
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1

Jed Waite

On a homestead outside of a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

As Jed scrambled for driver’s side door of the BMW SUV, a third shot rang out, battering his already ringing eardrums and making him crouch even lower, his gloved hands skimming the driveway for balance. Before his eyes, a wound appeared in the SUV’s windshield, like a groove had been dug straight across the glass, from the driver’s side to the passenger’s, and a spiderweb of cracks burst out from it in all directions before a complete explosion ripped it to pieces. Chunks of glass mostly crashed inward, and when Jed made it to the door and hauled it farther open, he braced himself for what he might see inside.

Ernie was in the passenger seat but had flung himself sideways over the center console, and his head was invisible with his arms slung over it. There was no immediate sign of blood, and Jed took one second to sweep the worst of the glass of the seat before he crawled up onto it, then fumbled to grab the shifter. Another shot rang out as he spun the car around and raced away from the homestead, hardly able to take in what had happened in the past few moments.

After a long, arduous journey across the country in the wake of a disaster that had dumped toxic dimethylmercury all over the United States, killing most people, Jed had been beyond thankful to pull up to the driveway at home, for his truck to be in the driveway and the house sitting there waiting to welcome him, but that excitement had been short-lived when someone behind the cow barn had started shooting at him.

Everything seemed to slow down as Jed stomped on the gas pedal, and the BMW shot forward like a giant hand had pushed it from behind. His own breath whooshed in his ears, and the outline of Ernie’s light-colored suit in the seat beside him stood out starkly against the darkness.

The road, as familiar as the angle of his own jaw, suddenly seemed foreign and threatening, as though the eyes of ill-intentioned lurkers watched from the darkness. As soon as they were over the hill and around the first curve from the homestead, Jed pulled to a stop and put the car in park, then sat staring at the steering wheel, chest heaving as he worked to get enough air to stop the burning of oxygen-deprivation in his lungs. The exertion of getting back to the car while being shot at wasn’t alone in causing his heavy breathing. White-hot panic surged through his chest and struck at his heart like a fiery arrow.

“They weren’t there,” he panted. “My family. Who was that?” He twisted around to look back over the darkened road, even though there was no way to catch a glimpse of the farm that lay behind them, with curves and hills between the two locations.

“I’m so sorry.” Evelyn’s voice from the back seat was tight with strain. “Are you sure it wasn’t a family member trying to protect the place? They wouldn’t have recognized this car. Maybe one of them just reacted to the sight of someone coming onto the property.”

Jed shook his head. “I shouted out who I was. Anyone in my family would have recognized my voice or at least my name.”

“Okay, let’s think about this. I know we weren’t there long and it’s dark, but is there anything at all you can remember seeing, something you noticed about the house or land, that might help us figure this out?”

With his breath finally coming easier, though the painful, heavy sensation in his chest remained, Jed squeezed his eyes shut and pulled to mind an image of what he’d seen at the farm. “My truck was there in the driveway, but another car was too, a silver one I didn’t recognize.” He twisted around to focus on Evelyn in the back seat. He could just make out the flash of her eyes inside the hood she wore to keep out the deadly toxin. Class crunched under his feet, and he stilled his body in case some pieces remained on the seat that could tear his suit. “Someone must have taken over the homestead and my truck. My family could be…dead.”

Evelyn reached to squeeze his arm. “It’s possible, for sure. I don’t want to say that, but we all know it’s true. They could have died in the original storm and someone took over the place after that, or they could have died after someone took it over…”

Her tone was as gentle as he’d ever heard it, but the words were still harsh and unwelcome in his ears. Regardless of the fact that he’d lived from the beginning of the disaster with the possibility that his wife and two kids hadn’t made it through, coming face to face with it so starkly was a blow that made him feel as though he’d been physically knocked to the ground.

When Ernie re-entered the conversation, his voice was rough, as though he’d smoked a pack a day for decades. “We need to find out for sure what’s going on there. If there’s any hope that Jed’s family, or even one of them, are still around somewhere, we have to find out.”

Jed’s head bobbed up and down, the material of his hood rough against his forehead and cheek like it never had been before, the adrenaline of his fight or flight mode bringing all of his senses into hypervigilance mode.

“Yeah, I need to know right now what happened to my family. If whoever we just clashed with on the farm killed them, then…” A painful lump rose in his throat, closing it off from uttering the end of the sentence. He reached for the door handle while he cleared his throat and got air flowing through again. “I’m heading back to the farm on foot.”

“What?” Evelyn cried, the word echoing around inside the vehicle as she reached up to get a hold of his sleeve, a feeble attempt to stop him that would do nothing to counter his momentum if he continued out the door. “No. You can’t go back there with no weapon other than a crowbar against at least one gun and maybe more. We have no idea who’s on the farm or even how many of them there are.”

“It doesn’t matter. I need to find out what’s going on, and that’s all there is to it.”

“But it could be a suicide mission, and what if someone in your family is still alive? Then you’d be no help to them at all.”

“Okay, how about this?” Ernie held up his hands, one toward Jed and the other Evelyn, as though to physically hold them back from each other. “What if we go back to that town, the one closest to here? Maybe we can find someone friendly there who knows what happened to your family, or at least we can probably find some weapons so we can come back.” He leaned forward, intensity radiating from him like heat off a sidewalk on a summer scorcher. “We’re here to help you. Me and Evelyn—we aren’t going anywhere, so you don’t have to go charging in and doing this alone. Let’s take a breath and figure out the best thing to do so that you get your answers.” He paused, looking back and forth between the other two. When they said nothing, he added, “Rushing in there with no way to defend yourself is only going to get you killed, and that won’t help anything, like Eve said.”

Jed’s throat throbbed painfully from holding back the urge to scream at the world, and he worked on swallowing past it and letting the twins’ words soak in. He turned his gaze to the road behind them again while he pulled in small breaths, and it was like an invisible rope anchored to the center of his chest tugged him toward home.

“Okay. We’ll go look for weapons and come right back.” His body was heavy, like someone had added lead to his suit as he forced himself to turn back toward the steering wheel, and his arms seemed to fight against him as he reached for the shifter and put the car in drive. It took every bit of willpower he had to drive forward, away from his family’s homestead and toward town, and with every section of road that clicked past underneath them, fury burned a brighter hole in his chest. He focused on the only thing he could—getting some weapons so he could return and retrieve what was his. Though a good chunk of the hope he’d held for his family’s lives had slipped away into the night, he grasped at the last of it, pulled it in, and held it tight.


Chapter 2

Bea Waite

Near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Bea inched toward consciousness as sounds, sights, and sensations battered at her in a confusing medley that didn’t make any sense. She struggled to grasp any of the strains of information attempting to hit her at once, to anchor herself in time and space and determine what was happening. Jane’s masked and hooded face leaned close, and behind her stretched a sea of open space filled with darkness, the light from the night sky silhouetting her along with the frame of a car door from behind.

All Bea’s muscles ached, her lungs burned, and her vision was cloudier than was comfortable. Her nose hurt the worst, pain pounding there in time with her pulse. What she’d originally assumed was noise from her surroundings, she suddenly realized was a ringing inside her ears, high-pitched and intermittent, like the shrill cry of an alarm. Working to shove that aside and ignore it, she became aware that Jane’s hands held her shoulders pinned back against the seat and that she murmured a low, constant stream of soothing words that faded into nothing when the ear ringing surged.

It dawned on her then that it had been a seizure—Bea had endured a couple of them already back home, with Delia there struggling to keep her from hurting herself. She must have just come out of a third one. Bea tried to smile, to reassure Jane she was still there and seemed to have at least most of her faculties, but her face resisted responding to her brain’s command, and instead, a grimace twisted her features.

“Are you okay, honey? Are you in pain?” Jane peered at her, as though struggling to see her clearly through both her own mask and Bea’s goggles.

“I…erg.” Words jumped into Bea’s brain but wouldn’t make it to her throat.

“It’s okay. Just rest for a minute.”

The pressure on her shoulders released, and Jane’s hands ran down Bea’s arms, then up to her head as the soothing mantra of words restarted, and Bea allowed her eyes to drift closed, letting go of the fear that the seizure had done permanent damage and simply floating in the calm sea of her mother’s voice, punctuated less often by the siren sound in her ears until it finally faded away and only the painful broken nose and body aches remained.

The seizure had messed with Bea’s sense of time, but it didn’t seem like much had gone by since they’d left the hospital in Marquette, not having found the chelating agent Doc Reinham said was necessary to give Bea a chance of making it after her exposure to small amounts of dimethylmercury over a period of time through a hole beneath her bedroom window. Even though she’d worked hard on making their home safe from the toxin, diligently caulking every crack and hole she could find in the logs, she’d missed one, and the insidious poison was taking her life, more slowly than it had most other folks’ but just as surely.

Leaving the homestead, even though Mike was there to take care of the kids, had been one of the most difficult things she’d ever done, and only Delia’s sharp insistence that she do whatever she could to stay alive for her family, along with Jane simply getting in the car and driving away with her in the passenger seat while she was still too weak from the second seizure to get out, had made it happen. They were on their way to a bigger hospital in Green Bay, flying along in a police car Jane and Mike had found near the Mackinac Bridge on the thin hope that they’d find the necessary medication and someone to administer it and assuming all that unlikeliness happened, that it would actually work.

