, her voice pleading. "Honey, don't. They're just⁠—"

"Get in the car!" the man roared. "And you two get back!"

He swung the tire iron in a wide arc, and it smashed the window of the car parked beside the van, shattering the glass in a crystalline spray. David pushed Jody behind him, shielding her with his body as he backed away, raising his hands in surrender and keeping his voice low and steady.

"Okay. Okay, we're going."

The man glared at them, his chest heaving. He tossed the tire iron into the van and leaped in behind it, slamming the door with a bang. The engine roared to life and the vehicle peeled out, its tires squealing against the pavement as it skidded toward the exit.

Jody's face fell, her eyes brimming with tears as she watched the van speed away. "Why wouldn't they help us?"

David knelt down and pulled her into a hug, ignoring the pain in his battered body. "They're just scared. When people are scared, they don't always think straight."

"But how are we gonna get home? The planes are all broken and on fire. We can't fly now."

David swallowed hard, his throat tight. "I don't know, Bug. But we'll figure something out. I promise."

He stood up, keeping his arm around Jody as he looked out of the partially collapsed parking structure at the burning airport across the street. Flames had engulfed the terminal, black smoke billowing into the sky. Planes on the tarmac roasted like marshmallows, and another exploded with a booming concussion that shook the ground. Even from across the street, the wave of heat and pressure that thumped through the parking structure ruffled David's hair. The hot air momentarily dried the moisture from his eyes, and he blinked rapidly to rewet them. They found focus on a row of signs hanging over the road between the parking lot and the blazing terminal, the leftmost lane labeled "Rental Car Return."

David took Jody's hand. "Maybe we can get a car of our own. Come on."

They moved quickly but carefully through the garage, hugging the walls and darting between parked cars. A pickup truck careened around a corner, its engine roaring as it sped toward them. David yanked Jody behind a concrete pillar, shielding her with his body as the truck barreled past, missing them by inches. The driver leaned on his horn, the blare ear-splitting in the enclosed space.

After several harrowing minutes, they reached the rental car return—a row of cars parked bumper-to-bumper between a pair of waist-high concrete walls, tucked a few lanes over from the raging chaos of passenger parking and lost in the shadows of the blacked-out garage. A metal security arm was lowered across the front of the return lane, blocking its exit. The cars were an assortment of makes and models, mostly utilitarian sedans with one or two more upscale vehicles. At the front of the walled-in area was a large SUV, its massive girth almost reaching the concrete barriers on each side. David strode to the driver's side door and yanked it open.

"Get in. Hurry."

Jody hesitated. "But this isn't our car. We can't just steal it!"

"We're not stealing it," David said firmly. "As soon as we're home, I'll call the rental agency and make it right. Now get in."

Jody popped the door and flung her pack inside before climbing into the passenger seat, her small body dwarfed by the cavernous interior. The SUV was a top-of-the-line model, with plush leather seats, gleaming wood trim, and a dizzying array of screens and buttons on the dashboard. Even with the chaos raging outside, once the doors were closed, the cabin was whisper-quiet. David slid behind the wheel, his hands running over the supple leather as he glanced at a key fob attached to a ring of rental agency tags resting in a cup holder in the console. He mashed the brake pedal and pushed the start button, and the engine roared to life, a deep, throaty growl full of raw, eager horsepower. The digital gauge cluster glowed to life, and David scrutinized the controls, his tight features slightly loosening with relief.

"It's got a full tank and four-wheel drive. This should get us past whatever the road throws at us out there."

Jody looked out the windshield at the metal arm blocking their path ten feet down the lane, squinting at the blinding glow of the powerful headlights bouncing off its reflectors and back into her eyes. "But how are we gonna get out? The gate is closed."

"Buckle up," David ordered, clicking his own belt. "We're going to break through."

"That's…" Jody's apprehension melted into a smile. "That's awesome! Yeah! Let's smash it!"

David shifted the mighty vehicle into gear and took a deep breath. "Hold on tight."

He slammed the pedal to the floor, and the SUV's engine roared as it surged forward with neck-snapping acceleration. The big vehicle ate up the distance to the metal arm in an instant, and with a shuddering crash, smashed through the flimsy barrier, sending shards of metal and plastic exploding outward off the broad, snarling grille, and peppering the pavement with debris.

"Woohoo!" Jody cheered, pumping her fist in the air. "That was⁠—"

Her celebration was cut short in a choking gasp as the SUV lurched violently, its nose diving toward the pavement. The front end crashed down with a bone-jarring crunch, and the steering wheel jerked in David's hands as the vehicle skidded to a stop. He grabbed Jody's knee, choking out words with breathless surprise. "Are you okay?"

"What happened?"

"I don't know." David shoved the door open and sprang out of the vehicle, his boots crunching on the debris-strewn pavement. All four tires were completely flat, the rubber shredded and torn, the wheels resting on the rims. Jody leaped out of the car and circled around to David.

"Holy cow! The tires are wrecked! Did we hit something?"

David's eyes darted from the ruined SUV to the demolished gate. At one end of it, a metal box with a plastic pad leaned over the concrete wall—a sensor for a RF keycard that an authorized agent would have used to open the gate… and presumably lower the strip of pointed metal teeth that hooked upward from a long grate in the pavement stretching from wall to wall.

He ran a hand through his hair, his fingers trembling as the adrenaline in his blood began to fade. "I didn't see the spike strip. The glare from the headlights was too…" His jaw clenched. "I'm sorry, Bug. I was careless, and it cost us big."

"It's okay!" Jody pointed toward the row of cars. "We can just take the next one instead."

David glanced at the tons of ruined SUV sitting like a beached whale just beyond the concrete walls. "There's not enough room to maneuver it out."

"Then we can get the one in the back." Jody darted to the SUV's open door, grabbed her bag, and then bounced off down the length of the low concrete wall. "Come on!"

Following her, David quickly arrived at the rear of the queue. There was no gate, allowing customers to freely drive in and return their cars, but it did have a spike strip, angled the other direction to prevent cars from backing out again once they were in. David pushed a boot on one of the curved teeth, and the spring-mounted blade lowered into the pavement.

"This'll work. We just need to find something to hold these spikes down when we drive over them, then we can back that…"

His words trailed off as he glanced up at the last vehicle in line. It was a small, economy hatchback of a dull, nondescript beige, its paint job marred by countless tiny dings and scratches that spoke to its hard life in the rental fleet. Undeterred by the less-than-ideal vehicle, Jody turned in place, surveying the scene. In the lanes beyond the rental area, squeals of tires and angry shouts still echoed through the concrete structure, and outside, flames towered over the collapsing terminal, but her focus did not waver from her task. Her eyes lit up, and she jabbed out a finger.

"Look! Those signs are made of metal. Do you think they'll work to hold down the spikes?"

A few yards away stood a pair of sandwich-board signs with directional arrows and the rental company's logo above the words "Rental Return" in bold, blocky letters. They were made of pockmarked but sturdy metal. A reluctant smile spread across David's face, and he nodded, giving Jody's hair an affectionate rustle.

"They just might. Let's get 'em."

Jody beamed, her chest puffing out with pride as they hurried over to the signs. David grabbed one of them, grunting with effort as he lifted it off the ground. It was heavier than it looked, the metal frame solid and sturdy. Jody grabbed the other, dragging it with a piercing scrape of metal-on-pavement. David laid his sign over the spikes, and its weight handily pushed them down. He helped Jody maneuver hers into position, making sure to align them with the hatchback's tires, then nodded.

"Looks good. Let's go."

They darted into the car and sank into its faded cloth seats. The keys were in the ignition, and David started the engine, producing a lackluster but steady purr. He adjusted the rearview mirror to see the spike strip, and Jody tossed her bag into the small back seat and wrinkled her nose. "It smells like cigarettes in here."

She reached for the window control, but David shook his head. "Keep it up." He pointed toward the main garage. "We've gotta drive through that mess to get out, and I don't want anyone trying to grab at us. Put your seat belt on."

"Yes, sir."

Jody did as she was told, and David twisted in his seat, putting his arm across the back of hers as he carefully backed out, making sure the tires climbed onto the signs instead of pushing them off the spikes. With a series of jarring bumps, each of the four tires went over the signboards, and the vehicle backed out of its prison.

"Yeah! We did it!" Jody clapped her hands and bounced in her seat. "Now let's get out of here!"

"Will do, kiddo."

David shifted out of reverse and into drive, easing the hatchback out of the darkened rental area and toward the chaos of the main garage. Vehicles careened around corners, their engines roaring and tires squealing against the pavement. A truck barreled toward them, its headlights blinding in the dim light. David swerved to the side and the truck missed them by inches, its fender tearing off the hatchback's passenger-side mirror with a crack like a gunshot.

"Agh!" Jody braced her hands against the dashboard. "That was close!"

"Get down," David barked. "And stay down! Cover your head!"

She did as she was told, leaning forward as much as her seat belt would allow and wrapping her arms over the back of her head. David wrenched the wheel to the right, taking a sharp turn around a concrete pillar. The hatchback's engine whined in protest, but it remained sure-footed as he weaved through the obstacles. Up ahead, a bright shaft of sunlight shone through a broad exit nestled between two leaning concrete pylons. David accelerated toward it, but before they cleared the distance a delivery van and a pickup truck collided in a tangle of metal, blocking the way out.

David slammed on the brakes, and the hatchback's tires squealed as it fishtailed and skidded to a stop near the wreckage. The two vehicles were wedged together, their metal frames twisted into a barrier that stretched all the way across the exit. He slammed his hands on the wheel and let out a bark of frustration angry enough to make Jody look up.

"Stay down," David commanded. "I'll find another way."

He shifted into reverse, but Jody grabbed his arm. "Dad, there! This car is little! We can fit!"

She pointed over the sidewalk, toward a narrow corridor of elevators with an opening onto the street, meant for pedestrian access to the garage. A tantalizing beam of sunlight shone through the crowd of people that ran through the tunnel into the chaos of the garage, gleaming like a beacon to the outside world. David's steely eyes stayed locked on it as he shifted the car back into drive. "Get down and hold on!"

He nudged the accelerator, and the hatchback rolled forward, one front tire hitting the sidewalk's wheelchair access ramp while the other hit the three-inch curb. With firm but steady pressure, he forced the vehicle to bump over the obstacle and haul itself onto the sidewalk. People shouted and darted wildly around the car, but David kept pressing forward, moving with a slow, deliberate aggression that gave people plenty of time to move before they were run down.

A man grabbed at the handle of Jody's door and tried to get in, but was thwarted by the lock. "Let me in! Come on, I need a ride!" He pounded the window with his fist before picking up his roller bag and banging its wheel against the glass. "Give me a ride, or I swear I'll kill you both!"

Rage boiled David's blood, but he kept his eyes forward and his foot steady on the gas. "It's okay, Bug. Don't look. Stay down. It's okay."

Jody stayed huddled in a ball, whimpering and cowering as the bag crashed against her window again, but before it could break, a gap opened up in the crowd, and David pushed the pedal to the floor. The hatchback's tires screeched against the smooth tile of the pedestrian tunnel, smashing a fender into a garbage can before the tires dropped off the curb and into the street beyond with a bone-jarring jolt.

In front of them, the airport terminal blazed like a demonic pit, with flames licking up the white columns, turning the distinctive blue pyramids of its skylight windows into twisted masses of molten steel and shattered glass belching black smoke into the sky. David swerved around an overturned truck, its wheels spinning lazily in the air. A group of people huddled behind it, using it as a shield against the blistering heat of the fire. He whipped the wheel to the left, narrowly avoiding a collision with a speeding police car, its lights flashing and siren blaring.

With a clear path ahead, David pointed the car's nose down Airport Boulevard and pushed the accelerator to the floor. The little hatchback's engine roared with effort as it picked up speed, zipping past abandoned vehicles and pockets of panicked people. As the flaming ruins receded in the rearview mirror, David's white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel loosened slightly. They had escaped the airport. They were safe.

For the moment.


CHAPTER TEN




74 miles north of Reliance, Nebraska

Jim gripped the trembling steering wheel of the RV as it lumbered slowly down the country road, its towering bulk casting a long shadow against the shoulder in the afternoon light. Despite its cracks, the wide windshield provided panoramic views of the Nebraska countryside, with golden waves of wheat stretching out to the horizon in an endless sea of grain. Occasionally, a weathered red barn or a gleaming silver silo punctuated the expanse of cropland, or a hawk circled lazily overhead, its keen eyes scanning the ground for prey.

As the RV trundled onward, wind whistled over the deep gouge that marred its side. The scraping impact with the pickup truck at the gas station the night before had left a scar so deep that pinpricks of light shone through the cracked wood-laminate siding inside the camper. Air rushed through the windows that had been shattered in the chaos, their ragged curtains fluttering on the breeze of the vehicle's forward momentum.

In the kitchenette, Scottie stuck his head out a broken window, his hair whipping over his face as he checked the tire situation for the thousandth time. When Midge had jumped the curb, one of the rear driver-side tires had blown, but fortunately the RV was equipped with a dual-wheel axle. A ring of mangled rubber flapped against the road with a rhythmic whump-whump-whump, but the second dually tire lurking behind it on the inside remained intact, holding up more than its share of the vehicle's weight.

Sweat saturated Jim's polo shirt as he struggled to keep the vehicle moving by taking it slow and steady. The steam that had poured over the windshield from the wounded radiator had disappeared when it ran dry, and now the fan roared in overdrive, making a noble attempt to keep the engine from overheating. Jim had turned on the heater full-blast in an effort to pull heat off the engine and into the cabin, but the temperature gauge still lingered in the danger zone.

Midge sat in the passenger seat, fidgeting with a damp towel clutched in her fists. Her once immaculate blonde bob was now frizzed and soaked with sweat, and a glistening sheen coated her pale face. She routinely wiped her brow and cheeks, but between the afternoon sun and the furnace pouring from the dashboard vents, the ritual was pointless.

"Honey, we can't keep going like this. If we keep pushing the engine it's going to overheat and have a breakdown. And so will I."

"Mom's right." Scottie worked his way forward and crouched between the driver and passenger seats. "It's been forever since we passed any sign of civilization. I think it's safe to stop and see how messed up the camper is."

Jim's eyes kept scanning the road ahead and behind in the cracked mirrors. "I know, I know. We need to let the old girl cool down or we'll be in a heap of trouble, but I'm worried about stopping."

Midge shifted uncomfortably in her seat. "Normally I'd say you're being paranoid, but after what happened last night…" She shuddered. "We got lucky. I don't want to have to be lucky again."

"Same, believe me." Scottie raked back his sweaty hair. "But what choice do we have? If we don't stop soon the engine is gonna die, and we'll end up stopping whether we like it or not. Except then we'll be stopped for good."

Jim scowled and pinched his eyes. "You're right. I know you're right. Better to stop on our terms than to have the decision made for us." He eased his foot off the accelerator, allowing the RV to slow. "Keep your eyes peeled for a good spot to pull off. I'll feel a lot better if we can at least find some cover while we assess our options."

Scottie returned to the rear of the RV, his athletic frame swaying with the vehicle's lumbering movements. He peered out the side windows, but as far as the eye could see the land stretched out in an unbroken expanse of flat fields of crops rippling in the breeze. Midge leaned forward in her seat, peering at the walls of grain through the heat haze in her glasses. As they drove, golden wheat gave way to emerald soybeans, which yielded to stalks of corn reaching skyward. Scottie was about to turn away from the right-side window and try the left when a blip in the corn caught his eye.

"Wait! I saw something!"

Jim's foot twitched on the accelerator. "What is it?"

"There was a gap in the corn. Like a little road or something."

"Hmm. Let's take a look."

Jim eased on the brakes and brought the RV to a halt, then shifted into reverse and slowly backed up along the abandoned road, the engine idling roughly as it threatened to overheat. Through the passenger window, Midge spotted a narrow path cutting through the towering corn stalks.

"Oh, look there," she said, pointing. "Scottie's right, there's a path."

The alleged path was just two wheel ruts with a strip of gravel and ragged grass between them. "Huh." Jim leaned over to peer through her window. "Looks like maybe an access road or something."

"An access road to what?"

Scottie craned his neck, trying to see over the tall stalks of corn from his vantage point at the rear of the RV. He stood on his toes, gripping the cabinets above the window as he squinted into the distance. "I think I see a building, but I can't tell what it is."

Jim drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. "I don't want to risk driving off the road without knowing what we're getting into."

"I totally agree," Midge said. "But I don't know where else we're going to find to stop. There's nothing for miles but corn, corn, and more corn."

"You make a good point. We should check it out." Jim put the RV in park and stood up, maneuvering into the cabin. Midge scrambled after him.

"Wait, where are you going? You can't just march in there! What if it's dangerous?"

"Don't worry. I'll be careful." Jim grabbed Scottie's aluminum baseball bat from where it had been stowed behind the seat. "And I'll have this with me, just in case."

"Just in case of what?" Scottie asked.

"In case of… I don't know. Just wait here. Both of you. I'll be right back."

He opened the door and stepped out onto the gravel shoulder, the bat gripped tightly in his hand, then shut the door behind him. He cautiously made his way around the RV, then stuffed his weapon under his arm and mounted the narrow metal ladder that stretched up the back end to the roof. The bottom was crushed flat from where it had been backed into a car the night before, but Jim's feet found purchase and he climbed up toward the roof of the RV. The vehicle rocked slightly under his shifting weight, and the metal rungs were hot from baking in the afternoon sun.

Jim grunted and rapidly shook his head, trying to fling the drops of sweat off his face as he reached the top and pulled himself up onto the roof. The white metal was like a frying pan, radiating heat through the soles of his sneakers as he stood up, his knees stiff from the long drive. Squinting against the sun, he raised a hand to shield his eyes and slowly turned in a circle, scanning the surrounding landscape.

He could see for miles in every direction, as he turned in place to survey an expanse of farmland broken only by the scar of the road cutting through it. The air was heavy with the scent of rich earth under the baking sun, its loamy smell mingling with the sweet aroma of ripening crops, but there were no signs of people. No barns, silos, or farmhouses could be seen. The only structure within Jim's gaze was a single blackened structure sticking up above the corn about a half-mile deep in the field.

A bead of sweat trickled down his temple as he stared at the distant ruin, gripping the bat in one hand and shading his eyes with the other. There was no movement except for the gentle swaying of the corn in the breeze, and no sound but rustling leaves and the RV's tortured idle. He watched and listened for what seemed like an eternity, waiting to pick up on any signs of life, but none made themselves evident. Finally he gave a tiny shrug and ventured back down the ladder and into the RV.

Midge offered him a bottle of water as he climbed back inside. "What did you see up there?"

Jim set the bat down and took a drink. "Looks like some kind of burned building way off in the distance."

"Do you think the fire just happened?" Scottie asked.

"No, definitely not. Looks like it's been abandoned for quite a while. And there's a break in the corn next to the building that looks big enough to park in. Could be a good spot. The road in is pretty much invisible."

Scottie nodded. "I would have never seen it if I hadn't been searching for a place to pull over."

"Your mother and I were looking, and didn't see it at all. Those ruins are far enough from the road that they'd be completely obscured to anyone driving by in anything shorter than the RV. I don't think we're going to find a better hiding place."

Midge hesitated, her eyes flicking between her husband and son, then she let out a breath and nodded. "Okay. I guess it's probably our best option. Let's do it."

Jim returned to the driver's seat of the idling RV, buckled up, and shifted it into gear. The vehicle lurched forward with a shudder, its battered chassis creaking and groaning as it rolled off the shoulder and onto the narrow dirt track that cut through the cornfield. The stalks parted reluctantly, their leaves rustling against the RV's sides as it pushed deeper into the sea of green.

In the cabin, Midge and Scottie sat down and braced themselves as the vehicle bounced and jostled over the uneven ground, the suspension struggling to absorb the bumps and dips. The stalks crushed against the sides of the camper like green walls, banging against the mirrors and making them shake and rattle. Jim kept his eyes fixed on the narrow path ahead, his hands like vice grips on the steering wheel as he fought against the rough terrain and wounded tire to keep the RV on track. Finally it reached the end of the road and emerged in an oasis of open space amid the sea of towering stalks.

In the center of the clearing stood the remains of a small farmhouse with a gabled roof and clapboard siding that had once been white, though most of the paint had long since peeled away, leaving the weathered and rotten wood exposed to the elements. The windows were devoid of glass, their frames warped and decaying. Half of the house had been consumed by a fire long ago, leaving the charred remains of a section of roof and some collapsed walls leaning in a heap of blackened debris. The other half still stood, its porch sagging and the front door hanging off its hinges and creaking in the breeze.

Surrounding the house and the clearing was a waist-high limestone wall, ravaged by years of time, weather, and decay. Stones had tumbled from the top, leaving gaps and holes, and weeds sprouted from the cracks between the rocks. It was clear that whoever owned this land decided it was easier to plant around the ruins than to demolish them, allowing the corn to grow right up to the crumbling wall.

Jim pulled onto the patch of scraggly grass between the house and the wall, put the RV in park and turned off the engine. The sudden silence was almost deafening after the constant rumble of hours on the road. The Gladstones stepped out of the RV and took a moment to stretch their stiff muscles, rolling their shoulders and necks, and taking deep breaths of the fresh air. Before anyone could say a word, Jim's stomach did the talking, letting out a loud growl.

Midge snorted a chuckle and patted her husband's belly. "Sounds like somebody's hungry."

Jim grinned sheepishly. "Guess I am. It's been a while since we had a proper meal."

"Or any food at all, actually," Scottie agreed. "But I don't know how much those looters left in the⁠—"

He was interrupted by a loud growl from his own stomach, and Midge rolled her eyes. "Okay, okay. I'm going. I'll see if I can whip us up some lunch while you guys check things out."

"Sounds good. Thanks, hon."

Jim gave Midge a peck on the cheek and she climbed back up into the RV. He and Scottie made their way around to survey the damage, and found the damaged tire completely shredded, its rubber hanging in tattered strips from its rim, and its wheel well scraped and dented. The inside dually tire was scuffed and bulging from the extra weight, but intact. Jim crouched down to get a closer look, running his hand over the tread. "The inner tire looks good. Which is a small miracle, considering we only have one spare on board."

Scottie opened up a hatch on the side of the camper, revealing a cluttered compartment full of tools. "I'll set up the jack."

"Hold on a sec." Jim stood and brushed off his hands. "We might be able to get by without it." He went around to the door and climbed inside the RV, and a moment later his head poked out the driver's side window. "Stand back, I'm going to try to lift up that side with the hydraulic levelers."

He pressed a button on the dashboard, and a hum of machinery sounded from beneath the vehicle. Metal legs with broad, square feet descended from the undercarriage on telescoping struts, their hydraulic rams hissing and whirring as they pushed toward the ground. The feet touched down on the grass then began to push upward, slowly tilting the vehicle as they raised the driver's side.

Scottie held up a hand. "That's enough."

"Is the tire off the ground?"

"No, but the weight is off it. And if you push it any farther you're asking for trouble. We can put the jack under the axle to lift it the rest of the way."

"Good thinkin', kid."

Scottie retrieved the jack, then knelt down to examine the underside of the RV. Being careful not to put his body in a vulnerable position, he slid the jack under the axle until it was centered, then began to pump the handle, his lean, athletic frame making quick work of the task.

Jim approached, crouching down to inspect his son's work. "Nice job."

"Say when…"

Scottie kept pumping until the axle had lifted just enough to pull the intact tire off the ground, with the ruined one draped over its rim and sagging in the dirt. Jim raised a hand. "Right there. That'll do it."

Wiping his forehead with the back of his hand, Scottie stepped back as Jim moved to a large hatch near the wheel well. He popped it open, revealing an old but functional gas-powered electric generator. After a few grunting tugs of the pull cord, the beast roared to life, and Jim pulled out a dented metal tool box, set it on the ground, and hinged it open. Pulling out the top tray, he dug out a heavy-duty impact wrench, plugged it in, then crouched down next to the damaged wheel.

Positioning the wrench over one of the lug nuts, he squeezed the trigger and the tool bucked in his hand as the nut resisted then broke free. Jim spun it loose, set it carefully in the grass, then moved on to the next one, working his way around the wheel in a star pattern. When the lug nuts were removed, Jim set the impact wrench aside, gripped the rim with both hands, and gave it a tug, but it didn't budge, the rust and grime of years on the road holding it fast. He shouted over the generator's roar.

"Hey Scottie, I need to borrow those big muscles of yours."

"Sure thing. Step aside, old man."

Scottie braced his foot against the camper, gripped the rim and tugged, his face reddening with the strain until it finally separated from the wheel and popped off with a grating metallic screech. He staggered back and set it aside, and Jim moved back in to take his place, peering into the wheel assembly.

"Thanks, bud."

The tire was mounted on a smaller, inner rim, which was held in place by a large retaining ring. Jim grabbed a flathead screwdriver from the tool box and pried the ring out of its groove, working his way around the circumference until it popped free. Jim grabbed onto the wrecked tire, but Scottie nudged him aside. "I got it."

The lanky teen pulled off the tire with a grunt and stepped back to put it next to the outer rim, the ruined rubber flopping to the side. The wheel hub was now exposed—a large, circular piece of metal with a series of hefty bolts protruding from its surface. Jim inspected it for any sign of damage, running his fingers over the metal and checking for bends or breaks. Satisfied that it was in good condition, he stood, opened a broad, flat hatch in the RV's side, and grabbed onto the spare. He struggled to get the heavy, oversized tire out of stowage, but threw his weight into it and managed to pull it free, letting it bounce to rest at his feet. He gave it an appraising kick, then nodded. "Pressure looks good. Want to double check?"

Scottie took a pressure gauge from the tool box and slipped it onto the valve stem. The plastic indicator shot out, and he looked up. "90 PSI?"

"That's great. Let's get 'er on there." Working together, the father and son lifted the tire and wobbled it back and forth as they threaded it onto the bolts. Once it was in position, they reversed the steps they had followed before, reassembling the wheel. When they were finished, Jim turned off the generator and nodded at the jack under the axle. "Care to do the honors?"

Scottie released the jack, and it let out a hiss as the axle lowered the repaired tire and its mate to the ground. "Are we just gonna leave the flat one here, or should we take it?"

"We'll take it. The rim is probably wrecked, but we shouldn't leave any trash behind." Jim's eyes drifted to the half-burned house. "Don't want to make the ghosts mad and end up with a haunted RV."

"Fair point," Scottie said with a snuffed chuckle.

Working together, they hefted the awkward mass of the ruined tire back into the spare compartment then brushed off their hands. Jim clapped Scottie on the back. "I think we're ready to join a speedway pit crew."

"How about lunch first?"

"I like the way you think, kid." Jim and Scottie climbed back into the RV to find Midge poking around in the kitchenette. "Tire's changed. Any luck with the food?"

"A little," Midge said. "This is what I could scrape together from what was left."

She gestured at three paper plates on the table. On the first sat two slices of bread, their edges curled and dry, spread with a thin layer of peanut butter scraped from the bottom of a nearly empty jar. A bruised apple, cut into neat slices, rested beside them. The second plate held a small pile of crackers, surrounded by loose salt and crumbs, and a few slices of individually-wrapped American cheese paired with a handful of wrinkled grapes. The third plate hosted the contents of a can of tuna mixed with mayonnaise from a collection of fast-food packets that still littered the table. A few limp carrot sticks and a stalk of wilted celery were arranged around the tuna in an attempt to add some color and nutrition to the dismal meal.

Jim's stomach pinched as he surveyed the disheartening spread, but he forced a smile. "Thanks, hon. It looks great."

"It looks like crap," Midge grumbled.

"Yes it does," Jim agreed. "But I love you and I was being polite."

Scottie slid onto a bench next to the table. "I don't care what it looks like, I'm starving."

He dug into the carrots and tuna, and Jim and Midge sat down to join him. Jim started unwrapping a slice of cheese and frowned. "Is this seriously all that's left?"

Midge sighed. "Unfortunately. Those crazies at the gas station got pretty much everything Harper gave us when we left Prairie Winds. This magnificent feast represents the last of what was in the mini fridge and our cupboards."

"If this is really all we have, maybe we should ration it," Jim suggested. "Make it last as long as possible."

Scottie gave his father an incredulous look. "How are we supposed to ration five bites of food each?"

"Scottie's right, Jim. This is barely enough to stop our bellies from growling, let alone keep us going. We need to finish our repairs, get back on the road, and find a store as soon as possible. How's the tire repair look?"

"Good as new." Jim gestured around at the broken windows. "But we can't leave until we fix that radiator, and we'll need to find a way to cover these holes before we go anywhere near civilization."

"True facts," Scottie agreed. "We need to armor up in case we get attacked again." He nibbled an apple slice. "Maybe there's something in that old house we can use."

Jim glanced out the window at the crumbling structure. "Worth a shot. First we'll check out the engine, then we'll take a look."

The family finished their meager meal, doing their best to split it evenly and savor each mouthful. When they were done, they cleaned up the table then ventured outside. The RV's front grille was a mangled mess of twisted metal and shattered plastic with jagged edges jutting out like snarling teeth. Inside, heat still lapped off the radiator, and stains of sticky green coolant surrounded a large hole in its face.

Jim blew out a breath. "Well, that's worse than I thought it would be."

Scottie cocked his head. "Can we fix it?"

"I don't know. I'm not exactly a mechanic. I can change a tire and check the oil, but this… This is beyond my skill set."

"Could we patch it somehow? Just enough to get us to the next town?"

"Maybe, but with what?"

Midge leaned in to get a closer look, adjusting her glasses. "I might be able to figure something out, but I need some time to ponder and fidget." She gestured at the ruins. "You guys go check out the house and I'll see what I can do."

Jim grinned. "Uh oh, stand back. Librarian brain at work."

"Darn right. Don't mess with a bookworm." Midge waved her husband off. "Now scoot."

"Yes, ma'am."

Jim and Scottie headed across the scraggly grass toward the ruined farmhouse. The remains of the burned-up section had mostly crumbled and decayed into a gnarled skeleton of blackened wood, and the intact section hadn't fared much better. Years of exposure and abandonment had taken their toll, leaving the clapboard siding gray and splitting, with patches of moss and lichen clinging to the undersides. The porch sagged, its support posts leaning at precarious angles, and the steps were missing, leaving a gap between its surface and the ground.

Jim turned and scooched his bottom onto the porch, giving a little bounce to test its stability before climbing up. "Be careful, and don't stand too close to me. We should make sure to keep our weight distributed over the floor. This whole place looks like it could collapse at any moment."

Scottie waited until his father had crossed the creaking porch before he climbed up. Jim reached the front door and gave it a tentative push, and it swung open with a long, low creak, revealing a dark, musty interior. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the gaps in the walls and ceiling, casting an eerie, mottled light across the debris-strewn floor. He stepped inside, his footsteps echoing in the empty space. "Oh, this definitely sounds haunted." He cupped his hand to his mouth and called out, "Hello? Anyone here? Casper? Jacob Marley? Patrick Swayze?"

As usual, his dad jokes were met with silence. Scottie stepped in behind him, peering into the gloom. What had once been the living room was now a hollow shell, its walls blackened and peeling, revealing the charred skeleton of support beams beneath. A few shattered picture frames clung stubbornly to the plaster, their wires rusted and photographs lost to the flames.

Jim and Scottie picked their way carefully through the debris, their footsteps stirring up clouds of ash and dust. Scottie creaked open another door and moved from the living room into what had once been the kitchen. The rusted cast-iron sink was filled with a thick layer of grime and a long-abandoned bird nest, and the cabinets hung open, their doors barely clinging to their hinges.

At the same time, Jim eased open another door off the living room to find a small bedroom, with a rusted metal bedframe sitting in the center, its mattress long since rotted away. A few scraps of threadbare curtain fabric still clung to the empty window frame, gently drifting on the breeze.

Having seen all that remained of the house, they returned to the living room, and Jim scratched his goatee thoughtfully. "Well, it looks like the pickings are pretty slim in here. All of the wood is too rotten to salvage. It would probably just crumble if we tried to remove it."

"Yeah, but the doors seem good." Scottie grasped the kitchen door and gave it a few hardy thumps with his fist. "They're a little warped, but they're solid wood. They'd actually be perfect to board up the windows."

"Hey, that's a great idea. You're battin' a thousand today. You wanna run out to the camper and grab the drill so we can take 'em down?"

"Be right back."

Scottie navigated the debris-strewn floor with care, his shoes crunching on bits of charred wood and plaster, and when he reached the front porch he hopped down, landing lightly in the overgrown grass. He approached the RV to find one of the external storage compartments was open, and his mother was kneeling on the ground beside it, rummaging through a tattered cardboard box filled with old paperbacks, their covers faded and spines creased. Midge pulled out a book, flipped through its pages, then set it aside with a dissatisfied mutter. She repeated the process with the next book, and the next, grumbling to herself.

"What are you doing, Mom?"

"Looking for the Battle of Guadalcanal," Midge replied distractedly, not looking up from her search.

Scottie grinned, shaking his head. "Right. Librarian brain."

Midge hummed in response, already engrossed in another book. Scottie left her to her quest as he retrieved the drill from its stowage hatch, grabbing the scuffed plastic case and making his way back to the house. He climbed inside and found his father waiting for him, tracing his finger over the faded wallpaper and studying the delicate lines and curves of its pattern.

"You know, this wallpaper is a stunning example of the 'Romantic Revival' style that was popular in the late 1940s, right after World War II ended."

"Seriously?" Scottie snuffed. "You're going to give me a history lesson on wallpaper? Now?"

"See these large, stylized flowers arranged in a repeating pattern? That's a hallmark of the style. People wanted something soft and feminine after the austerity of wartime. It's fascinating."

"Uh huh. Sure it is." Scottie held out the drill case. "You want to do this, or do you want to pick out some matching curtains?"

"Okay, wise guy."

Jim took the case and set it on the floor, flipping the latches and lifting the lid. Inside, nestled in the contoured plastic shell, was a hefty battery-powered drill. Its black and yellow casing was scuffed and scratched from years of use, but it was still in good working order. Jim tightened the screwdriver bit in the chuck and gave the trigger a few squeezes, letting out a perky zip-zip of motor noises.

They started with the kitchen door, Scottie bracing it while Jim unscrewed the hinges from the frame. As he worked, he glanced at his son with a grin. "Hey, when is a door not a door?"

"I don't know, when?"

"When it's ajar!"

Scottie rolled his eyes. "Hilarious."

Jim removed the last screw and looked them over. They were in good condition and reusable, so he tucked them in his back pocket. Scottie hefted the heavy door and leaned it up against the wall, then they moved on to the bedroom door, repeating the process.

"You know, back when I was your age I wrote a song about getting a door lock replaced."

"Did you really?"

"Yeah, there was a key change at the end."

Scottie groaned, but couldn't hide his smile. "Okay, you need to stop. Seriously. Before Mom and I decide to leave you here."

"Wow, tough crowd." They removed two more doors, and Jim stowed the drill in its case. "Alright, let's get these babies out to the RV."

Together they carried the doors to the porch, then Scottie hopped to the grass and Jim handed them down. Making a few trips back and forth, they brought the drill and all of their doors back to the RV, leaning them against the dented back end. Jim looked around and his brow quirked.

"Where did your mother get to?"

"I'm over here," Midge called, her small hand poking out from around the front of the vehicle and waving.

Jim and Scottie rounded the front of the RV to find that Midge had removed the damaged grille, fully exposing the wounded radiator. It had been given plenty of time to cool, allowing her to clean away the grime, making the damage more apparent. Jim crouched next to her to take a look. "Were you able to figure out some way to patch this thing up?"

"Kind of." Midge looked to him, a smear of grime on her cheek and a glimmer in her eyes. "Do you remember the week we spent at the beach last summer? When I got that box of dime novels at that garage sale?"

A chuckle clucked from Jim's throat. "My little bookworm spent the whole time perched under an umbrella with a mimosa in one hand and a paperback in the other."

"You didn't even go swimming." Scottie shook his head. "What a waste of a vacation."

Midge snorted. "Reading is never a waste. And those pulp stories might just get us back on the road."

Scottie put his hands on his hips. "How?"

"When I got to thinking about how to fix a punctured radiator, it reminded me of a scene in one of the war stories. It took a while, but I found the passage. Here." Midge held up a worn paperback, its cover adorned with a dramatic illustration of a World War II battleship. "The hero is at the Battle of Guadalcanal, and he gets a bullet hole in the radiator of his Jeep, leaving him stranded, but he fixes it with just a pair of pliers."

Jim and Scottie exchanged a glance, their eyebrows raised in doubt. Jim cleared his throat. "I'm not sure these books are meant to be how-to guides…"

"Trust me, it'll work." Midge peered through her bifocals, flipping a yellowed page back and forth before she gave a nod, closed the book, and tucked it in her back pocket. She picked up a pair of needle-nose pliers and pointed at the hole in the radiator. "All right, so a radiator has these little pipes that run from one side to the other, and they're all connected with these tiny fins of metal that make a mesh between them. The coolant runs through the pipes, but not through the fins."

Scottie crouched close to his mother, looking where she pointed. "So the fins are there to hold the pipes in place?"

"Partially. Their main function is to make more surface area for heat transfer, but they're not plumbing," Midge tapped the end of her pliers on the broken end of one of the small, flat tubes. "All we need to do to get the radiator sealed is close off the broken plumbing so it doesn't leak."

"And you can do that with pliers?" Jim asked incredulously.

"If Lieutenant Hank Trueheart can do it, so can I."

Midge dug the tip of her pliers into the mesh of fragile fins near the damaged ends, pinching a bunch of them together and then twisting to tear them out. The thin metal gave way with hardly any resistance, and she continued to pinch and twist, pulling away the connecting material between the damaged tubes and their intact neighbors. Scottie watched curiously.

"Okay, that's breaking. I thought you were fixing."

"Patience, kiddo. I'm getting to it."

Midge finished clipping out the fins around the damaged plumbing, then pinched the end of a tube with her pliers. With careful, twisting motions, she folded the metal pipe over and over again, curling it like a tube of toothpaste. One by one, she meticulously rolled up the rest of the damaged tubes, sealing them off. Jim looked on, impressed.

"Well, I'll be darned. I think this could actually work."

"It'll totally work," Midge said confidently. "It won't be as efficient, since all of the twisted tubes won't dissipate heat properly, but the rest of the radiator will. And if we take it easy, that should be enough to get us to…" She looked out over the endless corn. "Well… something."

Jim smiled. "You're a genius, and that's why I love you."

"I'm pretty, too. Don't forget that."

"Oh, I never will, sugar buns."

Scottie wrinkled his nose. "Hey, how about you two stop being gross and we board up the windows so we can go home?"

Midge chuckled. "Uh oh. We've offended the teenager's innocent ears."

"Better do as he says before he runs away and joins the circus," Jim chuckled.

Scottie let out an exasperated breath and wandered off to the stack of doors at the back of the RV, his parents following close behind. Jim grabbed the drill case and fished the handful of screws from his pocket, handing them all over to Midge.

"Scottie and I will hold the doors up to the camper, and you screw 'em on."

Midge looked up at the broken windows, all of them way too high for her to reach. "I think it'll be easier if I get up on the roof and lean over the edge."

"Okay, but be careful," Jim said warily.

She climbed up the ladder on the back of the RV and made her way across the roof, getting down on her hands and knees above one of the broken windows. Jim and Scottie grabbed the top and bottom of a door, lifting it with a grunt and holding it parallel to the ground.

"All right, tip it so the hinge side is up." Jim adjusted his grip. "That way your mother can use them as brackets to screw into."

"Got it."

They lifted the door into position and held it flush with the broken window. The old wooden panel was larger than the hole, creating a perfect patch. Midge reached over the edge of the roof, the drill whirring to life in her hands as she carefully inserted the bit into each hole in the hinges, drilling perfectly aligned pilot holes through the RV's metal siding.

"Okay, hold it steady," she instructed.

She changed out the bit for the screwdriver, then secured the hinges to the RV, the screws biting into the metal with a satisfying crunch. Jim and Scottie held the door firmly in place as Midge anchored it, the muscles in their arms straining with the effort. Midge finished securing the last hinge and sat back on her heels, wiping a bead of sweat from her brow. "All right, that should do it. Let's see how we did."

Jim and Scottie carefully released their grip on the door and stepped back, and the hinges held firm, suspending the solid wood panel over the window.

"Not bad," Jim said, stepping back to admire their handiwork. "Not bad at all."

Scottie grabbed the rusted doorknob and pulled it, and the door swung out from its hinges at the top of the vehicle, forming a little sloped roof. "And when we get home, we can open a food truck."

Jim chuckled. "We'd better put a few more screws along the bottom edges when we're done. We don't want them flapping around while we're on the road."

"And we definitely don't want any crazies to be able to pop in for a visit," Midge agreed.

Working together, the family boarded up the other two broken windows, growing sweatier and more exhausted with each door lifted and screw set. When they finally finished, the RV was a ragged patchwork of metal and wood, but it was sealed and secured. Jim wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, leaving a smudge of grime. "Well, that looks a-door-able."

Midge climbed down from the roof and handed the drill and remaining screws to Jim, who went to work anchoring the bottom edges. She raked back her sweaty hair and gave a little smile. "I never thought I'd be so happy to see the camper looking like such a mess."

Scottie banged a fist on one of the doors. "I just hope they hold up. It's a long way home."

"They'll hold." Jim drove in the last screw, then put away the drill. "We did a good job."

Midge nodded, but her expression was pensive. "I'm glad we're ready to go, but I admit, I'm a little scared to leave. It was kind of nice being in this little oasis for a minute, safe from all the… you know."

"I know, sweetie. But we'll be okay. We'll take it one mile at a time, all the way back to Minnesota. Together." Jim smiled and put his arms over Midge and Scottie's shoulders, pulling them in for a warm side-hug. "Nothing can keep a Gladstone down!"


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Columbia, South Carolina

Sweat trickled down the back of David's neck as he navigated the stolen rental hatchback through the ravaged streets of Columbia. The earthquake from the distant explosion had left the city in ruins, with buildings crumbling and debris littering the roads. Jody sat hunched in the passenger seat, her eyes wide with fear as she took in the devastation around them. The sky above was a sickly, dark gray, the sun obscured by a blanket of thick, irritant smoke billowing from the fiery pit that had devoured half the South just a hundred miles away. It felt more like dusk than afternoon, the unnatural darkness punctuated by the flicker of flames from buildings that had caught fire in the quake and its grisly aftermath.

People ran through the streets, some carrying armloads of supplies looted from shattered storefronts, others simply fleeing in panic. A group of men fought viciously over a case of bottled water, their shouts filling the air as they punched and kicked. Disabled cars dotted the road, some with their windows smashed and doors hanging open, and utility poles leaned at precarious angles, wires sparking and snaking across the pavement.

Jody flinched at every loud noise as she looked at the downloaded maps on David's phone, then up at the streets. "What road are we on now?"

"Hampton, I think. Do you see it?"

"Yeah! I found it!"

"Will it get us out of the city?"

"Uh…" Jody's little fingers poked and pinched at the screen. "I think so. It's a long one."

"Let me look."

David held out his hand and Jody gave him the phone. Cell service was totally gone, and the blanket of smoke had made GPS dodgy, turning the app into a glorified paper map. In an unfamiliar city without navigation, David had to rely on an eleven-year-old's directions, which had managed to get them deeper into the city instead of farther away. But he didn't dare stop the car long enough to give some desperate person an opportunity to hurt his daughter.

His eyes ticked between the map and the road as he tried to look at both long enough to get his bearings. While he was distracted, a woman stumbled into the road in front of them, her hair ragged and her clothes dirty and torn. David sucked a breath and twisted the wheel, squeaking the tires on the road as he barely swerved around her. Jody turned in her seat to look back, grabbing David's arm.

"That lady is hurt. We have to go back!"

"We can't, Bug."

"Why not? She needs help. Just like we needed help at the airport, and that guy wouldn't give us a ride. We're not like that guy! We're good! Right?"

"Yes, we are."

"So we have to help her! Dad, stop!"

David hesitated and his shoulders hunched, but he eased on the brake, bringing the car to a stop. The woman frantically limped up and pounded her palms on David's rolled up window. "Help me! Please!"

He reluctantly rolled down the window a crack. "What can we do for you, ma'am?"

"My leg, it's hurt real bad." She took a few wobbling steps back, gripping her thigh through her ripped-open jeans. "Please, I need medical help."

"I have some bandages!" Jody grabbed her pack from the backseat and rummaged around in it. "We can fix her leg! We know how!"

"Please!" the woman cried, taking another step back. "Please help me!"

Jody plucked out a roll of gauze with a triumphant smile and reached for her door handle, but David grabbed her arm and snapped, "Wait."

"What's wrong?"

He glared out his window and shouted through the crack at the woman. "Lift your hands. Let me see that leg."

The woman stiffened. "It's broken! Come here and help me!"

In the rearview mirror, David caught a glimpse of a man sneaking up on their stopped car, a baseball bat in his hand. With a burst of speed, he darted forward and grabbed the passenger-side door handle, trying to rip it open. The lock held, and David's heart hammered in his chest as the woman bolted back to the car, her limp suddenly gone. She grabbed his door handle and rattled it furiously, screaming, "Smash the window! Rodney, smash the window!"

"Jody, hold on!" David roared.

He slammed his foot on the pedal, and the two attackers spun away and howled in pain as the door handles ripped from their hands. Jody trembled in her seat, still clutching the roll of gauze, her mouth hanging open in betrayed shock.

"They were trying to steal the car!"

"It's okay, Bug. We're safe."

"But… She said she was hurt! She lied!"

"I know. It was a rotten trick." David kept his eyes on the road as he rested a hand on her knee. "I know you want to do good for everyone. You've got a big heart, and I never want that to change. But from now on, we're going to have to be real careful who we trust. This isn't like back home. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir." Jody looked at the floor and muttered. "Are you mad at me?"

"Not even a little bit." Despite his assurance, a mournful silence filled the car, and David cleared his throat. "Hey, I'm getting hungry. How about you?" Jody gave a shellshocked little nod, and David forced an upbeat tone. "Let's have some road-trip snacks. What have you got? Anything good?"

Jody slowly rummaged through her backpack, then pulled out a crumpled bag of trail mix, shaking it to reveal only a handful of nuts and dried fruit remained. She set it aside, then produced a full water bottle and a mostly empty one. David's eyebrows lifted in surprise. "We packed more than that. Where's the rest?"