Jane patted Bea’s shoulder. “Okay, I think you’re pretty stable now. Hang on. I’ll be right back.” She slammed the door, then scooted around the front and climbed into the driver’s seat where she didn’t waste any time getting the car going forward again. Every few minutes, she glanced at Bea who worked hard to get to a point where she looked well enough that Jane could relax, eventually coaxing her eyes to stay open and lifting her head from the seat. Managing to make her neck respond to her commands, Bea turned to meet her mother’s gaze and tried once more for a smile. She must have managed it better than the first time because relief flooded Jane’s features.

“There you are,” Jane said. “I did the best I could to keep you from hitting anything, but I think you might have banged your knee on the console. Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay.” The words were a toad’s croak, but they exited her mouth and were understandable. Bea cleared her throat and tried again for more smoothness in her voice. “Everything hurts, so I can’t tell if there’s a little extra knee soreness. Thanks for making sure I was safe.”

“I did the best I could,” Jane repeated, shoulders closer to her ears than they should be, revealing her strain and stress. “Let’s get to Green Bay as fast as possible.”

The car surged along smoothly with a roar of its big engine, and Bea let her head fall back again, turning her eyes to look out the window as the scenery of Michigan’s upper peninsula slid past. It was getting dark out, but the headlights splashed along the side of the road, illuminating brush and grass that, in the before times, could have hidden deer or a bear until just before they stepped out in front of the car. That was no longer a concern, but debris on the roadway was, and Bea allowed Jane to concentrate in peace while she did her best to rest and recuperate.

When they crossed over the border to Wisconsin about half an hour later, Jane’s shoulders finally relaxed slightly, and as they pulled into a tiny town comprised of two stop signs and a smattering of small buildings, she glanced over at Bea. “How are you doing now?”

“Better.” Bea tried to make that sound convincing even though her answer was a stretch. Her right arm was almost constantly twitching, and the blurriness in her vision had dissipated but not gone away completely. Though she hadn’t dissolved into a coughing fit in a while, her lungs sat heavy in her chest—almost as heavy as her sore nose.

“When was the last time you took your medication?”

“I can’t remember. I’m probably due for some.”

“Did you bring it with you?”

“I think one of the kids did. It’s in the back seat if they did.”

“Okay, let’s stop real fast and see if it’s back there. Maybe we can figure out a place where you can take it safely. I had the car door open for a while when you had the seizure, so it’s not a good idea to remove our masks in here yet.”

“We don’t have to stop, Mom. Maybe it’s more important to keep going and get there sooner.”

Jane shook her head. “I’ll fill the gas tank while we’re stopped, too. Then we can continue on with no breaks after that. Otherwise, we’ll have to stop somewhere else to fill up, and besides, this looks promising.” She pointed to a small red brick building squatting off to their left, beside the road.

“What is it?” Bea leaned forward slightly to peer past Jane.

“I’m not sure, but it looks solid and doesn’t seem to have been broken into before. Hang on. You stay here, and I’ll go check it out for a minute. If I can get in and it seems like it could be safe for taking our masks off for a minute, then I’ll come get you.”

With no energy to argue, Bea simply gave a slight nod, then let her eyes follow Jane as she climbed out of the car and made her way to the building, her head on a swivel to keep an eye out for trouble and a rifle clutched close to her side. The door wouldn’t open, so Jane disappeared around the back, which made Bea sit up straighter, tensing when she could no longer see her mother. Time ticked by, and when Jane didn’t reappear, Bea started to shift around in her seat in preparation to get out and find her.

She fumbled at the controls until the door lock disengaged with a thunk, but before she could maneuver her arm into the position necessary for pulling on the handle, Jane reappeared, rushing straight through the front door, then yanking it tightly closed behind her. She gave a little jaunty wave, then beelined straight for Bea’s car door, opened it, and held out a hand.

“I got in through the back. Turns out it’s some kind of weird little office building with a lab on one side. Like, maybe for water sampling or something. I can’t tell for sure what it was for, but there’s a room with no windows near the center that’s closed off. I didn’t go into it because I didn’t want to introduce outside air until I have to, but I think you should be able to take off your mask inside of it. Come on.”

“Okay.” Bea allowed Jane to pull her to her feet, then did her best not to lean too heavily on her as they made their way to the door. “Oh! The pills, Mom. They’re in the back seat somewhere.”

“Can you stand here by yourself for a minute while I grab them?”

“I guess we’ll find out.” Bea smiled wryly.

Jane chuckled and released Bea slowly, holding out her hands until Bea had successfully demonstrated she could stand there alone, then she raced back to the car, climbing all the way in rather than standing with the door open. Bea did nothing but concentrate on staying upright through a wave of dizziness, doing her best not to lock her knees but to otherwise stay still until Jane returned and replaced an arm around her waist.

“Did you find them?”

“I sure did, plus a bottle of water.”

“Oh, good. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure they were in there.”

“The kids did good.” They made it to the door, and Jane wrestled it open while keeping a firm hold on Bea, then managed to angle them through the doorway one at a time and get it shut again. “Let’s go this way.”

Jane used gentle pressure across Bea’s back to propel her forward, and Bea kept her eyes up, still fighting mild vertigo that was easier to deal with if she fixed her gaze on one spot. Her foot bumped into something, and she pitched forward a bit.

After shifting her body weight slightly in front of Bea and bracing her feet to keep them both from going over, Jane blew out a breath. “Oopsie. Don’t worry about that. We’ll just move this way a bit.” She steered them even farther to the left, but something was off in her tone, and Bea glanced quickly down as they went by to find that she’d tripped over someone’s foot.

Jerking her eyes up, which made the room wobbly around her, she cleared her throat. “You’re probably pretty used to this, aren’t you?”

“Used to what?”

“Breaking into places, finding dead bodies lying around—that sort of thing.”

Jane didn’t respond for a moment as she maneuvered them both around what sounded like broken glass on the floor beneath their feet. Then she said, “Yes, I guess I am getting used to it. It’s still not great, and I never thought it would be something I’d get used to, but I saw enough bodies during our trip from Florida that it doesn’t affect me like it did in the beginning.”

“I’ve seen a few dead bodies since this started, but not nearly as many as you probably have.” Bea paused, then added, “And I caused all the ones I saw.”

“You didn’t cause them. If those people had stayed away from you and the kids, they wouldn’t have wound up dead. That makes it their own fault.” They’d arrived at a closed door, and Jane shifted her weight to free a hand while still steadying Bea with the other. “Here we are. We’ll try to get in as fast as we can. Ready?”

“Yes.”

They rushed into the room, Bea shuffling her feet and letting Jane mostly pull her along, and then Jane closed the door behind them, plunging them into even greater darkness than before.

“I caught a glimpse of a chair over there, but there’s someone in it right now. Can you lean against the wall while I get them out?”

“If there’s a dead body in here, maybe that means it isn’t safe to take our masks off. Besides, I don’t want you hurting your bad arm trying to hoist that much weight around.”

Gently, Jane’s hands guided Bea backward until she was leaning against the closed door, then disappeared, and next came the sound of her making her way across the room, slowly to keep from tripping. There was a lot of shuffling and grunting that lasted a while as Jane ignored Bea’s further attempts to get her to change her mind. Finally, Jane returned, led Bea across the room, and guided her down into a chair.

“There.” The word was huffed out on the end of a panting breath, and her next words came from lower down, as though she’d knelt on the floor. “You might be right about it not being safe in here. Or whoever that was could have gotten poisoned during the initial storm before they decided to come into this room to try to escape. They weren’t wearing any safety gear. I think you should try to take the medications—just do it as fast as possible. I’ll take my gloves off first. Is it one pill from each bottle?”

“That’ll work.”

“Okay, then I’ll get them ready, along with the water. If my hands sting or feel weird, we’ll abandon the plan, but otherwise, once I get everything ready, you can lift your hood and lower your mask, take the meds, and then replace everything. You’ll have to do all that yourself because I can’t see well enough to help you, so I’d probably only fumble things worse. I wish I’d looked for a flashlight in the car before we came in here.”

“It’s fine. I can do it.”

“Here we go, then.”

There were more shuffling noises as Jane performed her part of the hastily put-together plan. “My hands feel fine, and I’ve got the pills out. When you’re ready, let me know, and I’ll pour them into your mouth so that you don’t have to take off your gloves. Then I’ll give you the water bottle to pour yourself, so I don’t drown you.”

“I appreciate that.” Bea chuckled, then reached to fiddle with her respirator, careful not to dislodge the goggles so that it would be easier to put everything back together once she was done. It took longer than it should have, with Bea’s shoulder intermittently twitching and jerking, but Jane waited without saying anything.

Finally, Bea was ready, and Jane asked her to make a continuous humming noise in her throat while holding her mouth open so she could find the correct spot to deposit the pills, and then she handed over the water bottle. Bea sloshed some liquid onto her lap, but it didn’t make it through her duster, and she managed to get enough of it into her mouth to successfully swallow the pills.

“Drink more, honey. That’s one thing I’ve learned—even though we’re close to Green Bay, and we think we’ll be stopping soon and able to get out and do whatever, you actually never know if it’ll be a while before it’s safe to eat and drink again. Anything could happen between here and there.”

Forgetting Jane couldn’t see her, Bea nodded and tipped the bottle back again. By the time she’d emptied it, she figured she’d gotten most of it into her mouth, splashing maybe half a cup out onto her lap and the floor.

After she’d replaced her respirator, she said, “I’m finished.”

“Okay. Let’s get you back into the car, and then I’m going to put the gas in the tank.”

Bea didn’t ask why Jane hadn’t left her to take the pills on her own while she did the gas. It was obvious that wouldn’t have gone well, or probably even happened at all, without Jane there to help. Instead, she leaned on Jane’s proffered arm and levered herself up.

“Do you have the pill bottles, Mom?”

“Yep, I stuck them in my pockets.”

“Thank you.”

They reversed their movements out of the small room and through the building, managing to completely avoid the body’s location, and then they were outside again. It was a moment that bothered Bea sometimes—that first step out into the air, the first breath taken outside after getting the mask back on. There was always a lingering concern that something wasn’t sealed right and she would suck in the poison, and that would be the end. The fear was even worse when it came to Delia and Bax going out into the toxin.

Only when she’d taken a few breaths with no problem did she allow that particular worry to fade away again. As they shuffled to the car, Jane accommodating Bea’s halting pace, the kids were foremost on her mind.

“I’m glad you and Dad came along when you did. Poor Delia had to deal with two seizures. The first time, I was in the cow pen, and she and Bax had to keep the cows from trampling me.”

“She’s a strong kid. Bax is too. They were doing a great job when we got there, but I’m glad we came along when we did too, to take over for them. It saved some time getting you help too. They would have had to search for someone in town.”

They made it to the car, and Jane got Bea settled into her seat before hurrying around to retrieve the gas can Mike had given her out of the trunk. Outside, there were several thuds and thunks from the driver’s side of the car, then Jane popped her head in.

“Forgot there’s probably a release button.” Jane ran a hand along the underside of the dash to the left of the steering wheel, and moments later, she grinned. “Got it. Okay, wish me luck. It’s not easy doing stuff like this with these gloves on and not a lot of light.”

“That’s for sure.” Bea leaned her head back and fought off the guilt that beat at her chest over leaving Jane to deal with the fill-up alone. She closed her eyes and visualized the pills she’d taken sloshing around in her stomach, their outer surfaces crumbling to release the medication into her system. She imagined them doing their work, the pain pills taking the edge off the ache in her chest and rib muscles and the chelating agent binding and carrying out dimethylmercury so it couldn’t do further damage to her lungs or neurologic system.

A louder thud than the previous ones came from outside the car, and her eyes flew open as she twisted around to make sure Jane was okay. Her light-colored suit was barely visible as a silhouette near the back of the car, and Bea couldn’t make out which way she faced or what she was doing, but she must have hit the car with the plastic gas can or something to make that noise. Just as Bea was about to turn and face forward again, Jane’s form dropped out of sight with another loud noise. A different form, darker, with only a flash of lighter color through the car’s window, darted into the spot where Jane had been.

With her heart galloping in her chest like Berto might have galloped through the paddock in better times, Bea crouched to keep her head behind the seat back, keeping one eye on the menacing figure outside while she scrambled for the pistol in her duster pocket. When she pulled it out, her hand wobbled with a slight tremor, but then her muscle memory kicked in, and she readied the gun in the dark, then inched open the door and slid out as quietly and quickly as possible, staying low to avoid her movement being spotted through the windows.

She only made it a few steps before her legs gave way, and it was clear she was going down. Doing what she could to minimize the noise and the pain of landing on her knees, she instead lowered herself more purposefully, crouching to peek under the car. Jane lay there, but Bea couldn’t see which part of her was where in the darkness. More movement in the area told her the intruder—attacker, it had to be, for Jane to be on the ground like that—was still there.

Bea moved forward on her knees and one hand, awkwardly keeping the pistol a little bit above the ground so it wouldn’t scrape and alert the stranger. Someone moaned, and Bea froze for an instant until her brain caught up and told her it had been Jane making the noise. Then she moved faster, resting for a few seconds behind the rear passenger tire before poking her head out from behind the car. It was clear, so she hurried along the back, moving slower as she got to the driver’s side fender, taking greater care to lift her hand and knees high enough to decrease scuffing noises. Whoever was over there was making sounds of their own, which made it easier to hide Bea’s noise but also created greater urgency to get to Jane.

She peeked around the end of the car to find the dark-clad person messing with the gas can Jane had dropped with one hand while holding something in the other. As closely as Bea could tell in the dim lighting, it was a baseball bat or some kind of board or stick that must have been what they’d hit Jane with.

For her part, Jane moaned again and moved a bit. The person swung around toward her and lifted the object over their head.

“Hey!” Bea shouted and lifted the pistol.

The person faltered, turning toward Bea, who toppled forward, off-balance and suffering from another tremor, but she caught sight of Jane’s light suit scooting away from the dark-clothed person, out of the line of fire if Bea were to shoot. The attacker moved toward Bea, and she gathered all the strength left in her body, a groan rushing out of her lungs as she pushed up onto her knees, held the pistol in both hands, and got a shot off. The person screamed and crumpled, and Bea mirrored both the scream and the action, lurching over onto her side as a tremor flew down her neck, over her shoulders, and locked both elbows to her sides.

Then Jane was there, prying the gun out of her hands before disappearing. Another shot blasted through the night and then there was silence as Bea stared at the pavement underneath her, no strength left to move.

Jane’s face returned, close by, to float in her vision. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. What about you? Did that person hit you?”

“Yeah. My head hurts, but the stick mainly bounced off it onto my shoulder because I heard something and managed to turn at the last second. I think I’m okay. Let’s get you back in the car and get out of here.”

It was a longer process to lever Bea up off the ground than it had been to get her off the chair, as she’d used up every bit of energy she had, and her muscles screamed and balked. Their progress was interrupted partway through by a long coughing fit, but eventually, they were both buckled into the car, sagging equally into their seats, and Jane started up the engine. They tore away from the building, leaving it and their attacker’s body behind, Jane only using her left arm to drive and letting the bandaged right one rest on the center console.

Bea couldn’t hold her head up or her eyes open any longer. All she could do was allow them to drift closed while she let relief that Jane was still alive float over her and put her to sleep.


Chapter 3

Delia Waite

Almost on a homestead outside of a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Anger fueled Delia’s race through the woods—she’d been so close to getting rid of Kyle Murphy, who had been such a huge threat to her family, setting fire to their house and burning down the chicken coop, and he had to have meant to burn down the entire homestead. She’d snuck off the farm with Mike and Bax asleep in the barn so that they wouldn’t miss her while she went to the Murphy farm to see if that’s where Kyle had fled after killing Lottie in town. Obviously, something hadn’t gone right—Mike had shown up and stopped her from taking a shot at Kyle.

Lottie. The thought of the poor older lady dying at Kyle’s hands after making it through the arrival of the toxin—sweet, strong, happy Lottie—made Delia’s vision flash white with fury, and she slowed a bit to keep from falling. There wasn’t much light from the moon making it through the canopy, and she wasn’t familiar with the part of the woods between their property and the Murphys’ all that well, so running was really a bad idea anyway. She glanced over her shoulder but didn’t spot her grandfather trailing her. Even if he was, Delia was determined not to let him stop her again. She couldn’t fathom why he’d done so in the first place. She’d had a decent shot at Kyle as he’d crossed the driveway to his car, but Mike had appeared out of nowhere and stopped her.

She could only assume that Kyle was heading for her homestead, and if he was, then he’d find it undefended, with Mike and Delia both in the woods and Jane and Bea in a car on their way to Marquette or Green Bay. He could easily finish the job he’d started with more fire, or he could smash his way into the animal barn and expose the horses, cows, sheep, goats, donkey, and remaining chickens to the toxin, killing them all. She pushed herself faster, focusing on every step, each breath, her vision tunneling to what was directly in front of her, what she could make out of it anyway—just enough to stay on her feet and avoid tearing her protective clothing on an errant branch.

A noise off to the side made her fumble her steps, and she slowed down slightly to regain her footing, but in the next instant, something slammed against her body, and she went flying, landing with an oof of lost breath on a small soft area between two giant trees. The fall didn’t hurt, but her cheek hit the ground, and the mask on her face slipped about half an inch. Instantly, Delia held her breath and wrenched the mask back into place, letting out a ragged exhale and then a small, timid inhale. When everything seemed to be working as it should with the respirator, she scrambled over onto her back, working to pull the rifle up while envisioning Kyle looming overhead, ready to kill her. Instead, a small, squat shape danced around on four feet, its back end swinging back and forth.

“Storm!” Delia bit off. “Why did you knock me over?”

The golden retriever, dressed in a homemade protective suit featuring a blue raincoat covered in rocket ships and planets, gave a short, happy yip through her mask and danced some more as Mike and Bax appeared, moving swiftly, into the small clearing and came to a stop beside her.

“Delia!” Bax cried. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “What are you doing here?”

Mike answered instead of Bax. “I woke up and couldn’t find you. It didn’t take long to figure out what you’d done. What were you thinking, going to the Murphys’?”

“I was thinking about what Doc and the others from town said, that Kyle might come back for us instead of leaving town. He killed poor Lottie, and he’s tried to kill us already. I thought he might go home, maybe just to rest or to get supplies.” Delia pushed up to her feet, then bent to retrieve the rifle. “I was right, and I could have killed him and been done with it if you hadn’t interrupted me.”

“You were too far away to hit him. All you would have done was draw his attention, let him know you were there, and maybe bring the fight to you.”

She blinked at that, mind casting back to the scene at the Murphy place, working on deciding whether Mike was right that she’d been too far away to make her shot count. With a shake of her head, she turned and started to stomp away.

“Delia, stop!” Bax rushed ahead of her, then turned to stand in her path, hands up.

“Why?” Frustration rolled over her in waves. “You’re slowing me down. Kyle could be killing all our animals as we speak. He has a car, and we don’t!”

“I don’t want him to kill our animals, but I don’t want him to kill you more.” Bax’s voice was raw with emotion. “Dad’s not here, Mom’s sick and gone, and you’re all I have left now.” He glanced past her shoulder at Mike. “And Grandpa too. We have to stick together.”