Jody's shoulders slumped, and her voice was tinged with spite. "In my duffle bag. You know, the one that Jimmy Blue Prius stole." She gathered the meager supplies in her lap. "The stuff in my backpack was just supposed to be snacks for the flight, and we already ate most of it on the walk to the airport, remember?"

"Right. It's okay. We'll make do with what we have for now. Let's split that trail mix, and we'll find some more supplies once we're out of the city. Okay?"

Jody nodded, then carefully divided the remaining trail mix between them, handing David his portion. They ate in silence for a moment, with Jody putting peanuts and raisins in her mouth one at a time with dull, defeated movements. David cleared his throat and gave a forced smile.

"Hey, want to play a game?"

"What kind of game?"

"It's called 'I Spy.' The rules are simple: we take turns spotting things outside the car that start with each letter of the alphabet in turn. First one to get to Z wins."

"I don't know…"

"Come on, it'll be fun. I'll start. I spy with my little eye… an automobile!"

Jody peered out the window. "I spy a burning store."

David's smile wavered at her observation, but he persisted. "Okay. I spy a car."

"You already said car."

"I said automobile. Totally not the same thing."

A small grin teased Jody's lips. "In that case, I spy a damaged store."

"Now you're cheating."

"You're cheating!" Jody giggled. "You're on letter E. Don't say electric car."

David clucked a genuine chuckle as a fire engine came roaring down the street, blaring its horn as it approached the blazing store. "Fine. I spy with my little eye, an emergency vehicle."

"Another car! Are you even serious!" Jody squealed. "I spy with my little eye a fire truck!"

"That's what I just said! You're cheating!"

Jody burst into a peal of laughter that turned David's fake smile real. They continued their game with growing enthusiasm, the tension easing as the manic child's full focus became fixed on the game. As time passed, her distraction grew so complete that she hardly noticed the transition from city to rural roads as David navigated them out of the chaos of Columbia, his vigilance and fear hidden behind smiles and laughs.

The sun began its slow descent into dusk, darkening the smoky sky. Ranch land stretched out on either side of the road, dotted with grazing cattle and horses. Occasionally a house or barn would appear in the distance, most of them toppled from the quake and some of them smoldering and sending up ribbons of black smoke behind the towering oak trees that lined the road. Despite it all, Jody laughed and bounced in her seat as she pointed out the window.

"I spy with my little eye… a zebra! I win!"

David snuffed. "That is clearly a cow."

"It's black and white. It looks like a zebra to me." Jody gave a mischievous smile. "A fat zebra with round stripes."

They shared a laugh, and David conceded. "Okay, I can see that. I guess you're the master of 'I Spy.'"

"Yeah I am! So what now?"

David glanced at the fuel gauge, and let out a relieved breath at the fact the tank was still mostly full. The hatchback might not have been the fanciest vehicle on the road, but it was surprisingly fuel-efficient.

"We'll keep going as long as we can, then find somewhere to stop when I get too tired to drive."

Jody perked up. "Can we camp? We can use our survival skills to make a lean-to, since we lost all our stuff!"

"It's a great idea, Jodybug, but I think it's best if we sleep in the car tonight. We don't want to leave it unattended and risk it getting stolen. Plus, if we need to make a fast escape, we'll be ready to go."

His words knocked the smile off Jody's face, replacing it with a worried glower. "Are people going to keep attacking us all the way home?"

David shifted uncomfortably in his seat, stalling as he mulled over his answer. "I hope not, but the world's a little crazy right now. I promise no matter what happens, I will do whatever I have to do to keep you safe."

Jody's little hand patted his knee. "Back at ya, Dad."

They were quiet for a long while as the sun disappeared over the horizon, painting the sky a deep, inky blue. Jody leaned her head against the window, her eyelids growing heavy as the hum of the tires and monotony of the drive lulled her toward slumber. They crested a hill, and a sign by the side of the road reflected brightly in the headlights. David slowed the car and pulled over to the side of the road, reaching for his phone to check the map.

Jody sat up, rubbing her eyes. "What's going on?"

David swiped at the screen, his fingers tapping and pinching as he zoomed in and out, muttering under his breath. "That sign said there's a town up ahead. I was trying to avoid them, but there doesn't seem to be any way around that doesn't involve taking a much longer route."

Shifting closer, Jody leaned over to look at the glowing screen. "That town doesn't look that big. Maybe the people there will be nice, like in Reliance."

"I hope so," David said, mustering a small smile. "But we'll just try to get through quickly and be on our way."

He put the car back in drive and pulled onto the road, tension souring his gut as they approached the outskirts of the town. David slowed the car, scanning the buildings and streets for any signs of trouble, but they were greeted by nothing but an unsettling stillness. The blackout that had crippled Columbia apparently extended all the way here, rendering the earthquake-ravaged businesses huddled around the sleepy intersection completely dark, as well as the streetlights.

A corner coffee shop sat slumped with its roof half collapsed. Across the street was a small grocery store that had survived the quake, but not the looters. Its windows were smashed out, leaving gaping holes that exposed the ransacked interior in the beams of the hatchback's headlights. Shopping carts lay overturned in the parking lot, and a few plastic bags bounced like tumbleweeds in the breeze.

Jody looked into the store, her voice quivering with excitement. "Oh! Maybe there's still some food in there. We should go check it out."

"It's a good idea, but I don't like the risk-to-reward ratio. The place looks pretty picked over, and there could be people hiding inside, waiting to ambush anyone who comes in looking for food."

Jody's shoulders slumped, and she nodded slowly. "Yeah, you're probably right."

Despite her mouth's agreement, her stomach let loose a loud, petulant growl. David frowned. "I promise we'll find some food soon, okay? We just need to be smart about it."

"It's okay." Jody managed a brave smile. "Remember what Matt taught us at survival camp? The human body can go three weeks without food. We've got plenty of time to find some."

His daughter's stoic attitude only fanned the flames of David's guilt, tightening his shoulders. "We won't have to wait that long. I promise."

He kept his foot steady on the gas, maintaining a pace that was brisk but not reckless as they navigated the darkened streets. The headlights of the stolen hatchback cast long shadows across the quake-ravaged buildings, glinting off the glass blades of shattered windows that snarled like angry teeth. David's eyes darted from one side of the street to the other, searching for any signs of life or potential danger, but the town seemed utterly deserted, its residents having either fled or taken shelter in the wake of the disaster.

The only sound was the steady hum of the car's engine and the occasional crunch of debris under the tires until David's own stomach let out a low, pained growl. He ignored it, his muscles tight as a bowstring as he navigated the narrow, spooky streets, making his way back to the relative safety of the country highway on the other side.

The darkness of night swallowed the hatchback as it left the crumbling town behind, pushing into the embrace of the towering oak trees that lined the sleepy road. David's grip on the steering wheel relaxed slightly as the miles ticked by, the tension in his shoulders easing with each passing minute. The road was empty, with no light except for the shallow cones of the hatchback's headlights. Jody leaned her head against the window, drifting on the edge of sleep until she suddenly sat up straight, her eyes wide and alert. "Dad, look! There's a car up ahead."

David squinted, his gaze locking onto the faint red glow of tail lights in the distance, and he eased his foot off the gas, allowing the car to slow as he reached for the headlight switch. With a click, the beams winked out, plunging them into near-total darkness, the only illumination coming from the smoke-blotted moon above.

"Good eye," David murmured. "I'm gonna hang back a little so they don't spot us."

He let the car slow to a creep and squinted to navigate by the ghostly white line at the road's edge. But as they moved forward, it became apparent that the tail lights weren't moving. They remained stationary, glowing red like the eyes of some predatory beast lying in wait. David brought the car to a stop a hundred feet from the red specks, squinting into the darkness to get some sense of what was there, but his eyes failed him. "I can't see what kind of vehicle it is. Can you?"

Jody chewed her lip, her eyes narrowing as she pushed her face closer to the windshield. "I can't tell, but look how far apart the lights are. That means it's something big."

"Excellent observation." David pulled out his phone, the glow of the device illuminating his face and casting sharp shadows across his features as he searched for an alternate route. After a moment, he let out a frustrated sigh and shook his head. "The only way around is to go back to the town and take another road that goes the wrong direction for miles before there's an opportunity to course correct.

Jody peered through the trees at the rugged ranchland beyond. "What if we just drive off the road and go through the fields? Like Grandpa does with his truck back home."

"It's a solid idea, but we don't know this terrain like Grandpa knows the farm. And this little tin toy definitely isn't designed for off-roading. We could get stuck, or damage the car so bad we have to abandon it."

Jody slumped back in her seat, her face falling. "So what do we do?"

David drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he weighed their options. The longer they sat, the more vulnerable they became. But going back to the town and taking the long way around wasn't an appealing option either. It would cost them precious time and fuel, and there was no guarantee that route would be any safer.

Taking a deep breath, he straightened in his seat. "We're going to have to take a chance and see what's up ahead. But we'll do it smart. I'll pull up closer, but I'll keep the headlights off and go slow. If there's any sign of trouble, we'll turn around and find another way. Sound good?"

"Sounds good. Let's do it."

David eased his foot onto the accelerator, and the car crept forward, inching toward the mysterious red lights. Beside him, Jody leaned forward in her seat, her small hands curling around the edge of the dashboard as she squinted into the darkness. As they drew closer, the shape of a large vehicle began to take form, its squared-off silhouette slowly emerging from the gloom. Jody's keen eyes darted over the scene, piecing together the shadowy picture before her.

"It's a truck," she whispered. "I think it crashed into something."

As they neared the vehicle the details became clearer. It was a white box truck with its front end pressed up against a dark shadow that blotted out the road ahead. Before David's eyes could resolve the picture, Jody had figured it out.

"There's a big tree in the road."

A massive oak lay across the pavement, its horizontal trunk as tall as a man's shoulder. David pulled up to it, revealing the aftermath of the impact. The truck had plowed into it head-on, wrapping its front end around its curve and shoving the mighty tree a few inches, leaving scraped blacktop littered with shattered bark. The impact had silenced the engine, but the tail lights still glowed, casting a red pall over the pavement.

David spoke in a low, quiet voice. "The quake must have knocked that tree down, and the driver probably didn't see it quickly enough in the dark."

"We have to see if he's okay," Jody said. David looked at the truck, as if weighing his options, and she huffed. "Come on. Nobody would smash their truck on purpose just to trick us into stopping. It doesn't make sense."

"Okay, yeah. You have a point." David turned to face her, his expression serious. "I need you to stay in the car while I check it out. Keep the doors locked and don't open them until I come back, okay?"

"Okay." Jody dug into her pack, producing their last full bottle of water. "Take this, in case he needs it."

David smiled, but waved it off. "That's very generous, but hold on to it for now."

Taking a deep breath, David got out of the vehicle, then clicked the lock button on the key. The car chirped and the locks clunked into place, the noises like a scream and gunshot in the quiet night. He approached the truck with slow, careful steps, his senses on high alert as he scanned the dark tree line for any signs of movement. The only sound was the crunch of his boots on the asphalt and the distant chirping of crickets. The driver's side door of the truck was ajar from the force of the impact, its window cracked.

David climbed up onto the running board and peered into the cab, and his stomach clenched at the grisly sight. A man who looked to be in his fifties was slumped over the steering wheel, his body crushed by the force of the collision. His face was a mess of blood and shattered glass, his eyes staring blankly ahead, his chest caved in by the bent wheel and arms hanging limply at his sides. David swallowed hard and turned away, his heart heavy. With any luck the driver had died on impact and didn't suffer, alone and afraid in the darkness. He made his way back to the hatchback, and the second Jody saw him she threw open her door and sprang out.

"I told you to stay in the car."

"You told me to stay in the car until you got back." Jody looked up at him with hopeful eyes. "Is the driver okay?"

David kept his gaze fixed on the ground, refusing to make eye contact. "I don't know. There was nobody there."

"Oh. Do you think an ambulance took him?"

"Could be."

"Okay. Good. Hopefully he's okay. I guess we should…" Jody's eyes swept over the truck, and her worried expression brightened into an excited smile. "Hey, Patty Cake!"

"What?"

"It's Patty Cake. On the truck. From Cuppicakes."

David turned and looked at the box truck to find an image emblazoned on its side—a cartoon mascot in the form of a delicious-looking pink cupcake with big blue eyes, plump red lips, and blonde pigtails that bounced jauntily from the sides of its wrapper. Next to the mascot were the words "Time for a Cuppicake!" in a playful font, positioned above the phrase "Hometown Bakery, since 1951" in a more traditional script.

Jody grabbed David's hand, bouncing on the balls of her feet. "Oh my gosh! Do you think that whole truck is full of Cuppicakes?"

David's eyes ticked from his giddy daughter to the truck, and he let out a tight breath. "It's probably in our best interest to check."

"Yes!" Jody darted to the back of the truck, dragging David behind her. "I love Cuppicakes so much! But Mom never lets me have them."

"Oh really? Your mom is pretty smart about these things…"

Jody froze, her eyes widening as her misstep became evident. "But Grandma lets me have them! Grandma gets them for me every time we go shopping together, and Grandma is smart too!"

"That's true." David gave a reluctant smile. "At least the sugar buzz will keep us going for a while."

He unhooked the latch on the box truck's rolling door and pushed it up, and it retracted with a squeaking rumble, revealing the shadowy interior. David pulled out his phone and shined the flashlight inside to reveal a cargo of cardboard boxes that had shifted and toppled over in the violent collision. Some had split open, spilling individually wrapped Cuppicakes over the scuffed metal floor. The cupcakes were all perfectly uniform, each one a flawless cylindrical shape wrapped in clear cellophane. Atop each cake was a plastic-like swirl of icing, molded into a perfect spiral. The icing colors matched the flavors—bright pink for strawberry, deep brown for chocolate, golden yellow for vanilla, and vivid purple for boysenberry.

To David they looked more like brightly colored hockey pucks than actual food, but Jody's eyes widened as she took in the sugary carnage, her mouth watering at the sight of the forbidden treats strewn about like manna from Heaven. She looked up at David, her eyes wide and manic, her words clipped as she tried to push her manners ahead of her excitement.

"Dad. Can I please have a Cuppicake? Or maybe… more?"

She fidgeted and picked at her clothes, trembling like an obedient dog with a treat balanced on its nose waiting for its master's permission to snap it up. David chuckled and waved a hand toward the truck. "Knock yourself out, kiddo."

Jody let out a triumphant whoop and leaped into the back of the truck, her boots squeaking off the textured bumper. She dropped to her knees and began gathering up the colorful Cuppicakes, scooping them into her arms like Easter eggs and giggling with glee as she amassed a sugary rainbow. The carefree moment of pure childhood joy brought a smile to David's face, despite the grim circumstances.

Satisfied with her efforts, Jody plunked down, dropped her haul in her lap, and tore open a boysenberry cupcake. Driven by hunger and excitement, she stuffed nearly the whole thing in her mouth, filling her little cheeks to bulging as she chewed, spilling unnaturally purple crumbs down her chin and onto her shirt. As Jody gorged herself, something next to her on the floor caught David's eye—a brown jar nestled among the wrecked boxes.

He climbed into the truck and picked it up, turning it over to see the familiar label of Nutsy's peanut butter. David had eaten countless jars of it over his lifetime, but never had a jar made his pulse race like the one in his hand. Peanut butter was a shelf-stable source of protein—a nutritional treasure among the sea of sugar and empty calories. Jody looked over with a raised brow, her little face smudged with waxy lavender icing.

"S'at peanug buuh?" she said through a full mouth.

"It is. And hopefully there's more."

David set down his phone flashlight and pushed aside some crushed boxes of Cuppicakes, their contents spilling out onto the floor of the truck. Beneath them, he discovered three intact boxes labeled with the familiar Nutsy's peanut butter logo. He pulled one out and examined it, reading a line of text printed along the bottom half of the box that noted its quantity and weight, along with the words "A subsidiary of Hometown Bakery." Behind the peanut butter box was one labeled "Grandma's Kitchen Soup - Chicken Vegetable," also bearing the tag "A subsidiary of Hometown Bakery."

Jody swallowed and wiped the frosting off her lips with the back of her hand. "Why is there peanut butter and soup in a bakery truck?"

"Apparently these bakers have their fingers in a lot of pies."

David pulled open one of the soup boxes to find it stacked three-deep with cans featuring a picture of an old woman with a steaming bowl of hearty chicken vegetable soup, with chunks of carrots, celery, and tender meat nestled in a golden broth.

"Ooh, that looks good!" Jody scrambled over to get a closer look. "We should take some of it with us!"

"Absolutely. We're taking as much as we can fit in the car. Give me a hand."

As Jody and David began moving the boxes of peanut butter and soup to the door of the truck for unloading, Jody's keen eyes spotted a smaller box behind them. With a curious tilt of her head, she pulled it into the glow of the phone flashlight and read the label aloud.

"Roaster's Best Coffee." She looked up at David with a grin. "Hey, this is the coffee Grandpa drinks in the morning."

David chuckled. "That's right, and he's a monster without it." The box contained a dozen vacuum-sealed bags, each one a deep, rich brown with a glossy finish, depicting a steaming cup of coffee on a saucer. David shrugged. "I guess it won't hurt to take some if we have space. Is there anything else hiding back there?"

Jody moved to the farthest recess of the truck and dragged out a box, squinting as she read the label. "Yappy's Jerky Treats for Dogs." She looked up at David, her nose wrinkled. "Why would a bakery make dog treats?"

"It's not really a bakery. It's a corporate manufacturing conglomerate," David explained. At Jody's blank look, he waved it off. "It's not important. How do you think those taste?"

"Seriously? We have all the Cuppicakes we can eat and you want to eat dog food?"

David pulled the box closer. Inside were dozens of small, colorful bags, each emblazoned with a cartoon of a happy, drooling bulldog, filled with treats shaped like reddish-brown bones. "Let me ask you a question. When Mr. Wilder was teaching you how to pack to go camping in the wilderness, how many Cuppicakes did he tell you to bring?"

"He didn't say to bring any Cuppicakes." Jody blinked as understanding washed over her face. "But he did say to bring jerky, because it's got lots of protein and doesn't go bad. But… this is jerky for dogs."

David plucked up a package and read the ingredients. "According to the bag, this is just chicken breast and vegetable glycerin mushed up into a bone shape." He picked up another. "This is beef, cane sugar, salt, vinegar, and ground celery."

Jody's brow raised. "Dogs eat celery?"

"Apparently. And so do people. This may be made for dogs, but our bellies will make good use of it too."

David tore open the package, and the scent of barbecue beef instantly made his mouth gush with drool. Despite her protests, Jody also took a deep sniff, savoring the smell as David dumped some of the bones in his hand and offered them to her. She took one, and they each popped a morsel in their mouths. The jerky was firm and chewy, with a slightly rubbery texture that squished out an odd beefy flavor with a smoky barbecue tang that lingered on the tongue.

Jody closed her eyes and moaned as she chewed. "Mmm. I can't believe dog food is so delicious."

David nodded in agreement, already stuffing another piece in his mouth. "When you're hungry enough, anything tastes good. Let's make sure to take it all."

"Yes, sir."

They gobbled up the rest of the bag, sating their growling stomachs and fueling their weary muscles. When they were done, Jody began pulling more boxes to the door while David hopped down, went to the car, and popped the hatch. Once he had folded down the back seats, the hatchback had a surprisingly spacious cargo area, and together, he and Jody filled it with every bit of real food they found—three boxes of peanut butter, two boxes of soup, two boxes of dog treats, and the box of coffee. With the last one securely stowed, Jody peered into the car, assessing the remaining space. "There's still some room left. Can we take some Cuppicakes too? It'll be good to have a treat, right?"

David smiled. "Of course. Go grab some of your favorites."

Jody scampered back to the truck, her tough little knees banging on the metal floor as she threw herself inside. While Jody gathered her sugary bounty, David retrieved his phone and investigated the tree that was blocking the road, looking for a way around. He shone his light on the massive trunk, following its length to where it was connected to a huge root ball with broken roots sticking up in the air like the tentacles of a giant, petrified squid. The pit where the roots had been torn from the earth was deep and wide, leaving a gaping wound in the earth.

He carefully studied the ground surrounding the pit, which was more or less flat despite the violence with which the tree had been uprooted. He stepped cautiously, occasionally stomping with his heel to test the stability of the soil, and it held firm. Satisfied with his assessment of the terrain, David returned to the car to find Jody had put a full box of Cuppicakes in the trunk, and then stuffed loose cakes into all of the empty spaces and crevices between the boxes. The back windows were now obscured by a rainbow of plastic wrappers, each one containing a slightly smushed cupcake.

David laughed. "I told you to grab your favorites."

Jody looked up at him, her eyes wide and innocent. "How am I supposed to choose? They're all so good!"

She held up an unwrapped strawberry cake in one hand and a chocolate in the other, as if weighing them against each other. After a moment of contemplation, she shrugged and took a big bite of each, her cheeks bulging like a chipmunk's as she chewed.

David shook his head. "All right, cut it out before you give yourself a stomach ache."

Jody nodded, her mouth still full of cake. She swallowed and wiped the crumbs from her chin. "Okay. I don't want to make myself so sick I barf up my dog food."

"That's a phrase I never thought I'd hear," David muttered. "All right, jump in the car. We're moving on."

"But how? There's a tree in the way."

"I checked it out and I think we can go around. Like I said before, this isn't an offroad vehicle, but if I'm careful it should be able to manage. Come on."

They climbed into the car, the suspension sagging under the weight of their scavenged supplies. David turned the key and the engine whirred to life, and he shifted into drive and eased his foot off the brake, letting the car roll forward in a cautious crawl. The little hatchback crept past the crumpled delivery truck, its tires crunching over the debris scattered across the road. As they drew closer to the massive fallen tree, David carefully crept off the pavement and onto the shoulder, the car bouncing and jostling as it transitioned from smooth asphalt to uneven earth.

Jody gripped the handle above her window as the car rocked and swayed, the suspension groaning under the load and exaggerating each bump and dip as the shocks struggled to absorb the impacts. David kept a steady hand on the wheel, his eyes focused on the terrain as he guided the car in a wide arc, giving the gaping pit left by the tree's torn roots a wide berth. The massive root ball towered over the vehicle, a tangled mass of earth and splintered wood rising up into the night sky like a strange, grotesque sculpture. As they rounded the obstacle, the car tilted precariously, one wheel slipping and sinking into a soft patch of dirt. Jody let out a small yelp, but David maintained his calm focus, gently coaxing the vehicle forward.

When they had navigated around the root ball, the headlights found the road ahead. Keeping it slow and steady, David coaxed the car toward it until the tires found purchase on the solid asphalt. He let out a small, relieved breath, and Jody bounced in her seat as he pulled onto the road and picked up speed, leaving the tree and the wrecked truck fading in the rearview mirror.

"Yeah! We did it! This calls for a celebration!" Jody reached over her shoulder, plucking a plastic-wrapped snack from a pile on a box behind her. "Care for a Cuppicake?"

David laughed and accepted the treat. "Don't mind if I do."


CHAPTER TWELVE




Prairie Winds Farm

The mouthwatering aroma of Ruth's meatloaf wafted through the big farmhouse at Prairie Winds, mingling with the savory scent of garlic mashed potatoes and sautéed green beans. The clinking of utensils against plates filled the air as the Carlson family ate, the unused place settings in front of David and Jody's empty seats creating a somber mood that hung over the meal like a storm cloud.

Earl cleared his throat. "Tomorrow, I'll need to head out and check and mend the perimeter fences. Normally David would help me with it, but…"

His eyes drifted to the vacant seat at his right and his voice trailed off. Ruth reached over and patted his hand, her touch gentle and reassuring. "I'll go with you. We'll get it done together, like the old days."

"Appreciate that, Ruth."

Harper swallowed a forkful of mashed potatoes. "Tomorrow, I'll spend the day down in the tornado shelter. We need to update the inventory of all our food and supplies so we know exactly what we have to work with if things keep getting worse."

Earl grunted his approval. "Your organization skills are second to none. Cataloging is the perfect job for a city girl like you."

Harper rolled her eyes but couldn't suppress a smile. "I only volunteered so I wouldn't have to spend another day out in the field dealing with your grouchy butt."

"It's a seasoned and pragmatic butt." Earl's face remained in a scowl, but humor glinted in his eyes. "You kids have no respect for…"

His gripe was cut short as the lights suddenly flickered and went out, plunging the farmhouse into pitch blackness. The gentle hum of the refrigerator and other appliances ceased, leaving a silence broken only by the clink of a dropped fork against a plate.

"Everyone stay calm," Ruth said. "I'll go find a flashlight."

The scraping of a chair against the hardwood floor signaled her rising, but before she could take a step, a beam of light cut through the inky black. Grace held up her phone, its flashlight casting a cool glow across the startled faces of her family.

"I got it, Grandma."

"Thanks, hon." Ruth squinted into the light. "What do you think happened?"

Grace turned her phone over and checked the screen. "I don't know. Cell service is totally gone. No bars."

With a weary grunt and a scrape of wood, Earl pushed out his chair and fetched an old transistor radio from the sideboard. He returned to his seat and clicked it on, and his gnarled fingers slowly turned the dial, searching for a signal amid the static. The rest of the family waited in tense silence as he cycled through the FM frequencies but found nothing but white noise. Ruth placed a hand on his shoulder. "Maybe the radio stations lost power too."

Harper frowned. "All of them? That would have to be one heck of a blackout."

Undeterred, Earl switched the band to AM and meticulously scanned through the channels. Still, his efforts were rewarded with nothing but the hiss of empty airwaves. With a heavy sigh, he flipped back to FM for one last attempt. As he neared the end of the dial, a faint voice crackled through the speaker, barely audible through the static. Earl fine-tuned the dial, and a newscaster's somber words filled the darkened room.

"…chain of massive explosions and collapses stretching from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico, and the resulting earthquakes from those disasters have caused massive blackouts across the country. Preliminary reports suggest large sections of the North American power grid have failed, putting most of the United States and parts of Canada into a complete blackout. Officials are struggling to…"

The broadcast cut out, engulfed once more by static. Earl lowered the radio's volume, his face grim in the dim light, and the family exchanged looks of shock and disbelief. Ruth's face went pale. "Without power, things are bound to get much worse out there."

Earl nodded. "Most definitely, but not here. We've got the solar panels and batteries. They'll keep us going as long as the sun keeps shining. I'll go out to the power shed and get the system switched over to battery."

Harper raised an eyebrow. "Do you know how to do that without David?"

The old man's chest puffed up with pride. "Of course I do. I've been running this farm since before you were born, missy. I can handle a few measly wires and switches." He pushed back his chair and stood, but hesitated for a moment. Turning to Grace, he cleared his throat. "I need you to come out there with me. Just to hold the flashlight."

Grace suppressed a knowing smile as she nodded and rose from her seat. "Sure thing, Grandpa. I'll try my best not to get in the way."

Earl grunted his approval and grabbed a hefty flashlight from a kitchen drawer. "Alright then, let's get to it. No sense sitting around in the dark like a bunch of bats."

Earl and Grace left the farmhouse and stepped out onto its broad porch and into the inky darkness. The old man's glaring flashlight beam cut through the night, illuminating a narrow path before them, while Grace's phone light provided a softer glow at their feet. They walked side by side, their footsteps crunching on the gravel driveway, the sound unnaturally loud in the stillness.

The big house loomed ominously in the moonlight, the darkness turning its weather-beaten rustic charm into the grim hulk of a haunted mansion. Across the driveway, David and Harper's house seemed less threatening, though its windows were dark and lifeless behind the flower boxes. The silence that enveloped the farm was almost absolute, broken only by the distant lowing of the cows in their pasture and the gentle rustling of the wind through the corn and wheat. Grace drew closer to her grandfather, but Earl was unperturbed by the eerie atmosphere as they approached the power shed.

Unlike the other, more traditional outbuildings dotting the farm, the power shed was a formidable steel Quonset hut, based on the design used by the US Army in World War II. The corrugated metal walls arched in a smooth, continuous curve from the ground on one side, to the peak of the roof, then back down again, creating a perfect half-cylinder. David had chosen the design for its durability and resilience against the fierce prairie winds the farm was named after. Its walls could withstand the immense forces of most tornadoes, their curved shape allowing the wind to flow smoothly over the structure rather than catching and tearing at vulnerable edges. A heavy steel door, secured with a sturdy padlock, guarded the entrance to the building. Earl produced a key from his pocket and unlocked it, the hinges operating with smooth silence as he swung it open.

Out of habit, he flicked the light switch by the door as he stepped inside, then grumbled under his breath when nothing happened. Grace followed him, shining her beam over the neatly organized space, with shelves lining the walls, filled with tools, spare parts, and neatly labeled boxes. Thick, insulated conduits emerged from the concrete floor, sprouting vines of heavy-gauge wiring that ran from the solar panels on the roofs of both farmhouses, under the ground, and into a pair of heavy-duty service panels.

Mounted beside them was a charge controller, which regulated the flow of power into the system. Being nighttime, its digital display currently reported no power flowing from the panels, but a series of green and amber LEDs indicated the battery bank was fully charged. Thick, neatly bundled wires connected the charge controller to the solar panels on the bottom, to an inverter on one side, and to the battery bank on the other. The bank was a row of massive, deep-cycle batteries wired in parallel, allowing them to combine their storage capacity while maintaining the proper voltage. With two full roofs worth of solar panels feeding into the system every day, the batteries had more than enough capacity to power the entire farm through the night and even during extended periods of cloudy weather.

Earl swung open the service panel doors, revealing rows of neatly labeled circuit breakers that identified the various areas of the houses and farm they controlled. He squinted at the labels, his brow furrowing as he leaned in closer. His hand hovered tentatively over the breakers, fingers twitching. After a moment, he pulled back and cleared his throat. "Darn it, I left my reading glasses back in the house. Can't make out these labels. Can you see these blasted things?"

Grace looked at her grandfather, but he refused to make eye contact, making a show of squinting at the panel. She hid her smile as she stepped forward. "Of course. What are you looking for?"

"The, uh, the ones for the batteries. Need to get those turned on."

Grace stepped closer to the service panel, her phone's light illuminating the labels. "Well gosh, I guess… hmm. I think maybe we need to turn off the main breaker that's connected to the grid first." She snapped off the breaker with a confidence that did not match her tentative words. "Then I guess we probably need to turn on the inverter." She clicked the switch on the device that converted the direct current generated by the system into alternating current. "And then the breaker that sends the AC power back to the houses."

She clicked the switch, and banks of status lights blinked and updated as it synchronized with the battery bank. Earl sucked a breath and flinched as the overhead lights suddenly blazed on, blinding his fully dilated eyes. Grace squinted and blinked as she turned off her phone's light and tucked it in her pocket.

"That all seems right," Earl grunted. "Let's head back and make sure everything's working properly in the house."

Grace closed up the service panels, and together they departed the Quonset hut, Earl securing the door behind them. As they walked back to the big farmhouse, the old man's jaw worked as if chewing words he couldn't produce. Finally, he said, "You're a smart girl, Grace. That's nothing to be ashamed of. You don't have to pretend you don't know how that stuff works."

"And you don't have to pretend you do. That's nothing to be ashamed of either."

Earl grunted and quickened his pace, and Grace smiled and followed a half-step behind, giving the Carlson alpha-male space to nurse his bruised ego. They climbed the porch steps and entered the house, greeted by the warm glow of lights, though Ruth and Harper were already busy turning off any non-critical electrical devices to conserve battery power.

"That was quick," Harper said. "You two make a pretty good team."

Earl and Grace exchanged a glance, a flicker of understanding passing between them. The old man licked his lips and rubbed the back of his neck.

"Grace is a good helper." With that, he turned and lumbered toward the stairs. The ancient wood creaked under his weight as he mounted them. "Been a big day. I'm gonna get cleaned up and turn in."

"Same." Grace yawned and stretched, and the pops of vertebrae sounded down her slender back. "G'night, all. I'm gonna go home and get ready for bed."

Ruth held up a hand. "Probably best if you and your mom stay here in the big house for now. No sense using redundant power in both houses if it's just the four of us."

"Yeah, okay." Grace nodded as she headed for the front door. "I'll go shut off everything in our house but the fridge, then pack a bag. Mom, you want me to get stuff for you while I'm there?"

Harper shook her head. "No, I'll do it later. For now, I think I'm going to get started cataloging the supplies."

"Now? Aren't you tired?"

"Exhausted. But I know I'm going to be up tossing and turning for hours, so I may as well put the time to good use."

Ruth fidgeted with the hem of her apron. "Same. Mind if I join you?"

Harper smiled. "I'd be delighted."

Grace departed, and Harper and Ruth made their way to the basement door and down the stairs, the old wood creaking and groaning beneath their feet as they descended to a heavy, reinforced metal door at the bottom. Harper grasped the handle and shoved it open, the hinges moving smoothly despite the door's weight, and they entered the basement, a vast space with dimensions roughly matching the footprint of the house above, its walls and ceiling reinforced by some Carlson ancestor to turn the space into a proper hurricane shelter.

Along the walls stood rows of metal shelves, stocked with non-perishable food items, bottled water, and other essential supplies. In one corner was a small kitchenette, complete with a propane stove, a sink with a backup hand pump, and a set of cooking utensils. A long, sturdy table with benches provided a place to take meals, and a chest freezer hummed quietly nearby. The far end of the basement was set up as a sleeping area, with three bunk beds arranged in a neat row, not far from a walled-off cubicle with a chemical toilet. A large, battered desk sat against one wall, holding three sleeping computer monitors.

Harper retrieved a clipboard and pen from the desk and turned to Ruth. "Where do you want to start?"

"Let's just start next to the stairs and work our way around as far as we can before we get too tired."

"Good plan. If we wear ourselves out, we can always crash on the bunk beds."

Ruth laughed. "I claim the bottom bunk. I don't climb like I used to."

Together, the women approached the first shelf, lined with an array of canned goods, boxed meals, and sealed jars. Ruth carefully pushed the cans aside, tapping each one with her fingertips. "Alright, we've got… twenty-six cans of chicken noodle soup, thirty cans of beef stew, and twenty-three cans of chili."

Harper scribbled the numbers on the clipboard. "Got it. What's next?"

Ruth moved down the shelf. "Looks like we have twenty-four cans of mixed vegetables, eighteen of peaches, and thirty-six of pears." As Harper recorded the inventory, Ruth continued down the line, her voice steady and clear as she called out the items. "Twelve boxes of mac and cheese, ten boxes of instant potatoes, and twenty boxes of pasta."

The women fell into a rhythm, Ruth counting and relaying the information while Harper dutifully noted each item and quantity. They moved from shelf to shelf, their progress steady and methodical, the scratching of the pen and the soft clink of cans and jars the only sounds in the quiet basement. As they neared the end of the third shelf, Ruth paused, her hand resting on a large plastic bin. "We've got a lot of rice and beans in here. Looks like fifty pounds of each, at least."

Harper nodded, jotting down the numbers. "That's good. They'll keep for a long time and can stretch out other meals."

Ruth moved on to the next set of shelves, which held an array of medical supplies. "Let's see, we've got a dozen rolls of gauze, ten boxes of adhesive bandages in various sizes, five tubes of antibiotic ointment, and two boxes of sterile gloves." Harper noted the items as Ruth continued. "There's also a pack of instant cold compresses, a box of butterfly closures, and five emergency blankets. Three bottles of aspirin, four of ibuprofen, and two acetaminophen. There's also some antacids, anti-diarrheal meds, and a few boxes of allergy pills, but those are expired."

Harper jotted down the medications and quantities, then moved on to a set of plastic drawers. Inside, she found an assortment of batteries in various sizes. "Looks like we've got two dozen AA batteries, two dozen AAA, and one dozen D batteries. There's also a three pack of those big 6-volt lantern batteries."

Ruth nodded approvingly. "Those will come in handy if we have trouble with the solar panels."

On the bottom shelf, Harper discovered several large jugs of water and a few cases of bottles. "We've got six 5-gallon jugs of water here, and four cases of 24 half-liter bottles each."

Ruth smiled. "That's a good start, but we'll need to make sure we have a way to collect and purify more if anything goes wrong with the well."

Harper agreed and made a note on the clipboard to discuss water collection and filtration options with the family. As they moved further along the shelves, they found an assortment of other survival essentials, including several oil lamps with extra wicks and a few gallons of lamp oil, a hand-crank radio, and a box of waterproof matches.

Grace appeared in the basement doorway, her bare feet padding softly on the concrete floor. She wore comfy sweats, and her long hair hung damp and loose around her head, shower-fresh and free from its usual braids. Harper looked up from the clipboard, her pen pausing mid-stroke. "I thought you were going to bed."

"I am, I just came down to say goodnight."

She crossed the room sluggishly and wrapped her arms around her mother in a tight hug. Harper returned the embrace, pressing a kiss to the top of Grace's head. "Goodnight, my love. Sleep well."

She let go and Grace turned to Ruth, who enveloped her in a warm hug. "Goodnight, dear. You can stay in the guest room tonight. Your mom can take your dad's old room."

"Oh great," Harper chuckled. "I know I'll sleep better being watched over by that Shania Twain poster."

Ruth laughed and shook her head. "Oh, David had such a crush on her."

"Well, she don't impress me much."

"I see what you did there," Grace said with a laugh. "And I am going to tease him so hard about this when I see him." The girlish laughter faded, and their smiles melted away. Grace looked at the floor. "Sorry, I didn't mean to bring down the mood."

"It's fine," Harper said, drawing Grace in for another hug. "He'll be here before you know it. And I'm sure Jody will love to get in on the ribbing."

Grace chuckled, but the joy had gone out of it. The stairs creaked as Earl descended into the basement, wearing faded blue pajamas, slippers, and a threadbare terrycloth bathrobe. Harper snuffed a chuckle. "Isn't anybody going to sleep tonight?"

Earl grunted as he shuffled across the room toward the desk. "I'll sleep better knowing the security cameras are working. With the blackout, people are going to notice we have power, and they'll come running to cause trouble."

He settled into the chair in front of the monitors and clicked them on, and the screens flickered to life, each one divided into four quadrants, displaying a different camera feed in each section. The top left quadrant of the first screen showed the view from under the eaves of the main farmhouse, the camera angled to capture the front porch and the gravel driveway leading up to it. The infrared light cast everything in a ghostly green hue, the trees and bushes reduced to shadowy shapes in the darkness.

The top right feed came from David and Harper's house, the camera pointing toward the vegetable garden and the small orchard beyond. The neat rows of plants were barely visible in the infrared, but the fruit trees stood out, their branches reaching up like crooked fingers against the night sky. The bottom left quadrant displayed the feed from the barn, the camera positioned to overlook the barnyard and the pastures beyond. The infrared picked up the lumps of sleeping animals, their forms glowing softly in the green-tinted darkness.

The rest of the quadrants on the screens were black except for text labeling the camera locations in the bottom corners. Earl banged a hand on the side of a screen and griped, "None of the cameras out along the perimeter of the fields are working, and neither are the ones down by the road."

Grace came over and pulled up the computer's mouse and keyboard. "Hmm. The cameras in the field have probably been out all day."

"Why is that?"

Clicking through the backlog of recorded images, Grace found they'd been black for almost a day and a half. "The cameras out in the field are too far away to run cables to like the ones on the buildings, so they've got their own little solar cells and they run on 4G."

Earl scratched his chin. "Well, I know what 4-H is, but…"

"It's the cellular network. It looks like the cameras went out at the same time the phones got spotty."

Comprehension dawned on Earl's weathered face. "Are you saying all of these cameras are useless as long as the cell phones are down?"

"Maybe not all of them." Grace tapped on the keyboard, bringing up an admin panel. "The ones down by the end of the driveway are on the campground's wifi router. It probably got messed up when the power went off and didn't reset. I'll do a manual restart."

She clicked through the panel, and the screen turned to a loading wheel, then came back with three more feeds coming online from the campground. In the eerie green hue of the infrared camera, a pickup truck with a 5th wheel camper attached sat parked in one of the RV spots. A family walked around the vehicle, the father looking around while the mother held a small child, with another clinging to her leg. The children's eyes reflected the infrared light, glowing an unsettling white in the darkness. Earl leaped from his chair, his face reddening with anger.

"What in blazes do they think they're doing? This is private property!"

Harper hurried over, placing a calming hand on his shoulder. "Easy, Earl. They're just campers looking for a place to stay. I'll go take care of them."

"You'll go get rid of them," Earl snapped, shrugging off her hand. "It's not safe to have strangers squatting on our land anymore."

"I understand your concerns, but we can't just turn them away." Harper's voice was gentle but firm. "I'll make sure they understand the rules, and that they can't stay long."

Earl's glare turned steely. "No, Harper. From now on, the campground is closed. Period. End of story."

"But—"

"No buts! As long as my name is still on the deed for Prairie Winds, I get the final say on what happens here. And I say they've gotta go."

A flush of red prickled up Harper's neck, and her hands balled into fists, but she gave a tight nod. "Understood. I'll go down there and ask them to leave."

"Don't bother. I'll do it myself."

Earl strode across the room to a large gun safe, spun the combination lock with practiced ease, then pulled the heavy door open, revealing a tidy array of firearms. Three rifles stood vertically in a rack on the left side of the safe beside a weathered shotgun, with two pistols on the right, nestled in foam cutouts. The old man grabbed the shotgun and a box of shells and loaded the weapon with swift, efficient movements.

Grace's eyes widened, and her hands froze on the keyboard. "You're not really going to shoot them, are you?"

"That's all up to them, and how they behave."

Harper stepped forward, her brow set and her voice firm. "Earl, they're a family with kids. They're not a threat. This may be your farm, but it's my campground. I've always handled any trouble there, and I still can."

Earl paused, leaving the breech of his firearm open. He searched Harper's face for a long moment, then nodded and clicked his weapon closed. "You can chase them off, but I'm coming with you. For your own protection. I don't want you to get hurt if they're not what they seem."

"That's fair. Thank you."

Earl led the way up the stairs, but when he stopped next to the front door to kick off his slippers and put on his boots, Harper kept going, making a beeline across the driveway to her house, and her Bronco. A moment later, Earl stomped up behind her, his weapon over his shoulder and his bathrobe fluttering in the breeze. He climbed into the passenger seat, and the tires crunched against the loose stones as Harper drove down to the campground. She parked so that the headlights were shining on the strangers and their vehicle. The family held up their hands, shielding their eyes from the glare as Harper got out of the car and approached. Earl squeaked open his door and stepped out, but hung back.

"Hello!" Harper called out. "Hey, folks. I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but the campground is closed tonight."

The man stepped toward her, squinting at her long, slim silhouette in the harsh backlighting. "Good evening, ma'am. I'm Mike, and this is my wife, Jessie, and our boys."

In real life, Mike looked even less threatening than he had on the security camera, with tired eyes and a scruffy shadow of stubble clinging to his youthful face. Jessie's long blonde hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. She had a kind face, but it was tight with worry as she held her youngest son close. The kid's face was buried in her shoulder, his small hands gripping her shirt tightly. The older boy peeked out from behind his mother's leg, his little eyes wide and curious.

"We've been driving for hours," Jessie explained, her voice ragged. "We don't want to stay long. Just for the night."

"We don't even need hookups, just a safe place to park," Mike said. "Is it safe here?"

"Safer if you move on," Earl said calmly.

Everyone squinted through the headlights toward the Bronco. Earl was positioned behind the open passenger-side door with his shotgun resting in the crook between the window and the car frame. It wasn't pointing at the family, but it wasn't pointing away from them either. Without taking his eyes off Earl, Mike backed away with his hands up, his voice strained. "Jess, get the boys in the car. We're leaving."

Jessie nodded and feverishly shoved the older boy toward the vehicle. The child in her arms began to cry, sending a bolt of helpless anger through Harper's blood.

"I'm sorry," she said softly, her voice barely audible over the child's cries. "I really am."

Jessie paused, glaring at Harper with reddened, pleading eyes. "Ma'am, do you have any kids?"

Harper nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. "I do."

"So you understand." Jessie took a shaky breath, her gaze darting between Harper and the nearby Pick-Your-Own field. "Please. Can we just pick a little food before we go? My boys are so hungry, and we haven't been able to find anything to eat."

Earl's voice rang out from behind the Bronco. "The You-Pick is closed too. Everything's closed. Now get on out of here before I stop being polite about it."

Mike's defeated expression twisted into frustrated anger, and he threw his hands up in exasperation. "What good are those crops going to do you when this whole state explodes and gets swallowed by the ground? You think you can just hide here and ride this out? You can't."

Jessie stepped forward, her voice trembling. "Mike, stop."

"No, this is crazy." Mike turned to Earl. "The explosions are going to keep moving west. Nothing's safe but the coast. Anyone east of the San Andreas Fault is as good as dead!"

"Is that so?" Earl growled. "Says who?"

"Says…" Mike's hands clenched. "I don't know! People! It's what we heard!"

Jessie looked to Harper, her eyes pleading. "We're headed to my brother's in San Diego. You should leave too, before it's too late."

"We're not going anywhere," Earl snuffed. "But you are. Move along now."

Harper's eyes flashed with anger as she turned on Earl. "You came down here to protect me, not to gun down an innocent family. That's not who you are, and we both know it." Earl's jaw tightened, but he remained silent as Harper continued, her voice low and fierce. "We are going to help these people, Earl. It's the right thing to do."

For a long moment, the old man stared her down, his grip on the shotgun unwavering. Then, with a grunt, he pulled the weapon back and tipped it over his shoulder. "Most of the You-Pick isn't ready to harvest, but there are some carrots and beets that should be big enough." He turned his gaze to Mike and Jessie. "You can take as much as you need, as long as you leave right after. Understood?"

"Yes. Yes!" Relief washed over Jessie's face, and she nodded eagerly. "Thank you. We'll be quick, I promise."

Mike gave a tight nod. "We appreciate your kindness, sir." He turned to Jessie. "Get the boys in the truck. I'll go pick."

Harper let out a shuddering breath, releasing her tension. "I'll help you."

She led the way to the You-Pick field, with Mike following close behind. Jessie comforted the crying children and began getting them settled in their car seats. Earl stayed behind the Bronco, surveying it all with a dispassionate glare. When they reached the field, Harper grabbed a bushel basket and pointed out the rows of carrots and beets, their leafy tops poking out of the rich, dark soil. "These rows are the most mature. This is where we'll have the best luck."

Mike nodded. "Okay. Thank you. Seriously, I… I don't…

"It's okay. Just pick."

Harper and Mike worked with urgency, their hands becoming stained with dirt as they pulled the undersized carrots and beets from the ground and tossed them into the basket. As they moved down the rows, Harper plucked up a few heads of lettuce and some undersized potatoes and dropped them on the growing pile. When the basket was full, they carried it back to the campground together, the weight straining their arms. Earl was sitting in the Bronco's driver's seat with the door open, his shotgun resting across his lap, and Jessie was at the wheel of their truck, the engine running and the boys buckled into their car seats. Her fingers tapped anxiously on the steering wheel, and her eyes darted between Mike, Earl, and the shotgun.

With a grunt, Mike took the weight of the basket from Harper and gave a grateful nod. "Thanks again, ma'am."

Harper gave him a small, pained smile. "I hope you make it to San Diego safely."

"Listen, I know you don't know me, but…" Mike's face grew serious, his voice low and urgent. "You need to get your family out of here. Head to the coast, as far west as you can go. It's not safe here."

Harper's brow furrowed, and she opened her mouth to respond, but Mike turned and hurried away to load the basket into the back of his truck. He climbed into the passenger seat, and almost before he had shut the door Jessie put the vehicle in gear and roared out of the campground, the tires kicking up dust as the truck disappeared down the driveway, dragging the bouncing camper behind it.

With a tense sigh, Harper climbed into the passenger seat of the Bronco. Earl carefully laid his shotgun across the back seat and put the car in drive, giving the retreating camper plenty of space as he followed it to the road. His jaw was set, his cheeks prickling red with anger.

"I don't appreciate you undermining me like that, Harper. Especially in front of⁠—"

"What if Mike is right?" Harper blurted. "What if the explosions really are going to destroy Nebraska?"

The tormented look on Harper's face melted Earl's surly expression into a reluctantly paternal glower. He waved a hand dismissively. "That kid is just buying into the hysteria. There's no proof we're in any danger."

"But what if we are? We don't know. We don't know anything."

The old man considered it for a moment. "Prairie Winds has taken care of the Carlson family for six generations, and I see no reason why it would stop now."

When Mike and Jessie had pulled out onto the road and driven away, Earl parked at the main gate and got out of the car. Harper followed him, her boots crunching on the gravel. "But you've seen the folks on the news over the past few days. The stubborn ones who ignored the evacuation orders… They're all dead now."

Earl pulled the heavy steel gates closed over the end of the driveway with sharp metallic squeals of wheels and tracks that didn't get enough use to be well maintained. He peered at a knot of chain tied around one of them, using the headlight beams to see the old lock as he dialed in the combination.

"Wild hearsay is not the same as an evacuation order. Leaving the farm and going out into that panic is more dangerous than staying put. Here we have solid shelter, and food, and even power. Out there we have nothing." Earl wound the chain around the two halves of the gate then clamped the lock shut around the ends. "Besides, if David and Jody are alive, they'll be heading here."

"David and Jody are alive," Harper said firmly.

"Okay." Earl nodded, his eyes meeting hers with an almost tender gaze. "So we're not moving an inch until they get home."


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




68 miles north of Reliance, Nebraska

The wind howled across the wooden doors screwed onto the sides of the Gladstones' battered RV, allowing whistling air to rush through the seams between wood and window frame. Jim navigated the vehicle down the empty country highway, scanning the road ahead for any signs of trouble. Beside him, Scottie sat in the passenger seat, his athletic frame tense as he stared out the window, watching the fields and far-off farmhouses roll by. In the kitchenette, Midge sat at the table, a pile of corn cobs in front of her. She shucked the ears, peeling back the green husks to reveal the golden kernels beneath. The rhythmic snapping and tearing of the leaves brought a small smile to Jim's face, and he glanced back at her.

"Sounds like the prelude to a quality summer barbecue back there."

"Yeah, but only for vegetarians." Midge tipped her head toward a plastic storage bin that they'd filled with a heap of fresh corn cobs. "I can't even boil it, since we used the last of our water to refill the radiator. Unless you want corn boiled in orange soda."

Scottie blinked. "That sounds… interesting, actually."

"Forget it. We've only got two cans left, and we're saving those to drink. It's not water, but it's better than nothing." Midge finished shucking three fat yellow ears. "You can have it straight up, or I can try wrapping them in foil and cooking them on the stove burners."

"Better not," Jim cautioned. "With all the damage the RV's taken we probably shouldn't tempt fate with anything involving flammable gasses."

"Fair point. Raw it is."

Midge braced herself against the walls as she made her way forward across the gently swaying floor toward the driver's seat. She handed Jim and Scottie each an ear of corn before settling down on the floor behind them with her own. Jim took a tentative bite, and his eyes widened in surprise as the fresh kernels burst with sweetness in his mouth.

"Whoa. That is some dang good corn."

Scottie devoured his ear with gusto, golden juice dribbling down his chin as he crunched away. "Oh my gosh, this is amazing. Why do we ever cook this stuff? It's so much better raw!"

Midge laughed. "It's not because it's raw, it's because it's fresh. The stuff I get at the grocery store can't compare to right off the stalk."

"Mmm, so good." Scottie munched down the rows of kernels like a ravenous typewriter, turning the ear until it was bare. "Can I have another one?"

"Okay, but just one. We picked up a lot, but remember, this may be all we have to eat until we get home."

"I'd be cool with that."

Midge went to fetch another ear, then returned and tossed it to Scottie, who shucked it and began munching away. As he ate, the RV rumbled past a weathered sign with the name of an unfamiliar town, noting it was five miles away. Midge shifted uncomfortably. "We'd better find a place to detour around that town. I don't want to drive through any more of them if we can help it."

"Neither do I. Believe me. But…" Jim glanced down at the fuel gauge and frowned. "We are critically low on gas. If we don't stop somewhere and fill up, this camper's about to become a twenty-thousand-pound paperweight."

Scottie finished his corn and wiped off his lips. "What if we hide the RV somewhere off the road and just take the gas cans into town to fill up?"

Midge considered it, absently fidgeting with her cob. "I don't know… getting out of the RV would mean being less protected. But at the same time, it would make us less conspicuous."

Jim rubbed his goatee. "It would also mean splitting up. Someone would have to stay to guard the camper while someone else went to get the gas."

"I can go get the gas," Scottie volunteered. "I'm the strongest and the fastest. If things went bad, I have the best chance of getting away."

Midge shook her head vehemently. "Not a chance. I'm not sending you out there alone."

"But he does make a good point," Jim said. "I think Scottie and I should go get the gas. We've got two five-gallon cans. If we each carry one we should still be able to move pretty quickly. Midge, you'll have to stay with the RV."

"By myself? But… I…"

"I'm sorry, sweetie. I don't want to let you out of my sight either, but there's no other choice. We've got this old girl boarded up pretty good. You'll be safe inside, and ready to put the hammer down and bolt if anything goes wrong."

"Bolt where? I'm not going anywhere without you two."

"You could drive into town and find the gas station," Scottie offered. "That's where we'll be, so if you're in trouble you can swing by and we'll jump in and then blaze out of town."

Midge lovingly stroked Scottie's hair. "No offense, but that is a terrible plan."

"It is," Jim agreed, "but it's the best terrible plan we have. Unless the librarian brain is holding out on us?"

Silence settled over them as Midge's face wrinkled in concentration, then she sighed. "I don't have a better terrible plan."

"Then I guess we know what we have to do."

Jim scanned the roadside, looking for a place to hide their battered vehicle. A few miles later, he spotted a large, weathered wooden billboard promising good, down-home cooking at a diner in the upcoming town. He slowed and turned off the road, lumbering the large vehicle through the overgrown grass on the shoulder and swinging around to park behind the sign. It was easily large enough to hide the RV from any oncoming traffic, and it was angled against the road in a way that did a pretty good job shielding it from any cars coming from the other way as well.

Jim turned the key, and the RV's engine sputtered and died with a wheeze of relief. He and Scottie made their way out of the vehicle, and the hot summer sun beat down on them as they made their way to an exterior storage compartment. Jim opened it and pulled out two red plastic gas cans, handing one to his son. Midge stepped into the open doorway, hands clutching each other and fidgeting with anxiety.

"Please be careful. Both of you."

"We will, Mom," Scottie assured her.

Jim climbed onto the step and pulled her into a tight embrace. "We'll be back as quick as we can. Lock yourself in and don't open up for anyone but us, okay?"

"I won't. Don't keep me waiting."

Tears welled in Midge's eyes as she went inside and closed and locked the door. Jim and Scottie shared a tense look, then began the trek into town, toting their cans. The road was cracked and faded, with weeds sprouting through the fissures, and the ditches on either side were overgrown with tall grass and dotted with wildflowers in vibrant colors. Heat rippled off the asphalt, and sweat beaded on Jim's forehead and trickled down his temples, but attempting to wipe it off with his sweaty hand did nothing but smudge it around. A crow cawed angrily from a gnarled tree branch overhanging the road, regarding them with beady eyes before spreading its wings and flapping off. Jim glanced at Scottie, who was soaked with sweat and clearly miserable. He cleared his throat.

"Hey, you know why the scarecrow won the Nobel Prize?"

"Dad, come on."

"He was outstanding in his field!" Jim grinned at his punchline, but Scottie didn't give him so much as a rolled eye. "Not in the mood, huh?"

"Very much not."

Jim sighed. "Yeah, okay. Sorry."

They reached the town's main street to find it eerily quiet. A few scattered pieces of litter tumbled across the pavement, carried by the hot breeze. Behind the windows of the houses, an occasional flutter of curtains or snap of blinds betrayed the presence of people who didn't want to be seen. Jim was careful not to stare as he led Scottie down the sidewalk, moving with caution, but with purpose.

At the end of the street was a small, mom-and-pop gas station with two pumps standing in front of a run-down convenience store, its darkened windows plastered with faded advertisements for cigarettes and beer. Unlike the last gas station they had visited, this one seemed to be operating normally, though the pumps were wired up to an old generator that purred quietly behind the side of the building. An old sedan was parked at one of the pumps, being fueled up by an attendant in stained coveralls.

Jim let out a sigh of relief. "Looks like we're in luck. This place seems to be doing business as usual."

Scottie's eyes ticked upward, and he spoke quietly. "I don't know. Check out the roof."

Two men stood on the flat roof of the store, partially hidden by a low, shingled façade. They were rugged-looking, with unkempt beards and worn flannel shirts, each one clutching a rifle and peering down at the gas pumps below. The men's relaxed posture and casual confidence suggested they weren't squeamish about using their weapons if need be.

Scottie eyed the armed men on the roof warily, then leaned close to his father and whispered, "Do you think we should turn back?"

Jim watched as the attendant finished fueling the old sedan, and it drove off without incident. After a moment of consideration, he shook his head. "No, I think it's okay. They seem to be defending the place. In fact, those guys are probably the only thing preventing total chaos like that last gas station we found."

"You're probably right. Still…" Scottie clutched his empty gas can. "I'm kinda freaked out."

"Same, buddy." Jim squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. "Let's get what we came for and get the heck out of Dodge."

Together, they approached the now-vacant pumps. The attendant, a middle-aged man with a sun-beaten face and a salt-and-pepper beard, ambled over to them with a friendly smile. His faded blue coveralls were stained with grease and grime, and a patch on his chest read "Rusty" in curling embroidered letters. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he greeted them with a warm, Midwestern drawl.

"Heya, fellas. What can I do for you today?"

Jim raised his free hand in a friendly wave. "Hi there. Can we get a fill-up on these cans?"

The attendant looked them up and down, his expression remaining jovial. "Yessir, I can hook you up. Power's out, but I got the pumps working all right on the generator." He noticed Scottie's gaze ticking nervously to the rooftop and smiled. "Don't you worry none about the boys on the roof. They're just here to make sure people stay polite." He glanced at the gas cans. "We're running cash only. Price is fifty dollars a gallon."

Scottie's eyes widened and his mouth fell open, but before he could blurt a word, Jim placed a steadying hand on his arm and spoke with a composed voice. "That sounds fair, all things considered." He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, then thumbed through the bills, silently counting. Normally he didn't carry much cash, but he had made a large withdrawal to pay for their aborted vacation. "Looks like we've got enough for ten gallons, please."

Rusty nodded, his friendly smile never wavering. "Alrighty then. That'll be five hundred even. Cash up front, if you don't mind."

Jim hesitated for a moment, his fingers tightening around the substantial stack of bills, then let out a deep breath and handed over the money. Rusty counted it carefully, then tucked it into his pocket with a satisfied pat. The motion only served to draw attention to the grease-stained pistol grip sticking out of the pocket of his coveralls.

"Much obliged, gentlemen. Let's get you fueled up."

Rusty took Jim's can and placed it under the nozzle of a gas pump while the men on the roof watched with disinterest, their rifles held casually but at the ready. The old machine groaned to life, its internal mechanisms clanking and whirring. With a metallic ding, the analog numbers on its face began to spin, slowly clicking over as the fuel flowed. The pungent scent of gasoline filled the air as it gushed from the nozzle, splashing into the plastic can with a hollow, rushing sound. As the can filled, the pitch changed until, with a final click, Rusty stopped the pump at exactly five gallons.

He screwed on the cap and handed the can back to Jim. Scottie offered his empty can, but Rusty just touched the brim of his cap and smiled warmly. "There you go. Nice doing business with you folks."

Scottie's brow raised. "Don't forget this can."

"No, sir. You paid for five gallons. One can's worth, just like we agreed."

Jim frowned, and spoke with a polite but strained voice. "Sorry, I think there's a little bit of a misunderstanding. I gave you five hundred, and you said the price was fifty dollars a gallon."

Rusty chuckled, as if Jim had just told a mildly amusing joke. "I think you misheard me, friend. It's a hundred dollars a gallon. Always has been."

Scottie's face reddened, and muscles tensed down his arms. "You said fifty, we all heard it."

The men on the roof shifted, bringing their rifles to bear on Jim and Scottie. One of them called down, his voice light but curdled with menace. "You having any trouble down there, Russ?"

Rusty's hand rested on the pistol poking out of his overalls, and he fixed Jim in a cocky gaze. "I don't know. Are we having any trouble here, mister?"

Jim's heart pounded in his chest as he looked from Rusty to the armed men on the roof. Scottie trembled with anger and fear beside him, looking like his volatile teenage mind was perfectly happy to act on either option of his fight-or-flight reflex. Jim swallowed hard, his throat tight, then spoke in a strained but steady voice. "No. No trouble at all. We'll be on our way."

The attendant's greasy smile widened, and he gave a friendly nod. "Glad to hear it. You folks take care now, you hear?"

Jim put a hand on Scottie's shoulder, gently turning him away from the gas station before his anger made him do something he'd regret. Together, they began the long walk back to the RV, the single, hard-won can of gasoline sloshing heavily in Jim's hand. The sun beat down on them, the heat on their skin burning almost as hot as the fire of anger smoldering in their chests.

As the gas station receded behind them, Scottie glanced back, his eyes hard. "Dad, we can't let them get away with this. They robbed us."

Jim sighed, his shoulders slumping under the weight of the gas can and the situation. "We have to pick our battles. And this one… well, this is one we couldn't win."

"Do you really think they would have shot us?"

"I don't know. But I do know they weren't going to give us another drop of fuel. I decided it was better to cut our losses and bring your mother five gallons of gas and a son with all of his blood still on the inside."

"Yeah, all right. But it still stinks."

"No doubt about that."

Jim and Scottie trudged back along the road, taking turns lugging the heavy gas can, always scanning their surroundings for any sign they were being watched or followed. Behind them, a haggard, skinny man emerged from the shadows of an alleyway, his face gaunt and unshaven. His eyes ticked over the two men and their gas cans as he followed, keeping his distance. Scottie noticed the man first.

"Dad," he whispered. "We've got company."

The man slowly drew closer, his bloodshot eyes fixed on them with a desperate intensity. Jim tightened his grip on the gas can and muttered, "Just keep walking."

He quickened his pace, and the man's not-so-stealthy pursuit grew clumsier as he hurried to keep up, causing him to trip over a beer can on the sidewalk. It clattered away noisily, and the sound was like a gunshot in the quiet street, jerking Scottie's shoulders to his ears. He whirled around, his face red with tension and anger.

"Back off, creep! Leave us alone!"

The man flinched as if he'd been struck, his eyes widening in terror, and he stumbled backward, nearly tripping over his own feet as he scurried back into an alley. Jim put a hand on Scottie's shoulder, his voice firm but gentle. "Hey, no more of that, okay? I get that you're upset, but we can't afford to lose our cool. We don't know what people are capable of."

Scottie took a deep breath. "Yeah, you're right. I'm sorry. I just… I'm so over all this."

"I know." Jim jerked his head toward the edge of town. "Come on, your mom's waiting for us."

He guided Scottie out of town and onto the long, lonely road. The cracked pavement radiated heat, and sweat poured down their faces as they pushed onward. After what felt like an eternity, they reached the old wooden billboard and slipped behind it to find the RV, intact and unmolested. Through the cracked windshield, Midge could be seen pacing anxiously, and as soon as she spotted them she threw open the door and rushed outside, her eyes wide with worry and relief.

"Oh, thank goodness you're back!" She threw her arms around Scottie and Jim in turn, tears rolling down her face as she hugged them tightly. "I was so worried."

Jim returned her embrace, holding her close. "We're okay. We got some gas."

Midge pulled back, her brow lifting as she noticed the empty container. "Just one can?"

Scottie's jaw clenched. "We got robbed."

Terror flashed over Midge's face, but Jim raised a hand. "We weren't mugged. We were ripped off. The price was a lot higher than we expected, and the attendant… well, he wasn't exactly honest with us."

"Did he try to hurt you?"

"No, but he did cheat us out of half our money. We paid for ten gallons, but he only gave us five."

Scottie kicked at the dirt, his voice tight with anger. "And he had goons on the roof with rifles, so we couldn't do anything about it."

"Oh my gosh." Midge gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. "I'm just so glad you're both safe. That's all that matters."

"Safe and broke." Jim hefted the full gas can. "These five gallons represent the last of our vacation fund, so we'd better put it to good use. I'll fuel up, you guys go figure out where we're going."

"Okay," Scottie grumbled. "Sounds good."

He climbed up into the camper with his mother following too close, as if afraid to let him out of her sight again. Jim circled to the gas tank, unscrewed the cap and set it aside, then affixed the gas can's spout. He poured in the whole can, being careful not to waste a single drop until it had completely drained. Giving it a little shake to catch any stubborn dregs, he withdrew the nozzle, screwed the gas cap back on, then cleaned up the can and stowed it back in its storage compartment with its empty mate.

While he had the hatch open, an idea dawned on him. He opened up the adjacent compartment, revealing the compact gas-powered generator nestled inside, its fuel gauge indicating it was about half full. Grabbing the now-empty gas can, he unscrewed the cap and set it aside, then located the generator's fuel line, a clear plastic tube running from the gas tank to the carburetor. With a bit of effort, he disconnected the line from the carburetor, careful not to damage the clips, then placed the end of the fuel line into the mouth of the gas can and grasped the generator's primer bulb. He gave it a few firm squeezes, and the gas began to flow from the tank, through the line, and into the waiting can until it had been fully drained.

Jim reattached the fuel line, then held up the plastic can and checked the semi-transparent strip on its side to learn he'd scavenged less than half a gallon. "Better than nothing."

He transferred the fuel into the RV's tank, stowed the gas can and closed the compartments, then climbed into the vehicle to find Scottie sitting on a kitchenette bench, mopping off his sweaty face and neck with a clean towel. Midge handed one to Jim, and he began wiping the sweat and grime from his own face and arms.

"Man, what I wouldn't give for a working shower right about now. I probably smell worse than a locker room after state finals."

Scottie muttered under his breath, "No probably about it."

"Hey now. You're not exactly fresh as a daisy yourself."

"Yeah, but sweat looks good on me."

Scottie pulled off his soaked wicking shirt and tossed it aside, revealing his athletic physique as he continued toweling off. Jim rolled his eyes and grumbled under his breath. "Don't forget whose DNA you're made out of, chum." He slapped a palm on his belly. "Behold… your future!"

Midge pushed up her glasses and pinched her eyes. "Seriously, knock it off, the both of you. We're in real trouble here."

Jim frowned. "Sorry, I think we're just a little punchy from the heat."

"And also dehydrated, I'm sure." Midge opened the mini fridge, grabbed one of the cans of orange soda, and split it between two plastic cups. "I don't know if it'll help, but at least it's wet."

"And cold." Scottie accepted his cup. "Thanks, Mom."

Jim took his and tasted a small, fizzy sip. "I don't know what we need worse, fuel or water."

"Well, if we get desperate enough, we can find a river and take a chance on it being clean enough for us to drink without getting sick," Midge reasoned. "But gas is going to be harder to get."

Jim nodded. "Scottie, are there any more towns coming up where we might be able to fuel up at a respectable place?"

Scottie pulled out his phone and tapped at the screen for a moment before scowling. "No idea. I've got no cell signal so I can't get any map data."

"Then we'll do it the old-fashioned way. Get up," Midge commanded, giving Scottie a swat on the hip. He slid off the bench and she hinged it open, revealing a storage compartment inside. Rummaging around, she produced a large, spiral-bound road atlas entitled, "Thompson's Maps USA - 2003 Edition." Scottie snuffed a chuckle.

"Seriously? That book is older than me."

"Well I don't suspect the towns around here have moved around a whole lot recently."

Midge grabbed an old, zippered pencil case with a picture of an orange cartoon cat and then closed the bench and took a seat. She lay the atlas on the table and flipped it open, rifling through the pages until she found the map of Nebraska and smoothed the pages flat. The map was a patchwork of yellow and white, with red and blue lines crisscrossing the state, marking out the highways and county roads. Towns and cities were represented by small black dots, their names printed in tiny lettering.

Scottie leaned over the map, his eyes scanning the page until he tapped a finger on a small dot. "We're here. That's the town we just walked into."

Jim leaned in, squinting at the map. "Conservatively, we can get about ten miles per gallon, so we're looking at roughly fifty miles range."

"Let's find out what that gets us."

Midge unzipped the pencil case and upended it, dumping its contents onto the table with a clatter. A motley assortment of old school supplies tumbled out, including several chewed up pencils, their erasers worn down to nubs or missing entirely. A few ancient click pens rolled out, followed by a handful of novelty erasers in the shapes of dinosaurs and cartoon characters. Midge plucked a metal compass from the pile, a stubby golf pencil tucked in its clasp, then flipped to the front of the atlas and found the mileage legend.

She set the point of the compass on the zero mark before hinging the pencil out to the fifty-mile mark. Flipping back to the map of Nebraska, she placed the point of the compass on the town, then rotated it around, scribing a circle with a fifty-mile radius around their location. The family leaned in to study the result, and Jim sighed. "Not a single town within range on the way north to Minnesota."

Midge frowned, her finger tracing the circle. "There's a couple of dots to the east, but they're pretty far off our route. It would add a lot of miles."

"And who's to say those towns would be any better than the last one?" Scottie scowled. "For all we know, they could be just as bad or worse."

Jim nodded grimly. "On top of that, I've only got twenty dollars left. Midge?"

"I have about eighty."

"So even if we find someone selling gas at the same prices as ol' Rip-off Rusty, that's only one or two more gallons." Jim groaned and rubbed his forehead. "Not to mention the fact we've got half a radiator, no spare tires, and wooden doors for windows."

Midge's shoulders slumped. "So what do we do?"

A heavy silence filled the RV as they all stared at the map for a long moment, searching for a solution that wasn't there. Finally Scottie spoke.

"So… what if we don't go north?"

Jim frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Okay, so we can't reach any towns if we keep heading toward home. But if we turn around and go south…" Scottie tapped his finger on the map. "If we really squeeze out our mileage, we might be able to make it back to Prairie Winds."

Midge and Jim exchanged a skeptical glance.

"The farm?" Jim asked. "Why would we go back there?"

"I know it sounds crazy, but think about it. We know Harper and her family. They're good people, and we can trust them. Plus, they have a campground where we can get hookups for power and water so we can live like humans for a minute. Maybe they even have gas for like, a tractor or whatever. I bet they'd sell us some. For normal prices, even."

Jim considered it. "I don't know. It's a long way to go on fumes and a prayer."

"But it's better than driving north into the unknown, isn't it? At least this way we have a destination, and we know what we're getting into."

Midge bit her lip. "He does have a point, Jim. And it's not like we have a lot of other options."

Jim sighed heavily, his eyes tracing the route back to Prairie Winds. "It'll take a small miracle to get there, but I guess it's our new best bad plan."

Scottie shrugged. "Maybe once we're safe we'll actually be able to figure out a good plan for a change."

Midge nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips. "I'll definitely be able to think better after a good night's sleep and a long, hot shower. And those are two things we know Harper can hook us up with."

"All right. It sounds like the decision is made." Jim reached out and ruffled Scottie's hair. "Good thinking outside the box, kid. Now let's get this show on the road."


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




FEMA National Emergency Operations Center

The National Emergency Operations Center buzzed with a tense, frantic energy as top scientists and military officials hunched over computer screens, their faces illuminated by the glow of real-time data and satellite imagery. Empty coffee cups and take-out containers littered the desks, and despite the sophisticated HVAC system, a funk of body odor amplified by intense stress pervaded the room. President Stone stood at the center of the action, his sleeves rolled up and his tie loosened. Dark circles hung under his eyes, but his gaze remained sharp and focused as he leaned over Dr. Jackson's shoulder, studying the latest seismic readings.

"What are we looking at here, Sarah?"

Dr. Jackson pointed to a pulsing red line on the screen. "This is the leading edge of an underground coal seam fire, and our readings show it's heading right toward another gas pocket."

Stone straightened, his jaw clenched. "Where?"

"It's under Texas, spreading into parts of Oklahoma and New Mexico."

"But, that's impossible," Stone growled. "There's been oil drilling in that whole region for generations. If the Plutus Layer is there, how have none of those rigs ever ignited it?"

Dr. Ditton, the lead scientist from Patriox Energy, sat back from his computer, rubbing his bloodshot eyes. "The gas under Texas is too deep for even our best drills to reach, but not too deep for Mother Nature."

He turned his screen toward the president, showing his data as a three-dimensional point cloud of the Earth's crust beneath the Lone Star State. Hundreds of oil rigs peppered the surface, their boreholes represented by thin vertical lines that plunged into the digital depths. Far below their maximum reach was an enormous cloud of blue, with jagged lines of purple and black plunging toward it.

Jackson pointed to the blue area. "This is the Plutus Layer, and these…" Her finger slid to the purple and black lines. "These are coal seams, plus some other pockets of natural gas and oil. All of it is extremely combustible, given the massive subterranean heat and pressure headed that way from the Southern Abyss."

President Stone ran his hand over days of beard growth, kneading his sagging face as the implications sunk in. "How long until it ignites?"

"Well, that's a good question…" Jackson shook her head. "According to our models, it already has."

"What?"

"Our teams are combing through the data now, looking for an error," Ditton added. "And also doing a deep debug on the analysis software to see if there's some glitch."

Stone waved a hand at the model. "So you're saying it's possible this is all wrong?"

"It is possible, yes. Anything is possible until it isn't. That's the nature of scientific discovery. But…" Jackson's tone turned wary. "We're dealing with readings from thousands of separate, networked sensors. Just a small rounding error multiplied that many times could cause a significant plus/minus deviation in the data."

Understanding turned Stone's blood to ice. "So you're saying the data are correct, but the timing is wrong."

"I cannot say that with scientific certainty. But my gut…" Jackson's lips trembled. "That's exactly what my gut is saying. This thing could go up at any moment."

Stone looked up and barked an order across the room at a staffer with a headset stationed at a nearby computer. "Daniels, I need the president of Mexico on the phone, now!"

"Yes, sir!"

The young woman sprang to work, and Stone looked to the scientists. "Keep working that data. I want to know the second you get an accurate clock on this thing. I don't care if I'm in the john, I want you to pop your head under the stall and give me an update. Understood?"

The scientists both muttered answers to the affirmative and dove back into their work while Stone strode across the command center toward General Irons, who was barking orders into a telephone.

"I've already mobilized the Army to commandeer every train station within fifty miles of the Southern Abyss. I want them to round up any survivors and get them onto trains heading east toward the coast, as well as any salvageable supplies from inside the remains of the evacuation zone. Food, water, medical equipment, anything they can grab." He paused, listening to the voice on the other end of the line. "I'm not stepping on toes, I'm getting things done! If FEMA could handle this, I'd let them. Now do it!"

He ended the call and rubbed his tired eyes as Stone approached.

"How are things in the South, General?"

"We're doing everything we can, but the situation is dire. The refugee camps in the Carolinas are already pushed to their limits." He shook his head and his eyes turned grim. "The only silver lining is that so many people died that we might have a snowball's chance of helping the ones who didn't."

Stone clapped a hand on Irons' shoulder, his grip firm. "I know it can seem futile, but every life we save is a victory."

"I understand, Mr. President. But the logistics of caring for that many refugees…" He trailed off, shaking his head. "Speaking of logistics, any update from the eggheads?"

"Yes, and it's not good. They believe the coal seam fires are going to detonate another gas pocket under Texas, but they can't say when. We need to evacuate the entire state immediately."

Irons stared at the president for a long moment, then threw his head back and laughed, the sound devoid of humor. "Sure. I'll evacuate Texas. But what should I do after lunch? Cure cancer? Peace in the Middle East?"

"I know it's asking a lot."

"It's asking the impossible. With all due respect, sir, where in blazes am I supposed to send them? Everything east of Louisiana is already a crater." Irons raked back his gray hair. "Even if I could somehow get every man, woman, and child in Texas into private vehicles, plus every school bus, municipal transport, and military vehicle I could commandeer, and get them to all proceed in an orderly fashion, there's still only so many roads out. And it's not enough to handle an exodus of that magnitude."

"Leave that part to me," Stone growled. "You work on mobilizing the National Guard and any other active military in Texas, Oklahoma, and New Mexico to get people out. This just became your highest priority."

Irons seemed to wilt in his uniform, but he gave a sharp nod. "Understood, sir."

A voice called out from across the command center. "Mr. President, I've got the Mexican president on the line."

Stone marched to the comms desk and slipped on a headset as he settled into a chair in front of a monitor. "Thank you, Ms. Daniels. Put him through."

A window blinked to life, indicating the maximum level of security encryption before revealing the distinguished visage of President Cesar Tafoya. His salt-and-pepper hair was immaculately styled, and his dark eyes gleamed with intelligence behind wire-rimmed glasses.

"Arthur," Tafoya began, his rich baritone rattling Stone's earpiece. "Please accept my deepest condolences for the tragedy unfolding in your country. The people of Mexico stand with you in this dark hour."

Stone inclined his head with diplomatic gratitude. "Thank you, Cesar. Your sympathies are much appreciated in this trying time. But this isn't a social call. We need Mexico's help."

Tafoya's face remained expressionless. "I'm afraid I don't have much help to spare. The chaos in your country is already spilling into mine. We're seeing widespread panic and looting in our northern cities. The people fear your explosions will continue south, swallowing up our Mexican states as easily as they have swallowed yours."

The specific choice of pronouns to put the blame on the United States did not go unnoticed as Stone leaned forward. "I understand you're facing your own challenges, but we have reason to believe the next explosion will consume Texas and parts of the surrounding states. We need to evacuate millions of people, and we don't have the infrastructure to do it."

"What exactly is it that you are proposing?"

"I'm asking you to open Mexico's borders to American evacuees. Every crossing, every road, every piece of land that connects our countries, just to allow safe refuge until the crisis passes and they can be re-settled in the States."

Tafoya removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, his eyes squeezing shut for a moment. When he looked back at the camera, his gaze was cold and contemptuous. "The border does not only exist when it is convenient for you. You can see how I might be, let's say, reluctant to welcome your people with open arms considering your country's historic policies of⁠—"

The video feed glitched, pixelating into a jumble of colors before blinking out entirely. Stone whirled to face Daniels. "What happened?"

Her fingers flew over her keyboard. "I don't know, sir. All the secured comm links just went down."

"I thought we had redundant backups."

"We do, sir. And they're all down too." Daniels' voice trembled, her face pale in the glow of her screen.

A cry of horror rose from across the room, drawing Stone's attention to the wall of screens displaying feeds from news networks and US intelligence. Satellite feeds showed a massive, roiling cloud of fire and smoke spreading across the Texas landscape, consuming everything in its path. Viewed from the vast distance of Earth's orbit, the inferno seemed to creep like a spill of burning tar as it raced across the ground with astonishing speed, engulfing cities and towns and leaving nothing but a flaming pit of devastation in its wake.

The devouring flames spilled over the invisible borders into New Mexico and Oklahoma, then continued south, charging across the Rio Grande into Mexico. Chihuahua, Coahuila, and Nuevo León crumbled into the abyss as the devastation charged forward with no respect for the artificial boundaries of man.

On one of the news feeds, a visibly shaken anchor appeared, her appearance disheveled as she gripped the edge of her desk and stared directly into the camera. "We interrupt our ongoing coverage of the Southern Abyss to bring you breaking news of a catastrophic development in Texas. Our remote teams report another massive explosion, spreading with incredible speed."

The feed cut away to aerial footage of the cataclysm, the camera shaking violently as the news helicopter struggled to maintain altitude in the turbulent air. The scene below was a hellscape of fire and smoke as hundreds of miles of cities and countryside were reduced to a smoldering wasteland in minutes.

Another screen showed a news van parked on the side of a road, rocking violently on its suspension. The reporter, a young man with a shock of blond hair, stood in front of the camera gripping a lamp post, his eyes wide with barely contained panic. "This is Jake Tanner live in San Antonio where a massive earthquake is—" His audio was lost as the ground exploded upward in a grotesque wave of fire and smoke. The iconic Tower of the Americas teetered then collapsed, disappearing into the growing chasm, and Tanner's feed glitched and stuttered as he shouted, "Let's go! Move!"

The image became erratic and jerky as the cameraman ran for his life, no longer pointing his camera at anything, but still catching brief glimpses of the chaos. A woman stumbled, struggling to hold the weight of a child clutched tightly to her chest, and an elderly man tripped and fell, only to be crushed by clods of falling concrete. The camera dropped to the ground, turning the picture sideways as it showed a wall of fire and smoke racing toward the lens, consuming everything and everyone in its path.

On a different feed, a reporter struggled to keep his footing as the ground shook violently beneath him. He gripped his microphone tightly as he shouted to be heard over a roar of crumbling buildings and shattering glass. "This is Jeff Haney reporting live from the heart of Santa Fe, where a massive earthquake is tearing the city apart!" The camera jerked and swayed, the operator clearly battling to keep the shot steady. "The historic adobe buildings of the downtown area are crumbling like sand!"

Behind Haney, the iconic Santa Fe Plaza was in ruins. Its pueblo-style buildings collapsed in on themselves, shattering into heaps of clay and wood, and Haney ducked as a power line snapped overhead, showering the street with sparks. "We're going to try to find a safe place to⁠—"

His words were cut off as a deafening roar filled the air. The camera whipped around, revealing a massive cloud of smoke and fire on the horizon, rapidly approaching the city. Fissures snaked across the streets, jagged mouths opening wide to swallow everything in their path, and tires squealed as skidding cars plummeted into the chasms, their drivers' screams swallowed by the roar of the flames. People ran in blind panic, their faces contorted in terror as they tried to outrace the destruction, but there was no escape.

Flames burst from the fissures, reaching skyward like blazing geysers. The superheated gasses instantly ignited everything they touched, reducing centuries-old adobe to ash and melting the asphalt streets. People dropped, screaming and thrashing as the heat and toxic vapors choked their lungs and seared their flesh. The feed cut to static, leaving viewers with a final, haunting image of Jeff Haney silhouetted against the approaching wall of fire as Santa Fe crumbled into the abyss.

Everyone in the Operations Center watched the screens in silent horror as they went dark, one by one. President Stone removed his comm headset and walked numbly to where Dr. Jackson and Dr. Ditton huddled over their workstations, his shoulders sagging under the weight of the unfolding catastrophe. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse, the words scraping raw from his throat.

"What's next?"

Dr. Jackson gazed bleary-eyed at another 3D map, showing the United States from the Pacific coast to the Midwest. "This is what we're looking at now." Her finger traced a massive, amorphous blob that stretched across the display. "The data is preliminary, but there could be a massive gas pocket extending from Arizona up through Colorado and Wyoming, reaching all the way through Montana and into Canada."

Stone pinched his eyes. "How sure are you?"

Ditton tapped his keyboard. "We're not sure if it's a contiguous pocket, or if our readings just aren't granular enough to define the edges of many small pockets extending over the same area."

"Does it matter?"

Jackson shook her head defeatedly. "No. Not at all. From what we've seen, smaller pockets would still ignite each other. Worse-case scenario, the whole thing goes up in a matter of hours. Best-case scenario… the whole thing goes up in a matter of days."

"But either way…"

Ditton gave a slow, grim nod. "By my back-of-the-envelope calculations, there's no way any of those states still exist by the end of next week."

Stone closed his eyes, and for a long moment said nothing. When he finally spoke, it was a booming summons. "General Irons, please report."

Irons rushed over, his face etched with deep lines of exhaustion and strain. "Yes, sir."

The president gestured to the map on Dr. Jackson's screen. "This whole area is next to detonate. I need you to oversee the evacuation of every one of these states. Move everyone toward the west coast."

Irons scrutinized the map, his eyes widening as they traced the outline of the gas pocket, encompassing Arizona, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana. "That's five entire states."

Stone nodded gravely. "It's a lot of area, yes, but some of the most sparsely populated areas in the country."

"Still, that's got to be over a half-million square miles! Just getting people all the way across it, let alone out of it is going to be more than⁠—"

The president raised a hand, interrupting the general. "As of this moment, I am declaring martial law in the affected states. Under your command, the US military will have absolute authority to move the populations to safety."

Irons' eyes widened in shock. "Martial law has never been declared on this scale, sir. This is unprecedented."

"We're living in unprecedented times." Stone's voice hardened. "You are authorized to use threats, force, and any other means necessary to save as many lives as possible."

"Understood. But…" The general hesitated. "Is this the legacy you want to leave, Mr. President? Suspending civil liberties and rule of law?"

"My legacy is already written, Sam. Eighty million Americans dead on my watch. I refuse to give up and let millions more perish."

Irons stood silent for a long moment. Finally, he nodded, his posture straightening as he accepted the burden of his new orders. "Then I'll get to work, sir. I promise you, future generations will remember you as a hero."

Stone's shoulders sagged. "I don't care what future generations think of me, as long as we ensure they exist."


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




27 miles north of Reliance, Nebraska

The Gladstones' RV shuddered with every pothole and bump in the country highway as Jim drove through endless fields of wheat. In the passenger seat, Midge held the road atlas in her lap, keeping an eye out for the turn they'd need to make to take them back to Prairie Winds. Scottie sat in the back, his long legs stretched out on the dinette bench, his sullen gaze fixed on the flaking paint of a wooden door that had once been a window. Jim glanced at his miserable family and forced a smile.

"I think it's a little too quiet in here. Let's pump some feel-good jams, huh?"

He clicked on the radio, but all that came out was a burst of static. Midge leaned over and turned the knob, searching for a signal, but found only hissing white noise. "Hmm. Not a lot of options."

Scottie's voice drifted from the back, his tone flat. "It's probably because the power is out. No stations are broadcasting."

"The blackout can't be big enough to do that," Midge scoffed.

"Then maybe it's because we're in the middle of wheat-field nowhere. Do they even have radio out here?"

Jim chuckled. "Why don't we just pop in a CD?"

Midge reached under her seat, pulling out a worn CD wallet. "Alright, what are we in the mood for? Ooh! I vote for the original cast recording of Cats."

Jim let out a playful groan, glancing back at Scottie. "Quick, come up with a better option to save us from shrieking felines."

Scottie sat up straighter. "I vote hip hop."

"Hmm, let's see… Oh, what a shame! It seems we don't have any hip-hop CDs with us. Guess it'll have to be Cats."

Midge slid the disc into the player, and the static was replaced by the opening notes of the overture. Jim and Scottie shared a groan of despair, and Midge turned up the volume to drown out their complaints. Scottie slouched back down and scowled. "I'd rather listen to the static."

"You two have no culture," Midge said. "This show ran on Broadway for eighteen years. They estimate ten million people saw it during⁠—"

She squeaked and kicked out her legs in a reflexive spasm as a battered pickup truck came barreling down an intersecting road and squealed out right in front of them, cutting them off. Jim slammed on the brakes, and everything in the RV shifted violently, sending corn cobs tumbling and nearly throwing Scottie off the kitchenette bench.

"Agh? Seriously?" Jim shouted. "There's a hundred miles of empty road in every direction, and you need the piece that I'm on?"

The RV settled in behind the truck, giving it room as both vehicles continued to cruise forward. Midge clutched her chest and took deep breaths. "That maniac blew right through a stop sign. We could've been killed!"

She glared at the truck with adrenalin-fueled fury. In its bed, a partially disassembled, gas-powered generator and several rusty metal fuel cans rattled with each bump in the road. Scottie came forward and crouched between the seats, craning his neck to get a better view through the RV's cracked windshield.

"Looks like they're arguing."

The man in the truck's driver's seat gesticulated wildly, slapping the steering wheel in apparent frustration as the female passenger looked back at the RV. For a moment, her eyes locked with Midge's, a look of desperation flickering across the woman's face before she turned away abruptly. Midge's fingers dug into the armrest.

"I don't like this, Jim. Something's not right."

Scottie leaned forward, his voice tight. "Yeah, Dad. Let's just hang back and let them go."

Jim nodded and eased off the gas, and the truck pulled ahead as the RV slowed, but before they could create a comfortable gap, the pickup's brake lights flared red. Tires screeched against the asphalt as the vehicle skidded sideways, turning itself into a barricade across the narrow road.

"What the—" Jim slammed on the brakes, and the tires howled in protest as the massive vehicle shuddered, fighting against its own momentum. Midge's arms shot out to brace herself against the dashboard and Scottie was nearly thrown between the seats. The RV ground to a halt a few feet from the pickup's dented fender, and Jim's hands trembled on the wheel, his breath coming in short gasps. "Is everyone okay?"

Before Midge or Scottie could respond, the driver's side door of the pickup flew open and the man leaped out, a rifle clutched in his hands. He leveled the gun at the RV's windshield and bellowed, "Get out of the camper! Now!"

Jim froze, his eyes locked on the weapon pointed at his chest. Midge's hand slammed down on his knee and squeezed like the jaws of a vicious animal. "Back up! Back up and go!"

Jim's hand flew to the gearshift, slamming it into reverse as his foot stomped the accelerator, and the RV's engine roared, sending them surging backward. The armed man adjusted his aim and squeezed the trigger, and the crack of the gunshot split the air before the side mirror exploded, showering the road with glittering shards of glass. Midge screamed and Scottie instinctively threw himself to the floor. Another shot rang out, and the round blasted through the windshield, raining shards of safety glass down on the front seat. Reflex tightened Jim's muscles in a spasm that made his hands jerk the wheel, causing the racing RV to swerve, sending its rear end veering off the road where it slammed down into a ditch with a bone-jarring thud.

The man advanced on them, his rifle still at his shoulder, and Midge's voice rose in a desperate plea. "Jim, go! Get us out of here!"

Jim wrenched the gearshift into drive and slammed his foot down on the gas pedal, but the tires only spun uselessly, spraying mud and grass as they fought for traction in the soft earth of the ditch. The man stopped off to the side of the trapped vehicle, staring down the barrel of his gun as he trained it on Midge.

"Engine off, or I spray her brains!"

"Okay!" Jim called out, raising his hands. "All right! I'm doing it!"

He slowly reached down and twisted the key, and the RV's engine settled to silence. The man waved his gun at the door. "Get out. Both of ya, and anyone else up in there. Hands up, and don't do anything stupid."

"We won't. Just give us a second."

Trembling with fear, the Gladstones carefully made their way out of the RV, their hands raised. As they stepped out onto the road, the woman from the truck hurried over to join the man, standing slightly behind him and panting for breath. The man was tall and lanky, with a gaunt face, dark hair that hung in greasy strands around his hollow cheeks, and a patchy beard. He wore a faded plaid shirt with the sleeves ripped off and frayed jeans that hung loosely on his thin frame. Despite his unkempt appearance, the rifle in his hands looked well-maintained and ready for action.

The woman was shorter and heavier, with a round face and messy blonde hair that was pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wore a tight tank top that strained against her chest and exposed an ample band of pale flesh above the waistband of her cutoff jean shorts. Her bare arms were sunburned and dotted with freckles, and her legs were marred with bruises and scrapes. Jim cleared his throat and forced calm into his voice.

"We don't want any trouble."

"Then don't make none," the man growled.

"You got a generator in that rig?" the woman asked. "For 'lectricity?"

"We do," Jim said.

The man licked his lips. "It work okay?"

"Yes, but it doesn't have any fuel."

"We got plenty of fuel." The woman flicked her hand toward the cans in the back of the truck. "But our generator broke down, and mama needs it for breathin'."

The man peered steely eyed at the Gladstones' terrified, confused faces. "Oxygen machine. Her mama's got lung cancer real bad. Been wheezin' like death warmed over since the power went out."

The tension in Midge's body slackened the slightest bit. "I understand how hard it can be when a loved one is suffering. We'd like to help you help her."

Jim nodded in agreement. "Why don't you put away the gun so we can talk?"

The man kept his rifle trained on Jim, his finger hovering over the trigger. "Seems we're talkin' just fine. Now why don't you and your boy get that generator out for me?"

"Yeah, okay. Scottie, come on and give me a hand."

Jim slowly stepped toward the RV, consciously maneuvering to always keep his own body between the firearm and his son as the man tracked his movement with the rifle. Reaching for the compartment door, Jim's fingers trembled and he fumbled with the latch, then hinged it open.

The man called out, "Hurry it up!"