“He’s right. We need to keep our heads and figure out what to do together, without rushing off half-cocked alone into a situation we can’t handle.”

“I can handle Kyle,” she barked, but some of the fire had left her chest at Bax’s pleading.

“I’m sure you can, but he’s got the advantage, with us out here and no one at the farm, so we have to be smart and figure out what to do. Arguing isn’t any use to us right now.”

“There’s nothing we can do except go home and see if he’s there. If he is, we need to kill him, and there are three of us, so we should be able to do that easily. Listen, I’m sorry I left without telling you, but you’re here now. We all have our guns, and we can ambush Kyle if he’s on our property. If we don’t get rid of him, we’ll never be safe.”

“Dad says you have to be calm when there’s an emergency,” Bax cut in. “Like you were when the fire started. I don’t think you’re calm right now, and that means you could get hurt because you aren’t thinking straight.”

Delia scowled at him, but he was right. She was worked up, and those emotions weren’t going to help her if she came face to face with Kyle.

Mike said, “I think Kyle’s lost it, honey, and that makes him even more dangerous and unpredictable. That means we have to be extra calm and rational to deal with him.”

“That’s not going to happen. I can’t be calm and rational, or I won’t be able to do it.”

Mike studied her in silence for a moment as the heat went out of her. Bax stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her waist.

“What do you mean?” Bax whispered.

“If I’m not angry and scared and just…I don’t know, out of my mind, then I’m not going to be able to shoot at Kyle.”

With his arms tightening the hug even more, Bax looked up at Delia and said nothing.

“I understand that, honey.” Mike’s tone was soft and gentle. “He was your friend, and it seems unbelievable how much he’s changed from the person you knew to a monster who’s doing stuff you couldn’t imagine him doing.”

She nodded, holding Bax as tightly as he held her. “I can’t believe he tried to kill us.”

“People can snap when circumstances get extreme. They can do things that seem totally out of character. Maybe Kyle snapped when his dad got killed and went even farther over the edge when his mom died, but I think we also have to consider that maybe you just didn’t know him as well as you thought you did.”

Even though her mind longed to shy away from that, Delia forced herself to consider how well she’d really known Kyle Murphy. They hadn’t been acquainted with each other until after her family had moved out to the homestead, when she’d seen him at the secret beach once, and they’d had a fun talk. The two of them had met out at the beach two or three times a month and talked for an hour or two each time. They’d messaged back and forth online, but their conversations normally revolved around movies, books, and homestead chores that they both hated to do, and he’d tell her about things going on in town.

“Maybe you’re right,” she whispered, the previous fury dying down further in her chest, leaving only tiredness and sadness behind. “I thought we were friends, but there wasn’t really all that much to our relationship. It could have been because he was older than me, but maybe it was because we never had much in common.” She opened one arm, and Mike stepped into the group hug. “I’m sorry I left without telling you.” Storm pushed her head between their knees to join the hug, and they all laughed.

“What should we do now?” Bax said.

“I think we have to assume that Kyle went to our place.” Mike stepped back and adjusted the hold on his rifle. “So, we don’t have any food or water with us, just the clothes we’re wearing and our three guns, and we’re out in the woods in the middle of the night. It’s dark, so if we go back to the farm, we’ll be dealing with a situation where we don’t know where Kyle is or what he’s doing, so he could get the drop on us easily.”

“He could shoot one of us before we know where he is.” Delia groaned. “I messed up.”

“Let’s not worry about that. We all mess up sometimes, and there’s no going back. The important thing is figuring out what to do now.”

“What are our choices?” Bax finally released Delia and stepped back to lay a hand on Storm’s head.

“We could go back to the Murphy place, I suppose.” Mike’s tone was thoughtful. “Maybe we could hole up there and wait. Either he’ll come back, and we’ll be waiting for him with the upper hand since he won’t know we’re there, or we can wait it out until morning and then go home and see how things are in the light of day.”

“I don’t think he’ll go home again.” Delia shifted her rifle to the other hand. “I think he’s planning to level our homestead, kill us if he can and make it so we can’t survive if he can’t, and then he’ll take off. He has to know people in town are hunting him.”

“That’s a thought. Maybe we should try to get to town,” Mike said. “We can let folks know where Kyle is, and they can come back and help us catch him.”

“We don’t have a car. It’ll take all night to walk to town.”

“The pickup’s at home.” Bax pointed in the direction of the farm. “Maybe we can sneak in, just to where it is in the driveway, to get it.”

“Where are the keys?”

Mike patted his pocket. “I have them. It’s not a bad idea. We can sneak up carefully, get in the car, then tear out of there before Kyle knows we’re there. Unless he’s sitting on the front porch or something, it could work.”

“If he is sitting on the front porch, we’ll get it over with that much quicker,” Delia said.

“What about needing to be angry to shoot at him?” Bax said.

Delia shrugged. “I’m sure I can get angry again when I see him on our property. If not, then I’m going to have to use my head instead of my heart. If Kyle ever was my friend, which I’m not even sure of, he isn’t anymore. I get that, and I’ll do what I have to.” Internally, she added the words I hope, but Bax and Mike didn’t seem to sense the slight hesitation that remained in her resolve. “If we don’t at least try to stop him somehow and he kills all our animals, I’ll never forgive myself. I’m sorry, but I don’t want to go sit at the Murphy house and let him do whatever it is he’s planning to do.”

Mike studied her for a long moment, then glanced at Bax, then back again. Finally, he nodded. “Let’s go home. We’ll plan to get the truck and get out of there unless he’s not there.”

Delia nodded as they all moved forward together into the dark and started toward the farm, even though getting into the truck and leaving Kyle on the farm wasn’t really on her plan for the day.


Chapter 4

Jane Clark

Near the Michigan-Wisconsin border

With her right arm aching at the shoulder as well as the previous break site, Jane let it rest on the console while driving with only her left hand. Concerns about whether the blow she’d received from the guy at their last stop might have disrupted the arm’s healing and possibly even rebroken it floated around, mingling with the pain in her mind, but she said nothing to Bea about it. There wasn’t anything either of them could do about it at the moment even if the arm had been seriously injured, and Bea had way more to worry about regarding her own health and the kids’ well-being than to be bothered by concerns for her mother.

Jane glanced over at where Bea’s forehead rested on the side window, bouncing softly whenever they hit a rough spot in the road. She wasn’t in the middle of a seizure, which was a big thing to be grateful for amidst all that had gone wrong.

“Here I was trying to teach you stuff about traveling, and I managed to get ambushed by a bad guy for quarter of a jug of gas.”

Bea let out a soft chuckle. “That could have happened to anyone. It’s dark, and I’m sure they crept up on you silently. Besides, I’m sure he thought he’d get the car and everything in it in addition to that little bit of gas.”

“I’m lucky he didn’t crack my skull like a melon. Thank goodness I heard something at the last second—I think it was the guy’s breathing maybe. I lurched to the side just in time to keep him from getting a super direct hit on the back of my head.”

Even though it had been a glancing blow, Jane’s head ached, and there was no doubt in her mind that if she could palpate the spot on the back right side where the wood had struck her, there would be a tender goose egg puffing up there already. The pain made her brain a bit sluggish, and her shoulder and arm hurt even worse than her head, so it was difficult to focus on the road, and she struggled with the desire to pull off and take a nap.

“But he did still hit your head a little. Do you think you could have a concussion?”

It was quite likely, but Jane said, “I doubt it. I’m okay. How are you? I couldn’t believe it when I saw you there with your pistol.”

“I’m no worse than I was before, thanks to you. I guess I’m not very good at being a wingman right now.”

“You’re the best wingman. You probably kept that guy from finishing me off. I think I lost consciousness for a minute, and I forgot where I was and what was going on. With all the moaning and moving around I was doing, he probably would have hit me again real soon if you hadn’t shown up and gotten his attention.” She pushed through the pain to move her sore arm to Bea’s leg and patted it. “We did great together. We’re alive and he isn’t, and that’s all that matters right now. It matters more than the lost gas can and gas.” She couldn’t hold back a grimace. “Oh, well. At least I got some fuel into the car.”

“Yeah, we’ll be okay.” There was a long, silent pause during which Bea stared out the window and Jane maneuvered carefully around some kind of log or huge branch in the road. Then Bea spoke again. “Maybe this was a bad idea. It’s a huge risk, this traveling thing, and it might not even do any good. We could get to the hospital in Green Bay and find out that it’s empty and they don’t have the medicine anyway.”

“Then I’ll drive to Appleton next.” Jane kept her voice low but firm. “Please don’t say this trip isn’t worth it. It’s worth every ounce of trouble I have to go through to get you some help. Isn’t that how you’d feel if it were Bax or Delia who needed it?”

“I’d do whatever it took.”

“That’s what I’m going to do. You’re my kid, you know? No matter what.” Under Jane’s hand, a tremor passed through Bea’s leg. “Do you think you’re going to have a seizure?”

“I don’t know. When I had the first one, I felt kind of weird beforehand, but I don’t remember anything like that before the last two, maybe because I was sitting down instead of standing. It doesn’t seem like I get much warning.”

“We’re not far from Green Bay, and we have an almost full tank of gas.”

“So, the only thing that could slow us down would be if I have another seizure and you have to get out and hold onto me.”

“Yeah, which is fine.”

“Maybe I won’t have one, and we won’t have to stop again.”

“I have another idea, but it requires stopping, too, so I’m not sure it makes sense. There are some clothes and blankets in bags back there—it’s stuff the kids and I packed after the house caught on fire, so we’d have it when we found somewhere else to stay. I could pack it around you as padding, then I won’t have to stop if you have another seizure in an area that seems unsafe. Not that I can pick out a safe spot, apparently.”