Jim and Scottie grunted as they hauled the heavy generator toward the front of the RV's awkwardly deep storage compartment. As they struggled, Scottie leaned close to his father and whispered, "Let's use this as a shield. We can rush him and knock him down."

Jim shook his head. "No."

"We can't just let them rob us!"

"I said no!" Jim hissed. "Just behave!"

Scottie's jaw clenched, his face flushing with anger and frustration, but he bit back his argument as he and Jim hauled the generator free and struggled to carry it between them. The man tracked their progress with the barrel of his rifle.

"That's it. Nice and easy. Put it in the truck bed."

The woman lowered the tailgate of their truck, the metal squealing in protest. Jim and Scottie heaved the generator up and into the bed of the pickup, nestling it among the fuel cans and other random junk. As they stepped back, the man jerked his head toward the RV.

"Now get back over there. Hands on the side of the camper. Don't move until we're gone. Understood?"

"Understood, yes." Midge said quietly. "Come on, guys."

She led the way back to the RV, her steps quick and jittery. Jim and Scottie followed close behind, their hands raised in surrender until they reached the side of the vehicle and pressed their palms against the warm metal and weathered wood of the doors, watching out of the side of their eyes as the man and woman climbed into their truck. The engine roared to life, and the pickup swung around, kicking up a cloud of dust as it sped back the way it had come.

As the sound of the engine faded into the distance, Midge's knees buckled and she slumped to the ground, her body shaking with sobs. Jim dropped down beside her, gathering her into his arms and holding her close as she wept out all of her pent-up terror. Scottie stood over them, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, his face red.

"We could have taken them. Did you see how much gas they had in the back of that truck? We could have gotten so far on that!"

Jim looked up at his son, his eyes hard. "And what if that plan of yours had gotten someone shot? Would you rather have gas than a mother?"

"Oh, come on! That's not fair," Scottie balked. "He wasn't even pointing the gun at Mom. If we stayed behind the generator, we could have⁠—"

"You don't know what could have happened," Midge said, her voice thick with tears. She pulled away from Jim and wiped at her face with the back of her hand. "I admire your bravery, Scottie, I do, but life doesn't always work out like it does in an action movie."

Scottie opened his mouth to argue, but his mother's tear-streaked face and his father's grim expression gave him pause. He deflated, his shoulders sagging as the adrenaline drained from his body. "I'm sorry. I just… I'm used to winning. I can't stand being so helpless."

Midge climbed to her feet and stood in front of Scottie, putting her hands on his shoulders. "You're not helpless, honey. You're clever and strong, and that'll serve you well if you just keep a level head."

Scottie sighed and kicked at a loose rock on the road, sending it skittering into the ditch. "I just hate feeling like we're at the mercy of every lunatic with a gun."

"Trust me, I get it." Jim stood and brushed off his knees. "But we don't get through this with violence, we get through this with smarts." He glanced at the RV, its rear end still mired in the ditch. "Speaking of getting through this, we should get back on the road before we have any more trigger-happy visitors."

"How?" Scottie asked. "The RV's stuck."

Jim crouched down, examining the back tires. They were sunk deep into the soft earth of the ditch, mud clinging to the treads. He stood up and walked around to the side of the vehicle, running his hand along the attached doors. "I think I have an idea. Scottie, come give me a hand with this."

He opened the tool storage compartment and grabbed the drill from its case. Scottie looked on curiously. "What's the plan?"

"We're going to pop off a few of these old doors and slip them in front of the tires. With any luck they'll give us enough traction to climb out of there."

"Hmm, that could work."

"It had better. Midge, if you'd be so kind…"

Jim handed his wife the drill then helped Scottie hold the weight of the door as she unscrewed the bottom, then climbed the ladder to the roof to reach the hinges on top. When it was fully detached, Jim and Scottie carried it around to the back and laid it down in the ditch, positioning it under the passenger side tires to form a makeshift ramp, then repeated the process to make one for the other side.

Wiping off his muddy hands on his grimy cargo shorts, Jim gave a satisfied nod. "You two stand back and keep an eye on the tires on either side. I'm going to get in and roll forward, and you shout if you see something going terribly wrong. Okay?"

Midge and Scottie voiced their agreement, and Jim climbed into the RV and slid into the driver's seat. He started the engine and put the RV in drive, then gently pressed the accelerator. The motor roared, and the tires spun before catching the edges of the doors.

"You got the one on the passenger side," Midge shouted. "The tire is starting to pull it under."

Scottie held up a hand. "Hold on! Don't move!" He scurried forward and gave the driver's side door a few kicks with his heel to force it up against the tire, then backed away again. "Okay, give it a go!"

Jim eased on the gas, and the doors creaked and groaned under the weight of the RV, the wood splintering and cracking as the vehicle slowly climbed onto them. With a final lurch, the camper gripped and pulled free of the ditch, bumping back up onto the pavement. Jim brought the vehicle to a stop on the side of the road.

"Yes! We did it!" Scottie cheered. "But we totally trashed those doors.”

Their temporary armor had been reduced to little more than mud-caked kindling. Midge looked them over and gave a shrug. "Well, we're not too far from Prairie Winds now. Hopefully they can help us patch the windows when we get there."

"And hopefully we won't need to defend ourselves again until then."

"Fingers crossed." Midge put a hand on Scottie's shoulder. "Come on, let's go."

They climbed back into the RV, and Jim continued their journey south toward the farm. The wind howled through the shattered windshield and empty window frames, creating a deafening rush of air that totally drown out the stereo. Midge groaned from the passenger seat. "Ugh! That noise is terrible!"

From the back, Scottie shouted, "Still better than Cats!"

Midge rolled her eyes and turned off her music, but Jim didn't react. Scottie climbed forward and stuck his head between the seats. "Nothing, Dad? Come on, that was a good one."

"What? Oh, sorry." Jim blinked up from the instrument panel. "I'm just distracted. Don't want her to overheat, and I'm trying to stretch out the fuel. We were already just going to get to Prairie Winds by the skin of our teeth, and all of this extra wind resistance isn't helping.

Scottie leaned forward, resting his elbows on the backs of his parents' seats. "Hey, if we're trying to bump up our gas mileage, maybe we should get rid of some extra weight. You know, lighten the load a bit."

Midge gave an approving nod. "That's a great idea. I'm sure there's plenty of stuff in here we don't really need."

"Like that Cats CD," Jim said. "I vote we chuck it out the window."

"Oh, ha ha." Midge shook her head. "But seriously, I could probably part with my box of garage-sale paperbacks. And there's a lot of other old junk stashed in all the nooks and crannies."

"That's for sure." Jim pulled the vehicle over to the side of the road. "All right, let's take a look and see what we can afford to lose, but let's be quick about it."

The Gladstones sprang to work, rummaging through the vehicle's various compartments and storage spaces. Midge got down on her knees and pulled open a cabinet near the tiny bathroom. "Okay, we can definitely get rid of these old beach toys. And these tacky souvenir t-shirts from that amusement park we went to back when Scottie was in sixth grade."

She held up a tattered shirt with a picture of a roller coaster that said "I Survived the Double Death Loop, and Jim laughed and held his belly. "Goodness gracious. Was there ever really a time that I fit into that?"

Scottie dug through a tall cabinet, pulling out an assortment of sporting equipment. "I think we can dump this stuff." He grabbed a tangled badminton net and two rackets with snarled netting, as well as a half-deflated football and some rusted old lawn darts. "But I'm keeping my baseball bat. Just in case."

"Good thinking." Jim opened the kitchenette bench and dug in, pulling out a stack of board games. "Hmm. How many Candyland boards with half the pieces missing do we need?" he asked, holding up a crushed box, then another. "Two, or can we get by with just the one?"

Midge snuffed a chuckle. "I think the whole stack of games can go."

Jim scooped up all of the tattered boxes and sighed in mock remorse. "Good bye, pop-o-matic bubble. We hardly knew ye."

As the family worked to shuttle the detritus of years of past adventures out to the roadside, their pile grew to a significant size. When they had finished, Jim threw the old, blown tire and its ruined rim in the pile and gave an approving clap. "Dang, that's a lot. Too bad we can't have a garage sale. I bet we'd make a pretty penny."

"Yeah," Scottie said with a half smile. "Maybe even enough to buy half a gallon of gas."

Midge let out a nervous chuckle. "All right, the longer we're stopped, the more jangled my nerves get. Let's get moving."

"Roger that, mama bear." Jim gestured to the open door. "Let's get ramblin'."

The Gladstones settled back into the RV, the interior appearing more spacious and orderly without the accumulated clutter as they continued their journey south, the Nebraska landscape rolling by in a patchwork of farmland. Scottie sat behind his parents, slouched against the wall and smacking his lips.

"Man, I am so thirsty. Can we crack open that last can of orange soda?"

"I don't know if it's a good idea," Midge said. "Maybe we'd better wait until we…" She sat up straighter as they rolled past a distinctive old windmill, its blades turning lazily in the breeze. "Hey, I remember that windmill. We passed it not long after we left Prairie Winds."

Jim glanced over and nodded. "You're right. I remember thinking it looked like it was about to fall over. Which means we must be getting close."

"So… time to celebrate with some orange soda?"

"Settle down, kiddo." Midge traced her finger along the map, following the road they were on. "This map isn't detailed enough to know for sure, but if I remember correctly, we can't be more than a few miles away."

As the fuel gauge hovered just above the empty mark, the sputtering RV rolled up to the gates of Prairie Winds Farm, only to find them closed and secured with a heavy chain and padlock. Jim parked the RV and turned off the engine. "Hmm. That's new."

Midge squinted curiously. "The signs for the campground and Pick-Your-Own are gone. There were a bunch right along the road here, remember?"

"Well this is definitely the right place." Scottie leaned between the seats and pointed. "The campground is right there, and you can see the houses with the solar panels farther up the hill."

"Looks like they're not welcoming guests at the moment," Midge said. "And I can't say I blame them. Maybe we should keep driving and head into Reliance."

Jim's eyes lingered on the dashboard. "We couldn't make it there if we tried. We're running on fumes here." He looked up at the houses. "Let's just go knock on the door and figure it out from there."

The family muttered their agreements and exited the vehicle, the crunch of gravel beneath their feet sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet of the silenced engine. They approached the gate, and Jim examined the heavy chain and lock while Midge walked along the wooden fence, checking it out.

"There's got to be a smaller gate for people to walk through, right?"

Jim shook his head. "I doubt it. I don't imagine they get a whole lot of pedestrian traffic out here."

Scottie sized up the fence, the wooden planks rising to just above his shoulders. "I can climb over this, no problem. Why don't I just go find Harper? She lives up in the house with all the flower boxes, right?"

Midge nodded. "That's right, but be careful, okay?"

"Stay on the driveway and be respectful," Jim added. "Harper's a charming lady, but the old man is a real grouch."

Scottie chuckled. "Trust me, I remember."

He grabbed the top of the fence and easily hauled himself up and over, landing on the other side with a soft thud before brushing off his hands and starting up the long driveway. The campground's tent sites, marked by rustic wooden posts with numbered placards, were neat and ready for campers, the fire pits free of ash and debris, and the gravel pads of the RV spaces were raked clean with their electric and water hookups ready to serve. Yet the large wooden signs that had stood by the road, advertising the campground and the Pick-Your-Own field, were folded up and leaning against a picnic table. Scottie passed by the little shack that served as a camp store and made his way up the gravel expanse that separated the campground from the houses and the rest of the farm beyond.

The small farmhouse was up ahead on the right, its flower boxes overflowing with a riot of colorful blooms beneath each window. He climbed the three wooden steps to the front porch and pressed the doorbell, and it chimed faintly from within, but no one came. After a long moment, he rapped his knuckles against the cheerful red door. "Hello? Harper? It's Scottie Gladstone, from the campground."

When nobody answered, he cupped his hands around his eyes and leaned close to the window beside the door, peering through the glass. Sunlight streamed into the cozy living room, illuminating the well-worn but comfortable furniture. A large, overstuffed couch dominated the space, its soft green fabric scattered with a few throw pillows and a patchwork quilt, clearly handmade with love, draped over the back. Beside the couch sat a worn leather armchair, its surface burnished and shiny from years of use, with a book resting on the arm under a pair of reading glasses. Against the far wall stood a bookshelf packed with various novels, cookbooks, and a collection of children's books that progressed to collections of matching young-adult series. A scuffed-up pair of small cowboy boots sat on the floor nearby, next to a low table littered with plastic toy horses, and a hairbrush tangled with strands of red hair. But there were no people anywhere to be seen.

Scottie backed away from the window and turned to step off the porch, but sucked a breath and froze at the sight of the old man with a pistol pointed at his chest.

"What are you doing snooping around my boy's house?" Earl growled.

Scottie raised his palms in surrender. "Nothing! I just… I'm looking for Harper. I'm Scottie. From the campground. Remember?"

Recognition flashed in Earl's eyes. "You're the kid who was running all over my farm."

"Yes! Right. That's me."

"And what did I tell you about that?"

"You said I wasn't allowed out of the campground without an escort."

"Yet here you are."

Scottie shuffled anxiously. "I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to be a jerk or anything, but it's kind of an emergency. My parents are down at the gate, and they sent me to find Harper and see if she could help us."

Earl glanced down the driveway to see the big old RV at the gate, with Jim and Midge peering up through the fence. He squinted into the distance, but they were too far away for him to make out their expressions. With a scowl, he turned back to Scottie. "There's no help for you here. I suggest you march yourself back down that driveway and⁠—"

"Earl Sinclair Carlson!" a tight female voice cried. "What are you doing?"

Earl and Scottie both looked to the side of the porch to see Ruth approaching with a wheelbarrow loaded with sacks of seeds. She dropped her load and hurried over, the broad brim of her sunhat shielding her face from the sun, but doing nothing to shield Earl from her harsh glare. The old man snuffed.

"I caught this kid nosing around the property."

"This kid is a friend." Ruth waved a gloved hand. "For goodness sakes, put that thing away." Earl let out an annoyed sigh and slipped his pistol into the worn leather holster at his hip, and Ruth turned to the boy. "I'm sorry, Scottie. We're a little on-edge around here. And we certainly didn't expect to see you again."

"I'm sorry to just barge in, but the gate was locked and…" Scottie pulled out his phone. "I tried to text Harper a few times to let her know we were coming back, but I can't get anything to send."

Ruth raised an eyebrow. "But why are you here at all? I thought you'd be halfway to Minnesota by now."

"We would have been, but things are crazy out there. We keep getting attacked."

"Seriously?"

"Yeah, for real. People are going nuts, trying to steal gas and supplies. I've been held at gunpoint twice." Scottie tipped his head toward Earl. "Three times if you count him."

Earl harumphed, and Ruth looked at the RV in the distance, riddled with busted-out windows and a few remaining wooden door patches. "Dear me. It does look like you've been through an ordeal."

"We so have. The camper is wrecked and we're out of gas, and basically out of food, and we've got no water. We were hoping maybe you could help us out?"

"Of course. I'll come down and unlock the gate so you can come onto the campground."

Earl held up a hand, stopping Ruth before she could take a step. "The campground is closed. You heard the boy. Things are going to chaos out there. I won't have strangers on my farm."

"The Gladstones are not strangers, they're friends."

"They're no friends of mine."

"Well they're friends of mine." Ruth placed a tender hand on her husband's arm, her eyes softening. "I trust this family, and I know you trust me. They're good people, Earl. And they need our help. We can't just turn them away."

Earl looked down at her hand, then back up at her face, then let out a long, slow breath through his nose. After a moment of hesitation, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his keys.

"You go fetch Harper. I'll unlock the gate."

"Thank you, dear." Ruth's husband stormed off without a word, and she turned to Scottie. "Go on with Earl. I'll be down shortly."

Scottie hesitated, glancing warily between Ruth's warm smile and Earl's creaky, agitated gait, but complied with a nod. He jogged to catch up with the old man, falling into step a cautious distance behind him. They walked down the long driveway in awkward silence, the only sounds the crunching of gravel beneath their feet and the distant chirping of birds. As they approached the gate, Jim's haggard face broke into a smile on the other side.

"Well, hello there, Earl! It's good to see you again."

Earl grunted in response, then unlocked the heavy padlock and pulled back the chain. Midge stepped forward, her hands clasped in front of her. "Thank you so much for letting us in. I promise we won't stay long."

"That's for dang sure." Earl slid the gate open, its wheels squeaking in protest. "Go up and park in the first camper space."

Jim nodded. "Will do. Thanks. We really appreciate it."

Without a word, Earl moved to the side of the gate and waited while Scottie rejoined his family and they all climbed back into their camper. Midge watched the old man through the window and whispered to Jim. "The ol' strong and silent type, huh?"

"More like strong and psycho," Scottie grumbled.

"Be nice." Jim started the RV and shifted into gear. "He's our host."

"He pulled a gun on me."

Midge tightened, then sighed. "Well, let's just make sure we stay on our best behavior."

Jim eased the camper up the driveway, and Earl pulled the gate closed and locked it. As the RV rumbled to a stop in the first parking space, Ruth came down the driveway from the houses with Harper and Grace in tow. The two younger women were dirty and sweaty, their faces smudged and their work clothes stained with soil. Harper waved and gave a warm smile, her green eyes crinkling at the corners. "Hey, guys! It's so good to see you. Though I wish it were under better circumstances. Ruth says you've had a heck of an adventure."

"That's one word for it," Midge muttered. "And it's wonderful to see you again, too."

"Sorry we're a mess." Harper waved her hand, vaguely indicating herself and Grace. "We were just working out in the fields."

Jim snuffed. "Mess? Hardly. Compared to us, you're squeaky clean. We haven't had running water since we left. At this point we're all packing ten pounds of stink in a five-pound bag."

He chuckled and Midge gave an awkward shrug of agreement, but Scottie just cut a quick glance at Grace and then stared at the ground, crossing his arms tightly as if trying to hold in his own body odor.

Harper smiled. "I'll go turn on the hook-ups for the campground so you can all get showers." Her smile faded at the sight of the ruined RV. "Actually, maybe you'd better come on up and use the bathrooms in the house. We were just about to break for lunch anyway. I can make some sandwiches."

"Oh, you are a life saver," Midge said. "Like, literally. We haven't eaten anything but junk food and raw corn since we left."

Grace tipped her head curiously. "What about all those groceries we gave you?"

"They were all stolen." Jim shuddered at the memory. "We got attacked."

Harper gasped. "By who?"

"A bunch of strangers at a gas station. We pulled in to fill up, and this mob just descended on us like crazed zombies."

"They smashed out the windows and grabbed everything you gave us," Midge said, her voice low and grim. "I thought they were going to kill us."

Grace paled. "Did they hurt you?"

Scottie stood a little straighter. "They tried to, but I pounded them with a baseball bat. I got some bruises and cuts, but I'm fine."

He raised his arms, palms up, showing off his war wounds to Grace with a not-so-subtle flex of his muscular arms. She nodded and made a noncommittal noise in her throat before looking at the ground. Earl returned from locking the gate, passing through without saying a word. Ruth followed him, giving the Gladstones a beckoning wave of her hand.

"Well, you're safe here at Prairie Winds. Why don't you come on up to the house, get some food in your bellies, and then take some nice hot showers?"

Jim's weary face lit up. "That sounds like the greatest idea ever. Thank you so much, Ruth. We really appreciate your hospitality."

"It's our pleasure. Come on, let's continue this conversation over lunch."

She followed Earl up the driveway, with Grace close behind, her braids swinging with each step, and Harper lagging back, walking alongside the Gladstones. When they reached the big farmhouse, Ruth held open the door and ushered everyone inside with a friendly smile.

"There's a bathroom just down the hall there, and another up at the top of the stairs," she said, pointing them out. "Feel free to freshen up while we get lunch started."

"You boys go first," Midge said. "You stink more than I do."

Jim laughed and agreed, but Scottie just blushed and retreated up the stairs. Earl's muscles tightened as he watched the lanky teen delve deeper into his home, and he scowled and skulked off to the dining room. Harper, Grace, and Ruth washed up in the kitchen sink then got to work making lunch.

Harper pulled a large, crusty loaf of homemade bread from the breadbox and sliced it into thick, hearty pieces, each one soft and fluffy on the inside with a satisfying crunch on the outside. Meanwhile, Grace retrieved an assortment of fresh vegetables from the fridge, then sliced a juicy tomato and washed a head of lettuce, patting the leaves dry before tearing them into sandwich-sized pieces.

Ruth set glasses of cold water on the dining-room table, then headed to the pantry and rifled through a variety of homemade preserves before selecting a jar of bread-and-butter pickles, their sweet and tangy scent wafting out as she twisted off the lid. She pulled out enough plates for everyone, then began doling out pickles while Harper finished slicing the bread and moved on to the meat. She took a large cut of ham from the fridge and carved off thick, juicy slices before moving on to a block of aged cheddar cheese. As Harper assembled the sandwiches, piling on generous portions of meat, cheese, lettuce and tomato, Grace set to work on the sides, scooping creamy, golden-yellow potato salad onto each plate, every spoonful chunky with bits of hard-boiled egg and potato flecked with celery.

Jim returned from washing up, his hair damp and his face clean and refreshed, and his eyes widened at the sight of the generous spread while his stomach growled in anticipation. "Holy cow, look at all this food! You weren't kidding when you told us the farm was well stocked." He hurried over to help. "I can't tell you how much we appreciate your hospitality. It's been a rough few days out there."

Ruth smiled warmly as she handed him two loaded plates. "It's our pleasure. Could you please take those out to the dining room?"

"Aww, you mean these aren't both for me?"

Jim gave a wink and headed to the table, and the Carlson women grabbed the rest of the plates and followed, setting one in front of each chair. As they finished, Midge and Scottie returned from the bathrooms, their skin pink from scrubbing.

"Oh my word," Midge gasped. "It's a feast."

"It's nothing," Harper said. "Come on, have a seat."

Everyone sat down, joining Earl who was already in his place at the head of the table, fiddling with his transistor radio. He turned the dial, scanning through the AM and FM bands, but was met with nothing but static. Ruth took her seat beside him and placed a hand on his arm. "Earl, would you please say grace?"

The old man hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly switched off his radio and set it down. He folded his hands and bowed his head, and the others followed suit. "Lord, we thank you for this food and for the safety of our home. We ask that you watch over us in these trying times, and that you protect our David and Jody and deliver them to us safely. Amen."

"Amen," the others echoed.

Harper smiled and gestured to the table. "Please, dig in. You must be starving."

The Gladstones needed no further invitation. They reached for their sandwiches, their hands shaking slightly from lack of nutrition. Jim and Midge showed some sense of polite restraint, but Scottie took great, ravenous mouthfuls, barely chewing before he swallowed and then guzzled nearly his whole glass of water. Earl watched him with a scowl and then rolled his eyes and picked up his radio, resuming his futile search for a broadcast.

"Oh. Goodness." Midge wiped her mouth and took a hearty swig of water. "I've never been so famished. You people are amazing. Seriously."

"We're just happy to help out a friend." Harper cast a hesitant glance at Earl, then added. "You're welcome to stay in the campground for as long as you need to, free of charge. With the facility closed, we've got plenty of space."

Jim swallowed a bite of his sandwich. "We appreciate the offer, but we're not looking for long-term accommodations. Just a day or two until we can figure out how we're going to get home to Minnesota." He glanced out the window at the battered RV in the distance. "But I'm afraid we're going to need some serious repairs first. Not to mention fuel."

Ruth nodded. "We've got a supply of gasoline for the farm equipment and the backup generator. We can spare some."

"Thanks but we don't want to be greedy," Midge said. "We'd be happy with just enough to get to the nearest gas station."

Scottie scoffed, his sandwich halfway to his mouth. "What's the point? We've already been to two gas stations, and at both we came closer to getting murdered than getting a fill up."

Jim shot his son a look. "Scottie…"

"I'm serious, Dad. First that mob attacked us and stole all our food. Then that crazy attendant charged us a hundred bucks a gallon, and his goons almost shot us when we complained about it."

Grace spoke in a low voice. "I can't believe things have gotten so bad so quickly."

"It's sad, but true." Midge sighed heavily. "And I'm afraid it'll get worse before it gets⁠—"

Her words were cut off by a sudden crackle of static from Earl's radio, followed by a tight, strained voice emerging through the pops and hisses.

"…unprecedented disaster. The crater is nearly eight times the size of the Southern Abyss, with fires reportedly reaching more than three hundred feet into the air."

Midge gasped and dropped her sandwich, and Jim reached out and gripped her hand. The newscaster continued, his voice wavering slightly. "Texas has been completely destroyed, as well as much of New Mexico, Oklahoma, and vast areas of northern Mexico. The loss of life is catastrophic, with millions presumed dead. The military has been deployed to search for survivors, but the situation remains dire. Residents in nearby states are urged to⁠—"

The broadcast cut off, leaving nothing but static in its wake. Grace perked up. "Urged to what? What are we supposed to do?"

Earl fiddled with the dial, his brow wrinkling as he tried to tune the broadcast back in, but the airwaves had gone silent, leaving nothing but the hiss of static. With a grunt of frustration, he snapped the radio off and tossed it onto the table. Harper stared at it, her eyes wide with horror. "Another explosion, moving west from the last one." She looked to Earl. "Just like Mike and Jessie said would happen."

Grace's brow raised. "Who are Mike and Jessie?"

"Those people who stopped at the campground last night. They said these flaming sinkholes were going to keep spreading west, and nothing was safe except for the coast. Maybe they were right. Maybe we should go, before it's too late."

Earl's jaw tightened, and he waved a gnarled hand at the Gladstones. "Haven't you heard a word these people have said? It's a madhouse out there. You really want to dive into it? You want to drag Grace into it?"

"You don't," Jim said. "Trust me, it's not safe to leave this place."

Harper turned on him with a scowl. "You were literally just making plans to leave two minutes ago."

"I know. And it's ridiculous." Midge sighed and pushed up her glasses, rubbing her eyes. "All I want is to be safe in my own home, but Scottie's right, and so is Earl. We're not going to find a working gas station, and we're certainly not going to be able to drive all the way to Minnesota."

Jim gave a grim nod. "I guess I was just in denial. The world isn't the same place it was last week." He shook his head. "I just wanted to get my family home so badly that I let myself believe that I could…"

His voice trailed to silence, and Ruth reached out and squeezed his hand. "Things may be bleak now, but believe this old lady, they've been plenty bleak before. And they always get better. When the chips are down, America pulls through, every time." Her thin voice found strength. "We've got a good man in the White House, and thousands more working under him who are doing everything they can to shepherd us to safety, I'm sure."

"I hope you're right," Midge said quietly. "But this isn't going to get better any time soon. And in the meantime… I don't know what we're going to do."

"I do." Harper said firmly. "You're going to stay here, with us, at Prairie Winds. For as long as it takes."

Earl cleared his throat. "Now wait just a minute."

"Don't even start, Earl. You just said it's not safe for our family to leave, but you're willing to send their family out to fend for themselves?" She shook her head. "You know we can't do that."

Earl glowered and his face reddened as his jaw chewed unspoken words, but before he could find his argument, Midge looked to him with pleading eyes. "Please, Earl. I know it's a lot to ask, but I promise we won't be a bother. We'll stay down in the campground in our RV, out of your way. You won't even know we're here."

"I don't know…" Earl slumped back in his chair and scratched at the back of his head. "That camper of yours looks pretty chewed up. Is it still habitable?"

"We can make it work," Jim said. "The plumbing is probably still intact, if you'll let us use a hookup. And we'll figure out a way to seal up the broken windows."

"Nonsense," Harper said. "You're not going to escape the madhouse just to live like animals. You can stay in my house."

"Oh, no. That's too much," Jim raised a palm. "We couldn't put you out like that."

"It's fine. My house is empty right now anyway. With David and Jody…" She paused, and her lip trembled. "With David and Jody still traveling, Grace and I have been staying here in the big house with Earl and Ruth."

"But it isn't a sleepover party," Earl growled. "You're staying here to conserve battery power, remember? Which becomes pointless if you let other people stay in your house instead. We'll be using twice as much electricity."

Harper looked Earl in the eye. "I understand your concerns, but think about David and Jody."

Earl's bushy brow lowered. "What about them?"

"They're out there somewhere, fighting through the same chaos that the Gladstones just did to get to us. If they were in trouble, if they needed help, wouldn't you want someone to help them? Not just give them the minimum to keep them safe, but to open their hearts and truly take care of them?"

Earl's face tightened, but he didn't argue. Instead, he let out a deep sigh. "I guess we can spare a little extra power. But I tell you this…" He leaned forward in his chair, his steely eyes fixing the Gladstones in a glare as he pointed to each one in turn. "You may be our guests, but you're not going to be treated that way. If you're going to stay, you're going to work. With David and Jody gone, we're already falling behind on chores."

Jim nodded eagerly. "Of course. You won't regret this, I promise."

"We can earn our keep," Scottie agreed.

Relief washed over Midge's face, and a single tear rolled down her cheek. "Thank you, Earl. You're a good man."

Earl waved it off with a grumbled, "Bah."

Ruth beamed at her husband, her eyes shining. "You made the right choice, dear. You always do."

Grace looked around the table, a small smile playing on her lips. "Well, I guess we'd better finish lunch. Sounds like we've got some new hands to train."


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




47 miles northwest of Columbia, South Carolina

A thick cloud of dark smoke blotted out the afternoon sun as David navigated the stolen rental hatchback down a country highway through sprawling acres of ranches and farmland, with grassy fields stretching out on either side of the road, dotted with the occasional weathered barn or lonely house. The earthquake had ravaged the two-lanes of sunbaked asphalt, creating huge cracks and partial collapses that put the little car to the test, but between Jody's keen eyes and David's careful driving, they slowly nibbled away the miles.

David squinted through the haze at a splintered wooden power pole up ahead. It had snapped about six feet up, sending the top crashing down across the right lane in a tangled mess of crossbeams and cables. He eased his foot off the gas. "Look there, Jodybug. Downed power line."

Jody leaned forward in her seat, studying the obstacle. "The power's out though, remember? It should be safe."

"You're probably right." David brought the car to a stop a dozen yards from the fallen pole. "But we can't be absolutely certain. And if we can't be certain…"

"Then we have to treat it like it's dangerous."

"That's my girl."

Jody surveyed the scene. "It's okay though, there's plenty of road the cable isn't touching. We can just drive past."

"Maybe. But electricity from a downed line can spread across the ground about the length of a bus. If that line is live, we could still get shocked if we drive by that closely."

"But the tires are rubber. Won't that protect us?"

"They probably would, but better safe than sorry. What else could we do?"

Jody sat up straighter and looked off the side of the road. "The ground is pretty flat here. I bet this little car could drive on it no problem and we could go really wide around the pole."

David smiled proudly. "I think you're right. Good job."

He cautiously eased the car forward and angled it onto the dirt shoulder. The hatchback creaked and groaned as it hobbled over the grassy scrub in a wide arc around the fallen pole. He returned to the pavement beyond the downed line, and accelerated back up to cruising speed. Jody pulled out David's phone, tethered to the dash by its charge cable, then checked their offline maps and sighed.

"Home is still stupidly far away."

"I know. But we'll get there." David glanced at his pouting daughter and forced a smile. "Wanna play another round of 'I Spy'?"

"Ugh, no. Not again." Jody groaned and sank in her seat. "Can we just listen to the radio for a while?"

"We can try. See if you can get any stations to come in."

Given a new challenge, Jody's malaise instantly sizzled away as she turned the radio on and began poking the buttons. "This isn't like the radio in our car. I don't know how it works."

"I bet you can figure it out. You're pretty clever."

"Yeah, I'm pretty much a genius."

David snuffed a chuckle as the eleven-year-old got to work, her small fingers exploring the unfamiliar buttons, her brow furrowed as she methodically tested each one. A flicker of triumph lit her eyes as she discovered the scan function, but her initial delight was snuffed out as the radio cycled through channel after channel of empty white noise.

"The radio is being dumb." Jody huffed, blowing a stray lock of fiery hair from her face. "It won't play anything but static."

"Well, at least messing with it is something to do." David offered a wry smile. "Better than another round of 'I Spy', right?"

"Barely."

Jody jabbed at the buttons with renewed determination. Minutes ticked by, filled only with the crunch of tires on ruined asphalt and the hiss of empty airwaves before a faint voice crackled through the speakers. Jody froze, hand hovering over the console as if afraid any movement might scare the signal away, and a newscaster's voice pushed through the distortion, heavy and solemn.

"…utter and complete destruction from Texas all the way to Georgia. The scale of the devastation is unlike anything we've ever seen, with millions of lives lost. The entire region has been obliterated, leaving nothing behind but…"

The newscaster's voice faded back into static, and Jody turned to her father, her mouth hanging open and eyes wide. "Oh my gosh. If all those states are really gone, how are we supposed to get home?"

David kept his expression neutral and drew a slow breath, pushing down the cold dread that crept up his spine. "Well, let's take a look at the map. Can you find Nebraska for me?"

Jody nodded, her fingers already tapping at the phone as she zoomed out, expanding it until the entire United States filled the screen. With a shaky finger, she pointed to a state nestled in the heart of the country. "There it is."

"Good. Now, can you find South Carolina?"

Jody picked up her finger and hesitated, taking a moment of contemplation before poking it down again. "Here."

"Alright, now look at the path between them. Does it have to go through Georgia, or any of those states between there and Texas?"

Jody examined the screen, pinching and zooming for a moment before a tentative smile crept across her face. "No, it doesn't! Look, if we go in a straight line, we go through Tennessee, not Georgia!"

"Well, that's a relief," David said, pretending her discovery was news to him. "I guess we're gonna be okay, right?"

"Right! There are a lot of roads we can still take." Jody settled back in her seat, but as her gaze fixed on the windshield, she cocked her head. "What's wrong with that bridge?"

David looked forward and squinted at a small structure in the road far ahead of them. He shook his head. "Dang, Bug. You've got eyes like binoculars, you know that?"

"Mom says it's because I eat a lot of carrots. Grace says that's also why my hair is red, but I think she's full of it. She eats lots of carrots too, but her hair is black like yours. So I think maybe my hair is red because Mom ate a lot of carrots when she was a kid. Did you eat a lot of carrots when you were a kid?"

"Yeah, loads," David said distractedly.

"Hmm. Then it probably has nothing to do with it. Unless you ate a lot of olives too. Black olives would probably cover orange carrots, like black crayon covers orange crayon, but orange crayon doesn't cover black crayon."

David ignored Jody's rambling, putting his full focus on the bridge that slowly came into focus. It had once been a simple, two-lane structure of concrete and rusted metal, but the earthquake had snapped it off, leaving a broad, jagged gap and a crumbled slab partially damming a twenty-foot-wide creek below. The murky water churned with debris—branches, trash, and the flotsam of civilization carried from the destruction upstream. David slowed the car to a stop a safe distance from the edge and leaned forward over the steering wheel, surveying the damage.

"Well, that's a problem."

Jody gave it a contemplative look, then nodded. "We'll have to back up so we can get enough speed to jump it."

David snorted a laugh. "Maybe if we were driving the General Lee. But I don't think this hatchback was meant to be airborne. Come on, let's go figure out a plan B."

He silenced the tired engine then grabbed his phone from the dash and stepped out of the car, and Jody grabbed her backpack and followed close behind. They both stretched and groaned, their bodies weary and cramped from the long drive.

"Ugh." David rolled his shoulders. "It feels good to finally stand up."

"Totally. I've got a sweaty butt from all the sitting. My underpants are like a mop bucket."

"You know, there's such a thing as too much information."

Unfazed, Jody slung on her pack. "Do you think there's another bridge nearby that we could get to?"

David tapped at his phone, pinching and zooming the map. "Doesn't look like there's another road anywhere close to here, let alone another bridge. We're gonna have to look around and find another way across."

"Yeah! Let's explore!"

Jody scampered down the bank to the water's edge, bits of dirt and pebbles skittering down the slope in her wake, and David locked the car and followed, his boots digging into the soft earth as he descended. Despite the destruction upstream, a peaceful tranquility hung over the secluded creek, with the soot-muted sky casting everything in a diffuse, shadowless light. Plastic bottles, splintered branches, and other bits of wreckage and debris bobbed and swirled in the murky current, and the earthy scent of mud and foliage mingled with an acrid tinge of smoke that scratched at the back of the throat.

Jody crouched at the water's edge, poking at the flotsam with a stick. "Maybe we could build a raft out of all this junk and float across."

"Full points for creativity, but I think we're gonna need a more practical solution." David surveyed the creek, scanning the banks upstream and down. "Our best bet is to find a place where the water is shallow and calm enough that the car can ford it."

Jody's eyes lit up. "Oh, like the pioneers did with their wagons on the Oregon Trail!"

"Exactly."

"I learned all about that in school. They'd get to a river and have to find the shallowest spot to cross. But a lot of times it went really bad." Jody's enthusiasm dimmed a bit. "Sometimes the water was deeper than they thought, or the current was too strong. The wagons would get stuck, or tip over, then people would lose all their stuff or drown."

"Let's hope we have better luck than that."

"We don't need luck. We have skill."

"That's the spirit." David began walking along the bank of the creek. "Come on, let's go see what we can find."

They hiked along the water through the quiet woods, their boots crunching on a carpet of fallen leaves and twigs. A dense canopy of oak, maple, and hickory trees filtered the smoky sunlight, and sprawling patches of ferns filled the spaces between the trees. As they followed the meandering path of the creek, the gurgle of water over rocks and the rustle of leaves in the breeze filled the silence with their calm whispers.

"How about there?" Jody pointed to a stretch where the creek widened and the current slowed, swirling gently around a sandbar. "Think that looks like a good spot to cross?"

"Let's find out." David kicked off his boots and pulled off his socks before rolling up his pant legs. "I'm gonna wade across to make sure there aren't any obstacles we can't see from here."

"I'll come with you."

Jody dropped to the dirt and began tugging off her boots, but David held up a hand. "I'd rather you wait here."

"Aww! But I love the water. And I stink! Don't you want me to destinkify myself?"

"Honestly I can't smell you over my own stink. And I'd really appreciate it if you just stay here, okay?"

Jody crossed her legs and pouted. "Okay."

"I'll be right back."

David stepped into the creek, the cool, fresh water swirling around his ankles. Smooth, round stones shifted under his feet as he walked, their surfaces polished by countless years of the creek's gentle flow, and he savored the refreshing massage of the rocks against his road-weary soles. With each step, he sank a little deeper, the water rising to his shins, then his knees, but it never got higher. He reached the opposite bank and turned back and shouted to Jody.

"Looks good! Barely goes up to my knees."

Jody cupped a hand to her ear, feigning deafness. "What? I can't hear you! I better jump in and swim over so I can hear what you're saying."

She clambered toward the water, but David shouted back at her. "Don't even think about it, you rascal. I'm coming back."

Jody slumped back down on the bank with a huff and David waded back into the creek, the water parting around his legs as he crossed back over. He emerged near his daughter and brushed the water from his feet as best he could, then sat down on a fallen log and began pulling on his socks and boots. Jody reluctantly put hers back on as well, and David stood and brushed off his pants. "Okay, so we found our shallow spot, now let's go get the car."

"Race ya!"

Jody scampered off through the trees, and David followed, studying the terrain and plotting a course through the widest gaps in the trees, until a certain area gave him pause. He stopped to investigate, and Jody bounded back to him.

"Ugh! You're not even trying to race!" She noticed David's concerned expression and tipped her head. "What's wrong?"

"It's these trees." David pushed on a narrow tree about three inches in diameter and twenty feet tall, and the supple wood swayed under the pressure. "I think there's a wide enough path to fit the car through the woods all the way to the creek, except right here. These trees are small, but still way too thick for that little car to push over."

"We could cut them down with the saw on your survival knife."

"Yes, if we still had it. But it was in my luggage that the rideshare driver stole."

"Oh… right." Jody looked at the ground and kicked a loose rock. "But… what if it wasn't?"

"It was. I packed it myself."

"Right, but… okay." Jody drew a deep breath and fidgeted before the words spilled out of her. "So remember how you let me wear your knife at camp, and I was super responsible and didn't cut myself or anything?"

David's brow raised. "Yes."

"Well, since I was so good with it at camp, I thought… what if I just held on to it a little longer? I mean, I know Mom wouldn't let me keep it, so I was gonna give it back as soon as we got home, but…"

"Wait… are you trying to tell me you still have my survival knife?"

"I, uh… yeah."

Jody guiltily slung her bag off her shoulder, unzipped it, and produced the blade in its thick leather sheath. "Am I in trouble?"

David scratched his stubbly chin. "Well, part of me says yes you are for being untruthful, but a bigger part of me is grateful that knife is with us right now instead of in the trunk of some loser's Prius." He shook his head. "How about we call this one a draw and you don't hide anything else from me from now on? Deal?"

"Deal!" Jody put on a big smile and gave David a hug. "Thanks, Daddy. I love you so much!"

David rolled his eyes. "I already said you're forgiven, you don't need to lay it on so thick."

"Grace always does."

"Yeah, but Grace can pull it off, she's the cute one. You're too gross."

Jody snorted a laugh and backed away. "You're too gross. You stink! You said so yourself."

David grinned and sniffed his armpit. "Guilty as charged. What do you say we get stinkier cutting down those trees?"

"Yeah!"

Jody handed over the sheath, and David clipped it to his belt and pulled out the knife. Its thick, full-tang blade was forged from high-carbon steel, honed to a razor's edge on one side and serrated for sawing through wood or bone on the other, with a handle crafted from sturdy, textured G10 fiberglass.

He crouched at the base of the first tree, held the thin trunk firmly with one hand, and began sawing at the base with his knife's serrated edge. Jody watched with fascination as the blade bit into the green wood with each steady stroke, and in a few minutes, the tree surrendered with a final crack and rustle of leaves. David gave it a shove, sending it crashing down to the side of the path. He moved to the next tree and took it down, then the third. Jody watched, bouncing and fidgeting with curious impatience.

"Hey, can I cut down the last one?"

David considered it for a moment, then nodded. "Okay, but let me show you how to do it safely."

"Yes!"

Jody crouched by the base of the tree, and David handed her the knife. "Get a good grip on the handle, and make sure to keep your other hand clear of the blade at all times." Jody nodded and adjusted her grip. "Good. Now, you're going to want to start sawing at a downward angle, letting the serrations do the work. Take it slow and steady."

Jody set the blade against the trunk and began sawing, her strong little arm pumping back and forth with determined strokes. The knife bit into the wood, sending small green chips fluttering to the ground, but after a few minutes her strokes slowed and her face reddened with exertion. She paused to catch her breath, and David patted her on the shoulder.

"It's harder than it looks, huh? Want me to take over?"

"No way!" Jody waved him off and resumed sawing. "I got this!"

She gritted her teeth, holding the handle with both hands and sawing with all her might as the blade slowly chewed a ragged path through the wood. David held the tree farther up the trunk, and when it began to give way he gave it a firm shove, sending it toppling and crashing to the ground in a rustle of leaves.

"I did it!" Jody leaped up, pumping her fist in the air. "I totally did it! I am a mighty lumberjack!"

David laughed. "You sure are, Bug. I'm proud of you."

Jody beamed, her face glowing with accomplishment as she handed the knife back to David. "That was so awesome. I feel like I could cut down a hundred trees now!"

"How about we just get the car and get out of here, okay Paul Bunyan?"

"Okay! I'm ready to learn how to drive!"

"Nice try, but no dice. But tell you what, you can be my official navigator and tell me if I'm about to run over anything. Sound good?"

"Deal!"

With the path clear, David and Jody made their way through the woods, and when they reached the car, he climbed in and maneuvered it so its nose was facing off the road. "All right, I'll drive and you walk alongside a little ahead of me and keep me on track. Got it?"

"Got it!" Jody gave a thumbs-up. "Let's go!"

David eased the car off the road and into the woods, the little hatchback lurching as its tires crunched over fallen branches and loose rocks. Jody walked ahead, her keen eyes scanning the forest floor. "Okay, go left a little. There's a big ol' stump right next to you."

David turned the wheel, angling away from the gnarled remnants of an ancient tree, then continued on, squeezing the car between the trunks of towering oaks and maples.

"Whoops, hold up!" Jody raised a hand. "Big rock dead ahead."

David stopped and Jody scampered in front of the car, tramping down the ferns and revealing a large rock sticking out of the dirt. David poked his head out the open window. "Is there room for me to get around it?"

"I don't think so. Hold on."

Jody crouched down and worked her little fingers into the dirt at the edge of the stone. With a grunting effort, she stood and pulled at once, excavating the rock from the soft earth and sending it tumbling down the gentle slope toward the creek. It crashed through the underbrush and hit the water with a deep, satisfying splash. Jody stood and wiped off her grimy hands on her grimy shirt with a broad grin.

"Jodybug Demolition says you are clear to go!"

"Well done, kiddo."

They continued their slow, winding path through the trees, Jody constantly pointing out obstacles for David to avoid—a tangle of exposed roots here, a half-buried log there. David maneuvered around each one, the car swaying and bouncing as twigs scraped along the doors and roof. Despite some setbacks, they made steady progress, drawing ever closer to the sound of flowing water until they reached a small clearing where the ground sloped downward toward the creek.

"Okay, just come on forward," Jody called out. "You've got a straight shot all the way to the water."

David pulled up and grinned. "That was quite an off-road adventure. Nicely done with the spotting."

"Piece of cake. I could be one of those people at the airport with the weird flashlights who shows planes where to go."

"No doubt. Now hop in so we can ford the creek."

Jody bounded over to the passenger side and clambered in, bouncing in her seat with excitement. "All set! Let's do this."

David eased the car forward and down the gentle slope toward the water. It splashed into the creek, sending ripples cascading outward, and he felt the steering wheel twitch in his hands as the current pushed against the tires. The round stones crunched and shifted under the wheels as they made their way toward the center of the creek, and Jody stuck her head out her open window and looked down. "The water is up above the bottom of the doors now."

"I sure hope this thing has good weatherstripping."

"I don't think it does. Look." Jody pulled her feet up onto her seat, then pointed to the floor, where small puddles were beginning to form. "We're taking on water."

"Then we'd better step up the pace a bit."

David eased the accelerator down, and the engine revved as the car pushed forward against the current, water spraying out from the wheel wells. The puddles at their feet gradually expanded, sloshing water back and forth.

"Go faster!" Jody urged, her voice high. "Before we sink!"

David kept steady pressure on the accelerator, resisting the urge to push it down. "It's not safe to go too fast. A little water won't hurt us."

Jody yanked off her boots, tossing them onto the back seat. "You wouldn't let me get in the water, but now the water is coming to me!" She let out a gleeful giggle and plopped her feet into the rising puddle, splashing playfully. "This is awesome!"

"Looks like we're starting a carpool," David muttered.

He shifted his feet, trying to keep the rising tide out of his boots, and the car suddenly lurched to the side, caught by the swift current. David's hands clamped on the wheel as the tires lost traction on the shifting creek bed. The vehicle swung around, and Jody let out a whoop of excitement. "Whee! We're going on a ride!"

"Sit back and hold on!"

David clenched his jaw, his knuckles white on the steering wheel as he turned into the current and pumped the gas, trying to keep control. Water sprayed up and stones banged against the wheel wells as the car fishtailed, and Jody's enthusiasm flagged. "Dad, are we okay?"

"Just hold on!"

Jody's playful splashing turned to wide-eyed panic as the car began to float, the swift current carrying them downstream. She pulled her legs up onto her seat and gripped her door handle tightly as David gently tapped the gas, spinning the tires in a desperate attempt to maneuver, but the car continued bobbing down the creek until it slammed sideways into something solid. They shuddered to a halt with a metallic crunch, and Jody squealed as she was thrown into her father's lap. She floundered to turn herself upright until she was peering out his window.

"Holy cow! We hit a tree!"

A massive tree trunk lay like a natural bridge across the creek, its branches tangled in the undergrowth of the opposite bank, and the car was crashed sideways against it, held there by the current. The engine sputtered and threatened to die, smothered by the flowing water, and David forced his voice to remain steady as he gently pushed Jody back into her seat. "We're okay. It's okay. Here we go."

He carefully pushed the accelerator with a boot submerged up to the ankle, and the car shuddered as the tires spun, fighting for traction against the wet rocks. Inch by hard-fought inch, the vehicle began to move, creeping forward and scraping the dented driver's-side door along the fallen tree's trunk. The front tires finally caught on solid ground, and the car surged forward, water cascading from the undercarriage. David guided it up the bank and into a small clearing, then put it in park and wiped his sweaty upper lip with a shaking hand as he turned to Jody.

"You okay, Bug?"

Jody nodded, a manic grin spreading across her face. "That. Was. Awesome! Can we do it again?"


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Prairie Winds Farm

Midge lay awake in bed, watching the first rays of predawn sun creep through the curtains. But it wasn't her bed, and they weren't her curtains. They were Harper's. And despite her host's warm hospitality, Midge was still uncomfortable sleeping in the woman's vacated home. Jim, however, was sound asleep and snoring like a sawmill beside her, drooling onto the pillow of Harper's missing husband.

With a little sigh, Midge slid out of bed, and the hardwood floor was cool on her bare feet as she padded quietly through the dark, unfamiliar house. She moved slowly, hands outstretched, feeling her way along the hallway until she reached the kitchen. Muted light filtered through the lace curtains above the sink, casting intricate shadows across the countertops, and Midge paused, allowing her eyes to adjust.

The kitchen was tidy and well-organized, with a charming, rustic feel. Painted wooden cabinets lined the walls, their cheerful yellow hue barely discernible in the low light. A large table dominated the center of the room, its scratched and pock-marked surface a testament to countless spirited family meals. Midge moved carefully through the space as she opened cabinets with tentative hands, searching for coffee and filters while doing her best not to disrupt Harper's meticulous organization.

After a few minutes of gentle rummaging, she located a canister of coffee and a pack of filters in a drawer near the coffeepot. As she measured out scoops of fragrant grounds into the filter, she heard the soft padding of feet behind her and turned as Scottie shuffled into the kitchen, his hair tousled from sleep, wearing boxers and the wrinkled t-shirt he had slept in.

"Morning, sweetie." Midge stood on her toes to give her gangly teen a peck on the forehead. "Did you sleep all right?"

"Yeah. The couch was pretty comfortable. Also I was tired enough to die."

"I can tell. My little early bird just getting up at five AM? You slept in!"

"I figured I may as well. I can't go out for my morning run or old man Carlson will shoot me." Scottie stretched and slumped in a chair. "So what's got you up so early?"

Midge poured water into the coffeepot's reservoir and set it to start brewing. "Oh, nothing. I just…" She paused and pushed up her glasses. "Okay, so we're friendly with Harper's family, and she was an incredible host at the campground, but…"

"We barely know these people."

"We barely know these people," Midge agreed. "I don't want to sound ungrateful, but to let us just take over her whole house? It's nice, but…"

"It's so nice it's weird. Totally. I mean, Grace seems cool, but if you were like, 'Okay Carlson family, just go ahead and live in our house while we're not there,' I would not be okay with it. Like… what if she looked through my stuff?"

Midge put her hands on her hips and raised a brow. "Exactly what stuff are you afraid she'd see?"

A blush burned over Scottie's cheeks. "I don't know, just stuff in general."

"Mmm hmm. Well, keep that in mind and avert your eyes if you see any of her stuff around here, got it?"

Scottie stared down at the table and murmured, "Yes, Mom."

Jim stumbled into the kitchen, his pajamas rumpled and his eyes bleary. He squinted at Midge and Scottie, trying to blink them into focus without the aid of his glasses.

"Do I smell coffee?" he asked, his voice still rough with sleep.

"It's brewing now. Should be ready in a few minutes."

Scottie looked up at his dad, taking in his disheveled appearance. "How'd you sleep?"

"Like a log."

Midge chuckled. "And you were sawing them all night."

Jim's shoulders drooped. "Sorry, honey. That was the first good night's sleep I've had in weeks. The RV is great and all, but I think I'm getting a little too creaky to sleep on that fold-out bed. A real mattress is just what the doctor ordered." He rubbed the back of his neck, working out the kinks. "In fact, I think I'll have a cup of coffee and then catch a few more Zs."

Scottie shook his head. "Only you could drink a cup of coffee and then fall asleep."

"Hey, that's not true. Haven't you ever heard of a caffeine nap?"

"I have a feeling I'm about to."

"All right, so the body naturally produces a neurotransmitter called adenosine, which is what makes you feel sleepy. And, of course, caffeine makes you feel more awake. But the two chemicals bind to the same receptors in the brain. Imagine it like a parking lot, with only so many spaces. When the parking lot is full of adenosine cars, there's no room for the caffeine cars to park, so you get sleepy, even if you chug a whole pot of coffee. But when you fall asleep, your brain says 'All right adenosine, I'm asleep, your work here is done, take a hike.' So they clear out of the parking lot, making room for all of those caffeine cars to park and get you all wired. So if you drink coffee and then take a twenty-minute nap, it clears out the adenosine and frees up the receptors so the maximum amount of caffeine molecules can bind to⁠—"

A loud, violent banging on the back door interrupted Jim's impromptu lecture, making the Gladstone's all jump and flinch. Midge hurried to the door and pulled it open to find Earl standing on the back porch in his work clothes, his weathered face set in a scowl.

"Oh, good morning, Earl," Midge said, putting a hand over her thumping heart. "What can we do for you?"

The old man's piercing blue eyes scanned her, then ticked to Jim and Scottie. "Did you not hear me when I said you'd have to work to earn your keep? Or did you just not believe me?"

Jim stepped forward, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. "Of course. Sorry, we just didn't expect we'd be starting so…" He shifted uncomfortably in Earl's withering glare. "Right, yeah. We'll be ready to work just as soon as we get a little breakfast in us."

Earl shook his head, his bushy gray eyebrows drawing together. "It's after five. You should be fed and ready to go already. A farm doesn't work on a lazy city schedule, you know."

A flush of embarrassment heated Midge's cheeks. "You're absolutely right, Earl. We know better, and we apologize. We'll be right out and ready to go. Just give us five minutes."

"Five minutes. Then I expect to see you all out in the barn."

With that, Earl turned and stalked off the porch, his boots thumping heavily on the wooden steps. Midge closed the door and whirled to face her family. "Go get dressed, fast. Jim, lay out some clothes for me, and I'll find us some breakfast."

"Thanks, sweetie."

Jim gave her a peck on the forehead, and he and Scottie darted off to raid the armfuls of clothes they had brought in from the RV. Midge frantically rummaged through the cabinets, scanning the shelves for something quick and easy to feed her family. She pushed aside bags of flour, sugar, and other baking ingredients, growing more desperate with each passing second. Finally she spotted a familiar box on a pantry shelf and pulled it out, smiling at the cartoon mascot of Marshmallow Hugs cereal.

"Hello bunny, my old friend."

She grabbed three bowls from another cabinet and hastily poured the sugary cereal into each one, then set them on the table along with a jug of milk, then dashed off to the bedroom to change. As she hurried down the hallway, she nearly collided with Jim, who was heading in the opposite direction.

"Cereal's on the table," she said breathlessly. "Hurry and eat while I get dressed."

Jim grunted his acknowledgement and continued on to the kitchen while Midge ducked into the bedroom. She threw on the clothes he had laid out for her and dashed back to the kitchen, where she found Jim and Scottie shoveling pink cereal puffs into their mouths.

"Man, I haven't had this stuff since Scottie was a little kid," Jim said around a mouthful of chalky marshmallow bits. "I forgot how good it is."

Scottie looked less than thrilled. "This is terrible for us. It's all sugar. Not exactly the best fuel for a day of hard work."

Midge raked back her bedhead hair and fixed him in a stern glare. "If you don't like it, you can get up at four in the morning and make breakfast yourself tomorrow."

"I wasn't complaining, I was just sayin'…"

Jim and Midge each gulped down a steaming mug of coffee as they ate, the hot liquid burning their tongues but providing a much-needed jolt of caffeine. In a flurry of activity, the Gladstones dumped their empty bowls in the sink and rushed out the back door, hurrying across the dew-damp grass, their breath puffing in the cool morning air as they entered the barn to find the Carlson family already hard at work.

Earl loaded his old pickup truck with thick wooden posts, tools, and coils of wire mesh. Nearby, Harper shouldered a heavy canvas sack filled with seed, while Ruth loaded hoes, rakes, and shovels into a trailer attached to a small tractor. In the back of the barn, Grace collected a stack of stainless-steel pails, their shining sides dented and scratched from use. Harper set down her bag and came over to the Gladstones with a warm smile. "Good morning! I hope you all got a good night's sleep."

"We did," Jim said. "And thanks again so much for⁠—"

"All right, listen up," Earl barked. "We've got a lot of work to do today, and we're already running behind schedule." He pointed a calloused finger at Jim. "You're coming with me. We need to repair some fences on the north pasture."

Jim nodded. "Yes, sir. I'm ready to work."

Earl turned to Midge. "You'll be helping the other women with the vegetables. They'll show you what needs to be done."

Midge glanced at Harper and Ruth, who gave her encouraging smiles. "I'm happy to help however I can. I do have a bit of a green thumb."

Finally, Earl fixed his gaze on Scottie. "Skippy, you'll be going with Grace to tend to the animals."

The teen shifted uncomfortably. "It's Scottie, actually."

Grace's eyes guiltily twitched away from where they had been lingering on the boy's athletic form, and she stepped forward, her shoulders tensed. "Oh, uh, Grandpa, are you sure you don't want him to help you guys with the fences instead? I can handle the animals on my own, really."

Earl shook his head. "Nonsense. Jody's not here to help you, and you need the extra set of hands. No more grumbling."

Grace's shoulders slumped, and she nodded in resignation. "Yes, sir."

The old man clapped his hands, the sharp sound echoing through the barn. "All right, enough jawing. Let's get to work. We'll meet back at the big house for lunch at noon." He turned and strode toward his truck, beckoning Jim with a jerk of his head. "Come on, let's see what you're made of."

Jim flashed his family a worried glance, then hurried after him, his sneakers thudding on the dirt. He climbed into the passenger seat of the old pickup, and Earl started the engine with a roar and threw it into gear, driving out of the barn, up the gravel driveway, and onto a dirt road beyond. The vehicle bounced and shuddered over the rough terrain, and Jim gripped the door handle, struggling to hold himself in place.

"No seat belts, huh? This is a real classic." Jim smiled, but Earl just grunted, the sound lost under the creaking of the suspension and the thunder of the engine. After a long moment, Jim cleared his throat. "So, how long have you been working this farm?"

The old man kept his eyes fixed on the path ahead, one hand loosely gripping the wheel as the truck bounced and shimmied. "Been living here since I was born, just like my father and his before him. Five generations before me, and my boy David makes seven.

"That's quite a legacy. It must be nice to have that kind of history and connection to the land."

"It's a lot of hard work is what it is. Farming isn't for the weak. Or the lazy."

Jim shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Well, I may not have much experience with farming, but I'm no stranger to hard work. I'm sure I'll be able to help lighten your load."

Earl didn't look over, but nodded. "Good."

The truck bounced over a particularly deep rut, and Jim had to brace himself against the ceiling to keep from being thrown onto the floor. "You know, this reminds me of a field trip I took my students on last year. We visited this dairy farm in Minnesota, and they had us ride out to the fields in a hay wagon that was even rougher than this. I thought for sure we were going to lose a kid or two off the back."

He chuckled, but Earl didn't respond. Jim rubbed his ragged goatee and lapsed into silence, frowning as he stared out the window at passing fields of crops stretching out in every direction. The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon, painting the sky in shades of pink and orange as they emerged into a huge, grassy pasture. Earl drove to its edge and stopped near a fence line that seemed to stretch out forever in an endless line of wooden posts and wire mesh. He cut the engine and climbed out of the cab, slamming the door behind him with a decisive thud. Jim scrambled to follow, his legs shaky and unsteady after the rough ride, and he joined Earl at the back of the truck, where the old man was already unloading supplies.

"All right." Earl shoved a pair of work gloves into Jim's hands. "You ever check and mend a fence before?"

"No, sir, I have not. But I'm a quick study if you want to run me through it."

Earl led Jim over to a section of fence where the mesh had corroded and begun to sag, creating a gap at the bottom. He gestured to it with a gnarled hand. "See this here? That's what happens when you don't keep up with maintenance. Things start slipping, and before you know it, you've got a hole big enough for a coyote to slip through and start picking off your livestock."

"How do we fix it?"

"This is too far gone to fix. We're gonna have to cut it off and replace it." Earl grabbed two pairs of bolt cutters from the truck, keeping one for himself and handing the other to Jim, then moved to a post and positioned the blades around one of the thin metal wires. "You want to cut as close to the post as you can, like this."

He squeezed the handles together, and the blades sliced through the wire with a sharp snip. Jim watched closely as Earl made several more clean, efficient cuts, then backed away. "You keep going here, and I'll go to the other end of this section and work toward you until we meet in the middle."

"Sounds like a plan."

Jim stepped up to the vacated post, positioned the blades, and squeezed, but the wire just twisted in the tool's grip. He tried again, putting more strength into it, and this time the wire snapped, leaving a ragged edge sticking out.

"Not like that. You're messing it up," Earl grumbled. "Do it like I showed you."

Jim gritted his teeth and worked slowly and deliberately, doing his best to get it right, but it didn't take many snips before his soft teacher's hands ached in his gloves. He finished the first pole and moved to the second, as Earl neatly snipped the fencing from six more posts, hobbling closer and closer down the fence line with each one. By the time Jim had finished his third post, Earl had reached him.

"Take your time, why don't ya?"

"Sorry," Jim mumbled. "It took a minute to get the hang of it."

Earl harrumphed and grabbed the mesh, then pulled it away from the posts, the metal creaking and twanging as it came loose. "Just help me get this outta here. Roll it up, like a carpet." Jim hustled to the old man's side and began to help him, but the stiff wire sprang back and scraped along his arm, leaving a series of bloody scratches. He hissed through his teeth and Earl snapped at him. "Watch yourself! Last thing we need is you getting tetanus."

"Agreed," Jim muttered. "Sorry."

Sweat was already trickling down his back, and his muscles burned from the unaccustomed early-morning labor, but he managed to help Earl roll the rusted mesh and heave it into the truck's bed. Jim breathed heavily from the effort, but Earl just hefted an oddly shaped metal bar over his shoulder and headed back toward the fence.

"Grab that spool of mesh," he called back. "And a hammer and staples too. We've got to get this gap patched up before the goats get any bright ideas."

Jim grabbed the heavy spool of new fencing mesh and the bucket of staples and a hammer, lugging them over to where Earl stood waiting by the vacant fence posts. The old man laid his bar in the grass, then took the end of the mesh and positioned it against the first post, holding it in place with one hand.

"All right, watch close," he grumbled. "You want to attach it nice and tight, so there's no slack up the length of the pole."

He took the hammer and a handful of staples from the bucket, then deftly secured the mesh to the post with a few efficient swings of the tool. When it was affixed top to bottom, he unrolled a length of fencing and grabbed the long metal bar from the ground beside him. It had a few sturdy loops on its face, with broad metal wedges stuffed into them.

"This here is a stretcher bar. We use it to pull the wire taut between the poles before we attach it. C'mere and hold this." Jim hustled over and held the bar so it stood on end. Earl grabbed the hammer and knocked the metal wedges from the loops, setting them aside in the grass, then he took a segment of the wire mesh and laid it across the face of the bar, making sure it was centered and straight. "All right, pay attention. This is how you mount the wire to the bar."

Earl picked up one of the wedges and used his hammer to tap it snugly into the loop, and its broad face pinned the wire mesh securely against the bar. Jim watched closely as the old man repeated the process with the other wedges, hammering them in with quick, precise strikes. Earl grunted with satisfaction and handed the hammer to Jim.

"The wedges hold the wire in place so it can't slip or come loose when we stretch it tight, ya see?" He grabbed the bar and pulled the mesh taut along the fence line. The metal creaked and strained, but held fast, and Jim nodded.

"That's pretty clever."

"It gets the job done. Now we just need to stretch it and staple it to the rest of the posts. Think you can handle that?"

"I think I got it."

Earl gripped the bar and leaned back, putting his full weight into it as he stretched the mesh, and Jim moved to the next post and began hammering the staples in place, trying to mimic the neat, even spacing of Earl's work. It was harder than it looked, and his shoulder and wrist soon began to ache, but he persevered.

"Keep it straight," Earl barked. "If you let it get crooked, we'll have to start all over again."

"Yes, sir," Jim grunted, wiping sweat from his brow.

They worked their way down the fence line, Jim attaching the mesh to each post in turn while Earl alternated between moving the bar farther down the roll, pulling the mesh tight, and complaining.

"Not like that!" the old man barked. "Oh for cryin' out loud. You're a big boy, why don't you pull the mesh and I'll staple?"

"Yeah, okay. Sounds good."

Inside his gloves, Jim's hands were raw and blistering, and his shirt was soaked through with sweat, but he continued down the line, pulling the wire mesh taut while Earl followed, securing it to each post. The old man moved with surprising speed and dexterity for his age, his hands steady and sure. Finally they reached the end of the section and stepped back to survey their handiwork. Jim put his hands on his hips and nodded with satisfaction.

"Looks pretty darn good, if I do say so myself."

Earl squinted at the fence, then shook his head. "Are you blind? Look at that section there. You didn't pull it tight enough. And over there, it's already starting to bow."

Jim followed his gaze and rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. "Ah. I see what you mean. I guess there's some room for improvement."

"That's putting it lightly. We'll have to pull the whole thing down and start over." Earl pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. "If David were here, we'd have been done by now."

Before Jim could reply, Earl was already moving back down the line, pulling staples free with the claw of his hammer. Jim glanced at his watch to find they'd only been working for an hour.

"Hoo boy," he muttered to himself. "It's gonna be a long day."
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Ruth piloted the little tractor down the driveway, its trailer bouncing behind as she made her way toward the campground with Harper and Midge following on foot. She drove past the empty tent sites and over to the pick-your-own fields, then cut the engine and hopped down to join the others. Harper gestured out over the crops and smiled.

"This is our you-pick operation. We started it as a little vegetable garden to give the campers something to do during their stay, but it snowballed and became an attraction of its own." She gestured to the expansive fields before them. "We've got everything from tomatoes and peppers to squash and leafy greens."

Midge's eyes widened as she took in row upon row of plants stretching out before her, their leaves glistening in the morning sun. "Wow. This is… a lot bigger than it looks from the campground."

Harper chuckled. "Yeah, it's become a bit of a sprawl."

"You could say that again. This is like… ten times the size of my whole yard."

"Well, it's tiny compared to the crop fields of corn and wheat and what have you." Harper waved a gloved hand at the enormous fields beyond the barn. "We use the larger equipment for those, but the you-pick fields are a bit more delicate, so we do most of the work by hand to avoid damaging the plants."

Ruth nodded and picked up some hoes from the wagon, handing them to Harper and Midge. "And today's job is weeding. With the three of us working together, we'll have it done in no time." She led the others into the garden, stopping at the first row of tomato plants as she turned to Midge. "Have you used a hoe before?"

"I haven't," Midge admitted.

"That's okay. The key is to keep the blade parallel to the ground." Ruth demonstrated, holding the tool at a slight angle and making a few short, chopping motions. "You don't want to dig too deep, or you risk damaging the roots of the plants. Just skim the surface to cut off the weeds."

Midge watched closely and nodded. "Okay, that doesn't look too hard."

"It's not, once you get the hang of it. The important thing is to be precise. You want to get as close to the base of the plants as possible without actually touching them."

Harper nodded in agreement. "And make sure you're getting the whole root of the weed, not just the top growth. If you leave the roots behind, they'll just sprout right back up again."

Midge gripped her hoe and smiled. "All right, I'll give it a try."

She stepped up to the row of tomatoes and brought the hoe down in a series of tentative, awkward chops. Ruth stifled a giggle and nudged Harper. "That's what you looked like when you first moved here."

Harper chuckled. "Hey, I got the hang of it quickly enough. And so will she." She hefted her own hoe and turned to Midge. "That's a good start, but you can put a little more muscle into it. Like this."

She moved her tool in controlled but aggressive strokes, and the blade sliced cleanly through the weeds, severing them near the dirt. Midge watched closely, then nodded. "Ah! Okay. I think I've got it now."

She set to work, chopping at the weeds with determination. Her strokes were still a bit hesitant at first, but she quickly gained confidence, settling into a steady rhythm. Harper and Ruth joined in, and soon the three of them were moving down the rows, their hoes rising and falling in a steady beat. As they worked, Harper kept a close eye on Midge's technique, offering gentle corrections and words of encouragement.

"That's it, you're getting the hang of it now. Just remember to keep that blade parallel to the ground."

Midge nodded, her face flushed from focus and exertion. She paused to push up her hat and wipe the sweat from her brow with the back of her glove, then resumed her chopping with renewed vigor. Ruth worked a few plants ahead, her movements practiced and efficient, and she glanced back at Midge with an approving nod. "You're doing great, dear."

"I don't know about that, but at least I feel like I'm actually contributing."

"Every little bit helps," Harper said with a smile. "And once we get this garden whipped into shape, you'll be able to see the fruits of your labor. Literally."

"Because tomatoes are fruits," Midge chuckled.

Harper looked to Ruth and cocked a thumb at Midge. "You hear that? She's practically a farmer already."

The women shared a laugh as they continued down the row. As the morning wore on, they worked their way across the sprawling garden, the rhythmic chopping of their hoes punctuated by the occasional burst of friendly chatter and laughter. Ruth and Harper moved with practiced efficiency, their movements fluid and precise, but after a few hours Midge began to flag. Her movements became sluggish, and sweat poured down her face and dappled her glasses. She paused to catch her breath, leaning heavily on the handle of her tool as she surveyed the seemingly endless expanse of vegetables still ahead of them. Harper glanced at her from under the wide brim of her sunhat. "You doing okay, Midge?"

"Yes. Yeah, I'm fine." With a determined grunt, she hefted the hoe once more and resumed her chopping, but her strokes were growing increasingly sloppy and erratic. As she moved to the next plant, her blade went wide, slicing through not only the weeds but also the stem of a healthy tomato seedling. The plant toppled to the ground, and Midge sucked a gasp. "Oh no!" She dropped her hoe and fell to her knees beside the ruined stalk. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to…"

Harper and Ruth hurried over, and Harper crouched beside Midge and gently touched her shoulder. "Hey, it's okay. Accidents happen. It's just one plant."

Midge shook her head, her eyes brimming with tears. "I'm sorry, I just… I'm so tired. You two are still going strong and I'm a mess."

Ruth stooped to pick up the fallen seedling, then smiled at Midge. "You're doing just fine. It takes time to build up the strength and stamina for this kind of labor."

Harper nodded. "She's right. When I first got here, I felt like I was going to die after the first day. I came home in tears. David thought I was going to divorce him." At the mention of her husband's name, her eyes clouded over for a brief instant, but she clenched them shut and shook her head. "It gets easier, I promise."

Midge sniffled. "I just feel so weak and useless."

"You're not useless," Ruth said firmly. "You're learning, and that's what matters. Why don't you take a little break, get some water and rest in the shade for a bit?"

Midge hesitated, but the kindness in Ruth's eyes was impossible to resist. With a grateful nod, the weary librarian pushed herself to her feet and dusted off her jeans. "Okay. Thank you. I won't be long, I promise."

As she made her way to the cooler of water on the trailer, Harper leaned in and whispered to Ruth. "Let's hurry up and finish while she's resting. She's a trooper, but I think she's had enough for now."

Ruth chuckled and patted her daughter-in-law on the arm. "I think the tomatoes agree."
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Scottie milled around the barn, looking around at the strange implements on the walls and trying to guess what they were for. Grace had told him to wait here and then rushed off a while ago, and it was no longer clear if she was coming back. The knot of tension that had formed in his shoulders when he'd been paired with the old man's pretty granddaughter was just starting to release, but the sound of low, clanging bells outside the barn tightened him up again. He looked up and squinted into the morning light as Grace entered, her slender form leading two enormous dairy cows by ropes attached to halters on their heads. Scottie's eyes widened, and he took a half step back before puffing out his chest.

"Hey, uh. So… wow. Those are cows, huh?"

The cows' bells rang without rhythm as Grace escorted them into a pair of adjacent stalls and cocked her brow at Scottie. "Have you never seen a cow before?"

"Oh. Yeah. Obviously I've seen cows." Scottie rubbed the back of his neck and shuffled his feet. "But only by the side of the road from the car when we drive through the country. I've never been this close to one."

"Don't worry. They don't bite. Unless you're made of grass." Grace tethered a large Holstein with a glossy black and white coat to the stall, and the cow turned its head to regard her with placid brown eyes. She reached out and scratched it behind the ears. "Hey there, Taylor. How are you doing today, sweetie?" The cow let out a contented huff, leaning into Grace's touch. She moved to the second cow, a smaller Jersey with a soft brown coat, and stroked its side. "And good morning to you too, Daisy. You're looking as pretty as ever."

Scottie raised a brow. "So… are they like, your pets?"

"More like my friends." Grace cringed, and redness prickled up her neck. "I have people friends. A lot of them. But the cows are like friends too, in a way… you know?"

"Uh… sure. I get it."

"They're beautiful animals, and so gentle." Grace's voice was tense and clipped. "It's not weird or anything."

"I didn't say it was."

"Okay." Grace took a breath and forced a smile. "Do you want to pet them?"

Scottie shifted his weight from foot to foot, eyeing the cows with apprehension before clearing his throat and squaring his shoulders. "That's okay. I'm good."

"Come on. If you won't even pet a cow, how are you supposed to milk one?"

"Whoa, wait." Scottie's eyes widened, and he took a step back. "I didn't sign up for that."

Grace shrugged. "I can do them both myself if you're too squeamish. It's no big deal."

Scottie's cheeks flushed, and he straightened his spine, puffing out his chest. "I'm not squeamish. I just… I've never done it before. I wouldn't even know where to start."

"I can teach you." Grace swallowed hard and looked at the dirt floor. "But you'll have to come closer so you can see."

Scottie hesitated, his gaze darting between Grace and the cows, then took a deep breath and stepped forward, his movements stiff and cautious. As he approached the stall, the Holstein turned its head to regard him curiously, and Scottie froze. Grace smiled. "It's okay. The cows won't hurt you. I mean… they're cows."

She pulled up two low, three-legged stools beside Taylor, then set a stainless-steel milk pail on the floor beneath the cow's udder. "Come sit down. You can't see from over there."

Scottie eyed the cow warily as he slowly approached and lowered himself onto the stool, his eyes fixed on the massive animal. Grace turned her attention to Taylor, running a hand gently along the cow's flank.

"Okay, so the first thing you need to do is clean the udder and teats. We use a sanitizing solution to prevent any bacteria from getting into the milk."

Grace retrieved a soft cloth and a container of solution from a shelf, then sat down, wet the fabric, and began wiping down Taylor's udder with gentle motions. Scottie's eyes darted from her hands to the floor in furtive glances, his face turning red.

"D… do you have to do that every time?"

"Every single time. Hygiene is really important in dairy farming." Grace finished cleaning and set the cloth aside. "Okay, now it's time to actually milk her. Watch closely."

She took Taylor's teats in her hands, one in each, and began to squeeze and pull in a rhythmic motion. Thin streams of milk squirted into the pail with a steady pinging sound. Scottie's eyes widened as he watched, and his tanned cheeks turned pale, then a little green.

"So you just, like… squeeze them?"

Grace shook her head. "There's a bit of a technique to it. You have to be firm, but gentle. And you have to work from the top down, like you're… um… I don't know. Like squeezing toothpaste out of a tube."

"Toothpaste. Sure," Scottie mumbled, steeling himself. "I can use toothpaste…"

He watched in repulsed fascination as the milk continued to flow, the pail slowly filling. After a few minutes, Grace sat back and wiped her hands on her jeans. "Okay, your turn."

Scottie's breath quickened, and he looked from Grace to the cow and back again. "I'm not sure I'm ready. I don't want to hurt him."

Grace raised a brow. "Him? Seriously?"

An inferno of red raced over Scottie's cheeks. "Her. Obviously it's a her, because of the…" He cleared his throat and pinched his eyes closed. "Sorry, I'm not stupid. I'm just a little nervous."

"If you want me to do it all, I can. It's really okay."

"No. No, I've got this. I'm okay. Do I have to… wash it again?"

"No, you're good to go." Grace put a fresh bucket under the udder and moved her stool aside. "Just remember, firm but gentle, and work from the top down."

Scottie hesitated, then scooted his stool closer to Taylor. He reached out tentatively, his hands hovering over the cow's teats before finally taking them in a tentative grasp, and a cringe pinched his face. "Ugh, they're so warm. And furry!"

Grace scowled. "Yes, well, she's a cow. What did you expect?"

"I don't know. I'm sorry." Scottie closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Okay, we're milking. Milking is happening… now." He gave an experimental squeeze. Nothing happened. He frowned and tried again, squeezing harder this time, but still no milk flowed. Taylor let out a low moo of displeasure, and Scottie snatched his hands back. "I don't think she likes me."

Grace shook her head. "You're squeezing too hard. Be gentle."

Scottie tried again, his shaking hands applying a softer touch. A thin stream of milk squirted into the pail, and a triumphant grin spread across his face. "Hey, I did it! I'm milking a cow!" Taylor shifted her weight and let out a low moo, and Scottie's hands twitched, sending a stream of milk spattering onto his shorts and down his bare leg. He jerked back in surprise, nearly knocking over his stool. "Agh! Gross!"

"Calm down." Grace huffed. "You're making her nervous."

"I'm sorry." Scottie squeezed again, and a forceful stream of milk jetted out, completely missing the pail and splattering on the ground. Taylor lowed in discomfort and shifted her weight, her tail swishing in agitation.

"Scottie, stop." Grace's voice was firm. "You're hurting her."

"I'm not trying to!" Scottie's voice rose in pitch, his frustration boiling over. "I don't know what I'm doing, okay? I'm not a farmer!"

His raised voice made Taylor even more restless, and she stamped a hoof, jostling the milk pail. In the adjacent stall, Daisy let out a troubled moo of her own, and Grace prickled with tension. "Just spray it in the bucket!"

"What do you think I'm trying to do?"

Scottie squeezed again, and another wild stream of milk sprayed out, this time splattering Grace's jeans. She didn't flinch, but her face blazed red with anger. "Okay, that's it. Stop. Let go."

Scottie released his grip, his hands trembling. "I didn't mean to⁠—"

"Just go, okay? I'll do this."

Both cows shifted and lowed in their stalls, swishing their tails irritably, and Scottie stood up, his face burning with shame and frustration. He looked down at his milk-splattered sneakers and his hands curled into fists. "I'm sorry," he mumbled, not meeting Grace's eyes. "I didn't mean to upset them. I just… I don't…"

The words failed him, and he stormed out of the barn, leaving Grace to comfort her bovine friends. She stroked Taylor's head and spoke in a low and soothing voice in her ear. "Sorry, girl. I'll make sure he never touches you like that again."
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Later that evening, the kitchen of the big farmhouse buzzed with activity as Ruth, Harper, and Grace prepared dinner. Ruth stood at the stove, stirring a large pot of stew with a wooden spoon. Tender chunks of grass-fed beef had been in the slow-cooker all day, with carrots, potatoes, and onions from the garden, and the vegetables had softened and melded with the rich broth. Harper was at the counter, kneading a lump of bread dough, while Grace prepared a huge salad of fresh greens, cherry tomatoes, and sliced cucumbers.

As the women worked, the kitchen door swung open and Earl stomped in, his boots noisily transferring his anger to the knotty hardwood floor. He was covered in dirt and sweat, his scowl extra deep. Ruth looked up from her pot and smiled at her husband. "Welcome back, dear. You and Jim were working on the fences for a long time. You must have gotten a lot done today."

Earl clomped over to the sink to wash his hands. "Hardly. I could've gotten twice as much done with David's help. Or with no help at all, for that matter." He scrubbed as if trying to remove the day from his skin. "Tomorrow I'm taking the boy."

"You can have him," Grace muttered. "He shouldn't be anywhere near the animals. He's a menace."

Ruth turned to Grace with raised brows. "He didn't hurt them, did he?"

"No, but it hurt me to watch him try to milk a cow." Grace rolled her eyes. "He thought Taylor was a boy."

Harper laughed as she punched down the dough. "Well, Midge did all right in the field… with the exception of a few tomato plant casualties."

Ruth chuckled. "And some peppers. And it took her a while to figure out the difference between weeds and carrot greens."

Earl glowered at Harper. "This is your fault, you know. It's because of you that they're here, messing up our farm."

"Uh uh." Harper shook her head. "I just invited them to stay. You're the one who made them mess up the farm."

Earl's fist tightened on the towel in his hands. "This was all a big mistake."

Ruth placed a gentle hand on her husband's arm. "Now, Earl, the Gladstones are good people and hard workers. They just need time to get the hang of farm life. I'm sure they'll do better tomorrow."

Her touch softened Earl's anger, and he shrugged. "Well, at least I don't have to lay eyes on them again until morning."

"You do, actually," Harper noted. "After they've cleaned up they're coming over for dinner. Midge was pretty wiped out, so I didn't want her to have to cook tonight."

"Great. First we have to share our space with them, then our electricity, and now our dinner table?" Earl pinched his eyes and stormed upstairs, shouting over his shoulder. "I'm gonna go take a bath… before I have to share that, too!"

The women exchanged a glance as they heard his boots stomp through the house and slam the bathroom door. Harper forced a smile. "I think he's starting to warm up to them."


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




93 miles northwest of Columbia, South Carolina

The windshield wipers squeaked against the glass as they struggled to sweep away the torrent of sooty rainwater assaulting the stolen rental hatchback. The headlights did little to illuminate the road ahead as David hunched over the steering wheel, peering into the deluge pouring from the tar-black clouds above. An open jar of peanut butter sat in the center-console cup holder, and he dipped in a metal camping spoon and took a big mouthful, savoring the rich, salty flavor. Beside him, Jody munched on a bag of dog-treat jerky and sang to herself.

"Eatin' doggy food in the car, it's not so bad, it's not so hard. Tastes like beef, or maybe pork, it's better than eating a rock and a fork!"

David glanced over with a chuckle. "Sounds like you're really enjoying those."

"Eh." Jody shrugged, taking another bite of the bone-shaped jerky. "They're kinda dry."

She paused, and her brow raised in contemplation. Reaching over, she dipped the jerky treat into the jar of peanut butter then popped it into her mouth. David wrinkled his nose. "Wow, really? How's that taste?"

"It's delicious!" Jody grinned, dunking another treat and holding it out to her father. "Want one?"

"I'll pass."

"Come on… here comes the airplane…"

Jody blew air through her lips, making a puttering motor noise as she swooped her hand, flying the gooey treat toward David's face. She bumped it against his lips, and he relented and opened his mouth. She shoved it inside, and the sweetness of the peanut butter and the smoky taste of the jerky assaulted his senses as he chewed, but he nodded and smiled.

"Huh. That… isn't terrible."

"Want another?"

"I kind of do, actually."

Jody giggled as she fed David another peanut-butter smothered dog treat, some of the goo rubbing off on his scruffy beard growth as he chomped it down. The sound of his labored chewing was lost as the rain intensified, drumming a deafening drone against the roof of the car. David jabbed his camping spoon back into the peanut butter jar and gripped the steering wheel with both hands.

"I can't see a thing in this mess. It's like driving through a waterfall of ink."

Jody pressed her nose to her window. "I can't see anything either."

"Well, if you can't see anything, then we're in trouble. I think we're going to have to pull over for the night and wait it out until morning."

"Sleep in the car?" Jody's face scrunched up in displeasure. "But it smells like old cigarettes and wet carpet foot stink."

David let off on the gas pedal, and his boot heel squished against the carpeting, still saturated with creek water from their earlier misadventure, and the pungent aroma of damp fabric and old nicotine wafted up in a noxious cocktail of stink. "I know it's not ideal. But we don't have much choice. We can crack the windows to get a little air."

"If we crack the windows the car will fill with water and we'll drown."

"Probably not, but I see your point." David flicked the high beams on and off, then fiddled with the fog lights, searching for the combination that would cut through the wall of water. "Maybe we can find some trees with enough cover to⁠—"

"Whoa, wait!" Jody sat forward. "Put the lights back how they just were." David clicked back through his cycle, turning the high beams off and the fog lights on, and Jody squinted and pointed at the corner of the windshield. "Do you see that up there? I think it's a house."

David squinted through the pounding rain, following Jody's pointing finger. The fog lights barely sketched the edge of a dark shape jutting up a short distance from the road. He eased off the gas, and as the car crept forward, a small house came into focus through the sheets of falling rain. It was a simple, rustic structure with a roof that sagged slightly in the middle, its siding stained a runny black by the sooty downpour. A small covered porch wrapped around the front, its floor canted and its railing missing a few spindles. Attached to the side of the house was an empty carport with a corrugated tin roof that roared with the downpour's percussion.

David pulled the car to the side of the road a short distance from the house and studied it carefully. Jody sat forward in her seat and wiped the haze off the window with her palm. "It looks like nobody's home. There are no lights."

"That could just be because of the blackout."

"Oh right. I forgot." Jody cocked her head. "But the carport is empty, and there's no other cars around."

"That's a good point. We're pretty far away from any towns." David peered into the darkness surrounding the house, studying the shadows for any signs of life or movement. "It's unlikely whoever lives here gets around by walking or any kind of public transit."

Jody's eyes lit up. "Hey, do you think it would be okay if we parked in the carport until the person who lives here comes back? That way, we can have some shelter and roll down the windows to let out the stink while we sleep."

"Maybe. Let's take a closer look first to make sure it's safe." David angled the car toward the house sweeping the headlights over the structure and surrounding area. With a thoughtful grunt, he pointed out the window. "Hey, see that? The driveway is U-shaped with the carport right in the middle."

Jody squinted through the rain-streaked windshield. "Oh, yeah! That's perfect, right? If the owner comes back and pulls in on one side, we can drive out the other so they can have their spot back."

"And more importantly, if they aren't too friendly we have two different escape routes. They can't block us in."

"Do you think they'll be unfriendly?"

"Best to assume they will be."

"But what if they're not?" Jody sucked an excited breath. "Maybe they'll let us come inside and use the bathroom!"

David blurted a chuckle. "Way to dream big, kiddo." He scratched his chin and shrugged. "Okay, let's give it a try."

He guided the hatchback up the gravel driveway, the tires crunching and popping over the loose stones as he followed the U-shaped path into the carport. He pulled beneath the corrugated tin roof, and the pounding drone of the rain on the vehicle's exterior abruptly ceased, replaced by the roar of the metal paneling above them. Water poured from the car's roof, sluicing down the hood and windshield and cascading over the sides of the vehicle, leaving a sooty residue in long, grimy streaks.

Jody eagerly rolled down her window and leaned out, closing her eyes as she inhaled the fresh, earthy aroma of the rain-soaked air. David shifted the car into park but left the engine running as he peered through Jody's open window at the lonely house, watching for any flickers of light or signs of movement within the darkened windows. After a few moments of stillness, he reached down and turned the key, and the engine sputtered to a stop.

"I think this place looks safe enough to stop for the night."

"Yes! All right!"

Jody leaped out of the car and dashed toward the house, momentarily plunging through the curtain of water cascading from the carport roof before reaching the porch and bounding up the steps. In an instant, she was banging a tiny fist against the peeling paint of the front door and shouting, "Hello? Is anyone home?"

Inside the car, David's eyes widened and his heart raced as he grabbed his door handle and yanked, but it remained stubbornly closed. The entire driver's side of the vehicle was crumpled inward, the metal creased and dented from the violent collision with the log in the creek. With a curse and a surge of adrenalin, he smashed his shoulder against the door and the wounded metal screeched and gave way. He lurched out of the car, and his boots splashed through dark puddles as he bounded to the porch and grabbed Jody's arm.

"Jody!" he hissed. "What in blazes are you doing?"

She spun to face him, her eyes wide with surprise and sudden, confused fear. "I was going to ask to use the bathroom. You said it was all right!"

"I didn't say that!"

"Yes, you did!" Jody's voice rose in pitch as she defended herself. "I said, 'We could ask to use the bathroom,' and you said, 'Let's give it a try!'"

David opened his mouth to argue, but the words died on his lips as the door before them creaked open a crack. He grabbed Jody by the shoulders and shoved her behind him, shielding her with his body as he held up a hand and spoke in a calm but firm voice. "We don't want any trouble."

From the darkened interior, a male voice responded, "We don't either. We'll leave, okay? Just don't hurt us."

"I'm not going to hurt you. And you don't have to leave."

The door creaked open a bit wider, revealing a glimpse of a teenage boy, broad-shouldered and shirtless, wrapped in a patchwork quilt. His short brown hair was damp, and his eyes were wary as he studied David and Jody. "It's okay if we stay?"

David blinked. "Of course. Yes."

The boy's shoulders slumped with relief, and Jody peeked out from behind her father, her curiosity overriding her caution. "Can we come in?"

"Oh. Yeah." The boy stepped back, pulling the door open wider. "Sorry."

David stepped cautiously into the small living room, his eyes adjusting to a dim, flickering glow coming from a collection of mismatched candles, positioned so their flames weren't visible through the windows. As his gaze swept the room, it landed on a teenage girl huddled on a sagging sofa, barefoot and wrapped in a threadbare bathrobe. Her long, brown hair was damp and clinging to her face and neck, and her eyes were wide as she pulled the fabric closed over her bare sternum, her fear palpable in the air as she stared at the newcomers. David held up his hands in a calming gesture.

"Hey, there. I'm David, and this is my daughter Jody."

The boy nodded. "I'm Joe. That's my sister, Carolyn."

Carolyn swallowed hard and spoke in a shaky voice. "Thanks for not being mad that we're here."

David's brow wrinkled in confusion, but before he could respond, Jody piped up behind him. "Is it okay if I use the bathroom?"

Joe gave a noncommittal shrug. "Do what you want. It's your house."

"Wait, what? This isn't our house."

David looked to the teens. "Ah. So I take it this isn't your house either?"

Joe and Carolyn exchanged a guilty glance, then Joe spoke up. "We were following the road, and when the storm got really bad we needed to take shelter so… we broke a back window to get in."

He hung his head, avoiding eye contact, and Carolyn bit her lip. "It's not the kind of thing we'd normally do."

David's face softened, and he held up a hand. "Hey, it's okay. No judgment here. Everyone is doing what they have to do to survive right now."

Jody bounced on her toes, her voice tight with urgency. "Okay, so if this house doesn't belong to any of us, is it still okay if I use the bathroom?"

David rubbed his forehead. "Jeez, Bug, yes. Go."

"Thank you!" Jody spun around and darted off into the darkened house.

"It's the first door on the left," Joe called out. "Watch out in the dark, all of our clothes are hanging up in there to dry."

The brawny teen gestured at the hall, and the blanket wrapped around him slipped, revealing a momentary glance of a large kitchen knife gripped tightly in his fist beneath. David's pulse quickened, and he pretended to look at the knickknacks on a shelf as he subtly moved out of arms reach and positioned himself between Joe and the hallway where Jody had disappeared.

"So," he ventured, "are you two from around here?"

Carolyn shook her head timidly and pulled her bare feet onto the sofa, curling herself into a protective ball as she drew the robe tighter around her slender body. "No, we're from Augusta."

"Augusta, Georgia? That's a pretty epic walk."

"We didn't walk the whole way." Joe sat down next to his sister, tentatively perching on the edge of the cushion with his eyes locked on David. "We were evacuating with our parents and there was an earthquake. Did you guys feel it?"

"Yeah, we were at the airport in Columbia. It knocked over the planes on the tarmac and ruptured some fuel tanks. It ignited and turned the whole airport into an inferno. People were trampling each other to get out." David shook his head, haunted by the memory. "Jody and I barely escaped with our lives."

"It was like that for us, too," Carolyn said, her expression grim. "There were mandatory evacuations in Georgia, and it was total anarchy. The roads were completely jammed, so the government started putting people on trains to get them out."

"But the train we were on got too crowded and people started to panic." Joe leaned forward. "Fights broke out, and we got separated from our parents in the chaos. They stopped the train so soldiers could try to restore order, but the fighting was really bad."