Bea chuckled and patted Jane’s hand, still on top of her leg. “You’re doing great. If you want to stop and bubble wrap me up, you can. Really, all you’d have to do is grab the bags from the trunk and stick ‘em by my feet. Then I can work on unloading the clothes and stuffing them around me. We won’t have to stop for much more than thirty seconds for you to do that.”

“Great idea.” Jane eased the car to a stop without bothering to pull off to the shoulder, threw the car in park, and leaped out. She raced to the back of the car, popped the trunk, and snatched out the closest two bags, then retraced her steps, tossing the bags onto Bea’s lap as she slammed the door behind her and hit the door lock button. “I didn’t see a reason to close the door while I was back there since it would be such a short time, and I was opening the trunk and letting air in that way, anyway.”

“Smart. It would have been hard for you to re-open the door with these bags in your hands, and I’m not taking my mask off anytime soon. Thanks for grabbing these.” Bea shoved one bag toward her feet, then went to work unzipping the second one, still on her lap, while Jane got the car moving forward again. It took longer than it should have for Bea to manage the zipper, but she finally did, and then she pulled clothing items out one by one and packed them around her body before repeating the maneuver with the second bag, leaving about half of the items in that one, which she wedged on her lap, up against her chest. “Maybe this’ll keep me from throwing myself far enough forward to bang my head into the dashboard.”

“It’s better than nothing. I can probably help with my right hand as long as I can reach your forehead.”

“We have a plan, then. Hopefully we won’t need it.”

“You just took your medicine, so maybe that’ll buy us enough time.”

“That would be nice.” After a minute spent in their own thoughts, she added, “Do you think Dad and the kids are doing okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Dad probably has the kitchen rebuilt by now, and Delia and Bax have almost certainly put their heads together and solved this whole dimethylmercury mess.”

“Thank goodness. It’s starting to cramp my style.”

Absolute exhaustion bled into her voice, and it wrenched Jane’s heart. She forced a smile that Bea couldn’t see but could hopefully hear. “Yeah, we’re all ready to move on. I mean, how’s a girl supposed to keep her wardrobe together in these conditions? I haven’t changed my clothes in days, and I’m really tired of this outer gear. It’s so last season.”

Bea’s laugh was weak and far away. “Respirators are the new power suit, Mom. You should embrace it. Rise to your full potential as a true modern woman.”

They giggled together, but then Bea’s laugh trailed off, as though she were heading to dreamland. Jane checked her rearview mirror and then the side ones out of habit born long before the disaster, even though it was almost entirely unnecessary anymore. Bea didn’t say anything else, and Jane glanced her way with a smile that faded fast when it sank in that Bea was jerking. Rather than falling into a peaceful sleep like Jane had assumed, she’d dropped into another seizure. With a shaking hand attached to an aching arm, Jane reached to stabilize her daughter’s forehead while she barreled down the road toward Green Bay.


Chapter 5

Jed Waite

In a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Jed’s knuckles ached by the time he slowed down the BMW and pulled into the silent, dark town. He’d driven the whole way gripping the steering wheel tight, as though it and his fingers were vying for supremacy—or maybe they were competing over which one would break first. It was his heart that was truly breaking, filled to the brink with emotion, but he managed to get it under control enough to deliver them to their destination.

“Where do you think we’ll find some guns?” Ernie peered around, surveying the buildings and houses that made up the main area of town.

“We can try the sporting goods place. That would make the most sense, I guess.” Jed pointed the car that direction. “I’m not sure where to go if that doesn’t work.”

“Does it seem like anyone survived? Do you think there’s anyone left here?”

“I haven’t seen anything to make me think there’s anyone here yet, but it’s dark, so I’m not sure we can say for sure.” Jed pulled the car right up to the sporting goods shop’s door, threw it in park, and turned to the kids. “How about if you stay here and watch for anyone lurking around? You can make sure the car stays safe too, just in case there’s someone out here wanting to score a gassed-up vehicle.”

Evelyn shook her head. “You shouldn’t go in alone. Someone could be squatting in there.”

“Well, I’m not leaving only one of you out here alone, so come on, both of you. We’ll lock up the car and hope for the best.” Jed snatched the keys out of the ignition and jumped out of the car, the kids right on his heels when he got to the building. He clicked the lock button on the fob, wincing at the noise it made when it responded, then slipped the keys into his pocket and tried the door.

There was a clicking sound when he pulled on the handle, and for an instant, he thought it was the door making the noise and that it was about to open under his hand. Then his brain registered that the sound had come from behind them, and he whirled around at the same instant that Ernie and Evelyn, who had been watching his back, stiffened and Evelyn murmured, “Jed.”

There were a handful of people standing there, about ten feet away, and even though it was dark, it was obvious that they were armed. Slowly, he inched his hands up in front of him to show they were empty.

“That’s not Kyle. There’s too many, for one thing, and for another, none of them are his size,” someone said.

“It’s probably someone passing through, thinking they can stop and grab some stuff. I think you’d better keep passing, though,” another man said sharply. “There’s survivors in this town, and we don’t have enough supplies to share.” He jerked his gun’s barrel toward the BMW. “Get back in your car now, and we won’t give you any trouble as long as you head straight out of town. But don’t reach for a weapon or come at us at all because we won’t hesitate to kill you.”

“Doc, is that you?” Jed strained to get a better view of the main speaker, in the center of the pack of people. Something about the way he’d said a few of his words had rung a bell of recognition. “Doc, it’s me, Jed Waite.”

Dead silence followed his proclamation for the span of at least ten seconds during which Jed held his breath, considering that he might have gotten it wrong or that, even if he was right, they wouldn’t believe him. Then one of the men next to Doc—a bigger man who Jed thought might have been the one who’d spoken first—moved forward a little, and a flashlight clicked on in his hand. Then Jed was blinded, and he screwed his eyes shut, resisting the urge to throw his hands in front of his face to block even more of the light, so whoever was trying to get a good look at him could do so.

“I think it’s him, Doc.” The light lowered, and the man hurried forward, stopping close enough to Jed that he could point the flashlight at his chest and use its radiating light to look into his face. With his eyes watering a bit from the previous flash of light, Jed blinked as he peered through the man’s protective gear—all makeshift stuff that covered most of his face, hunting for anything recognizable in the eyes and bit of forehead that he could see.

“If you’re Jed, then you know who I am,” the man rumbled.

“You’re Lloyd.” The words came out almost without Jed’s help. “You’re Lloyd and that’s Doc. I’m not sure who else you’ve got with you, but I bet I know them too.”

Lloyd closed the gap between them and grasped him in a tight hug, pounding his back but letting go before Jed could get his wits about him enough to start to bring his own arms up. Then Lloyd was shouting back over his shoulder. “It’s him!”

The others rushed forward then, Doc clapping him on the back, and they shook hands as best they could with gloves on. Then Doc turned to the others. “This is Mitch Anderson—you know him, I bet.”

“You were my daughter’s teacher.” Jed shook his hand too.

“This is Morgan Lightfoot,” Doc said.

Jed did his best to listen and respond appropriately, though his mind was on the homestead. The Lightfoot name did grab his attention—he’d never met Morgan and Deanna but knew from Chris’ stories that they were Rachel’s parents.

Doc turned to the twins. “Who’ve you got with you?”

“This is Ernie, and this is Evelyn. They’ve been traveling with me since Vegas.” He squared up with Rachel’s dad. “And someone else traveled back with me too.”

Morgan’s shoulders slumped a little. “Chris,” he breathed. “He made it.”

“Yep. I left him at your house. He wanted to wait for you all there.”

“Rachel’s been grieving him. We didn’t think there was any way…” His voice broke, and he shook his head and stepped back. “I’ve got to get Rachel home as soon as I can.”

“Not yet,” Doc said. “Not until this is over.”

“What are you doing here, Jed? Why were you trying to get into the store?” Lloyd said.

“I went home first, but someone shot at me. I don’t think it was my family.”

The four men exchanged looks, then Doc said, “You didn’t see who it was?”

“Nope. They were hiding behind the cow barn, and I don’t have any weapons that can fight a gun. I got out of there, and the kids here talked me into coming into town to look for weapons before going back. You guys know anything about who was on my farm?” He took a moment to steel his spine before adding, “About my family?”

Lloyd put a hand on his arm. “Last time we saw them, they were alive. All three of them.”

Jed stepped back as though Lloyd’s statement packed a physical punch. “All of them,” he repeated.

Grinning, Evelyn stepped forward. “After what happened at the homestead, Jed was worried the worst had happened to his family. This is big news.”

“I imagine it was Kyle Murphy you ran into at your place.” Lloyd shook his head slowly, like a giant hooded owl moving it from side to side to search for a hint of moving prey. “The Murphys have been giving Bea and the kids a hard time. Bea took Adam Murphy out, then Grace, and Kyle’s gotten away every time. He’s gone off the deep end now. Set fire to your place while the kids were there alone.”

Doc held up a hand. “They made it through that. Jane and Mike arrived home in time to help them.”

Information was coming too fast and heavy. Jed’s head seemed to spin with it, and he barely noticed when Morgan and Mitch said they were going to go back out to parole for Kyle and took off.

Ernie stepped forward, bracing Jed by clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Is there somewhere we can sit down so Jed can hear the rest? We’re pretty exhausted, and it’s been a lot to take in, the past hour or so.”

“Let’s go to the city hall conference room,” Lloyd said. “We can take off our gear in there.”

“I don’t want to do that.” Jed shook his head and started to turn toward the store’s entry again. “I need to find some guns and get back to the homestead. Does anyone know where Bea and the kids are? With Jane and Mike somewhere? I can’t believe they made it back too. Are they all here in town or something?”

Lloyd shook his head. “Mike and the kids were at the homestead a couple of hours ago. We went there to talk to Mike, and we didn’t see the kids, but he said they were in the barn. He also told us that Bea and her mom went to Marquette.”

“What? Marquette—why?”

“Bea’s sick, Jed.” Doc took up answering. “She had a low exposure to the dimethylmercury over time, and she started having some problems. I did what I could for her, but it was getting worse instead of better, so I told her she needed to make the trip to Marquette to the hospital there to see if she could get some stronger medicine.” He paused, then added, softer, “I don’t think it’s too likely they had it, and I told Jane to take Bea to Green Bay if that was the case.”

“We just came through Marquette. When did they leave?”

Lloyd took over from Doc again. “We don’t know exactly, but sometime in the past few hours.”

“We could have passed right by them.” Jed turned to the twins. “Do you remember that car we saw? It was coming up to the intersection we were going through—it came from the direction of the hospital.” Pain hit him in the gut—Bea was in bad shape, and he’d been so close to her. He’d driven right by, intent on avoiding the people in the car, when he would have loved nothing more than to hold Bea and help her through whatever she was going through.

“The kids…” Evelyn’s voice was gentle, but her words sliced at him.

“My kids. They didn’t go to Marquette with Bea, right? You said they were on the farm.”

“That’s right.”

“So, whoever shot at me—Kyle, I guess—wait. There was a silver car in my driveway. Is that his?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. I suppose it would be too much of a coincidence for it to be anyone else.”

“So, what did he do to my kids?” His legs seemed weak suddenly, and only Ernie’s solid presence at his side kept him upright.

Without answering, Lloyd said, “We need to get out there. I’ve got some guns for you to use, and I’ll go out with you. Doc, what do you think? Should we take one more with us?”

After a slight hesitation, Doc said, “I don’t think so. We don’t know that Kyle will stay at the farm. He might be heading this way right now, and I don’t want to leave town without enough people to defend it. You go, Lloyd. I’ve got an extra gun or two you can take with you too.”

“Come on. My truck’s back at the pharmacy where Sarah is. Let’s run back there, grab it, and we’ll head back out to your place.”

Jed was already moving, jogging for the BMW, with the kids’ footfalls behind him letting him know they were following before they drew beside him at the vehicle, threw their doors open, and they all jumped inside. Lloyd climbed into the back seat behind Jed, and the ride to the pharmacy was short, silent, and tense.

A suited figure came out to greet them, holding a rifle, and Lloyd jumped out of the truck first, calling out. “It’s Jed Waite, honey. He’s got a couple of young people with him.”

“Jed, you made it back?”

Jed hurried over. “Sarah? Yeah, I just got here.”

“Well, I never! You and your in-laws both made it. I can’t believe it. Come on into the pharmacy. Let’s get a look at you.”

“We can’t spare the time, honey. Kyle’s out at the Waite place, and we don’t know where the kids and Mike are. Kyle shot at Jed when he pulled up. We’re taking some guns and heading back there. Doc, Mitch, and Morgan are still out there, keeping an eye out in case Kyle comes back here, but Morgan’s eager to talk to Rachel too.”

Rachel stepped out of the building and stopped when she got to Sarah’s side. “Jed.” Her voice was tremulous.

“I’m sorry I don’t have time to tell you more, but Chris made it back with me. He’s at your place.”

Rachel sagged suddenly, as though a huge sack of potatoes had been placed on her shoulders, and Sarah threw her spare arm around the younger woman to hold her up as she wept.

“Lloyd, are you sure you should go?”

“I’m going. I’ll be back.” He rushed forward, hugged Sarah awkwardly around Rachel’s shaking body, then ran for a nearby truck. “Hang on. I’ll give you the guns now, so we don’t have to deal with passing them out when we get there. We might not have the time then.”

Jed followed him to the truck and accepted three weapons, then the men separated. After he’d passed the guns into the back seat with Evelyn, Jed leaned his upper body into the SUV. “You two can stay here with Sarah. She’s a sweetheart—I’ve known her most of my life. You’ll be safe with her while I go out to the farm.”

“Uh-uh. No way,” Evelyn snapped. “And where do you get off treating us like that all of a sudden, anyway, after everything we’ve been through together? Get in the car. We don’t have time for this.”

“Yeah, we’re not staying here. Come on. Let’s go.” Ernie waved a hand toward the driver’s side door.

Evelyn was right that Jed wasn’t willing to spend time arguing, so he hopped into the driver’s seat and peeled out, Lloyd pulling onto the road behind him. They left Sarah and Rachel standing there watching them go. Jed endured a flash of guilt for taking Lloyd into a dangerous situation, away from Sarah.

There was no way to avoid it, though. He needed to get to his kids, and if Lloyd and the twins were set on going with him, Jed wasn’t about to spare the time to try talking them out of it.


Chapter 6

Jane Clark

Almost to Green Bay, Wisconsin

With her right arm throbbing and feeling so heavy she might as well have been holding a brick up for a while, Jane fought the urge let go of Bea’s forehead—which she was gently pressing back toward the headreast to keep her head stable—and rest it. The seizure had been going on for three minutes, according to the glowing red numbers on the dashboard clock. The desire to stop the car, get out, go around to open the door, and do something more to help her daughter raged inside her chest, but there was nothing to do, logic told her that. The best thing that could possibly be done for Bea was to deliver her to the hospital fast. They were getting close to Green Bay, and Jane didn’t know where she was going. Bea most likely knew how to get to the hospital, or at least close enough that they could figure out the rest of the way, but she was in no shape to share that information right then. Not only that, but when she woke up, she still might not be able to help for a while, if at all. Jane didn’t know much about seizures, but she did know they could do permanent damage to the brain and organs sometimes.

“Nope, not going to think like that,” she murmured, talking loudly enough to drown out some of the awful choking and gurgling sounds Bea made. Tears slipped down Jane’s cheeks as she stared ahead, doing her best to focus on the road signs and her job of getting them where they needed to go and ignore both the intrusive thoughts and the pain in her arm.

She became so focused on what she was doing that it took her a minute or two to realize the jerkiness was calming down. The convulsions were stopping, and after a moment, they were slight enough that Jane was able to remove her hand from Bea’s forehead and rest her arm on the console, where it ached and throbbed from the wrist to the shoulder. Ignoring that, she kept one eye on the road with near constant glances at Bea while keeping up a steady stream of words in a low, melodious voice that she hoped would reach something in her daughter’s mind and calm her as she came out of the seizure.

When Bea began to make small moaning sounds and thrash around a little, causing some of the clothing items stashed around her body to fly out onto the floor, Jane spoke a bit louder to get through the extra noise. The recovery period seemed to be lasting at least as long as the seizure had, and Jane had to watch the road closer as they reached the outskirts of Green Bay and there were more cars, bodies, and tree and building debris in the way.

“It’s okay, honey. You had a seizure, but you’re waking up now.” Jane scanned every road sign she could in the flash of her headlights for one that would help lead her to the hospital. There were signs for everything from restaurants to gas stations, hotels to water parks, but she couldn’t find the telltale H. “We’re very close to Green Bay. We’ll be at the hospital soon, and they’ll be able to help you feel a lot better.” That was far from guaranteed, but Jane was mainly looking for words to say, a stream of comfort to level at her daughter as she woke up, probably confused and fuzzy.

Bea made another noise, and it sounded more like a word and less like a moan but still wasn’t quite formed well enough for Jane to identify it. She shifted around in her seat, moving almost constantly, as though she were trying to get away from something, and Jane reached to lay a steadying hand on her arm.

“Mom.”

Jane’s throat filled up with relief as a flashback to Bea’s toddler years, when Mom had also been her first word, floated through her mind’s eye. “Yes, honey. I’m here,” she forced out. “You had a seizure, but you’re okay now.”

“My…” The rest of the sentence was too garbled to make out.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to talk right now. You can rest, and when you’re ready, I’m here to listen. Maybe take some deep breaths, relax your shoulders. You’re moving around a lot—are you uncomfortable?”

“My…arm.”

“Are you hurt?” Jane risked another glance at Bea during a relatively open, short stretch of road.

Bea’s right arm hung down, wedged between the seat and the door, and Bea leaned away from it, working on pulling it out.

“Are you stuck, honey?”

A strangled, choking sob was the only response, and Jane pulled the car to a stop. She scanned the area that the headlights illuminated, looking for anything moving. When nothing caught her attention, she grabbed the rifle from the back seat and bolted out of the car, around the front, and over to Bea’s side. Pulling open the door, she frowned when Bea’s arm hung there, limp and still, even after she’d released it from its cage between the seat and the door.

Propping the rifle against the car, Jane grabbed Bea’s right arm with both hands, ignoring the pain that shot through her shoulder and intensified at the back of her head, and lifted, managing to get it to bend at the elbow and rest in Bea’s lap. Then she closed the door, grabbed the gun, and raced back around. Once she was settled in the car with the doors locked and the rifle back behind her, she turned to Bea.

“You can’t move your arm?”

Bea turned to look at her, eyes swimming with tears behind the goggles she wore, and gave a small shake of her head. Dread curled up and made a home in Jane’s stomach. Bea was right-handed, and losing the ability to use that arm and hand would be devastating. Rather than voicing that, she gave a little nod.