Carolyn's lip trembled. "Some guy shoved me off the train, and then him and his buddies tried to drag me away into the woods. They were grabbing all over me, and they… they wouldn't let me go… and…"

Her voice withered, and Joe put a strong hand on her knee. As David's eyes adjusted to the dim light, the bruises on her shins and across her slender neck became visible. The blanket slipped on Joe's shoulder, revealing some deep purple marks on his chest, as well as a scabbed-over cut. His voice lowered into a savage growl. "I jumped off the train to help her, and I was so mad. I grabbed a big rock by the side of the tracks and I… I just…"

The muscular teen's eyes went unfocused and misty, and Carolyn squeezed his arm. "You saved me." Joe remained silent, and she tugged his arm, making him look at her. "Hey. You did what you had to do, and you saved me. That's all that matters, okay?"

Joe blinked and shook his head, muttering under his breath. "Yeah. So… I'm not sure what happened, but while I was…" He cleared his throat. "While we were off the train, the military guys must have ordered it to start rolling again. It left without us and so… we didn't know what to do."

"So we started walking," Carolyn said quietly. "And ended up here."

David raked back his wet hair and let out a breath. "I'm sorry you had to go through all that. But I'm glad you're safe now."

Joe's eyes rolled up and down David's lean, strong body and his knife hand shifted under the concealing blanket. "Yeah. Good and safe."

A tense silence fell over the dimly lit room, underscored by the downpour pattering on the roof. Jody emerged from the dark hallway and into the flickering candlelight, her movements quick and jerky and her expression tight. David raised a brow. "Everything okay, Bug?"

Jody's lips smiled, but her eyes didn't. "Yep! Everything's super great. I'm just really hungry. Will you come in the kitchen with me to find some food?"

Carolyn shook her head. "Don't bother. There's nothing there. We think the guy who lived here must have evacuated and taken everything with him."

Jody's face fell for a moment, but she persisted. "Well, we're really good at foraging. Maybe we can find something they missed." She looked up at David, her green eyes wide and imploring. "Can you help me look, Dad? Please?"

Unease prickled at the back of David's neck, and he nodded and forced a reassuring smile. "Sure thing, kiddo. Let's go see what we can find."

Jody took a tentative step away from the teens, then darted into the darkened kitchen. David followed close behind, his senses on high alert as they moved into the shadows. The kitchen was small and cramped, with outdated appliances and a curling linoleum floor. A window in the back door was broken, letting in a cold, wet breeze that rippled the thin curtain. Jody moved to the back of the room and opened a cabinet, then spoke in a voice too loud for the space. "Hey, Dad! Could you help me look in this one back here?"

David came over and crouched by her side, speaking in a low whisper. "What's the matter?"

"Their clothes…" Jody's voice was a trembling hiss. "Their clothes are in the bathroom and they're covered in blood. Like… so much blood!"

Her little body shook with fear, and David put an arm around her. "It's okay."

"What if they killed the guy who lives here?"

David pulled her close, holding her tightly as he whispered in her ear. "They didn't. They just…" He paused and swallowed. "They had a real bad time getting here, and had to defend themselves against some bad people."

"Are you sure they're okay?"

The question settled heavily on David. Whatever it was that Joe had done, if it had been his Harper, or Grace, or Jody in Carolyn's position, he would have done the same thing. Without hesitation.

"Yeah, they're okay. But they've been through a lot. They got separated from their parents, and they're scared and alone."

Jody looked out into the living room for a moment, chewing her lip. "They're not alone anymore. We're here. And we have food. We should help them."

"Yes, we should. We'll go out to the car and get some supplies. Together. Okay?"

"Okay."

Jody nodded, and David took her hand and headed back to the living room, clomping his boots heavily on the floor to make sure the skittish teens knew they were coming. They entered the room to find Carolyn had moved into a corner, wrapped in heavy blankets that covered every inch of her, blotting her feminine form into a shapeless mass. Joe was on his feet, positioned between her and the kitchen door. His feet were still bare but he had found a trench coat that had been hastily fastened with the buttons misaligned over his shirtless chest. His left hand was balled into a fist, and his right was in the pocket above a conspicuously pointy bulge in the fabric.

David put on a smile and said, "Looks like you found something warm to wear."

"It was in the hall closet," Joe said without emotion. "Our clothes are taking a long time to dry, and we figured…"

He seemed to lose interest in his train of thought as his nervous eyes stayed locked on the older man's muscular form in a way that made David's stomach sour.

"That's good thinking." He subtly moved in front of Jody. "Hey, listen. You guys were here first, so maybe it's better if we just move along and leave you be."

Jody's brow pinched as she looked up at her father. "Wait, we're leaving? I thought we were going to the car to get food."

Carolyn perked up, her dark eyes widening. "You have food?"

David gave a slow nod. "We have some in the car, and we're more than willing to share it if you and Joe can agree to be friendly."

Joe's eyes narrowed, muscles visibly tensing across his chest. "What's that supposed to mean?"

David brushed the back of his hand over the survival knife in the sheath on his own hip, drawing attention to it without making any attempt to pull it out. "We don't have any food that needs to be cut, so we can leave all the knives put away, okay?"

Joe looked surprised, then his jaw clenched, and the air in the room grew thick and heavy. Finally he gave a tight nod and pulled his hand from his coat pocket, leaving the knife behind. "Yeah, okay. That sounds okay to me. We can be friendly if you can be friendly."

David nodded. "Great. Then we'll be right back."

He opened the door and escorted Jody out into the driving rain, their boots splashing in the puddles as they darted back to the carport. David yanked open the passenger-side door and grabbed Jody's arm to guide her inside. "Get in. We're leaving."

Jody resisted, pulling her arm from his grasp. "Wait, what? Did you just lie to them about sharing our food?"

"I didn't lie. I changed my mind." David pinched his eyes shut and shook his head. "I think it's better if we leave some food with them and go. I'm not sure it's safe here."

"But in the kitchen, you said they were okay. Were you lying to me?"

David sighed heavily and crouched down to meet his daughter's eyes. "I didn't lie to anyone. There's just a lot in play here."

Jody planted her hands on her hips. "There isn't. Joe and Carolyn are in trouble, and they need food and friends. We can't just leave them." She paused, her voice softening. "What if it were me and Grace who got lost? Would you want someone to just give us food and leave, or stay and help?"

David's heart clenched at the idea, and he reached out to tuck a stray lock of wet hair behind Jody's ear. He looked into her fierce, trembling green eyes and gave a slow nod. "All right, we'll stay, but listen. I think Joe is a good kid, but he's really scared, and scared people sometimes do crazy things. I want you to keep your distance from him. Do you understand?"

Jody nodded. "Yes, sir."

"Okay. Then let's grab some food and get back inside."

David stood and went to the driver's side to retrieve the keys, which he had left in the ignition in his earlier haste to grab his daughter off the porch. For some reason the rental agency had bound both of the vehicle's fat key fobs and a large, hard-plastic inventory tag with a fixed steel ring, making the awkward mass too large to fit in any normal-sized pocket. David shook his head and hung the ridiculous thing on his thumb by its oversized ring as he popped the hatch. He rummaged through the boxes, sorting through the scavenged supplies and gathering six cans of soup, two jars of peanut butter, and a bag of coffee, tucking them into the crook of his arm. Beside him, Jody grabbed an armful of loose Cuppicakes, the cellophane wrappers crinkling as she hugged them close. David slammed the hatch, and together, they dashed back through the rain and into the house to find Joe and Carolyn both wearing ill-fitting clothes.

Joe had squeezed into a faded gray sweatshirt that strained at the seams over his broad shoulders and muscular arms with a pair of mismatched sweatpants under the trench coat. Carolyn's much-smaller stature was swimming in a blue flannel shirt, and she had the excess fabric tucked into a pair of baggy jeans that were cinched tightly around her slender waist with a belt.

Jody giggled. "Nice fashion statement."

"We found these clothes in the bedroom. The guy who lives here must be smaller than Joe but bigger than…" Carolyn's eyes widened. "Oh my gosh, are those Cuppicakes?"

Jody grinned and held up her sugary bounty. "They sure are! And I've got plenty to share!"

For the first time since David and Jody had arrived, a smile spread across Carolyn's sallow face. Joe bristled as she darted past him to crouch next to Jody, her eyes sparkling with anticipation.

"Which kind is your favorite?" Jody asked.

"Boysenberry," Carolyn replied without hesitation. Jody carefully sorted through the cupcakes in her arms, plucking out all the ones with vivid purple icing, and handed them over. "Whoa, you're giving me all of these?"

"Sure! We've got loads more in the car." Jody selected a chocolate one for herself and held it up like a beer glass. "Cheers!"

Carolyn laughed, a genuine, joyful sound that seemed to surprise even her. She raised her own cupcake, touching it to Jody's in a playful toast. Together, they unwrapped their treats and took a bite. Carolyn groaned with pleasure as she ravenously devoured the entire Cuppicake then collapsed against the couch. "I am dead. You have killed me with deliciousness."

His sister's improved mood brought a little smile to Joe's face, and he snuffed. "Are you sure it wasn't diabetes?"

David chuckled. "Now that we've had dessert, we can make some dinner."

He held up the peanut butter and soup cans he had brought from the car, and Joe's eyes lit up. "All right, now that's food. Let's see if we can find a can opener."

The four of them grabbed candles and moved into the kitchen, and David set the car keys and food on the counter and began rummaging through the drawers. The others helped, with Jody keeping a subtle but mindful distance from Joe as they maneuvered around the space. After a few minutes of searching, Joe called out from the other side of the kitchen, "Found one!"

He held up a can opener, and David nodded toward the soup. "Great. You can do the honors."

Jody pawed through a drawer and found a set of mismatched spoons, holding them up with a triumphant grin. "Got the food shovels!"

Carolyn giggled and pulled out a motley collection of chipped soup bowls and old plastic cereal bowls with the faces of cartoon mascots half scraped off by countless spoons. "I found some bowls."

David grabbed a pot from another cabinet and placed it on the stove, then reached for one of the soup cans Joe had opened. The teen shook his head. "The power's out. We'll have to eat it cold."

"It's a gas stove. It should work fine, it just won't make a spark to self-ignite." David opened a few drawers near the oven and found a crushed box of matches. "These should do the trick."

He struck a match against the side of the box, then turned one of the burner knobs and listened for the soft hiss of gas. He held the flame near the burner, and the gas caught, spreading around in a steady ring of blue fire.

Joe grinned. "Oh, nice. Hot soup is back on the menu!"

David placed the pot on the burner and dumped in all six cans of soup, then found a large wooden spoon to stir as the savory aroma of vegetables and broth wafted through the kitchen. Jody, Carolyn, and Joe set the table and a few minutes later David brought over the pot and carefully poured the steaming soup into each bowl. Joe sat down and Jody pulled out the chair next to him, but before she could sit, David slid into it.

"Thanks, Bug. Very polite."

Jody opened her mouth to speak, but when she caught David's eye she bit her lip guiltily. "Oh, yeah. You're welcome."

She pulled out the chair across the table from Joe, and Carolyn took the last seat between them. Oblivious to the maneuvering, Joe grabbed his spoon and started to dig in to the soup, but Jody held up a hand.

"Wait! We have to say grace first."

Joe froze, his spoon hovering over his bowl. A guilty look crossed his face, and he set it down and squirmed. "Right. Of course. Uh…" He glanced at his sister, and she shrugged, so he turned back to Jody. "Do you want to do it?"

Jody nodded, folded her hands and bowed her head, her knotty hair falling forward over her face. The others followed suit, lowering their heads and closing their eyes.

"Dear Lord. Thank you for this food, and for our new friends. Thank you for giving us a warm, dry place to stay on this stormy night. Please bless this meal, and please bless Joe and Carolyn and help them find their family. And please help Mom and Grace and Grandma and Grandpa stay out of trouble until we can get home to them. Amen."

"Amen," the others echoed, David first and the teens an awkward half-beat later.

Jody lifted her head, her green eyes sparkling in the candlelight. "Okay, now we can eat!"

Joe grabbed his spoon again, digging into the soup with gusto. Carolyn and David followed suit, savoring the warm, comforting meal. In each bowl, tender chunks of chicken floated among soft bits of carrot and crisp pieces of celery. Joe slurped it down, his eyes closing in bliss. "Oh man, this is so good. I forgot what real food tasted like."

Carolyn nodded in agreement as she devoured her own bowl. "We haven't eaten anything in two days except a bag of pretzels we found behind a burned-out mini-mart."

Jody spoke through a full mouth. "We've been eating peanut butter and dog food."

David chuckled and shook his head. "Two great tastes that taste great together." He leaned back and grabbed the two jars of peanut butter off the counter, setting them in front of Joe and Carolyn. "By the way, these are for you."

"Oh man, my muscles are begging for that protein." Joe cracked open a jar and dug in with his spoon, shoveling a huge, salty-sweet dollop into his mouth. "Mmm, yeah. Man. Thank you for this. All of this."

David nodded. "We're happy to help. Sounds like you two have some rough road behind you."

"And a lot more ahead of us, I'm sure," Joe said with a sigh.

"Where are you going?" Jody asked.

"We're trying to get to Raleigh, North Carolina." Carolyn said between mouthfuls of soup and peanut butter. "That's where our family was going when we got separated."

"Our aunt lives there," Joe added. "When the evacuation order came down for Georgia, she invited us all to come stay with her."

"But our phones haven't worked for days, so we just have to hope our parents are still heading there so we can all meet up." Carolyn looked to David. "Where are you two going?"

David took a slurp of his soup. "We're heading home to our family farm, out in Nebraska."

The teens shared a glance, their expressions tight. The sudden change in their demeanor made Jody freeze. "Wait. What's wrong?"

Joe hesitated, then shifted in his seat. "We heard these big gas explosions are supposed to keep moving west, all the way across the country."

"But Nebraska's right in the middle!" Jody's eyes widened in panic. "Is it gonna be okay?"

Carolyn's shoulders slumped. "I don't know. We heard everyone on either side of a line going from Minnesota to Missouri is supposed to evacuate toward the east or west coasts."

David leaned back in his chair, his head aching as he tried to process what they were saying. "But that's an impossibly large area to evacuate. Basically the whole country. There wouldn't even be room for that many people on the coasts." He looked at Joe and Carolyn. "Are you sure that's true?"

Joe shrugged, his eyes downcast. "It's what we heard. Maybe it's all a crock. I hope it is."

"I hope so too," Jody said quietly. David squeezed her shoulder and looked into her eyes.

"I'm sure a lot of scared people are spreading a lot of wild rumors right now. Let's not believe anything until we see it ourselves, okay?"

Jody nodded and poked at her soup with her spoon. "Yeah, okay."

An awkward silence settled over the kitchen, broken only by the clink of spoons against bowls until they were empty. David leaned back in his chair and looked to the teens. "It's getting late. I suppose we should figure out the sleeping arrangements."

Joe nodded. "There's a bedroom down the hall, but just one."

"You two can take it. Jody and I can sleep in the living room."

"Are you sure?" Carolyn asked.

"Yeah, you were here first, you should get the bed. That couch looks plenty comfortable for me, and Jody can curl up in that big armchair. We'll be just fine."

Jody nodded enthusiastically. "Yeah, I can build a blanket nest like a hamster."

Joe chuckled. "Okay, thanks." Carolyn rose from the table, gathered the empty bowls and spoons, then brought them to the sink and turned on the faucet. Joe quirked a brow at her. "What are you doing?"

"What does it look like I'm doing?"

"Okay, but why? This is an abandoned house. You don't have to do the dishes."

"Yes I do. Whoever lives here didn't invite us, but we're still his guests. The least we can do is leave the place as nice as we found it."

Joe shook his head, but a small smile played at the corner of his mouth. "Always the girl scout."

Carolyn flicked some sudsy water at him and pointed a soapy finger at the back door. "While I'm doing the dishes, you figure out how to repair that window you broke."

"Okay, okay. I'm on it."

David and Jody helped Joe search the kitchen for a makeshift patch. In a drawer near the sink, Jody discovered a familiar silver roll. "Hey, I found some duct tape."

"Ooh, yeah," Joe said. "That's the good stuff."

David found a yellow legal pad and a pair of scissors. "How about this to cover the hole?"

"Yeah, that'll work." Joe took the pad and tore off the thick cardboard backing, then used the scissors to cut it into a rectangle slightly larger than the broken windowpane.

"Ooh, I have an idea. Let me have that cardboard." Jody held out her hands and Joe passed it to her. She sat cross-legged on the floor and began covering it in long, overlapping strips of tape until it was completely laminated. "There! Now its waterproof."

"Smart." Joe gestured at the window. "You want to help me put it in?"

Jody looked to her father, and he gave a subtle nod. She grinned and followed Joe to the door, where he used a dishtowel to dry off the rain that had dampened the inside of the pane. When he was done, Jody held the patch in place while he taped it to the door, making sure all the edges were secure and no gaps remained. As they worked, Carolyn finished drying the last of the dishes and began putting them back in the cabinets. She finished just as Joe and Jody stepped back from the door, admiring their handiwork. The cardboard patch fit snugly in the windowpane, the duct tape glinting in the candlelight.

Carolyn nodded in satisfaction. "Nice work, you two. That'll at least keep the weather and critters out until someone can put in new glass."

David stretched and stifled a yawn. "Well, now that we've got everything squared away, we should probably get some sleep. It's been a long day, and tomorrow promises to be even longer."

The others murmured their agreement, and together they returned to the living room. Carolyn disappeared down the hall to the bedroom, returning a moment later with an armload of blankets, and Jody grinned and accepted them. "Thanks! I'm going to make the best hamster nest ever."

"I don't doubt it. Sleep well, you two."

"Goodnight," David said.

Joe gave a sleepy wave, and the two teens retreated to the bedroom, the door clicking softly shut and audibly locking behind them. Jody immediately set to work arranging her blankets in the big armchair, folding and draping and tucking until she had created a cozy nest. She burrowed into it with a contented sigh, pulling the blankets up to her chin. "Ahh, perfect."

David pulled a narrow wooden chair over to the window and sat down, pulling back the curtain just enough to peer outside. The downpour continued, drizzling sooty water down the windowpane.

Jody shifted in her blankets. "Aren't you going to sleep?"

"I'm going to stay up and keep watch. I'll make sure nobody comes to bother us."

"That's a good idea. but you can't stay up all night." Jody sat up. "You should wake me up in a few hours so I can watch while you sleep."

"It's okay, Bug. I've got it. You need your rest."

Jody fixed her father in a glare. "So do you. Don't be stubborn. Set an alarm on your phone so you don't forget to wake me up."

David sighed, then nodded. "Alright, alright. You win." He pulled out his phone and made a show of setting an alarm, but his finger never actually touched the screen. He set it down on the end table, crossed the room to Jody's chair, and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead as he tucked the blankets snugly around her. "Get some sleep, Jodybug."

"Okay." Jody yawned and rolled over, cuddling deeper into her cozy nest. "See you in a few hours."

David returned to his post by the window, his gaze fixed on the darkness as he settled in for a long night of vigilance.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Prairie Winds Farm

A pre-dawn chill hung heavy in the air as the Carlsons worked in the barn, preparing for the day ahead. Earl moved with purpose, gathering tools into a battered toolbox and then putting it in the bed of his truck with an assortment of pipes and plumbing fittings. Harper, her red hair pulled back in a practical braid, filled a metal pail with chicken feed from a sturdy wooden bin, before filling another with water from a nearby spigot. She grabbed a wire basket, and put it all into a large, square-fronted wheelbarrow. In another corner of the barn, Grace and Ruth worked side by side, gathering supplies and putting them into the little trailer attached to the tractor. Earl slammed his truck's tailgate closed and grumbled under his breath.

"It's getting late. Guess I gotta go interrupt our guests' precious beauty sleep again."

He ambled off in a creaky gait toward the open door, but before he reached it, the Gladstones filed in, looking a little bleary-eyed, but ready to face the day. Jim stifled a yawn as he offered a wave. "Morning, everyone."

Harper came over to greet them, a warm smile on her face. "Good morning! Looks like you're all ready for another big day of farming."

Jim nodded and patted his stomach. "You bet. And this time, with a proper breakfast in our bellies."

Midge stepped forward with an apologetic look. "Harper, I hope you don't mind, but we helped ourselves to some of your groceries this morning."

"Oh, of course not. You're welcome to anything in the kitchen. But at some point we should probably figure out a communal meal schedule for all of us. That way we can be efficient and make the most of the food we have."

"That's an excellent idea," Ruth said. "In fact, we should probably do that sooner than later."

Earl grunted his agreement. "You're the best meal planner, and cook. You should get started on the planning."

Ruth nodded. "Right after I help Grace with the goats."

"Nah, do it now. Midge can help Grace." Earl waved irritably at Jim. "Harper can deal with you today, and I'll take Skippy."

"Scottie," the boy grumbled. "It's still Scottie."

Earl sauntered toward his truck without acknowledgement. "Come on, we got work to do."

He climbed in, and Jim gave Scottie a pat on the back and muttered, "Good luck, kid. I hope you come back in one piece."

Scottie scowled and dragged his feet as he approached the truck, then squeaked open the door and climbed in, slamming it behind him. Earl started up the big old engine and drove out of the barn, up the driveway, and onto the dirt path that led deep into the wheat fields. The truck bounced and jostled over the rough terrain, and an uncomfortable silence stretched between them, broken only by the rumble of the engine and the crunch of dirt beneath the tires. Finally, Earl spoke.

"I hear you're afraid of cows."

Scottie's face flushed, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "I'm not afraid. I'm just not good at milking, that's all."

"Well, I don't want you messing with my animals anymore. We'll have to find something you are good at."

Earl pulled up to an imposing, fifteen-foot-tall pyramid of metal struts around a stout pipe that came up from underground. At the top of the pyramid, the pipe bent ninety degrees then extended into a massive arm that was several hundred feet long, held up by a series of triangular supports with huge rubber tires on the bottom two corners of each frame. Along the length of the arm, numerous sprinkler heads were attached at regular intervals, connected by a complex network of smaller pipes and valves.

Silencing the engine, Earl climbed out of the truck and slammed the door, then grabbed his toolbox from the bed and set it on the ground with a heavy thunk next to the machinery. Scottie followed him, his sneakers sinking into the soft earth as he hopped down from the cab.

Earl gestured at the huge machine. "Do you know what this is?"

"I've never seen one up close, but I think it's for watering the crops?"

"Is that a question, boy?"

"No."

"Then say it like you mean it."

Scottie straightened up. "It's for watering the crops. But I don't know what it's called."

"This here's a center-pivot irrigation system." Earl gestured at the massive structure. "The wheels have electric motors that make the whole thing rotate around the pivot point while it sprays. We can control how fast it goes, and how much water it puts out."

Scottie took it all in and scratched his head. "Does it still work with the blackout? This seems like an awful lot to be powered by the solar panels on the houses."

"It is, yeah. But David rigged them so we can run the pump off the solar without powering the whole system. So at least we can still water what's under the arm."

"Hmm." Scottie looked out over the field. "Could you move it without the motors? Like, put it in neutral, so you can drag it with the tractor?"

Earl shook his head. "The arm doesn't have the structure for that. It'd break in the middle if we pulled on the end."

"What if you pulled it from multiple points?" Scottie extended a finger. "Like, put the tractor at the end, then your truck there, and Harper's Bronco there." He shrugged. "Maybe the horses there? I don't know. But if you were careful and coordinated everybody's speed with radios or something, maybe it could work."

One of Earl's bushy brows raised, and he gave a tepid grunt. "I'm still hoping the power will come back on sooner than later, but we can keep that idea in our back pocket if we get desperate. Always good to have a plan B."

A small smile spread on Scottie's face. "Glad you approve."

Earl's scowl returned as he grabbed his toolbox and made his way to the pump, then knelt down beside it and handed Scottie a wrench. "Today we're doing routine maintenance. Just gonna take 'er apart and clean out the gunk. You know how to undo a bolt?"

"Yeah, I can do that."

"Good." Earl grabbed a second wrench and gestured at the side of the machine. "You get those off, and I'll do the other side."

"Yes, sir." They worked in silence for a long while before Scottie finally spoke up. "This thing must use a ton of water. Your water bill has got to be insane."

"Bah. Water bill. We've got our own well. Lotta wells, actually, but only one that works." The old man paused, pulling off his grimy cap and wiping his brow with the back of his hand. "When my ancestors first settled this land, they dug everywhere trying to hit the water table, but they just kept coming up dry."

"Why was that?"

"Nobody knew. The neighbors all dug good wells just fine on their properties. People told my family they'd have to give up their claim and move on, but the Carlsons, we're a stubborn bunch." Earl's chest puffed out with pride. "They just kept digging, and finally, they hit water. Ended up having to go almost twice as deep as any of the other farms."

"Weird. Why was the water here so hard to get to?"

"Some fancy geologists did a study back in my father's day. They figured out our property is tapped into a totally different aquifer than the rest of the farms around here. Our own private supply of water." A rare smile tugged at the corners of Earl's mouth. "We didn't give up, and God rewarded us for our hard work and tenacity." He unfastened the last bolt and pulled the casing off the pump, then peered inside. "Hey, now that doesn't look half bad."

Scottie perked up. "So we're almost done?"

"Ha! You wish." Earl ambled off toward his truck and grabbed a bucket of brushes and rags. "Hope you're not afraid of getting those soft hands dirty."
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Jim pushed the large, square-fronted wooden wheelbarrow full of supplies as he followed Harper across the barnyard. The single wheel squeaked and wobbled slightly, but he managed to keep it steady as he navigated the uneven ground. "So, what's on the agenda for us today?"

Harper glanced back at him. "Have you ever tried chicken tending?"

"I've tried chicken tenders," Jim said with a grin. "They're way better than nuggets, in my humble opinion."

Harper snorted. "Well, both of those are a lot less ornery than ones that still have feathers, believe me."

They arrived at a large fenced-in area where a dozen birds roamed freely, pecking at the ground and clucking contentedly, mostly brown and white hens with a single rooster strutting around them. Harper carefully opened the gate, shooing the curious foul away with gentle sweeps of her leg. "Watch your step. These little escape artists are always looking for a chance to make a break for it."

Jim maneuvered the wheelbarrow through the narrow opening, the chickens scattering in a flurry of feathers and indignant squawks around him. Once he was inside, Harper quickly closed the gate. "Alright. Let's get started." She led Jim to a small wooden structure in the corner of the fence, its roof covered in a layer of green moss. "We let them go free-range inside their enclosure, but they roost in the coop."

Jim nodded, taking in the crooked little structure. "It's charming."

"It's practical. Chickens don't need fancy accommodations, just a safe place to rest and lay." She opened the coop door, revealing a series of nesting boxes filled with straw. "And this is where we collect the eggs."

Jim peered inside, noticing a few brown eggs nestled in the straw. "So, we just reach in and grab them?"

"Pretty much. But sometimes you have to give a little nudge." Harper reached into the coop and gently shooed a hen off her nest. The bird clucked indignantly but hopped down, revealing a clutch of three warm, brown eggs. Harper carefully scooped them up and placed them in her basket. "Sometimes you'll get a broody hen who doesn't want to move." She pointed to a bird who was hunkered down, her feathers puffed out. "See how she's all fluffed up? That means she's in full-on mama mode."

Jim leaned in for a closer look. "Ooh, Midge has given me that look before. What do I do if I don't want to get pecked?"

"Don't worry, you won't. Well, probably not." Harper grinned at Jim's worried expression. "The trick is to be firm but gentle." She reached in, sliding her hand under the hen and gently lifting her, and the hen made a disgruntled sound but allowed herself to be moved. "There we go. Now we can get these."

Harper collected the eggs, and they worked their way through the rest of the boxes, with her demonstrating and Jim following her lead. As they neared the end, Jim plucked something out of a box and cocked a confused brow. "Don't look now, but I think a tiger has been in your henhouse." He opened his hand to show Harper a golf ball. "Tiger Woods, specifically."

Harper laughed. "Sometimes we put those in the boxes to encourage them to lay there instead of in the yard. They see the round white ball and think, 'Oh, that's an egg. I should lay my egg there too.' Chickens aren't the brightest creatures."

Jim chuckled and put the ball back in its place. "But you farmers are pretty clever."

"I'm not a farmer, I just married into it. I'm from a family of hoteliers." Harper smirked as she closed up the coop. "When I first married David, Earl used to say I had a 'hotelier than thou' attitude."

Jim laughed. "Wow, I didn't know the old man did puns."

"Only when they're mean."

"Now that I can believe." Jim frowned and wrung his hands. "I'm afraid if I don't shape up he's going to throw me and my whole family out on our keisters."

"Don't be. He's all bark and no bite… unless you deserve to be bitten." Harper shook her head. "He's got a lot of bluster, but if push comes to shove, he will shove. Hard. You're just lucky you guys are on his good side."

Jim froze. "Wait, this is his good side?"

"Oh yeah." A small shudder ran through Harper's slender frame. "Believe me, you do not want to see his bad side."
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Grace drove the tractor out into the field, the little trailer rattling behind it. Midge walked alongside the slow-moving vehicle, the early-morning sun warm on her back as they made their way to where the goats were grazing. When they reached the herd, Grace parked and turned off the engine, then hopped down, her braids swinging at the back of her head.

"I'm impressed," Midge said. "I had no idea you could drive a tractor."

"I learned when I was twelve."

"Twelve? Wow, that's young."

"I wasn't allowed to drive it by myself until I turned sixteen. Before that, Dad or Grandpa had to be with me."

Midge chuckled. "Well, Scottie is seventeen, and I still don't trust him with my car."

"I get it. I also don't trust him with my cows." Grace gave a small smile and tipped her head. "C'mon." She walked to the trailer and grabbed a large burlap sack, hefting it over her shoulder with a grunt. Midge's eyes widened.

"Oh my gosh. Do you need help with that?"

"I'm good. You grab one too and we'll get these guys fed."

Midge took hold of a heavy sack and was careful to lift with her knees as she heaved it over her shoulder. The shifting weight made her take a wobbling step backward, but she caught her balance and followed the slim but surprisingly strong teen as she approached the herd. The goats bleated excitedly and trotted over to meet Grace as she made her way to a long, narrow trough set up near the fence.

"We feed them twice a day, morning and evening. But you have to make sure the trough is clean before you put the new food in." Grace set the sack down and untied the top, revealing a mix of grains and pellets, then ran her hand along the inside of the trough, sweeping out some debris. When she was satisfied, she lifted the sack and poured the feed in, spreading it evenly along half the length of the trough. The goats jostled each other, eager to get to their breakfast. "You want to make sure there's enough room for all of them to eat comfortably. Goats can get pushy with each other, so we try to prevent any fights over food."

Midge put down her sack and a couple of eager goats came over and began nosing around her, getting in her way. She smiled and gave one a pat on the head. "Well, hello there. Aren't you an enthusiastic bunch?" Using her hip to bump them aside, she cleared room to open her sack and dump it in the trough, filling the rest of the length. The goats dug in and munched contentedly, their tails wagging. "Boy, they look hungry!"

"They always do. But you have to be careful not to overfeed them. Too much grain can make them sick. We also make sure they have plenty of hay to munch on throughout the day. It helps with their digestion."

Grace led Midge to a covered area where several bales of hay were stacked, then grabbed a pitchfork and stabbed it in, breaking off a large chunk. "We spread this out in their pasture. They'll graze on it as they want."

She walked out into the field, scattering the hay, and some of the goats followed, nibbling at the fresh offering. Midge trailed behind, adjusting her glasses. "Taking care of them sure seems like a lot of work."

"It is," Grace agreed, leaning on her pitchfork. "But it's worth it. We take care of them, and in return, they give us milk for cheese."

Midge eyed the buckets on the trailer and smiled. "Oh, are we going to milk them, too?"

Grace shifted uncomfortably, her eyes darting away from Midge's enthusiastic gaze. "I'm going to, yes. You can just… I guess go ahead and take a break for a while."

Midge's smile faltered, and she shook her head. "I know I'm new around here and need my hand held a little bit, but I don't want to be a freeloader. I want to do my fair share of the work. All of the work. Okay?"

Grace's shoulders tensed as she gripped the pitchfork tighter and chewed on her lower lip. "I could actually use the help. But you have to be careful with the animals, okay? They're sensitive, and they need a gentle touch."

"I understand. And I can handle it. I've been a mother for a long time, and I bet a lot of the skills transfer over."

Grace studied her for a moment, then nodded. "Okay. Let me show you how."

She leaned the pitchfork against the bales and walked back to the trailer, collecting the buckets and a pair of stools. She handed them to Midge and then slung a satchel over her shoulder and grabbed a length of rope before going back to where the goats were still munching on their breakfast.

"We'll start with the does that have already given birth this season. They'll have the most milk."

Grace approached a doe with floppy ears and an udder heavy with milk that had wandered away from the trough, having eaten her fill. The animal looked up at her with soft brown eyes that were curious and unafraid. Grace reached out a hand, letting the goat sniff her fingers before gently slipping the halter over its nose, then carefully pulling the ears over the loop and tugging the slide snug.

Midge adjusted the load in her arms. "You make that look so easy."

"I've been doing it pretty much since I could walk." Grace gently pulled the lead rope, encouraging the goat to follow her away from the trough and the other animals. "This is Hazel. She's one of our best milkers. Very calm and patient."

Midge set down the stools and buckets and held out her hand for Hazel to sniff. The goat nuzzled her palm, and Midge grinned. "Hello, sweet girl. Aren't you a beauty?"

Grace watched with a look of cautious curiosity. "Okay, so just like when you milk a cow, first you have to clean the udder and teats. I make these sanitizing wipes to use out here in the pasture."

She sat down, then opened her satchel and took out a small plastic container with fabric wipes soaking in a disinfecting solution, and used one to gently clean the teats. Midge nodded, observing closely. "That makes sense. Hygiene is important."

"That's right." Grace stowed the used wipe in a separate container and stowed it back in her bag. "Okay, so you want to use a firm but gentle grip." She demonstrated, drawing out streams of milk that pinged against the metal pail. "Start at the top and work your way down."

"Like a toothpaste tube."

"Yes! Exactly." A smile spread on Grace's face. "You want to give it a try?"

"Sure! Looks fun," Midge said. Grace vacated the stool and Midge took her place and adjusted the bucket under the udder. She gently grasped the teats and imitated Grace's technique, and milk began to flow. "Hey, look at that. I'm doing it!"

Grace grinned. "You're a natural."

Milk continued to fill the pail as Hazel shook her head contentedly. Midge cooed softly to the goat. "It's easy when you're working with such a gentle girl. Isn't it Hazel? Yes it is."

Grace gazed at Midge, milking with gentle confidence, and she gave a small nod of approval. "I think she likes you. The goats don't usually warm up to strangers so fast. They can be pretty cranky."

"Well, I have a lot of practice caring for cranky animals. I have a husband and son."

Grace laughed and patted Midge on the back. "I think you've got this under control. I'm going to grab another doe and we'll get the milking finished in no time."
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Later that afternoon, Jim pushed the wheelbarrow back to the barn while Harper walked beside him, carrying a full basket of eggs. Jim's shirt was damp with sweat and his hands and arms were streaked with dirt, and he looked over at Harper with a wry grin.

"I've never had to deal with so much chicken poop before. I'd rather be out in the field getting abused by Earl." He paused. "Almost."

Harper laughed. "Well, I hope Scottie is hanging in there." They entered the barn, and she showed Jim where to stow the wheelbarrow, then lifted her egg basket. "The fridge up in the big house is pretty full. Is it okay if I come in and put these in mine?"

"Of course. You don't need my permission to come into your own house."

"That may be so, but while you and your family are staying there, I intend to respect your privacy."

Jim nodded. "We appreciate that."

Harper and Jim crossed the barnyard and entered the small farmhouse through the back door into the cozy kitchen. Jim made a beeline for the sink, eager to wash the dirt and grime from his hands, and as he lathered up with soap, Harper moved to the refrigerator and made room to put the basket inside. As she turned and closed the door, her eyes fell upon the kitchen table and she froze, a sharp gasp escaping her lips. Jim stopped drying his hands as his brows shot up.

"You okay?"

Harper remained still, her eyes fixed on a box on the table. Her voice was barely a whisper. "You ate the cereal."

Jim eyed the cartoon bunny staring from the open box of Marshmallow Hugs and shifted uneasily. "Yeah. I'm sorry we've been eating all of your food. I know it's⁠—"

"I don't care if you eat everything! Just not this!" Harper's shock morphed into anger. "This was for Jody."

She snatched up the half-empty box and hugged it tightly to her chest, and Jim took a half step back, bumping against the sink. "I… oh gosh, Harper. We didn't know. We were kind of a mess yesterday morning and… I'm so sorry."

Tears welled in Harper's eyes, and she took a deep breath and crushed them shut, giving her head a violent shake. "No. No, I'm sorry. I'm acting like a lunatic. It's just… I've been trying to keep myself busy so I don't go crazy worrying about David and Jody, but the cereal just reminded me that they're… you know. I mean…" Her lips trembled. "I'm so scared that they… that…"

Her words were snuffed out by a single wet sob choking from her throat. She stood in the middle of her kitchen, hugging the cereal box and struggling to maintain her composure as hot tears rolled down her trembling cheeks. Jim opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He tipped his gaze to the floor, took a deep breath, then looked Harper in the eye.

"Are you familiar with the Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1914?"

The unexpected question paused Harper's breakdown. "What?"

"It was led by Captain Ernest Shackleton. His ship, the Endurance, got trapped in pack ice and was crushed. Totally demolished. The crew of twenty-eight men were stranded in the Antarctic with no way to communicate with the outside world. They should have died right there. But they didn't. They survived on the ice for months, hunting seals and penguins for food. Then when the thaw came and the ice began to break up, Shackleton and five of his men set out in a lifeboat to seek help. They navigated eight hundred miles across the ocean before they reached land. Eight hundred miles. In a lifeboat."

Harper sniffled. "Okay, I see what you're trying to…"

"But that wasn't the end," Jim interrupted. "When they finally reached an island, they had to trek across glaciers and mountains to reach the whaling station on the other side. From there, Shackleton secured a ship and returned to rescue the rest of his crew, all of whom had survived on the ice for over a year. Against all odds, every single man made it home alive." Jim paused and adjusted his glasses. "I'm sure David and Jody are going through an epic ordeal right now. But I'm also sure that they will make it home to you. If Shackleton's people can survive a year in the Antarctic, surely yours can survive a daring trek across the USA."

"Yes. Yes they can." Harper gave a slow nod and awkwardly wiped her tears. "Thank you, Jim."

"They'll find a way. It just might take some time."

"I know." Harper loosened her grip on the cereal box, and drew a steadying breath. "And when they get here, I promise you, the hugs I give them will not be made of marshmallow."


CHAPTER TWENTY




93 miles northwest of Columbia, South Carolina

"Dad!"

David sucked a breath and jerked forward as a tiny fist slugged him in the arm. He blinked through the disorientation of waking to find shafts of morning light slanting through the windows of the abandoned house, illuminating Jody's angry little face behind her tangled red hair. He sat up straight in the wooden chair he had inadvertently slept in, and pain rolled down his stiff back and through his shoulders. "Agh. Bug. What's the matter?"

"Joe and Carolyn are gone!"

"So what?" David groaned and sat forward, hissing as a pins-and-needles sensation shot through his legs. "They probably just decided to keep heading to their aunt's place when the rain let up."

"Yeah, and they took our car!"

David's eyes shot open, his grogginess suddenly gone. "They what?"

He leaped to his feet, bolted to the front door, and blasted out onto the porch with his heart pounding in his ears. Despite her shorter legs, his daughter was right on his heels as he scrambled to the carport to find it empty except for Jody's backpack leaning against a few cardboard boxes huddled in the dry spot under the roof. On top, a mass of yellow pages fluttered in the breeze, weighted down by a rock. David knocked the stone aside and grabbed the limp remains of the legal pad they had disassembled the previous night to fix the window.

"What's that?" Jody asked.

"They left a note."

David peered angrily at a neat block of loopy, girlish handwriting, his jaw clenching tighter with each line.

Dear David and Jody,

We are so incredibly sorry for taking your rental car. Please know that this was an agonizing decision for us, and we feel terrible about it, but we have to get back to our parents in North Carolina. They need us, and we need them.

In a way, it's for the best. We tried to warn you that the explosions are going to keep moving west, and Nebraska is next. It's going to end up just like Georgia did. But you didn't believe us. We couldn't bear the thought of you two going there and getting killed. Please, take the food we left for you and go back east. It's the only safe direction.

We didn't want to do this, but we had no choice. We have to get to our family. We hope you can understand, and that you'll forgive us. Thank you for your kindness and generosity. Stay safe.

Carolyn & Joe

David crumpled the note in his fist. "Son of a…"

Jody stomped her foot. "Why didn't you wake me up?"

"What?"

"Last night! You said you were going to wake me up to take a watch, but you didn't and you fell asleep! If you woke me up then I would have stopped them from taking the keys!"

David blinked as an image flashed through his mind of the oversized ring of car keys sitting on the kitchen counter next to the soup cans. After dinner he had forgotten all about them and left them there for the taking. A new anger blazed inside him, this time directed at himself, but he took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

"I'm sorry, Bug. I must have dozed off and slept through the alarm."

"Don't lie."

David lowered his hands and fixed his child in a glare. "Excuse me."

Jody pulled David's phone out of her back pocket and turned on the screen, revealing the clock app. "I looked when I woke up and it was morning. You never set an alarm. You lied last night, and you're lying now." Her eyes went wet and her lip quivered. "Why, Dad?"

A cold wave of guilt crashed through David's gut, extinguishing the fire of his anger. He raked a hand through his hair and shook his head. "I'm sorry. You're right. I shouldn't have lied."

"But why did you?"

"I wanted you to get some sleep." David blew out a breath. "I was doing what I thought was best for you."

"But your lie got our car stolen. Is that what's best for me? Is that what's best for us?"

"No, it isn't. And I feel really stupid right now." David crouched to look Jody in the eye. "I taught you not to lie, and I didn't practice what I preach, and now we're paying the price. I'm sorry, Jody. I truly am."

Jody crossed her arms and scowled. "Have you ever lied to me before?"

David opened his mouth to say no, but paused before he could tell another lie. "You really want to know?"

"Yes."

"Okay. Remember when we found that truck with the Cuppicakes in it? And I told you that the driver wasn't there?"

The anger on Jody's face chilled to apprehension. "Oh my gosh. Was he there? Did we steal from him?"

David shook his head. "He was there, but he was dead. He died in the crash. I didn't want to tell you because I didn't want you to be upset. And then when you found the Cuppicakes…" He scratched the back of his neck. "You were so happy, I didn't want to ruin it for you."

Jody considered it for a long moment, then stepped forward and put her hand on her father's shoulder. "That was a good reason to lie. But I don't want you to do it anymore. I want you to always tell me the truth, no matter what. All right?"

David nodded. "All right. You deserve that."

"Do you promise?"

"I do. Cross my heart."

"Okay. I love you." Jody wrapped her arms around David and squeezed him tightly, and David returned her affection with a crushing hug of his own.

"I love you too, Bug."

After a moment, Jody pulled away and raked her messy hair behind her ears. "So… what do we do now?"

"I guess we should have some breakfast and make a new plan. Let's see what they left us." David popped open the box on the top of the stack and scowled. "Dog food." He slid the box aside, and opened the one under it. "And more dog food."

Jody opened the third and final box and a half smile crossed her sullen face. "Cuppicakes. But they took all the boysenberry ones."

David sighed and collected the boxes. "Well, it's not soup and peanut butter, but it's not nothing. This'll keep us going for a long time if we ration it. Let's go inside and figure things out."

Jody nodded and picked up her pack, and the two of them went back into the house and to the kitchen. David set the boxes down and pulled back the curtains, letting the morning light fill the room. Carolyn had left the place neat and tidy, with the dishes put away and the soup cans in the trash bin. The two jars of peanut butter David had given them were gone, but the unopened bag of coffee remained.

"Thank heaven for small favors," he muttered.

He drew his knife and sliced open the pack, letting out the fresh, rich scent of the dark roast, then popped open the lid of the coffee machine and stuffed a filter inside before pouring in some grounds. Jody shook her head.

"It won't work. The power is out, remember?"

"I remember." David grabbed a pot and filled it with water, then used a match to light the gas stove. "The machine just uses electricity to heat and pump the water. It'll work if I pour in water that's already hot." He set the pot on the burner and pulled out a chair. "While that's warming up, let's make a plan."

"Where do we even start?"

"How about you show me what's in your pack and we work from there?"

"Okay, sounds good."

Jody unzipped her backpack and began carefully unpacking each compartment. First she pulled out a folding metal fork and butterknife with a dull, serrated edge. "Here's my camping utensils. Sorry, the spoon was still in the peanut butter jar in the car."

"That's okay. We can replace it, and also my set."

David opened a kitchen drawer, pulled out another fork, butterknife, and two spoons, and set them next to Jody's set. Jody frowned. "That's stealing."

"It's scavenging."

"It's scavenging when it's in the woods. It's stealing when you're in someone's house."

David sat down and put his hand on hers. "You're not wrong, and I'm so proud that your moral compass never wavers. But these big explosions that keep happening, they're making the world a very different place."

"So now it's okay to steal from people?"

David sat back in his chair and rubbed his chin. "Not exactly, but there's a gray area. Right now we have to prioritize survival, and sometimes that will mean taking things that don't belong to us."

"Like Joe and Carolyn took our car and food?"

"No. Never like that. We'll never steal things that people need from them. But… okay, remember when we took the food from the Cuppicakes truck? That food wasn't ours, but it wasn't really anybody else's either. Nobody was going to eat it, so when we took it, we didn't hurt anyone. Do you see how that's different than when Joe and Carolyn took the same food from us?"

Jody considered it for a moment. "Yeah, I get it. We can break the rules to survive, as long as we don't hurt anyone else."

"Yes, that's a great way to put it."

"We don't need forks and spoons to survive," she said flatly. "If we take these, it's still stealing."

David looked at her earnest face, then slumped. "Dang, your mother did a good job with you, you know that?" He rubbed his eyes and let out a breath. "Okay, we'll leave the flatware. What else do you have in there?"

Jody reached into her backpack and pulled out two partially crushed plastic water bottles. One was empty, the other nearly so, with only a shallow puddle of water sloshing at the bottom. "We can fill these up in the sink and reuse them."