“It’s okay. You’re awake, which is all that matters right now. I know you’re probably thirsty, but let’s try to find the hospital instead of stopping again. I’m trying to figure out which way to go, but I haven’t found a sign yet.”

After clearing her throat a few times, Bea managed to speak, though her voice was breathy. “It’s on the other side of town, at least the one I’m aware of. Drive straight through, if you can, and it’s on the northwest section.”

“Got it.” Jane eased the car into gear and took off, the tires bumping over something she hadn’t spotted in the dark. It made her grimace, but she stepped harder on the gas and got all four tires going smoothly on the road again. “Do you remember that time we went to Atlanta when you were a teenager?”

Bea groaned, and it wasn’t one of pain or upset. “How could I forget? It was awful.”

Jane chuckled. “It wasn’t that bad, but I know you hated it.”

“Dad wouldn’t listen to anyone about the directions, and we got to the hotel so late that no one was at the front desk.” Her words were coming out smoother, with a more appropriate amount of air behind them.

Jane waved her sore hand. “It was one of those small family-run motels, not a real hotel, and yeah, they locked us out because we got there so late at night.”

“But Dad wouldn’t admit it was his fault for not listening when we told him which way to go. He really thought he knew how to get there and that our directions were wrong.”

“Because he went to Atlanta once about fifteen years earlier, and that somehow made him an expert on every neighborhood there.”

“Right. So, we had to find somewhere else to stay that had someone available at midnight to let us in.”

“Which meant we paid for two hotels that night.” Jane shook her head. “Then we didn’t have the money to go to the aquarium. We’d saved exactly the right amount for the trip. Dad felt really bad that you were going to miss the only thing you really wanted to do in Atlanta.”

“We did other stuff.”

“And you were grumpy the entire time, shuffling your feet along and acting like you hated us.”

Bea rolled her head over to look at Jane’s profile. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, no need. You were a kid, and you were disappointed.”

“Dad tried to make it up to me by taking me fishing.”

Jane slowed the car a little to check some of the signs on the right side of the road. “Neither of you caught anything, but you seemed to perk up after that, and we had a nice time the rest of the vacation, even though we couldn’t afford to do much other than walk around.”

“Remember how we followed that walking ghost tour like half a block behind them, acting all disinterested whenever the guides would look our way but pretending between us that we were part of it and trying to hear all the stories for free?”

“I couldn’t hear a thing.”

“Me either. Then you and Dad started making up ghost stories for all the buildings and cemeteries we passed.”

Jane sped up again, heading through the heart of the city, where there was more stalled traffic and way more dead bodies in the streets. “You joined in and told the biggest whopper of a ghost story of all of them. Seriously, it gave me shivers down my spine, but then at the end, it turned out to be funny. I was so proud of you and so happy the three of us got to spend that time together and that you broke down and got goofy with us.”

“Teenagers are hard sometimes, but you and Dad always tried to meet me where I was.”

“Dad did. I was along for the ride as far as that was concerned. He had all the patience and understanding that I lacked.”

Bea rubbed her right arm with her left hand, frowning down at it, as though it were a separate entity from the rest of her body. “You were both great. Sometimes when I talk to my kids, I hear one of your voices come out of my mouth.”

“Yeah, I remember feeling that way. I said things my mom said to me. Delia and Bax are great, by the way. Delia’s fifteen now, right in the middle of the teen years. Your relationship with her seems pretty solid to me.”

“I guess it is. I mean, she had a hard time after we moved to the farm and she started homeschooling. She was mad—sad, probably, but it came out as mad. She missed her friends but felt too guilty about going to hang out with them when Bax couldn’t, so she mostly stayed home. For about six months, she stayed in her room a lot, and I was so worried. You know, I thought that to save Bax from being exposed to stuff that could be deadly to him, I might be ruining my daughter’s life.”

“Tough choices had to be made. I always thought you made the right ones. Bax’s allergic reactions were so severe—I don’t know how you could have kept exposing him to processed foods and not had a tragedy eventually.”

“Thanks for saying that. It doesn’t matter now, I suppose. Having friends and a normal childhood is off the table for them. It doesn’t really matter that Delia’s a teenager—she won’t have all the same challenges teens have had in the past.”

“Normal lives are gone for all of us. We’ll have to figure out a new normal, I guess.”

In a softer voice, one Jane almost couldn’t hear, Bea said, “My new normal isn’t going to be very good, if I have one at all.” She stared into her lap, where her right arm still lay unmoving.

“We’re almost to the hospital. The medicine will help.”

“Yeah, it will.”

Her flat tone made it clear she didn’t believe any such thing, and there was nothing Jane could say to convince her when she had a hard time buying it herself. Instead, she tried to coax more speed out of the situation, using both hands to steer around obstacles even though her arm ached.

“We’re almost there, I think,” Jane murmured.

“Hey, at least the seizures have been good for something—the blank spots in my memory have made the drive seem to fly by.” Bea gave a wry chuckle.

Jane laughed too. “That’s the spirit of positive thinking.”

“Mom, I have to say something, and I don’t want to upset you, but I just need you to know how I feel about it.”

Though her body stiffened with dread, Jane nodded and tried to keep her tone even. “Go ahead.”

“If I die, I want you to get back to the kids and Dad as fast as possible. Please. Don’t stop unless you absolutely have to. You’ll be all by yourself, and…you just need to get back.”

“You’re not going to die,” Jane snapped.

“Right, I’m not. But if I do.”

“Fine. If you do, I’ll go right back home. What else am I going to do?”

Bea seemed satisfied with that and leaned her head back, as though she were done speaking, but then she added, “I don’t think Jed’s coming home. It would be a miracle for him to make it that far, through everything, and that’s if he survived the storms in Vegas in the first place. I keep telling the kids it hasn’t been long enough to give up hope yet, but mine is pretty much gone.

“That’s understandable. You’ve been through so much that having some negative thoughts right now is to be expected. I’ll tell you what. How about you feel and think however you want right now, and I’ll do the positive thinking for both of us. It’s a lot more work to be optimistic, and you have enough work to do.”

“Yeah, okay. You be the positive one, and I’ll be the grumpy Grinch right now. That works for me.”

“The kids aren’t here, so it’s a good time to indulge in some good, old-fashioned wallowing. Once you’re back with them, you’ll have to put on the brave face again, but you can let it go while you’re with me.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Jane slowed down as they rolled toward a Hospital sign. “One mile,” she breathed. “We’re almost there. Almost to help.”

“Since you’re the designated positive thinker, it’s your job to believe there’ll be people there to help us and the right medication for me.” Bea stared hard out the window as they turned onto the street that would take them to the hospital. “Because right now, I’m expecting to find an empty building with nothing stronger than Advil on the shelves.”

“You might be taking the permission I gave you to be negative a little too far, kiddo.”


Chapter 7

Franny Nelson

In a biodome somewhere in the desert

“So, I don’t suppose I can talk you into quitting your job and staying here, right?”

Franny wrinkled her nose, hiding a grin as she looked up at Kellan. “No, you can’t. I love my job, and plus, my mom is back at the bunker, so I’m definitely going back. I had a nice time with you, though.”

“Same.” Suddenly, he stepped forward and wrapped her in a tight but quick hug, then released it and stepped back. Ducking his head, he muttered, “Hope that was okay.”

With a grin, she gave him a second hug instead of answering. When she released him, his expression was surprise mixed with delight. “Maybe we can video call each other,” she said. “I’ve used it a little bit since I’ve been here to talk to my mom back at the bunker, and it works pretty well, but you don’t get much time.”

“Video calls, huh? Must be nice to be connected to the US military like that.”

“It doesn’t hurt, that’s for sure, but whether or not we can talk will be at their whim. I’ll work on it when I get back.”

“That sounds great. Safe travels, Franny.”

“Thank you.” She turned and hurried for the doorway where a uniformed woman waited for her. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay.” The woman, whose shirt was embroidered with the last name Mifflin smiled as she swept an arm to indicate Franny should go through into the room. “It looked like you two were having a moment.”

Franny raised her eyebrows. “We just met a couple of days ago, but yeah, I guess we were. We had a nice dinner together and spent an hour or so talking today. He’s nice.”

“I could see the sparks between the two of you from here.” She crossed the room and opened a locker, gesturing to the suit inside. “If you want to get this on, then open the door, I’ll double check that everything’s sealed as it should be before you go out to board the plane.”

Mifflin had hustled out and closed the door before Franny recovered from the surprise of the comment she’d made about sparks enough to formulate a reply. Instead, she climbed into the suit, mulling it over, considering whether she could have possibly developed feelings for Kellan in such a short period. By the time she was pulling up the final zipper, she’d come to the conclusion that she did like him, and if times were normal, maybe they would have started dating and seen where it took them. Times weren’t normal, but it wouldn’t hurt to do what she’d said she’d do and try to organize some time to video chat with him. He was interesting and kind, and even if it couldn’t lead to a romantic relationship, it would be enriching to both of them to continue to get to know each other.

When she opened the door, Mifflin turned to greet her, expression all business as she checked each of Franny’s suit zippers and made sure everything was on right. She peered in at the respirator’s seal for a moment, then finally nodded in satisfaction.

“Looks good to me. You’re ready to go. This way.”

Franny followed her guide into a second room where a few other people who’d be traveling with them already stood in their suits. It was only moments later that a larger door opened across from Franny, and General Dixon appeared, his military insignia stitched to the outside of the environmental suit he wore.

“Right this way, folks. We’ll get you boarded up and on your way in no time.”