"We sure can." David took the bottles from her and moved to the sink. "And we'll see if we can find any more good containers to fill up before we go, because we definitely do need water to survive. Does that pass muster?"

Jody nodded. "Yes, if this were my house and someone did that, I would understand."

"All right, I think our code of honor is developing some guidelines." David filled each bottle to the top, then screwed the caps back on tightly before returning them to the table. The water in the pot on the stove had come to a rolling boil, and he turned off the burner and carried it over to the coffee machine. Positioning it over the open filter compartment, he slowly and carefully poured the steaming water over the waiting grounds in a thin, steady stream. As the hot water hit the coffee, a rich, earthy aroma filled the small kitchen, pushing back the dank, musty smell that had taken hold in the sealed-up house. David inhaled deeply, savoring the scent as the freshly brewed coffee began to drip into the glass pot below. "Okay, what else do we have?"

Jody produced a grimy hooded sweatshirt with a unicorn embroidered on the chest, and a clump of stained white fabric. "I've got my hoodie and three socks."

"Why three?"

"In case I lose one."

"Obviously. What else?" She dug in again, pulling out a small first-aid kit, and David nodded approvingly. "Now we're talking. What's in there?"

Jody unzipped the small red first aid kit and began unpacking its contents onto the table. "Let's see… we've got a roll of medical tape, a roll of gauze and some sterile pads, acetaminophen, a little tube of antibiotic ointment, and both kinds of sticky bandages."

"What do you mean 'both kinds'?"

Jody held up two colorful boxes, adorned with cartoon imagery. "Dinosaurs and princesses."

"Of course." David found a mug in the cabinet and poured himself a cup of coffee before returning to the table. He took a sip of the hot, dark brew and closed his eyes in satisfaction. "Oh man, I really needed this today."

"There's also a little pair of scissors," Jody said, continuing to unpack the pouch. "And tweezers, in case we get a splinter or something, and a couple of safety pins, and a first-aid guide."

She handed the little booklet to David, and he flipped through the pages. "Great work packing this kit. It's got all the essentials."

"Mr. Wilder gave me all the stuff. Preparing first-aid kits was one of our camp challenges. See?"

Jody unzipped the front pouch of her pack and pulled out her collection of merit badges, shuffling through them until she found the one for first aid, depicting a red cross emblazoned on a white circle. David smiled and nodded approvingly. "I remember. I'm glad you were such a good student. You have anything else?"

Jody put the bag in her lap and swept her hand around inside. "There's some empty plastic bags from the trail mix and stuff we ate." She took them out, along with some crumpled papers. "And camp activity schedules I want to show Mom, and two pens and…" She dumped the rest out on the table. "Three peanuts, a penny, and… whoa! A jellybean!"

She snatched up the dusty pink candy and popped it in her mouth. David rolled his eyes as he looked over the assembled items. "I can't believe we just came from survival camp and this is all we have."

"The rest was in our other bags that got stolen."

"I know, I know. It's just frustrating." He sipped his coffee. "Since we don't have a vehicle anymore, we're going to be walking for a while, which means we're going to have to carry everything we need. I think what you have here is a great start, but it's not going to get the job done. How about we eat some jerky and Cuppicakes and then search the house for necessities?"

Jody nodded. "Okay. I'm pretty hungry."

They cracked open a fresh bag of chicken-flavored dog treats and ravenously devoured half of it before rewarding themselves with a dessert of a single Cuppicake each, Jody choosing chocolate and David vanilla. He licked the sugar from his lips and took a swig of coffee.

"You know, these things are starting to grow on me."

"I'm glad Carolyn left them for us. Losing the car I can deal with, but losing the Cuppicakes would have been devastating."

David laughed. "Your priorities are impeccable. Come on, let's go explore the rest of the house and see if our host left us anything that can help us."

He finished his coffee, then headed for the bedroom with Jody right behind. True to form, Carolyn the courteous carjacker had made the homeowner's bed, but the rest of the room was a mess. The dresser drawers hung open in the aftermath of being hastily emptied, vacant except for a few hole-riddled socks. Tangled wire hangers jutted from the open closet door, beside a double-breasted suit in a dusty plastic dry-cleaner bag. A nightstand held a lamp with a crooked shade and an old flip clock with its analog numbers frozen at 1:32, a monument to the moment the blackout had begun.

David moved to the window and pulled back the heavy curtains, stirring up a cloud of dust motes that swirled in the sunlight, then cracked the window for some fresh air. His efforts only managed to replace the smell of grime and neglect with the acrid stench of smoke and ruin. Jody blinked around the dimly lit room and wrinkled her nose. "Well, at least it's easy not to steal when everything is gross and useless."

"Always a silver lining." David surveyed the depressing space and shook his head. "I think the guy who lives here took anything worthwhile, and our teen friends took anything he forgot." He took the old suit out of the closet and gave it an appraising look before shaking his head. "It's a shame there aren't any appropriate clothes left though. The ones we're wearing could really use a good burning."

Jody looked down at her filthy t-shirt and denim bib-overalls shorts, stained with sweat and grime. "We could wash them in the bathtub before we go."

"I'd love to, but the clothes dryer won't work with the power out, and even if we hung them outside, the smoke clouds are blocking the sun. They'd take forever to dry."

Jody sighed. "Yeah, you're right. I don't want to be stuck here all naked." She paused. "But we could still take showers, right? Our clothes will still stink, but at least we won't."

"I like the way you're thinking, Bug." David crossed the hall into the bathroom to find Joe and Carolyn's abandoned, blood-stained clothes still hanging over the shower rod and towel bars. Even after hanging up overnight, they were still completely soaked with sooty black water. He pulled the soiled jeans and shirts from the shower and turned on the water, cranking it to hot. After a few moments of clanking pipes, the water warmed on his outstretched hand. "All right, we've even got hot water!"

Jody stepped into the doorway, looking curiously at the stream as the mirror began to fog. "Because the water heater is gas, like the stove?"

"Must be. With a pilot light instead of an electric igniter, it seems." David collected all of the teens' discarded clothes and folded them into a ball in his arms. "You go first and I'll find some towels."

"Thanks, Dad!"

Jody kicked off her boots and started wrestling herself out of her clothes, and David stepped out of the room and closed the door, giving his half-feral daughter some privacy, whether she wanted it or not. He set the discarded clothes on the floor and opened the hall closet to find a stack of towels, grayed and tattered from innumerable washings. He pulled a few from the top of the stack and shook them out, and they smelled stale, but clean. Satisfied, he tucked them under his arm and pulled out his phone, flicking on the flashlight to snoop deeper in the closet. He found a stack of mismatched sheets with holes and frayed edges, a shoebox full of receipts and old birthday cards, and a tangle of charger cords for obsolete devices. The sight of the cables served as a reminder that his phone's charge cable had been in the car, plugged into the dashboard. Not that it mattered, considering it would be useless in the blacked-out house anyway.

David was about to power down his phone to save the battery when the flashlight beam swept over a slouched mass of fabric in the back corner of the floor, and he crouched to find a dusty old backpack made of faded black nylon. He pulled it out and looked it over to find it was dirty but useable, with functional zippers and intact straps.

"All right. Jackpot."

He powered down and pocketed his phone, then collected the towels and backpack and returned to the bathroom. As he pushed open the door a crack to slip the towels inside, Jody's voice could be heard echoing off the tile walls, belting out a goofy tune.

"I'm washing off the grime and grunge, scrubba-dubba-ding-a-dug! No more stinky, sticky sludge, just clean little ol' Jodybug! Slimey, grimy gunk goes down! Swirling, twirling round and round! Flush it all right down the drain, so I can get gross all over a-gain!"

David shook his head with an amused grin and pulled the door closed to let her enjoy her moment of sudsy revelry as he returned to the kitchen. He laid his new backpack next to Jody's on the table, then retrieved the box of Cuppicakes and the remaining bags of jerky dog treats. He divided the food equally between the packs, then slipped one of the water bottles into the elasticized pouch on the side of each bag for easy access. He put Jody's first-aid kit into her pack, then returned her camping utensils, as well as the empty plastic bags, and her pens, socks, and hoodie.

The wrinkled camp schedules and merit badges were of no practical use, but the emotional weight they carried far exceeded the actual weight they added, so David folded the papers neatly and tucked them into the front pocket of Jody's pack with her precious badges. By the time he was done, Jody returned from the bathroom wearing the same ragged old bathrobe Carolyn had commandeered the night before, with her wet hair hanging in stringy red clumps over her face.

"Whoa, you have freckles again," David said with mock awe. "For a while there I couldn't see them through the filth."

"My freckles are back, but my stink is gone, see?" Jody held up her arm and theatrically fanned her armpit. "You know what this means?"

"What?"

"You are officially the grossest one!"

"Not for long." David laughed and headed for the bathroom. "I'm gonna keep this quick. Keep the doors locked and the curtains closed. If you see or hear anyone around the house, you run and get me as fast as you can, got it?"

"Got it! Now go wash off your stink."

David returned to the bathroom to find it filled with billowing clouds of steam, with condensation running down the walls in rivulets, and the mirror completely fogged over, obscuring his reflection. He opened the window to let in some fresh air and then swept his hand across the mirror to clear the haze, pausing to take in his reflection. His neatly trimmed beard had given way to a haze of scruff that spread across his neck and up his cheeks to the dark circles under his eyes.

He rubbed a hand over his face, then opened the medicine cabinet to look for a razor. If he was going to clean himself up, he was going to go all the way. But the inside of the cabinet only offered more proof the homeowner had evacuated the property with intent. The toiletries were all gone, a rusty ring and a sticky blue smudge evidence of a missing can of shaving cream and tube of toothpaste.

David crouched and looked in the cabinet under the sink, and was rewarded with a half-full bottle of ibuprofen and a dusty old box of sleeping pills along with a few rolls of toilet paper and two bars of soap. He collected all of the toiletry treasures on the countertop to pack up later, then began slowly peeling off the clothes he'd been wearing for three stressful days of travel. His shirt clung to his skin, heavy with sweat and grime, and as he pulled it over his head, the pungent odor of his own body assaulted his nostrils. He unbuttoned his jeans, and the grungy fabric reluctantly released its grip on his sweat-dampened skin. Crumbles of dried mud fell to the damp bathroom floor as he pulled them off, followed by his wrinkled boxers and socks.

He collected Jody's discarded clothes from the floor as well as his own and hung them up on the towel bars and hooks around the room, making some effort to let them air out while he showered. Pulling back the mildew-specked shower curtain, he turned on the water and stepped in, letting it sluice over his aching body. The pipes were still primed from Jody's shower, so it only took a few seconds before the flow was steaming hot, and David closed his eyes and tipped his head back, letting it cascade over his face and through his hair, the pressure massaging his scalp.

He picked up the bar of soap and lathered it between his hands, then scrubbed himself top to bottom, washing away the accumulated grime of his misadventures. The soap stung as it found the small cuts and scrapes that riddled his skin, but David continued scrubbing, no part spared as he scoured away the stink and filth. His aching body begged him to stay and luxuriate in the hot, soothing stream until it went cold, but a gnawing anxiety made him keep his shower brief. Pampering himself wasn't worth leaving Jody unprotected.

David turned off the water, then slicked his hair back from his face and pulled back the curtain. After drying himself with a threadbare towel, he eyed his dirty clothes with a sigh, but put them back on anyway to find the steam from the shower had actually freshened them up a little bit. He hung up his wet towel on a hook, then closed and locked the bathroom window, gathered the salvaged toiletries from the counter, as well as two dry towels, then made his way back down the hall and through the living room to discover that Jody had folded all of the blankets and stacked them neatly on the sofa. Entering the kitchen, he found her at the sink, washing a collection of plastic sports drink bottles.

"Hey, where'd you find those?" David asked, setting his haul down on the table.

Jody's damp hair flipped as she flicked her head to one side. "Over there, by the door. There was a bag of them next to the trash can. I figured if I washed them out real good, we could fill them up with water and take them with us. And it's not even stealing, because they were garbage."

A smile tugged at the corner of David's mouth. "That's perfect. Great find, Bug." He moved to the sink. "I'll finish up here. You go get dressed."

"Okay." Jody started for the door, then paused to look at the things David had brought from the bathroom. "Are we going to take this stuff?"

"Yeah. It looks like the guy who lives here took everything he thought he needed from the bathroom, but he left these things behind. So I think it's fair game. Do you agree?"

Jody pawed through the pile. "Why do we need sleeping pills?"

"I wouldn't want to use them to knock ourselves unconscious, but if we get hurt really badly we might be able to break up a pill and use a low dosage to ease the pain."

Jody nodded her approval. "I think this stuff is okay. I took a good look through the kitchen, and I think we should take these things too." She showed David a pile of objects on the table, including the can opener, box of matches, duct tape, and a small pot. "There are more pots and pans, but I don't want to be greedy."

"We also want to minimize how much weight we're carrying, since we'll be walking for a while. I think your instincts are good."

"I also wrote a note for the guy who lives here." Jody pointed to a sheet of yellow legal paper stuck to the fridge with a magnet. "I wanted to explain and say we're sorry, like Joe and Carolyn did."

"That's very thoughtful. Now go get dressed. I want to get moving and cover some ground before it gets dark tonight."

"Okay. I'll go suit up in my stink armor."

David chuckled as Jody scampered off to the bathroom, then took the paper off the fridge and held it to the dim light streaming through the window.

Dear person who lives here,

My name is Jody. My dad and me needed a safe place to stay because of all the scary stuff happening, and we found your house. We stayed here last night with two other people named Joe and Caralin, but we don't really know them. I'm not sure if they took anything, but me and my dad took some things we really needed. I made a list at the bottom of the paper.

Also, I'm really sorry about your window. Joe had to break it so we could get inside. We cleaned up the glass and covered the hole with cardboard and tape. We're going to leave soon to go home. I hope you are somewhere safe. Thank you for letting us stay here. I wish we could have met for real.

Your friend,

Jody

A proud smile crossed David's face as he reviewed the comprehensive list Jody had made at the bottom of the page, and he felt compelled to keep her efforts accurate. He grabbed a pen from her bag and noted the rest of the things he had collected, then hung the note back up and went to the sink to finish washing and filling the five sports-drink bottles.

David grabbed the pot from the coffee maker and poured himself the last cold mug of brew, swallowing it down before scrubbing them both clean and setting them in the drying rack. He threw the grounds in the trash and wiped out the machine, then turned his attention to the two backpacks on the table, appraising the new supplies and working out the best way to distribute their weight.

He crushed the toilet paper rolls between his hands to compact them, then put one in Jody's bag and the other two in his own, followed by a bar of soap in each pack and the medications in his own. Then he rolled the towels as tightly as he could and stuffed one into the side of each bag's main compartment for easy access.

The can opener, matches, and duct tape he put in Jody's pack, as he wanted her to have them if, heaven forbid, they ever got separated. He put the pot in his bag, then split the water bottles, putting more in his pack so Jody wouldn't have to shoulder the weight. When he was done, he rolled the coffee bag closed and sealed it with a piece of duct tape before slipping it into his bag. As he finished up, Jody returned, clad in her grimy overalls and t-shirt. She had finger-combed her damp hair and tied it back in a messy ponytail with an elastic band.

"Ready to rock?" David asked.

"Ready to roll!" Jody replied with a grin.

They slung their backpacks over their shoulders, adjusting the straps to distribute the new weight evenly, and before they left the kitchen, Jody made sure the back door was securely locked and its patch was still firmly in place. She scampered after David through the living room, and together they stepped out onto the front porch.

"Don't forget to lock the door behind us."

David turned the tab on the doorknob before pulling it shut, then the two of them stepped off the porch into the wet gravel, surveying the bleak morning before them. The sky was still a dense canopy of black clouds, with streaks of gray light struggling to penetrate the gloom. Jody looked up at her father.

"Which way do we go?"

David gazed down the road, a ribbon of cracked asphalt stretching into the distance. "Home is that way. A long, long way that way."

A smile spread across Jody's freckled face and she began marching forward. "Then let's get walking!"


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Denver, Colorado

The streets of downtown Denver raged in utter chaos as residents fought to evacuate before the gas pocket miles below their city detonated and obliterated them all. Cars clogged the roads, bumper to bumper, their horns blaring in a cacophony of panic. Drivers leaned out of windows, shouting at each other as people scrambled down the sidewalks, carrying hastily packed bags and dragging crying children behind them. The sound of shattering glass underscored the anarchy as looters smashed store windows, fighting each other and grabbing whatever they could carry. Overhead, helicopters circled, their blades whipping the air as news crews captured the anarchy in the face of certain doom.

A convoy of three National Guard transport vehicles thundered through the city, their desert-sand paint standing out amid the sea of civilian vehicles as they rumbled over curbs and smashed across medians, their sturdy suspension absorbing the impacts of their impromptu trailblazing. But even with their mighty engines and oversized tires, the lead vehicle soon found itself ensnared in the gridlock traffic, forcing the convoy to a halt.

Inside the truck, Captain Ben Ramirez was crouched in front of two long benches of his troops, peering at them through the clear polycarbonate face shield in his black Kevlar helmet. His torso was protected by a thick, padded tactical vest capable of stopping small arms fire and shrapnel, and his arms and legs had additional hard-shell guards. He adjusted his weight in his bulky gear and shouted to his troops.

"Listen up, everyone. We're heading into a volatile situation, but I want you all to remember that our mission is to maintain order and assist with the evacuation efforts. I need every one of you to remain calm and focused, no matter what we encounter." Ramirez's gaze swept over his unit, making eye contact with each soldier. "These people are scared and desperate, but they're still American citizens. Force is to be used only as a last resort."

Lieutenant Judy Kenyon, Ramirez's second-in-command, snuffed and scowled. "From what I've seen, force might be the only thing that gets the job done. Let's not be squeamish out there."

"But let's be responsible," Ramirez said firmly, as if to rebuild what his subordinate had undermined. "Use your discretion, and trust in your training and your fellow soldiers. Now let's move out. We've got a city to save."

The convoy doors swung open, and the unit poured out onto the sidewalk and quickly merged into a tight formation, weapons at the ready. All around them, panicked civilians rushed by, clutching whatever possessions they couldn't bear to leave behind. The distinctive crack of gunshots pierced the air, causing the crowd to scream and scatter, and Kenyon's head snapped toward the sound, her grip tightening on her rifle. "Gunshots! Sounded like they came from a block or two north of here."

Ramirez nodded. "Let's check it out. Kenyon, take point. Everyone else, fall in behind her. Stay sharp and watch each other's backs."

The unit moved out, pushing through the panicked crowd toward a small downtown supermarket, its windows shattered and parking lot littered with overturned shopping carts and trampled groceries. A few terrified civilians huddled behind vehicles, frozen with terror, and Ramirez and Kenyon hustled over and crouched beside a woman who clutched a bloodied arm, her face contorted in pain.

"What happened here?" Kenyon barked.

The woman's words came out in gasps between sobs. "I just wanted to get… some food… for my family! But the people in there… they shot me!"

Ramirez signaled to one of his men. "Get this woman medical attention." As the soldier began treating the injured woman, the captain turned to the rest of his unit. "Take up positions around the perimeter. We need to secure this area and get control of the situation."

The soldiers moved swiftly, spreading out to cover the parking lot and the entrances to the store. Ramirez peered through the broken windows to assess the scene inside and spotted the looters, some hauling armfuls of groceries to others who shoved them into bags. Men at the front of the store waved guns at anyone who dared to approach, their faces twisted with desperation and anger.

Ramirez unclipped a small bullhorn from the back of his tactical vest and raised it to his mouth, and his voice boomed through the shattered storefront. "This is Captain Ben Ramirez of the National Guard. Drop your weapons and come out with your hands up. We don't want anyone else to get hurt, including you."

His soldiers maintained their positions, weapons trained on the store's entrances, ready to act if necessary. Inside, the looters exchanged nervous glances and shouted unintelligible words to one another as they quickened their pace, stuffing groceries into already bursting bags. After a confused moment, a shot rang out from within the store, the bullet ricocheting off the pavement near Ramirez's boots. His soldiers tensed, fingers hovering over their triggers, but he held up a hand, signaling them to hold their fire.

"Stand down! We don't want a shootout with civilians in the crossfire." Ramirez raised the bullhorn once more, his tone stern but calm. "I know you're scared but this isn't the way. Surrender and come out now. This is your last warning."

Each tense second that ticked by was an eternity as Ramirez and his soldiers waited for a response. Inside the store, two of the looters slightly lowered their weapons, but near the door, a heavily tattooed man with a wild look in his eyes raised a pistol and snapped off three rapid-fire shots. One of the small-caliber rounds slammed into Ramirez's bulletproof vest, knocking the wind out of him and sending him sprawling to the ground, gasping for air as the other looters panicked and began firing wildly at the guardsmen in the parking lot. Lieutenant Kenyon shouted through the chaos.

"Take them down!"

The soldiers responded instantly, their weapons erupting in a staccato melody as they returned fire on the looters. Bullets whizzed through the air, shattering what remained of the store's windows as civilians screamed and dove for cover. Ramirez struggled to his feet, his chest aching from the impact, but he grabbed his rifle and joined his soldiers, taking aim at the looters inside the store. The tattooed leader continued to fire recklessly, his eyes wild with desperation and rage as the guardsmen carefully advanced on the store, each staying behind cover as their boots crunched over broken glass and scattered debris.

Inside the store, the looters' resolve began to waver as their numbers were savagely thinned by guardsman fire. Two of the men left standing dropped their weapons and raised their hands in surrender, but the tattooed leader refused to back down. He let out a primal scream and fired his pistol indiscriminately as he charged toward Ramirez, and the captain raised his rifle and fired a single round that tore through the man's chest, sending him tumbling to the ground in a bloody, gasping heap. As their leader lay choking his last breaths, all of the remaining looters dropped their weapons and raised their hands.

"Don't shoot!" one of them screamed, his voice cracking with terror. "You said you wouldn't hurt us if we surrendered!"

The soldiers moved in swiftly and secured the looters, pulling their hands behind their backs and slipping on plastic zip-tie handcuffs. Lieutenant Kenyon made her way to Captain Ramirez, her face tight with concern as he rubbed at his chest where the bullet had impacted.

"Sir, are you alright?"

Ramirez nodded, wincing as he straightened up. "Fine. Just got the wind knocked out of me." His eyes briefly lingered on the pool of blood slowly spreading beneath the body of the civilian he had killed before he turned to his soldiers and barked, "Get these looters on a transport. We'll have them formally processed once we're out of the evacuation zone."

The soldiers hauled the cuffed looters to their feet and marched them out of the store, past wide-eyed people who watched in stunned silence. With the threat neutralized, Captain Ramirez and his remaining troops pushed farther up the street of gridlocked traffic, making their way to the front of the line where an SUV towing a large fishing boat was stalled at an angle across both lanes. A paunchy, middle-aged man with slick black hair was hunched over the open hood, frantically banging and tugging on the engine. The man's wife and two young children watched anxiously from the side of the road, the mother trying desperately to comfort them as their small bodies quaked with each sob.

Captain Ramirez approached the distraught man and called out in his booming voice. "What's wrong with the vehicle?"

The man shook his head, his words tumbling out in a rush. "I don't know! The engine just quit on me, and I can't get it started again!"

Lieutenant Kenyon stepped forward, her voice stern. "Sir, we need to move this vehicle immediately."

"What do you think I'm trying to do, lady?"

Ramirez glanced at the endless line of trapped vehicles, each one filled with people desperate to escape the impending disaster. He turned back to the man, and his voice took on a hard edge. "We'd like to help, but our priority is to evacuate as many people as possible. Please step aside."

"Wait…" The man's eyes widened and his voice rose in pitch. "What are you going to do?"

Ramirez ignored the question and turned to his unit. "Push the vehicle out of the road."

His men began to move, but Kenyon's brow raised. "Sir, there's not enough room for the vehicle and the boat on the side of the road."

"Then separate them."

The man lunged forward, trying to shove the guardsmen away from his property. "No! You can't do this!"

Kenyon's hands flexed on her rifle, her voice cold and unyielding. "Sir, stand aside."

The man's wife gasped and pulled her children backwards, but he kept shoving the guardsmen. Kenyon pointed her weapon at him, finger hovering over the trigger, and he raised his hands and staggered back. "Okay. Okay! I'm going!"

Kenyon kept her rifle trained on him as he moved to the side of the road, trembling with fear and helplessness while the soldiers went to work. The guardsmen quickly lowered the wheeled jack stand on the boat trailer and unhooked it from the SUV, then pushed the disabled vehicle off to one side of the road and the boat toward the other. One of the soldiers turned to Ramirez, wiping sweat from his brow. "Sir, there's not enough room to get the boat fully off the road."

Ramirez surveyed the area, his eyes falling on a broad set of concrete stairs leading down toward an empty parking lot. "Looks like there's room to me."

The soldiers exchanged glances, understanding the unspoken order. They positioned themselves in front of the boat and, with a mighty heave, pushed it backward down the stairs. The trailer's tires banged over the first few steps before the whole thing capsized, smashing the side of the boat on the concrete railing with a deafening crunch of cracking fiberglass as it slid down and smashed to the blacktop below. The man let out a wail of rage as his prized possession was reduced to an oversized piece of roadside trash. He whirled on the soldiers, his eyes wild with fury.

"You can't do this! I have rights!"

Lieutenant Kenyon peered over her rifle. "The president has declared martial law. We have the authority to decide what rights you have."

The man's wife sobbed, clutching their children close as they wept and trembled in fear. The man sputtered incredulously, his face burning red. "This is insane! You can't just⁠—"

"Sir," Captain Ramirez barked. "Things can be replaced, but children cannot."

The man's eyes narrowed. "Are you threatening me?"

"No. I am saving you." He turned to his troops, his voice gruff with authority. "Take this family and put them on an evacuation transport."

The soldiers moved forward, surrounding the family. The man and his wife resisted, their screams of protest joining their children's terrified wails as they were all forcibly dragged back toward the transport vehicles. With the road clear, the blocked cars began to flow, their occupants casting wary glances at the soldiers who stood guard along the roadside with their rifles at the ready, but even as traffic moved on one street, dozens more remained gridlocked. Captain Ramirez surveyed the chaotic cityscape, the weight of his assignment to save it becoming a crushing burden. Lieutenant Kenyon approached and growled, "What's next, sir?"

Ramirez shook his head, his eyes distant. "I don't know. This is madness. We couldn't evac this many people with the entire US Army, let alone a handful of Guard units. What are we gonna do?"

Kenyon placed a hand on his shoulder, her grip firm. "We're gonna eat the elephant one bite at a time, sir."

Her words steeled him, and Ramirez gave a sharp nod. "Gimme my fork."

As he turned to gather his men, an elderly woman pushed her way through the crowd, her face wrinkled and stained with tears. She clutched at Ramirez's arm, her voice trembling as she cried, "Please, you have to help my husband! He's disabled, and he can't walk on his own."

She pointed across the bustling sidewalk at a frail old man sitting in a broken wheelchair that was being banged and jostled by the hips and bags of passersby as they rushed to escape. The sight wrenched Ramirez's heart, and despite the overwhelming task at hand, he turned to Kenyon, his voice resolute. "Take the lead. I'll be right back." He pushed his way through the crowd, knocking people aside with his bulky tactical gear until he reached the elderly man and crouched down beside his damaged wheelchair. "Sir, I'm here to help. What's your name?"

The man looked up at him, his eyes clouded with fear and exhaustion. "Walter," he croaked. "Please, I can't walk. I need help."

"Don't worry, Walter. I've got you."

With a grunt of effort, Ramirez scooped the frail man into his arms, cradling him against his chest. Walter clung to him, his body trembling as Ramirez carried him back through the crowd toward the evacuation transports. The old man clutched him tightly, his jaw tremoring with panic.

"Where's my wife? Where's Maurine?"

"I'm here, Wally!" the old woman cried, pushing her way up to Ramirez's side. "I'm right here!"

"You're both going to be okay," Ramirez said, his voice steady and calm. "We'll get you and your wife on a transport that'll take you to⁠—"

A violent tremor ripped through the city, shaking the buildings and sending people sprawling to the ground. Captain Ramirez stumbled as he tried to maintain his balance while cradling the frail old man against his chest, but the shaking was too intense. He toppled over backwards, and Walter screamed as he slipped from Ramirez's grasp, his brittle body slamming into the hard concrete with a sickening crack.

Maurine crawled across the sidewalk, screaming, "Wally!"

Ramirez scrabbled up to his knees, his eyes wide with horror as he reached for the old man, but another violent tremor sent him sprawling again. All around them, buildings swayed and crumbled, their walls cracking and splitting as the earth heaved and bucked beneath them. Glass shattered and rained down from windows, slicing through the air like deadly razors, and people screamed and ran in all directions as the blades planted in their skulls and shoulders.

All through the city, the ground buckled and split open into gaping chasms that swallowed cars and people whole before erupting into walls of blazing orange flame. Ramirez crawled to Walter's side, his hands shaking as he pressed the old man's neck, feeling for a pulse, but found only the stillness of death. Maurine wailed in grief as she threw herself across her husband's broken body, and the captain staggered to his feet, gazing in horror into the distance.

A thunderous roar shook the city as the earth erupted in a massive, undulating wave, heaving the ground upward and tearing it apart in jagged fissures that belched forth massive clouds of dust and debris. Buildings shuddered and crumbled, their walls cracking and splitting as the wave swept through the streets, tossing cars and people into the air like the toys of a fussy toddler. Massive fissures split the ground with deafening cracks, the pavement and soil rupturing and falling away to swallow a row of fleeing cars and evacuation transports as buildings swayed and crumbled, their mighty foundations no match for the awesome power of the shifting earth.

As the cracks spread, enormous jets of flame erupted from the depths, belching forth with blinding blasts of heat and light and choking black smoke that burned the lungs and stung the eyes. People ran in all directions, screaming and gagging and trying to avoid being crushed by falling debris or incinerated by the scorching flames. Ramirez turned to run from the approaching wave of fiery destruction, but there was nowhere to go. A wall of searing heat engulfed him, blistering his skin and peeling it away as the flames consumed him. He screamed in agony, his voice lost in the roar of the flame as he tumbled into the growing pit, his flesh melting away until nothing remained but charred bone and ash.

The entire city of Denver crumbled into the massive, fiery sinkhole, the latest casualty of a days-long wave of destruction that had cut a U-shaped swath of annihilation across the United States, carving its way from Wisconsin and Michigan all the way down to Texas, and then back up to the mountains of Colorado. Hundreds of thousands of square miles of cities and farmland and wilderness were obliterated by the voracious, unyielding flames of the Plutus Layer as its leading edge continued outward, devouring Salt Lake City before spreading ravenously northward into Wyoming and Idaho.

The loss of life was incalculable, with millions of souls consumed by the explosions or crushed in the resulting earthquakes, and still the destruction continued, an inexorable wave of annihilation that showed no signs of stopping as it carved its way north, leaving nothing but flame and ruin in its wake.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Prairie Winds Farm

Harper led Jim around the back of the barn, both of them carrying buckets of chicken manure they had cleaned out of the coop earlier that morning.

"It's right over here." She approached a long, waist-high wooden box and pushed open the lid, letting out a waft of organic stink, then poured in her bucket. "Just go ahead and dump it in."

Jim wrinkled his nose. "Wait, you keep the poop?"

Harper laughed. "Once we pick it up, it's not poop anymore. It's fertilizer in waiting." She tipped her head at the bin. "Chicken manure is an excellent addition to compost, because it's rich in nitrogen, which is essential for plant growth."

"Huh." Jim dumped in his bucket, then watched with a sour look on his face as Harper mixed the fresh manure into the existing compost with a pitchfork. "That's fascinating. And very gross."

"It's all part of the cycle of life on a farm. The chickens produce waste, and that waste helps to nourish the soil that grows the crops that feed us and the animals. Nothing goes to waste around here. We try to make the most of every resource we have."

Jim stepped closer to the compost bin, peering in with a curious eye. "So, what else goes into this magical mixture?"

"Vegetable scraps from the kitchen, leaves, grass clippings, and even the bedding from the animal stalls. It all breaks down over time and turns into rich, fertile soil."

"Neat. You're like an alchemist, turning trash into treasure."

"It's not magic. It's just working with nature, rather than against it." Harper put down her pitchfork and slammed the bin, then retrieved her pail. "We should wash out these buckets then go get ourselves cleaned up. The others will be back for lunch soon."

Jim patted his belly. "Great! After all that talk about poop, I can't wait to eat!"

They made their way around the front of the barn just as the tractor puttered down from the pastures, with Grace at the wheel and Midge walking alongside a trailer full of sealed milk buckets. Midge's hair was tousled, and there were streaks of dirt on her face and clothes, but despite her disheveled appearance, Jim grinned as he approached her.

"Well, don't you look like an adorable little farmer?"

He planted a kiss on her forehead, and Midge laughed and playfully shoved him away. "Don't kiss me! I've been tending goats all morning, and I'm filthy."

"Well, I'm even filthier. I've been cleaning up chicken poop."

"Ugh, that's another reason why you shouldn't kiss me."

Harper chuckled and turned to her daughter as she hopped down from the tractor. "How did the milking go?"

Grace's face lit up. "Great! The goats absolutely love Midge."

Midge blushed at the praise, ducking her head slightly. "It was really fun. The goats are little sweethearts."

Jim wrapped an arm around his wife's shoulders, giving her a proud squeeze. "See? You're a natural at this farm life."

"It's so good to have you all here, pitching in," Harper said. "I know it's a big adjustment, but you're doing great."

Earl's truck roared down the dirt road from the fields, pulled up to the barn, and rattled to a stop, and he and Scottie climbed out and started collecting tools and supplies from the bed.

"But the real problem is, that section of the field still isn't getting enough water," Earl grumbled. "If we don't get it worked out soon, the crops there aren't going to make it."

"Hmm." Scottie waved out toward the fields. "I saw some big tanks out near the pasture. They were pretty rusty, but if they still hold water, maybe we could rig something up to collect rainwater from the house and barn roofs. If we ran hoses out of them, maybe when it fills up there would be enough pressure to force the water through them so we could direct it to the dry spots."

Earl rubbed his chin as they approached the others. "You know, something like that might just work. And it wouldn't be too hard to set up a test to find out. Good thinking, Scottie."

Jim blinked and his brow raised. "Did you just call him Scottie?"

The thoughtful look on the old man's face crushed back into his usual scowl as he peered at Jim. "That's his name isn't it?"

"Yeah, but…" Jim shook his head and looked to his son. "Sounds like you two had a productive morning."

"Mr. Carlson taught me all about irrigation." Scottie smiled. "And I think I taught him a few things too."

Earl snuffed. "Watch them britches, boy. Sounds like they're gettin' a little big."

Harper laughed and waved toward the big farmhouse. "All right, we can all catch up over lunch. I'll bet Ruth already has it on the table by now."

The families made their way up to the big wrap-around porch and filed into the house to find Ruth setting out a hearty lunch in the dining room. A platter of roasted chicken sat in the center of the table beside a pot of hearty vegetable stew, wafting the savory aromas of potatoes, carrots, and celery into the air. Beside them sat a basket of freshly baked bread with golden-brown crust glistening with a light brushing of butter.

Jim practically drooled at the sight of it. "Wow, Ruth, this looks amazing!"

Grace inhaled deeply, savoring the aromas. "And it smells amazing too. Thank you for preparing all of this, Grandma."

"My pleasure, of course," Ruth said, modestly waving off the praise. "Everyone go get washed up so we can eat. I've got the start of a meal plan cooked up, and I think it'll help us make the most of our resources and keep everyone well-fed. I'd like to get everyone's feedback over lunch."

Midge smiled. "If every meal you've got planned is as good as this one, I have no notes."

Earl ignored the pleasant chatter as he grabbed his transistor radio and clicked it on, and Ruth shook her head. "Honestly, dear. Can't we just have a nice meal in peace without wallowing in bad news?"

"It's not wallowing, it's staying informed," Earl growled. "I, for one, would like to know if things out there are getting worse."

"Or better," Harper added.

Earl gave a sardonic snort and turned up the volume, and a voice came through, distant and distorted, but clear enough to understand.

"…catastrophic explosion that originated in Texas has claimed countless lives and left a path of unimaginable destruction across the southern United States and northern Mexico. The exact number of casualties is still unknown, but it is estimated to be in the millions."

The room fell silent as the gravity of the news sank in. Midge's eyes went wide with horror, and Jim wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close as he shook his head in disbelief. Grace's face paled, and Ruth clasped her hands together, her eyes closed and head bowed.

"In response to this unprecedented disaster, the president has declared martial law and ordered mandatory evacuations in the states of New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana. The military and law enforcement have been granted broad authority to use any means necessary to ensure the swift and orderly evacuation of⁠—"

Everyone gasped and squealed in surprise as the ground beneath Prairie Winds Farm began to violently tremble. The rustic light fixture above the dining room table swayed precariously on its chains as the walls creaked and groaned. The pot of vegetable stew tipped and sloshed, splashing across the tablecloth and onto the platter of roasted chicken.

"Take cover!" Jim barked. "Get in a doorway!"

He grabbed Midge and hustled her toward the entrance to the kitchen as picture frames rattled on the walls, some crashing to the floor, their glass shattering upon impact. Earl dropped his radio and grabbed Ruth, throwing her to the ground before dropping his own body on top of her and covering his head with his hands. Grace screamed and toppled backwards, and Scottie caught her before she could fall, then Harper threw her arms around both of them.

"It's not stopping!" she shouted, the floorboards rattling beneath her feet. "Get under the table!"

Cracks appeared in the plaster walls, snaking their way up to the ceiling, and Harper shoved the teens toward the heavy table as dust rained down from above, coating everything in a fine layer of white powder. The windows rattled in their frames, and cabinets flew open in the kitchen, spilling their contents across the floor in a chaotic mess of shattered dishes. After a few agonizing moments the ground settled, leaving the light gently swinging, casting eerie sweeps of shadow across the destruction.

As the shaking subsided, Jim and Midge stepped out of the kitchen doorway, their eyes wide with shock. Earl rolled off of Ruth and took her face in his gnarled hands. "Ruth. Are you hurt?"

"No. No, I'm all right."

Under the table, Harper let go of the kids and sat up, leaving Scottie with his strong arms around Grace's slender body. She trembled in his grip, and he murmured, "Hey… you okay?"

She turned her head toward him, their faces close enough to feel his hot breath on her cheeks. "I… yeah."

Their eyes met for the briefest moment before they awkwardly separated and quickly crawled out from under the table, looking at anything but each other. Harper pulled Grace into a tight hug while Earl creakily climbed to his feet and gave Ruth a hand up.

"Is anyone hurt?" he growled.

Harper let go of her daughter and rubbed her hip where it had smashed against the hardwood. "I'll have a bruise in the morning, but I'm good."

Everyone else vacantly muttered their agreement as they took stock of their surroundings. The dining room was now a mess of broken dishes, spilled food, and wounded plaster, and Earl retrieved his radio from the floor, still broadcasting, despite its cracked casing.

"… I… I'm getting word that a new explosion has ignited in Arizona and is spreading northward at an unprecedented speed. Early reports coming into our newsroom here in Wyoming indicate that the destruction has already consumed most of Utah and Colorado. I'm awaiting confirmation that these reports are…" Muffled voices shouted in the background of the static-filled broadcast, their words indistinct but their tone unmistakably panicked, and the newscaster's voice rose to an argumentative shout. "No… How far out is it? That can't be right! It can't⁠—"

The broadcast cut off abruptly, leaving only the hiss of static in its wake. Harper stared blankly at the radio, her eyes wide with horror. "No…" she whispered. "All those people…"

Ruth sank into a chair, her face ashen. "It's just… it's unimaginable. How could this be happening?"

Jim pulled Midge close, his voice trembling. "That quake must have been a shockwave from the explosion. If that much land really collapsed, then…."

The words died on his dry lips, and Midge buried her face in his chest, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. "What if it doesn't stop? What are we going to do?"

Earl turned off the radio. "We pull ourselves together and we do the best we can. We can't control what happens out there, but we can control what happens here. And that starts with assessing the situation."

Harper took a deep, steadying breath and nodded. "Earl's right. That earthquake probably did a lot of damage to the farm. I know we're all pretty upset right now, but we need to swallow it down and check things out. We can mourn when we're sure we're safe."

Ruth began to clear the broken dishes from the table, her movements mechanical as she maneuvered around the ruined feast, covered in dust and debris. "I'll get some more food going. We can't do the work on empty bellies."

"Thanks, hon." Earl turned to the others. "Everyone else, let's head outside and see what we're dealing with."

He led the families through the house and out onto the porch, and they all stopped and gaped at the western horizon, where a massive wall of black smoke billowed into the sky, staining the blue expanse with an ominous darkness. The smoke seemed to devour the light, blotting out the sun and casting an eerie, twilight-like atmosphere across the farm as it rolled in, carrying an acrid, sulfurous stench.

The farmhouses and barn had weathered the quake, but not without some damage. Shingles had shaken loose from the roofs, and the siding had cracked in places, taking out a few windows. The barn doors hung crookedly on their hinges, and a portion of the roof had caved in, leaving a gaping hole that exposed the broken rafters beneath.

Harper surveyed the devastation and her eyes welled with tears. "We sent them to their deaths."

Grace blinked. "What? Who?"

"Mike and Jessie and their boys. The family who stopped at the campground looking for help. They were on their way to San Diego, and everything between here and there just…" Harper's voice trembled. "They're… they're dead now."

Earl stepped forward and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "But you're not. Neither is Grace, or Ruth. Or the Gladstones. We can't save everyone, but at least we saved ourselves."

Harper shook her head. "No, you saved us. We're still here because you were too stubborn to leave. If it wasn't for you, I might have taken Grace and…"

She sniffled and wrapped her arms around the old man, burying her face in his shoulder as she let the tears flow freely. Earl gave her a pat on the back and then gently nudged her away. "No time to waste on what could have been. Just focus on what is. We don't know if we're safe yet. Not until we assess the damage."

Jim nodded grimly. "What can we do to help?"

"The most critical thing is to check the gas lines and fuel storage. We can't risk a leak or explosion on top of everything else."

"I can do that," Jim offered. "Gas safety is one of the mandatory annual trainings at the high school where I teach. I can make sure everything's okay if someone can show me where the lines are."

Earl nodded. "Ruth can help you with that. Go on inside and fetch her. Lunch can wait."

"Will do. While we're taking care of that, somebody better check the electrical systems. If anything's damaged, it could cause a spark that ignites any gas leaks. Earl, can you inspect the wiring from the solar panels?"

Earl's posture stiffened, and his jaw set, but he failed to meet Jim's eyes. "Of course I can! I've been working with that gear since David installed it." He glanced at his granddaughter. "But I'll need an extra set of hands."

Grace gave a knowing nod. "I can help you."

Midge spoke up, her voice tentative but eager. "I can too. I did a lot of research on solar systems when we were considering adding panels to our own house."

"Thanks, but we'll manage just fine without you," Earl grumbled.

Grace shook her head. "There's a lot I don't know about those systems. It'll be good to have someone who can actually…" She hesitated. "Double check our work."

Earl scowled, but nodded. "All right. Midge, you're with us. Harper and Scottie, go check the animals and make sure they're safe."

Scottie shifted uncomfortably, his eyes darting between Harper and his father. "Maybe it would be better if I help Dad with the gas."

"No," Earl said flatly. "There are a lot of animals that need checking, and Harper needs the help more. You go with her."

Scottie tensed, but nodded. "Yes, sir."

Jim gripped his son's shoulder. "Harper is a great teacher. Just do what she says and you'll be fine." He gave a reassuring squeeze then turned to the others. "I'd better get to work on that gas. Good luck, everyone."

With that, he went back to the big farmhouse and headed to the kitchen where he found Ruth had cleaned up enough of the mess to make space on the counter and was busy making sandwiches from some salvaged chicken. She looked up as Jim entered, offering a weary smile. "Lunch will be ready in a few minutes."

"Actually, Earl says lunch is on hold until we're sure the farm is safe. He asked you to help me locate and inspect all the gas lines."

Ruth's smile faded, and she set down the butter knife she'd been using to spread mayonnaise on a slice of bread. "Yes, I guess that is more important than some grumbling tummies."

She wiped her hands on a dish towel and stepped out from behind the counter. "We'll need to check the water heater and the furnace, and also the propane tanks out past the barn. But first, the stove."

Ruth gestured at the gas stove, and Jim approached the appliance and began his inspection. "Okay, first up is the stink test." He leaned close and sniffed. "I don't smell anything. Do you?"

Ruth inhaled deeply. "I smell a little bit of rotten eggs, but I think it's coming from the smoke outside."

"I think you're right, but we'd better double check and be sure." Jim turned to the sink and squirted a bit of dish soap into a cup, then filled it with water and stirred until suds formed. "If we put a little soapy water on the gas line, it'll make bubbles if there's a leak."

He carefully pulled the stove away from the wall to access the flexible line behind it, then dipped his fingers into the sudsy water and rubbed it onto the connections and down the rigid pipe that extended up from the floor. They both watched closely, but no bubbles appeared.

"I don't see anything," Ruth said.

"Me either. I think we're good here. Where are the water heater and furnace?"

"Downstairs. Come on, I'll show you."

Ruth led Jim down to the basement. At the bottom of the stairs, she reached for the light switch, but Jim caught her hand before she could flip it.

"Wait. A light switch can create a spark that could ignite any gas if there's a leak."

Ruth withdrew her hand and shook her head. "Oh, of course. I knew that. I'm just a little… scattered at the moment."

"Totally understandable." Jim pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight, illuminating the dark space with its bright beam, and Ruth guided him through the tornado shelter to the appliances. Jim shone his light on the water heater first, leaning in close and sniffing. "I don't smell anything here. You?"

Ruth inhaled deeply. "No, nothing."

"Then let's check the furnace before we do the bubble test." They moved on to the furnace, and as soon as they got close, the unmistakable odor of gas filled their nostrils, and Jim's nose wrinkled. "Oh, I don't like the smell of that."

Ruth's eyes widened. "Is it leaking?"

"I think so." Jim dipped his fingers in the soapy water and rubbed it on the furnace's rigid gas line, and a small film of bubbles foamed up. "Yep, that's our culprit. Do you have a gas wrench?"

Ruth nodded, her voice shaky. "Yes, over with the tools. I'll get it."

She hurried to the shelves and found the brightly colored plastic wrench, then handed it to Jim, who quickly located the gas shut-off valve and turned it with a firm twist.

"There. That should do it." Jim tested the line with his soap solution again to find the stream diminished. "Looks good. Now, we need to open up the doors and let it air out and we should be fine until we can repair that line."

Ruth raked back her curly gray hair and let out a breath. "Thank you, Jim. To think, I was up there working in the kitchen and didn't even know. I could have blown myself up, or suffocated, or…"

Her words faltered, and Jim gave her a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. "But you didn't. We've got this all under control. Now let's double check the water heater then see about those propane tanks."
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Earl led Grace and Midge into the power shed, the steel Quonset hut humming with the sound of electrical equipment. He flicked on the lights, and Midge's eyes went wide behind her glasses.

"My gosh, this is quite an impressive setup. The ones I was pricing for our house up in Minnesota weren't nearly this advanced. This must have cost a fortune."

"Mom's campground brings in a lot of money in the summer months," Grace explained. "Farming was already paying the bills we had, so Dad and Grandpa started investing the tourist money back into the farm."

"And it's paying off in spades now," Earl said proudly. "I bet we're the only house in a hundred miles that's still got power."

"Let's just hope it all still works." Grace approached the charge controller, checking the digital display and the array of green and amber LEDs indicating the status of the battery bank. "Okay, first things first. We need to check the voltage and current readings to make sure the system is still operating within normal parameters."

Midge nodded, stepping up beside her. "Right. And we should also inspect the batteries for any signs of damage or leakage."

"Well, of course we should," Earl snarled. "I was just about to say that."

His sudden gruffness made Midge take a surprised half-step back. "Sorry, I didn't mean to…"

"I know what a leaky battery looks like. Just let me take care of it."

Earl stomped over to the batteries and began inspecting them. Behind his back, Midge turned to Grace, an unspoken question on her face. Grace rolled her eyes then shook her head. "Thanks for taking care of that, Grandpa. Midge and I don't want to get any acid on our hands."

The old man subtly jerked his hands back from the casing he was inspecting and muttered, "I know. This is man's work."

"Ah, yes." Midge smiled with sudden understanding. "It sure is. Thanks, Earl. I don't even like to do dishes without rubber gloves on, let alone touch batteries."

Earl paused, then snatched a pair of insulated gloves from the shelves and slipped them on, grumbling to himself as he continued his inspection. Grace suppressed a smile and checked the readings on the charge controller. "The voltage is a little erratic."

"Let me check the connection to the breaker boxes. Maybe it came loose." Midge moved to the heavy-duty service panels and began carefully inspecting the wiring. "I don't want to touch anything while the power's on, but as far as I can tell it looks good. No signs of arcs or sparks."

"Then let's check the individual batteries." Grace grabbed a pair of multimeters from a shelf and handed one to Midge. "You start on the right and I'll start on the left."

Midge approached the right end of the battery bank, and Earl stepped back and crossed his arms petulantly. "I think they're good. None of them are leaking."

Grace nodded. "Okay, but we'll just give them a quick check anyway. It'll only take us a second."

Earl scowled and his face reddened, and Midge's eyes ticked from him to the device in her hands before she exhaled an exaggerated huff. "Well, gosh. This is a lot different than the multimeter Jim has at home. Earl, could you help me with this?"

Grace's eyes widened and her shoulders tensed, and so did Earl's. He stood up straighter and barked, "Yeah, of course I can. Gimme that."

He held out his hand and Midge set the device on his calloused palm, but before he could find words to say, Midge spoke first.

"I know that to check a battery the meter has to be set to voltage, but this one doesn't have the dial labeled with words, so I don't know which position it is."

Earl's steely eyes scanned the device's face, and he tapped a finger on it. "It's the one marked with a V."

Without looking, Midge nodded. "Oh, right. That makes sense. Duh. The V with the straight line, because batteries have DC voltage, right?"

The old man's finger subtly slid from the wavy AC voltage icon to the straight line of DC. "Naturally."

"Then this is the part where I always get confused." Midge tapped a finger on her lips. "I know you touch the red probe to the positive terminal and black to negative, but I can never remember which is which."

Earl glanced to the battery, and its clearly marked terminals. "Ah, well, there's an easy way to remember. Plus for positive, like adding, and minus for negative, like subtracting."

"Oh yeah, I guess I never thought of it that way."

Midge smiled, and Grace swallowed a chuckle as she continued working, pretending not to pay attention to the lesson in progress. Earl lifted the probes, and his voice took on newfound confidence. "So you just hold the ends onto the battery like this, and then…" He touched the instruments to the terminals and nodded. "It shows 12.6. So…"

As he began to falter, Grace spoke up. "All of mine are showing right around 12.6 too, so at least we know that one isn't bad."

Earl nodded. "Right, that's within the normal range. This one is a good, healthy battery."

Midge beamed at him. "You make it look so easy! Could you just check the rest of them? I'm afraid I might mess something up."

Earl puffed up his chest. "Of course. You just watch and learn."

He moved down the line of batteries, methodically testing each one and calling out the readings. "12.5, 12.6… Wait a minute." Earl paused, frowning at the display. "This one's only showing 9.9."

Grace came over and took a look. "Hey, you're right. I think you found the problem, Grandpa."

The old man stood a little taller, a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Well, you just need to know what to look for."

"I'd like to disconnect this battery from the system for now until we can troubleshoot it, but we should turn the power off first. Can you run in the house and warn Grandma and Jim?"

"Yeah, no problem. I'll let them know everything is under control out here."

With that, Earl hobbled out the door and toward the house, and Grace turned to Midge with a broad grin. "That. Was. Amazing! For a second I thought he was going to blow his top, but you calmed him down and… Midge you taught him how to check a battery! He can barely turn on the TV without throwing a tantrum!"

Midge laughed. "I'm a librarian. I've dealt with a lot of kids who don't want to admit they don't know what they don't know. A lot of adults too. Nobody wants to feel stupid, but everyone likes to help. So I just play dumb and let them help me." She gave Grace a wink. "A little tip, it also works for flirting with boys."
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Harper and Scottie entered the barn to find it in a state of tumbled disarray. Bales of hay that had been neatly stacked against the walls were now strewn about, some split open and scattered, and tools had fallen off the walls to the dirt floor. The earthquake had caused a small section of the roof to collapse, and dusty gray sunlight streamed in through the gaping hole, illuminating its wreckage lying in a heap over the animal stalls.

Harper's eyes widened. "Oh no. The horses!"

She rushed over to the stalls with Scottie trailing close behind to find Duke and Belle looking agitated, their ears pinned back and their tails swishing nervously. Harper approached the black stallion's stall, her voice low and soothing.

"Easy, Duke. It's okay. I'm here." She reached out a hand, letting the horse sniff her fingers before gently stroking his velvety nose. Duke snorted and pawed at the ground, but his ears pricked forward at Harper's touch. She turned to Scottie, who was hanging back outside the stall. "Can you check on Belle?"

Scottie hesitated, his eyes darting from Harper to the mare. "I, uh… I don't know anything about horses."

"It's okay. Belle is a sweetheart. Just talk to her softly and see if she's hurt."

Scottie approached the stall tentatively, his heart pounding in his chest, and the mare eyed him warily, letting out a low whinny. Scottie licked his lips and spoke softly, trying to keep his voice steady. "H-hey there, Belle. I'm just going to… take a look at you. Make sure you're okay."

He reached out a hand, and Belle stretched out her neck, sniffing his fingers cautiously. Scottie held his breath, waiting for the horse to react, and after a moment, she nudged his hand with her soft muzzle, and Scottie let out a sigh of relief. Harper watched from Duke's stall, a smile on her face. "That's it. Now just run your hands over her legs and body, see if you feel any bumps or cuts."

Scottie did as he was told, his hands shaking slightly as he ran them over Belle's sleek coat. The horse stood still, her ears relaxed and her eyes half-closed. After a few moments, Scottie stepped back. "I don't feel anything. I think she's okay."

Harper nodded. "Good. Duke seems fine too. Thank goodness the roof didn't land on⁠—"

Her words were cut off by a pained lowing coming from a neighboring stall. Scottie's head whipped around at the sound. "Oh my gosh…"

He darted over and his eyes widened in horror. The collapsed section of roof had smashed down across the far stall, burying a cow under a heap of splintered wood and shingles. The large Holstein lay motionless, her black and white coat matted with blood.

"Oh no. Oh no no…" Scottie breathed heavily, his heart racing. "Harper! The roof fell on Taylor!"

Harper rushed over, a gasp escaping her lips as she took in the scene. "Oh my gosh! Scottie, come help me!"

Scottie hesitated, his face going pale at the sight of the huge, bloodied animal. "I… uh. O-okay. What do we do?"

Harper grabbed two pairs of heavy work gloves from a pile next to an overturned shelf and handed one to Scottie. "We have to get the debris off of her. Carefully. We don't want to risk hurting her more."

They set to work, Harper taking the lead and coaching Scottie through the process. They started with the smaller pieces of debris, tossing them aside until they had uncovered a large section of intact plywood that rested against the splintered wall of the stall. Harper let out a shaky breath.

"Oh, thank goodness. Look. The wall took most of the weight. Taylor is just trapped in the cavity, do you see?"

With most of the debris cleared away, it was clear that the segment of roof rested on the dirt floor on one side and on the broken wall on the other, creating a small triangle of space where Taylor was trapped. Scottie nodded. "Yeah. If we can lift this up a little, do you think she could get out?"

"I think it's our best bet." Harper pointed to a couple of long, stout planks that had fallen from the roof. "We could use those as levers to lift it up. Grab that one and come here." Harper snatched one of the planks and Scottie grabbed the other, and she showed him where to stick the end in between the stall wall and the collapsed roof segment to get the best leverage. "Okay, on three, we lift together. One, two, three!"

With grunts of effort, they pushed down on their makeshift levers with all their strength, and the heavy roof segment groaned and creaked as it slowly lifted under their combined effort. Sweat beaded on their foreheads and their muscles trembled with exertion.

"Come on, Taylor, move!" Harper urged through gritted teeth. The trapped cow let out a pained moo, her legs scrabbling weakly against the dirt floor as she struggled to roll over and crawl out from under the debris. "You can do it, girl! Move!"

But before Taylor could muster the strength to escape, a sharp crack cut the air as Scottie's plank splintered under the strain, giving way and sending his half of the broken roof crashing back down. Taylor bellowed in agony as the heavy debris slammed onto her rear flank, and Harper shouted and clenched her teeth as the full load shifted to her lever. Tendons stood out on her slender neck as the weight threatened to lift her feet off the ground.

Scottie lunged forward and grabbed onto Harper's plank, adding his strength to hers as they strained to hold the roof segment aloft. The wood creaked and groaned, and hairline fractures began to splinter across its pivot.

"Scottie!" Harper hissed. "Pull Taylor out!"

"What? No, you do it! I can't⁠—"

"Go!" Harper screamed. "Before it breaks!"

Scottie scrambled to the front of the stall and found himself face to face with the wounded cow. Her fur was soaked in blood, and her huge, dark eyes were wide with pain and fear, making her look like some kind of terrifying farm monster. Scottie's heart pounded in his chest, but he reached out with shaking hands and grabbed the halter around Taylor's face.

"C-come on, girl," he pleaded. "You gotta get up. Come on."

He pulled hard, and Taylor's neck stretched as she let out a low, pained moo. Panic and terror choked a sob in Scottie's throat, but he kept pulling, his muscles burning with the effort, and slowly, haltingly, the cow forced her legs under herself, her hooves scrabbling and scraping against the dirt as she inched her way out from under the splintered roofing.

"That's it, Taylor, keep going!" Scottie shouted. "Almost there!"

He continued pulling as hard as he could, his hands growing bloody as the cow's face rubbed against his knuckles, but he didn't let go. His sneakers skittered on the dirt, and Taylor's hooves scratched and clomped until, with a final, desperate heave, she pushed herself out of the stall. A second later, Harper let out a pained cry as the plank splintered in her hands, and the heavy roof segment crashed down into the now-empty stall with a deafening crunch.

Scottie collapsed onto his behind, his chest heaving as adrenaline coursed through his veins, and Taylor's head slammed down on his lap, her warm breath huffing against his skin. His heart thundered at the weight of the cow's huge, heavy head on his thighs, smearing blood on his clothes, but he choked out a panicked laugh and cheered, "We did it!" Harper dashed over and began inspecting Taylor, her hands running over the cow's body with frantic but cautious efficiency. Scottie looked up at her. "Is she all right?"

Harper nodded. "I think so. She's scraped and banged up, but I think she'll be okay." She turned to Scottie, her eyes shining with gratitude. "You saved her, Scottie. You did an amazing job."

Taylor's massive tongue came out and she licked Scottie's hand, leaving a trail of warm, sticky saliva. Scottie yelped in surprise and pulled his hand back, his nose wrinkling. "Agh! She licked me!"

Harper laughed. "I think she likes you."

Scottie looked down at the cow's big, brown eyes, then smiled and gently patted her head with his wet hand. "I guess I kinda like her too."
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Hours later, the smoke blanketing the horizon made the evening seem like the darkest night as the Gladstones bid goodbye to the Carlsons and made their way across the gravel driveway to the small farmhouse that had become their temporary home. Jim walked with his arm around Midge's shoulders, a tired smile on his face.

"I can't believe Ruth still managed to make dinner after everything that happened today. Thank goodness it was the furnace we had to disconnect and not the stove, because I was starving."

Midge leaned into her husband's embrace, her hair mussed and shoulders slumped in exhaustion. "Please tell me the water heater in Harper's house is okay. Because I need a long, hot shower."

"I didn't check anything over there. Ruth told me the small farmhouse's appliances were all electric."

"Thank goodness. The power should be working fine. Grace and I checked that power shed top to bottom."

Scottie, walking a few paces behind his parents, piped up. "Didn't Mr. Carlson help too?"

A wry smile tugged at the corners of Midge's lips. "Well… he didn't hurt."

The family shared a laugh as they walked up the steps to the small farmhouse's front porch.

"Maybe we should let the amazing cow whisperer take a shower first," Jim said, clapping a hand on Scottie's shoulder. "He's the one who got covered in bovine blood."

Scottie snorted and shook his head. "That's not the only thing I got covered in. The goats were pretty skittish after the quake and…" He trailed off with a shudder. "The less said about them the better."

Midge and Jim laughed as Jim pulled out the keys and unlocked the front door. "This is not how I expected to spend the summer, but all things considered, maybe it's not so bad."

"I agree," Midge said. "I wish we were home, but the world is going to anarchy around us, and we've got a roof over our heads, food on the table, and good company." She put her fingers on the switch by the door. "And even electricity."

With a showy flourish, Midge flicked on the switch, and everyone gasped in surprise at the sight before them. The bookcase that had once stood against the far wall was now tipped over, its contents strewn across the hardwood floor in a jumble of colorful book spines and crumpled pages. Large, jagged cracks zigzagged across the walls, and chunks of plaster had fallen from the ceiling, leaving gaping holes that revealed the wooden beams and insulation above. The largest section of collapsed ceiling had landed directly on the couch, covering the cushions in a thick layer of white dust and debris.

"I… I don't understand," Midge stammered. "How did the big old house fare so much better in the quake than the new one did?"

"It's like they say," Jim mused, shaking his head. "They don't make 'em like they used to."

Scottie frowned and picked up a broken toy horse. "Somebody should go over and tell Harper and Grace how messed up their house is."

"No. Not yet." Midge picked up a few of the spilled books. "Let's clean up as much as we can first. It won't be such a shock to them if we can get the worst of it taken care of before they see it."

Scottie groaned. "Great. Always more work."

"That's the farm life, kid." Jim gave him a sympathetic smile. "Seriously though, it's the least we can do."

"I know," Scottie sighed. "I wasn't saying we shouldn't do it, I was just saying… ugh."

"Ugh indeed," Midge agreed.

The family set to work, righting the overturned furniture and gathering up the scattered books. Midge and Jim carefully picked up the larger chunks of debris and put them in a pile, and Scottie swept dust off a table with his hands.

"There's a broom and some garbage bags in the kitchen." He wiped his palms on his blood-clotted clothes. "I'll go grab 'em."

He walked down the creaking hallway and flicked on the kitchen light, then froze, his eyes widening in shock. The floor was a patchwork of cracked and broken tiles, their jagged edges jutting up at odd angles, and deep fissures ran along the walls, exposing the wooden studs. The refrigerator had toppled over, its door hanging open and its contents spilled across the floor in a jumble of broken jars and spilled food. Cabinets hung precariously from their hinges, and shattered dishes and glasses littered the countertops and floor, collecting in a puddle of water that leaked out from under the wounded sink. The ceiling sagged ominously, and exposed electrical wires dangled from the broken fixtures, sparking with menace.

"Scottie?" Jim called from the living room. "How's it look back there?"

"It's bad. Like, really bad."

Jim made his way down the hall toward the kitchen, and as he approached, his weight added to Scottie's on the damaged floor, causing it to crack and shift beneath their feet.

"Dad, stop! Don't come any closer!"

Jim froze mid-step, his eyes widening as the wood continued to creak and crackle beneath him. The whole floor began to tilt, then settled, and he held up his hands and spoke in a tight but calm voice. "Okay, let's just go back to the living room. Very, very slowly."

"You first. We shouldn't put all of our weight on⁠—"

"What's the matter?" Midge asked, stepping into the hallway.

With her added weight, the floor violently creaked and began to collapse, taking one of the hallway walls with it. The drywall cracked and buckled, sloughing off puffs of crumbling paint and gypsum as debris tumbled from the ceiling.

"Midge! Stop!" Jim screamed. "Get out of here!"

With confusion and horror on her face, Midge backed toward the living room, but before she took two steps, a clod of ceiling plaster smashed over her head. A pained cry squeaked from her lips as she collapsed and sprawled on the floor, a glut of fresh blood pushing a slick red wetness through the dust that covered her scalp.

"Midge!" Jim roared.

He lurched toward her, but his first step smashed his foot straight through the cracked floorboards. Behind him, Scottie cried out as the kitchen ceiling let out a troubling creak. "Dad! It's coming down! Go!"

Jim wrenched his foot free from the floorboards, splinters tearing at his leg as he stumbled and caught himself against the wall. His heart pounded in his ears as he dropped to his knees next to Midge's prone form. "Midge!" He grabbed her shoulders. "Midge! Get up!"

Midge let out a soft groan, her eyelids fluttering but not opening. Blood trickled down her forehead, staining her blonde hair a sickening crimson. Jim swept the mess out of her eyes as Scottie dashed up, his sneakers deftly picking out the more stable floorboards. Behind him the kitchen let out a clattering roar as it began to collapse, the walls and ceiling crumbling and caving in on themselves. The destruction rippled down the hallway in a wave, the walls cracking and buckling as they toppled inward.

Jim looked up, his eyes wide with horror as a large section of the hallway wall began to fall toward him and Midge. He threw his body over hers, bracing for the impact, but Scottie lunged forward, jamming himself under the tipping wall before it could fall. It thudded down heavily on his back, the weight almost driving him to his knees, and he let out a scream of pain as the wall creaked and groaned, but he braced himself with his arms against the opposite wall, his face turning red with the strain.

"Go!" he snarled through gritted teeth. Jim hesitated, his eyes darting between his son and his unconscious wife, and Scottie roared, "Take Mom and go!"

Ripped with adrenaline, Jim scooped Midge's petite body off the floor and ran for the door. His feet pounded against the creaking, splintering floorboards as he cradled her head against his chest, desperate to protect her from the falling debris. As soon as they cleared the door, Scottie rolled out from under the collapsing wall and bolted across the living room. The second the weight was off his back, the wall continued to crumble as the house destroyed itself in a tumbling wave from back to front, disintegrating into a cascade of plaster, wood, and insulation.

Jim launched off the porch and into the driveway, clutching Midge to his body. When he was clear, he spun around and looked back through the open door just in time to see the living room floor collapse, swallowing Scottie whole as the roof came down with a thunderous crash.

A plume of dust billowed out from the wreckage of the house, sweeping across the driveway and sticking to Jim's tear-filled eyes. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his vision, desperate to see his son in the driveway in front of him, but as the dust cleared, all he saw was the collapsed roof of Harper's house, covered in shattered solar panels. He clutched his unconscious, bloodied wife to his chest as his legs gave out from under him, and he fell to his knees in the gravel and bellowed in anguish.

"Scottie!"


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




98 miles northwest of Columbia, South Carolina

The dark, stinking canopy of fire smoke cast an eerie gloom over the South Carolina woods, muting its vibrant greens to a dull, ashy hue. Towering pines loomed overhead, and the underbrush was a tangled mess of thorny vines and fallen logs, made all the more treacherous by a fresh layer of ash that gently fluttered down from the black clouds above.

David led the way, scanning the surroundings for any signs of danger while Jody followed close behind, her steps growing sluggish. After they'd left the abandoned house, they'd walked for miles up the quiet country highway, but when it began to curve in the wrong direction, David had briefly turned on his phone to consult his offline maps, and discovered the next intersection was a daunting fifteen-mile walk, but another road leading in the right direction could be reached by a three-mile hike through the woods. After a brief discussion, they had decided the choice was a no-brainer.

David glanced over his shoulder at Jody's heavy steps and slumped shoulders, and he stopped, turning to face her with a gentle smile. "Hey Jodybug, are we still heading in the right direction?"

Jody looked around at the unfamiliar woods. "I don't know. Check the map on your phone."

"Nah, we need to save the battery for emergencies now that we can't charge it anymore. But it's okay, we don't need it. You've got a wayfinding merit badge, remember? All we have to do is go northwest. I bet you can figure out which direction that is without any fancy gadgets."

Jody's face lit up and her posture straightened. "Yeah, I can do that!" She scanned the sky, squinting through the haze of smoke until she spotted a bright patch amid the dark clouds. "There! That's the sun. It's after noon, so the sun is in the west. If that's west, then…" She lowered her arm to a right angle. "This is north. And if we go halfway between north and west…" Jody turned her body slightly, aligning herself with the imaginary line. "That's northwest."

David grinned. "I knew you could do it." He ruffled her hair affectionately. "Okay, navigator, lead the way. Let's see if we can find a good spot to rest and have some lunch soon. We've earned it after all this hiking."

Jody nodded, but her face scrunched up. "I am hungry, but all this dog food is starting to give me a belly ache."

"I hear ya. It's good to have the portable protein, but my guts aren't feeling too great either." David scanned their surroundings and pointed to a nearby stream cutting a broad curve through the woods. "Hey, maybe we could try to catch some fish."

"The line and hooks were in the luggage that got stolen, remember?"

"That's okay. We can make our own fishing gear."

Jody cocked her head curiously. "Mr. Wilder didn't teach us how to do that at survival camp."

"No, but your grandpa taught me how to do it when I was about your age. Let's see how much I still remember."

He started toward the stream, and Jody bounded along behind him, her earlier fatigue forgotten at the promise of a new challenge. "This is so cool! What do we need to do first?"

David knelt by the stream, scanning the bank. "First, we need to find the right materials. We're looking for a plant called dogbane. It has tough, fibrous stems that we can use to make cordage."

Jody crouched beside him, her keen eyes darting along the water's edge. "Dogbane, got it. What does it look like?"

"It's got oval-shaped leaves that come to a point at the end, and little greenish-white flowers. The stems are usually reddish." David gestured to the surrounding vegetation. "It likes to grow near streams, so we might get lucky."

Jody nodded, her face set with determination as she began to search. David followed her along the stream, both their gazes sweeping the undergrowth until Jody's excited voice rang out. "Hey! I think I found some. Is this right?"

David ambled over and examined the plants, and a proud smile spread across his face. "That's the stuff. Nice work. Now we need to harvest the stems." He drew his survival knife from its sheath at his hip and began cutting the woody stalks. "I'll cut them close to the ground to get the longest fibers. Like this."

He harvested some plants, and Jody collected them. "Okay, now what?"

"Now we need to remove the leaves and flowers. I'll let you take care of that. Be careful, and always cut away from your body, in case you slip."

"Okay, I remember," Jody said with an eager nod. David handed over his knife, and she carefully trimmed the plants, leaving only the long stems. "Now what?"

"Now we need to separate the outer bark from the inner fibers." David took one of the stems and carefully used his thumbnail to split the outer bark lengthwise, then peeled the bark away, revealing the long, pale fibers within. "See these? These are what we're after. They're tough and strong, perfect for making cordage."

Jody picked up a stem and tried to imitate his technique. Her first attempt resulted in a broken stem, but she tried again and managed to split the bark and peel it away, exposing the fibers. "I did it!"

"Well done. Now, we need to separate these fibers into finer strands. Just use your fingers to mush them around until they start coming apart. This might take a while, so be patient."

He showed her how to carefully separate the fibers, using his fingers to tease them apart until he had a small bundle of fine, hair-like strands. Jody followed suit, working for a long, quiet moment. "Okay, I've got a bunch. Now what?"

"Now comes the fun part—twisting them into cord." David divided his bundle of fibers into two equal parts. "First we tie a knot at one end to secure the fibers together, then we twist each bundle in opposite directions, causing them to wrap around each other."

Jody watched intently, her eyes tracking his movements. When he handed the cord to her, she carefully continued the process, her tongue poking out slightly in concentration as she twisted and added fibers.

"That's perfect," David said. "Keep going until you've used it all up. We'll need a few feet of cord for our fishing line."

Jody beamed at the compliment and focused on her task, her hands steadily twisting until she held a length of strong, supple cord, then she held it up triumphantly. "I made a fishing line!"

David took the line and gave it a tug to test its strength, then nodded. "You did an excellent job. We're well on our way to catching a fish for lunch."

"But what about the hook?"

"We'll make one out of wood. It won't be as small or fine as metal ones from the store, but it'll get the job done." David scanned the surrounding trees until he spotted a young sapling. "The secret is to let the tree do most of the shaping for you. We're looking for a small branch with a joint that's at about a 45-degree angle. One that already kind of looks like a hook."

"Got it."

Jody scampered around, poking at the saplings near the creek for a few minutes until she raised a hand and waved. "How about this one?"

David examined the branch. "That's perfect. Good eye. You want to cut that down?"

"Yeah. I'll be careful."

Jody used the sharp blade to remove the branch, and David nodded. "Now, you need to cut it to just leave the joint and a bit of the branch on either side. Leave one side a little longer than the other, then whittle the short end to make a sharp point."

"Got it."

Jody's brow wrinkled in concentration as she worked slowly and methodically, whittling away the wood in small strokes and always cutting away from herself, as she'd been taught. After a moment, she paused and looked up. "This wood is pretty soft. Are you sure it will work?"

"Yeah, soft wood is what we want. It's strong and won't snap easily when a fish gets caught and struggles against it." Satisfied with the explanation, Jody returned to her task, carefully shaping the hook under David's guidance. "Now, use the tip of the knife to carve a notch on the longer end, just deep enough to hold our line securely."

Jody held the small project tightly, pushing the blade into the soft wood with her thumb against the back of the knife, then held up her work for inspection. "Like this?"

David took the hook and examined it, testing the point and the notch. "That's fantastic work, Jodybug. Your grandpa would be proud." He handed the hook back to her and gestured to the cord she had made. "Now, let's tie this on and see if you're as good at fishing as you are at making gear."

Jody handed David his knife, then eagerly began tying the cord to the notch in the hook. "Do you really think we'll catch something?"

"Only one way to find out. Let's find some bait and give it a try."

They moved to the muddy stream bank and began foraging for suitable bait, finding a fat worm under a rock. David took a squirming specimen between his fingers, its pale body glistening in the dappled light filtering through the trees. "The trick to baiting a hook is to thread the worm on so it stays put, but you don't want to damage it too much or it'll fall off."

Jody leaned in, her nose wrinkling in a mix of fascination and disgust as David carefully pierced the worm with the sharpened end of the wooden hook, then wound its body around it, leaving a small portion dangling off the end.

"Ewww, that's so gross!" Jody grinned. "Can I do the next one?"

David chuckled. "Absolutely. But first let's see what we can catch with this guy." He stood, scanning the stream. "Over there looks like a good place to try. The water is moving a little slower, which means it's probably deeper there."

Jody followed his gaze and nodded. "Okay, got it. How do we cast the line without a pole?"

"It's all in the wrist. I'll show you." David took the line and flicked his wrist, sending the baited hook sailing into the water, then handed it to Jody. "Now, we wait. If you feel a tug, that means a fish is biting. Give it a second to really take the bait, then yank the line hard to set the hook."

"Got it." Jody stood rigid, her eyes fixed on the spot where her line disappeared into the water. David stood behind her, and they waited in silence for a moment, the only sound the gentle burbling of the stream and the breeze through the canopy above. Suddenly, Jody's line twitched, and her eyes widened as she looked to David. "Ooh! I felt something."

"Are you sure?"

Jody hesitated, then gasped. "Yeah! Definitely!"

"Then set the hook and pull it in."

Jody's little arms yanked hard on the cord, then she began reeling it in, hand over hand until a fish was flopping and struggling in the shallow water.

"I got one! I got one!" She carefully pulled the thrashing fish from the water to reveal a decent-sized trout, its scales glinting silver in the muted light.

David smiled and put a hand on her back. "You sure did, kiddo. That's going to make a tasty lunch for us."

Jody beamed, holding up her wriggling prize. "Can we cook it now? I'm starving."

"Absolutely. Let's find a good spot to make a fire and clean our catch." David led Jody to a small clearing where they could build a fire safely, then set down his pack. "All right, before we cook this fish we'll have to clean it. I'll show you how it's done." David took the fish from Jody, knelt down and laid it on a flat rock, then drew his survival knife from its sheath. "It's important to hold your knife at an angle like this. You want to remove all the scales without cutting into the flesh."

With a practiced hand, he began scraping the trout, working from tail to head. The knife rasped against the fish's skin as the translucent scales flaked away, catching the light like tiny mirrors before falling to the forest floor. He turned the fish over and repeated the process on the other side until the trout was fully scaled, its skin now smooth and gleaming.

"Now, we need to gut it," David explained. He made a careful incision from the fish's tail to its gills, then used his fingers to remove the entrails.

"Oooh, greasy grimy guts! We don't want to eat those."

"No, we do not," David agreed. "That's why we take 'em out. Always be careful not to puncture the organs, or it can taint the meat. While I get the bones out, how about you start working on a fire."

"I can do that! Let me find some good sticks." Jody went to work scavenging, and soon had a collection of twigs steepled in a small tepee shape, she pulled the box of matches from her pack and turned to David. "Is it okay if I light a match?"

"Yeah, you're good."

Jody struck the match against the box, then held it to the kindling, blowing gently until the twigs caught and began to crackle. As the flame grew, she fed it more dry sticks that she had collected, creating a decent little fire. David rinsed the meat off in the stream, then returned and plucked up a straight stick from Jody's pile. With a little quick whittling, he cleaned it off and sharpened the edges, then carefully threaded it through the fish.

"Now, we let it cook nice and slow," he said, settling back on his haunches. "Just keep an eye on it and turn it regularly so it cooks evenly, like a big marshmallow. Want to try?"

"Yeah!" Jody took the stick and held the fish over the fire, slowly turning it in her hands as the flames licked at its skin, the flesh beginning to sizzle and turn opaque. After a few minutes, the delicious, smoky aroma made her stomach growl. "Is it done yet?"

"Smells like it." David used his knife to carefully lift the fish. "Yeah, looks real good." He took the small pot from his pack and set it on the ground, then pushed the fish off the stick into it. He cut it in half, and then offered it to his daughter. "Lunch is served."

Jody eagerly took her half of the fish, her fingers sinking into the tender flesh as she brought it to her mouth and took a tentative bite, her eyes widening as the delicate, flaky meat practically melted on her tongue. "Mmm! This is amazing!"

David grinned, picking at his own portion. "Right? Nothing beats fresh-caught fish cooked over an open fire. Not bad for folks with no fishing gear."

"Survival skills for the win!" Jody kept eating and grunting, savoring each morsel. "Man, this is so much better than dog treats. Even dog treats with peanut butter."

"Amen to that."

When they were finished eating, they returned to the stream to wash their fishing and cooking gear. Jody rinsed off their makeshift hook and carefully wound the line before stowing it in her pack. David washed and dried the pot, then his knife. He was about to return it to its sheath, but paused.

"Hey, Bug. C'mere."

His daughter bounded over. "What's up?"

David unclipped the sheath from his belt and slipped the blade inside. "You were pretty handy with this making that hook. I think you should carry it from now on."

Jody's eyes widened, and a warm smile spread across her face. "For real?"

"Yeah, for real."

"Even after we get home?"

David laughed. "Well, your mother has the final say on that one, so don't get your hopes up."

Jody reverently clipped the sheath to the side of her overalls, adjusting it until it sat just right, then looked up at her father with a proud smile. "I'll be very careful with it, I promise."

David grinned, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "I know you will. That's why I'm trusting you with its care." Jody's smile widened at his words, and she stood a little taller. David stowed the pot then shouldered his pack and glanced at the sky, gauging the sun's position through the haze of smoke. "You ready to keep hiking?"

"Yep! My belly is full and I'm good to go." Jody slung her pack on her back. "Lead the way."

They set off through the woods, their steps muffled by the soft carpet of pine needles and fallen leaves. Despite the stink of the ever-present smoke, the woods still held a peaceful beauty. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the canopy, and birds flitted through the branches, their melodic songs joining the gentle rustling of leaves. Wildflowers bloomed in scattered patches, their delicate petals a splash of color against the rich green of the undergrowth, and a rabbit darted across their path, its white tail flashing as it disappeared into a thicket.

As they trekked through the serene forest, Jody's brow lifted curiously as she spotted something unusual amid the trees. "Hey Dad, what's that weird tower thing over there?"

David followed her gaze, squinting through the woods. Rising above the treetops stood a tall, skeletal structure, its latticed metal frame in stark contrast to the organic forms of the surrounding foliage. The tower stretched high into the sky, its apex adorned with an array of antennas and dishes that glinted in the diffuse light.

"It looks like a radio tower. Not like for a station you'd hear in the car, but a personal one. A HAM radio."

"Ham radio?" Jody chuckled. "Like, for pigs?"

"No, it stands for…" David considered it. "I actually don't know if it stands for anything. But some people operate them as a hobby. HAM radio operators can talk to other people all over the world."

"Really? That's so cool! Do you think maybe we could use it to call Mom and let her know we're okay?"

"That's a great idea, except for one problem. We don't have a HAM radio at Prairie Winds. Even if we were allowed to make a call, your mom couldn't answer it."

"Aww. Right. That's a bummer. Can we check it out anyway?"

David shrugged. "It's on the way."

As they made their way through the woods toward the radio tower, the terrain began to slope downward, and as they descended into a valley a structure came into view that had been hidden by the contours of the land. Nestled in a small clearing at the base of the hill was a compact, rustic cabin, constructed of sturdy, rough-hewn logs, their bark weathered by the elements. A steep, metal roof topped the structure, its surface adorned with an array of solar panels angled away from the sloping valley wall that kept the house concealed. A stone chimney rose from one end of the cabin with a thin wisp of pale smoke curling from its top, dissipating into the hazy air. Jody tugged at her father's sleeve.

"Look, there's smoke coming from the chimney. That means someone's home."

"You're right. And it looks like they're set up to be pretty self-sufficient out here."

As they drew closer, more details of the home became apparent. A large, cylindrical tank stood on a raised platform near the house, connected to the gutters that lined the eaves of the roof to collect rainwater. Pieces of a large stack of firewood were visible beneath the edge of the porch, and sturdy, functional shutters flanked the windows, some slightly open, but most tightly closed.

Jody studied it all quietly. "Do you think we should knock on the door and see if they're friendly?"

"I don't think that's a great idea. Whoever lives here has made a big effort to get away from other people. I don't think they're likely to be friendly to intruders on their property."

"Yeah, you're probably right. I guess we should keep hiking until we get to the road we're looking for."

"Agreed. It's time to use our stealth skills. We're just passing through, but whoever is in that house doesn't know that. They might think we're here to bother them and get scared and try to hurt us, so it's best if they don't even know we're here."

"Okay. I'll be super quiet."

David and Jody crept through the brush, keeping low to use the natural cover of the forest to conceal their movements as they gave the cabin a wide berth. As they moved, David scanned the ground ahead, searching for any signs of danger, and his caution was rewarded as a bit of metal glinted in the undergrowth. He held up a hand, signaling Jody to stop, then carefully parted the foliage to reveal a bear trap, its serrated jaws poised to snap shut on an unsuspecting leg.

"Whoa, seriously?" Jody whispered, her eyes wide as she took in the cruel device. "You were right, these people are so not friendly."

David nodded grimly. "There are likely more. Stay close behind me and watch your step."

They continued their cautious advance, their senses on high alert, as they moved in an arc around the cabin's perimeter. David's foot sank slightly into a patch of disturbed earth and he froze, then carefully backed away, gently pushing Jody back.

"What is it?" she whispered. David crouched down and dug his hand into the soft leaves, finding the edge of a canvas tarp, and he gently pulled it up, revealing a pit underneath. Jody's eyes widened. "Oh my gosh, we could have fallen in there. Who would make something like this?"

"Someone who really values their privacy."

With redoubled caution, they skirted the pit and continued on. Just as their path took them beyond the house, a deep, throaty bark thundered through the trees, shattering the tense silence, and they whirled around to see a massive, snarling dog bounding toward them, its powerful legs eating up the distance with terrifying speed. Its eyes were fixed on them, glinting with a feral intensity as saliva flew from its bared fangs.

"Run!" Jody screamed.

She twitched to move, but David grabbed her arm in a vicelike grip. "No! We can't risk the traps. Climb that tree!"

"But—"

"Go!" David shoved her against the tree. "Climb! Now!"

The terror in his voice energized Jody's muscles. Her hands scrabbled for purchase on the rough bark, and her adrenalin burn fueled her clutching fingers and kicking feet as her little body went up the trunk like a crazed squirrel.

As soon as Jody was safely off the ground, David turned and ran, his heart hammering in his chest as he crashed through the underbrush. Fear pulsed through him with every uncertain stride, but he had to get the dog away from Jody, no matter the cost. Behind him, the dog's panting breaths and thundering barks grew closer with every passing second, and David frantically scanned for more hidden traps as he pushed himself harder, dodging around trees and leaping over fallen logs, terrified each step could trigger a trap that would take him down and make him easy prey for the monster in pursuit.

Even with David running as fast as he dared, the bounding dog closed the distance between them in seconds, but when it was nearly close enough to catch him in its jaws, a high-pitched yelp of agony pierced the air. The dog tumbled to the ground, its leg caught in the vicious jaws of another hidden bear trap. It thrashed and whined, its pained cries echoing through the woods as it struggled to free itself.

David stopped running and cautiously backed away, his eyes darting to the ground with each careful step, wary of any more hidden traps. The dog's agonized barks and whines filled the air as it thrashed in the vicious jaws of the trap, its bloody leg caught in the savage, rusted teeth. David quickly made his way back to the tree where Jody was perched, his heart pounding.

"Jody, come on. We need to get out of here."

Jody scrambled down from her refuge, her boots hitting the soft earth with a thud, but as David grabbed her hand to lead her away, she resisted, pulling back. "Wait! We can't just leave the dog like that!"

"That dog was trying to kill us."

The heart-wrenching sound of the canine's pained cries carried through the woods, each whimper and yelp deepening Jody's look of distress. She shook her head, her green eyes wide and pleading. "But it's hurt. It's suffering. We can't just abandon it!"

"It's too dangerous, Jody. We have to go!"

"But this is wrong! The dog doesn't deserve this." Jody's voice was thick with emotion, and tears welled in her eyes. "We have medical supplies. We could help it!"

David looked into his daughter's earnest face, seeing the compassion and conviction in her eyes. "We can't. That's an attack dog. Getting caught in a trap will only make it meaner. If you go close to that animal, it will bite you and it won't let go."

"What if it were asleep?"

David squeezed her arm. "We're leaving, Jody. I'm not going to say it again."

He pulled her forward, but she dragged her feet. "We have sleeping pills! We could put one in a dog treat, then it would go to sleep and we could help it! Please! Dad, please!"

Her pleading turned into a sob as her heels dug into the ground, and David paused. For a moment it seemed like he was going to haul her over his shoulder and take off running, but the addition of Jody's whimpering to the dog's was too much for him to endure. He relented and pulled off his pack.

"Okay, I'll do it. But you stay back. Do not go anywhere near that animal, do you hear me?"

"Yes, sir."

David set down his bag and pulled out the sleeping pills and a bag of dog treats, then selected a meaty morsel and used his thumbnail to cut a small hole in it, stuffing the pill inside. With cautious steps, he approached the whimpering dog, and its head snapped up at his approach, its lips curling back to reveal gleaming fangs as a low, menacing growl rumbled in its throat. David froze, but didn't retreat. Instead, he tossed the doctored treat onto the ground in front of the dog, and its barking cut off abruptly as it regarded it with a mixture of suspicion and interest.

For a long moment, the dog just stared at the treat, its nostrils flaring as it sniffed the air. Then, slowly, it stretched out its neck and snatched the treat up in its jaws, swallowing it down in one gulp. Its aggressive demeanor seemed to soften, and it looked up at David with soulful, pleading eyes, a soft whimper escaping its throat. From her spot by the tree, Jody watched the interaction closely. "I think it wants more treats."

David hesitated, but the dog's plaintive whimpers tugged at his heart. He reached into the bag and tossed a few more bits of bone-shaped jerky in front of the injured animal, and the dog eagerly snapped them up, its tail giving a tentative, hopeful wag. Though it continued to whimper softly in pain, the aggressive barking had ceased, replaced by a cautious, expectant look as it watched David, waiting to see what he would do next.

David spoke to the dog in a gentle, soothing tone. "Easy there, buddy. It's okay. Just take a nice little snooze…"

He kept his movements slow and non-threatening as he tossed another treat, which the dog eagerly gobbled up. As the minutes ticked by, David continued to offer the dog morsels from the bag, and with each one, the animal's demeanor grew more relaxed. Its eyelids began to droop, and its head nodded as the sleeping pill took effect.

"That's it," David murmured. "Just relax. Everything's going to be all right."

Finally, with a soft sigh, the dog slumped to the ground, its eyes closing fully. Its chest rose and fell with the slow, even breaths of sleep, and its injured leg lay still, no longer twitching against the jaws of the bear trap. Jody took a tentative step forward, her eyes wide. "Is it asleep?"

"I think so."

David grabbed a long, sturdy stick, then carefully approached the dog. With a gentle prod, he touched the animal's flank, but it didn't stir. Jody crept closer, staying behind her father, her gaze fixed on the slumbering canine. "We have to get the trap off its leg. It's safe now. It can't get us if it's asleep."

David hesitated, eyeing the rusted metal jaws that encircled the dog's bloodied limb. "Okay, I'll see what I can do. But you stay back, just in case."

Jody nodded and took a step back, watching anxiously as her father cautiously approached the slumbering dog, his movements slow and deliberate, then knelt down. The dog's chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, its eyes closed and its muscles relaxed. Satisfied that the sleeping pill had taken full effect, David turned his attention to the bear trap to find the rusted metal jaws had snapped shut just above the dog's paw, the serrated teeth digging deep into the flesh. Blood matted the fur around the wound, and the skin was swollen and inflamed, and David's heart clenched at the sight of the brutal injury.

He examined the trap, his eyes tracing the mechanism that held the jaws closed. Wedging the tip of his stick into the gap between the jaws, he steadied the trap with his boot and began to pry them apart. The metal creaked and groaned as he applied pressure, and slowly, inch by inch, the jaws began to separate. When they were wide enough to pull the dog's leg out, he reached out to grab it, but as soon as he took one hand off his lever, the trap overpowered him and began to close again. He grunted and steadied his grip, then scowled. "Jody, I need your help. Grab the dog's leg up high and carefully pull it out. Do not put your fingers anywhere near the trap, do you hear me?"

"Yes, sir."

Jody moved closer, and David wrenched the jaws apart as she carefully gripped the dog's leg and maneuvered it out from between the stained metal teeth. The animal whimpered softly in its sleep, but otherwise remained still. When it was free, David eased the trap closed again, letting it clamp down on the wood, then used the stick to move it aside. With the bear trap removed, Jody knelt beside the slumbering dog and examined the wound on its leg. The skin was torn and ragged, and blood oozed from the deep punctures. She quickly shrugged off her backpack and yanked out the first-aid kit, but David put a hand on her shoulder.

"No, the dog is safe now. We need to go."

David warily scanned the surrounding woods for any sign of the cabin's occupants, but Jody's full attention was on the dog as she unzipped the kit. "In a second. I can do this fast. I'm a first-aid master, remember?"

Before David could argue, Jody unscrewed the cap of her water bottle and carefully poured it over the wound, flushing away the dirt and debris, then tore open a packet of sterile pads and gently patted the wound dry, wiping away the blood and revealing the extent of the damage.

"Can you help me put some gauze on it?" Jody asked, glancing up at her father as she applied a generous amount of antibiotic ointment. David hesitated for a moment, then knelt beside his daughter. Together, they carefully wrapped the dog's leg in a layer of soft, white gauze, securing it in place with a wrap of medical tape. When they were finished, Jody sat back on her heels, a concerned look on her face. "Do you think it'll be okay?"

"I don't know. But we've done all we can. It's time to go."

Jody nodded, her green eyes shimmering with unshed tears. She wrapped her arms around her father, hugging him tightly. "Thank you for being brave enough to help the dog instead of leaving it. I know it was scary, but you did the right thing."

David returned the embrace. "And thank you for reminding me to do what's right, even when it's hard. You've got a good heart, Jodybug."

Jody pulled away. "Okay, let's get going."

They packed up and stood to leave, but when they turned around they found themselves face to face with a squat, older woman holding a shotgun to her shoulder. Her round face was set in a scowl, and her eyes glinted with anger as she leveled her weapon at them. David instinctively raised his hands and put his body between the stranger and Jody.

"What are you doing on my property?" the woman growled.

"We're not here to cause trouble," David said calmly. "We're leaving."

The woman racked the slide on her weapon. "No, I don't think you are."
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