Everyone filed toward him, Franny sparing a moment to thank Mifflin before bringing up the rear. They all tromped up a short flight of stairs, the door at the bottom closing them off from the rest of the dome before a suited person at the top opened a second door. Bright light filtered into the dark stairway, the brown and beige of the desert and its blue sky appearing before them. Reflexively, Franny took a deep breath, as though she were able to inhale fresh air from outside. It was so beautiful, and a longing to stay, to go for a walk or just lie on her back and stare at the sky, gripped her for a moment before she followed the others across a short open area.

It took about five minutes to get everyone up into the private plane they’d arrived on, walking through an airlock-type room to another anteroom where they took off their gear before exiting into the body of the plane where President Arch already sat, settled into a comfortable seat near the back. He gestured for Franny as soon as he spotted her, and she hurried to sit next to him, handing her bag to a waiting attendant who took off with it, no doubt to secure it somewhere safe with everyone else’s.

Arch gave her a sidelong look. “Ready to go home?”

She glanced at the dome, an image of Kellan filling her mind. “Yes, sir. I’m ready.” Facing forward again, she said, “How about you? I bet you miss the kiddos and Ellie.”

“I do. Looking forward to being on duty for bedtime stories tonight. What are you planning to do?”

“It’ll be nice to just be in my space with all my things, such as they are.” Moving to the original bunker had meant that Franny and her mother, Abby, had to leave most of what they owned behind. Still, even though they hadn’t lived at the new bunker for long, it was more of a home than the biodome’s small room. “I’m looking forward to seeing Mom and going to bed early.”

With a nod, Arch crossed one ankle over the other knee. “That’s a good plan, since the meetings will start early in the morning. We need to get lots of people up to speed on what we saw and learned at the dome and what we’re thinking about in the short and long term. Tomorrow will be pretty long and tiring for both of us.”

Franny gave a small shrug. “Part of the job. I’ll be ready, sir.”

They fell silent as the plane began to taxi down a short runway, then lifted into the air. Franny twisted to watch the dome fall away beneath them. Once it was little more than a speck back there, she faced forward again.

“Thank you for the opportunity to come on this trip. The dome was fascinating, and it really got my wheels turning about how what we can do to help more survivors in the near future.”

“It was nice to see them working on innovative new science amid all the bad news we’ve had lately. It was a great idea you had to reinforce large buildings around the country with some of the same materials used to build the domes. Doing that will save us time over building more domes since it’s so difficult to get materials and enough people to do the building. I really think that’s one of the star ideas to come out of our trip, Franny, along with that one engineer’s ideas about cleaning up the toxin. What was his name?”

“Kellan Ringland.”

“You had dinner with him, right?”

“Yes, we had a nice conversation, and the meal was great. It was interesting to see how they conserve food—there was really no waste from our meal.”

Arch tipped his head. “I’ll have to have the chefs at our bunker talk to the folks at the dome and get some tips. We’re conserving pretty well, but any way to do even better will help.”

They fell silent for a bit again, Franny watching the desert slip past below them as the small plane shook a bit, then smoothed out. Arch leaned across the aisle to speak to a member of his security detail in a hushed tone.

When the president finished his other conversation, Franny said, “It was good to see Vice President Trent in person. He seemed to be doing fine.”

Arch gave a wry chuckle. “He’s made out of steel and iron, wrapped in a cozy blanket with a soft voice and funny southern euphemisms. If it’s at all possible to do the job I sent him off to do, he’ll accomplish it.”

Franny adjusted her position in the seat, which was more comfortable than one on a commercial airplane but still rather confining and slightly stiff. “I agree that he’ll be able to get others on board with your plan. He’s great at that.”

“It’s why I picked him as my running mate.”

“You’re very smart, sir.” She gave him a grin when he rolled his eyes.

“If you’re up for it, I’d like to do some brainstorming while we’re stuck on this bird. Could you take a few notes in case we come up with something earth-shattering that shouldn’t be forgotten?”

“No problem.” Franny pulled out the tiny notebook she kept in her personal bag at all times to jot down things that were critical for her to keep handy from moment to moment, opened it to the first blank page, and held her pen poised over it. “Ready.”

They spent the rest of the trip making notes and talking in low tones, and when the pilot announced that they were about to descend, Franny put the notebook away, her stomach jumping with excitement. Collaborating with Arch on the notes had passed the time better than anything else could have, and it was almost time to reunite with Abby.

After they’d landed, they made their way back through the airlock-like room where they put their suits on again, then exited onto a small pad where Secret Service officers were waiting to usher them into a large vehicle with at least a dozen seats. From there, they were driven down into a hangar, where they exited the truck and headed inside the bunker.

After Franny had removed her suit, an aide met her in the hallway wearing an apologetic expression. “The president asked me to let you know that the meetings he warned you about are starting right away instead of tomorrow. He’d like you to meet him in the large conference room and to accept his apology that you won’t have time to change or see your mom first.”

“Oh.” A small wave of disappointment buffeted her, but she straightened and nodded. “Yes, okay. Thank you. Um, let’s see. I’m going to need my laptop.” She glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the hangar. “I wonder if someone got it off the plane yet.”

“I’ll find it and bring it to you. You go ahead.”

“Thanks.” Franny stood looking around for a moment after the other woman left, getting her bearings on where she was inside the bunker. When they’d first moved there, all the hallways had looked the same to her, but she’d gotten the hang of deciphering the colors, numbers, and letters that marked the hallways. Once she’d figured out where she was, she aimed herself in the direction of the conference room, forcing her feet to lift rather than trudge along even though they longed to head for her apartment instead.

When she arrived at the correct room, a pretty big conference room with a huge, oval-shaped desk made with blond wood, President Arch greeted her from where he sat at the opposite end of the table, rifling through a stack of papers. “I’m sorry, Franny. I didn’t intend to put you straight to work before you could even say hi to Abby.”

With a shrug of one shoulder, she entered the room and moved down to claim the seat to his left before they both sat down. “It’s okay. I suppose you didn’t get to see your family yet, either.”

“Ellie’s going to kill me, but they tell me that Vice President Trent is ready to give a briefing, and we have to strike while the satellite signal is hot, so to speak. It’s not always available.”

“That makes complete sense. Don’t worry, I’m not upset at all.”

“I’m especially glad that we compared notes and got some things hashed out during the flight, so I’ll be in better shape to handle these meetings now instead of in the morning.”

The woman who’d met her after she’d deplaned appeared at the doorway, peering around the frame a little sheepishly, and when Franny waved her in, she hurried forward, deposited Franny’s bag next to her, then rushed out again. Franny rummaged around until she found her laptop, then got it set up on the table in front of her as a few other meeting attendees filtered into the room and found their seats. Moments later, Trent’s image appeared on a huge screen across the room from them.

With a grin and a wink, Trent settled into his chair and engaged in greetings with the president and the others at the meeting before Arch asked him for a recap of what he’d been doing since they’d seen him at the biodome.

“I’m in London,” Trent said. “It was an eye-opening trip, I’ll tell you that.” He leaned forward so that his face became extra-large on the screen. “It’s hard to wrap your mind around the death and destruction across the globe, even when you see it with your own eyes.”

Everyone fell silent for a moment before Arch gave a firm nod. “Go on.”

Returning to a more relaxed position in his seat, Trent continued. “They’re treating me well here. Their bunker is nicer than mine, and I’ve taken about a dozen meetings so far. England is on-board with the think tank idea, and they’re working on assembling the scientists they have left at a fortified naval base. They’ve invited us to send some of our people there but are also willing to work over video when it’s available.”

“It sounds like you’ve made good progress.”

“I’m off to Germany next—I’m told we’ll be traveling by land for the next few days to other UK countries, Germany, and France…I’m along for the ride really, while my team plans all that for me.”

“Well, you’re doing good work. Carry on, and we’ll expect another report in a few days. Oh, and one more thing. I’d like your team to connect with Kellan Ringland at the biodome. I’ll have someone get his information to you. He worked for an engineering firm that was focusing on environmental cleanup technologies. We’ve got folks looking into where they left things to determine which ideas might work best for us to try to utilize on a large scale, and I’d like you to be aware of the progress on that as you meet with other leaders.”

“That sounds as good as sweet tea on a hot day. I’ll get in touch and have a chat with him.”

Trent signed off with a jaunty salute, and the screen went dark. Franny clicked on her laptop, taking notes about what had happened during the meeting, and a few people filed out as others entered. They went through two more rounds of meetings, one where Arch explained what they’d seen at the dome to scientists based in the bunker and one where Homeland Security Secretary Bleacher video-conferenced in to give updates on the state of the country.

“We’re getting more communication channels opened up—radio is still the most reliable way to get messages out to the largest area.” Bleacher’s hair had gotten a bit long and unruly, and she pushed it back from her eyes with a hint of impatience.

“Good to know.” Arch turned to Franny. “I want to record another message to let survivors know we’re working on ways to clean up the dimethylmercury.”

Franny typed some more. “I’ll get that scheduled. It’s a good idea to give people some more hope.”

“We can tell them we’re working on a way to fortify large buildings to live and grow food in, too. That will let folks know that if they can hold out for a bit longer, they may be able to join in on a place like that, where things might be a little easier for them.”

With a nod, Franny added some bullet points on what he planned to cover in the upcoming speech. Arch knocked his knuckles gently on the table in front of him. “All right, then, I think that’s a wrap. We’ve dispersed all the information we have in every direction it has to go, and now I need to see my family.”

With murmurs of thanks and farewell, everyone but Franny and the president filed out of the room and Arch got to his feet. After a quick goodbye, he left, SS officers filing in behind him, and Franny finished up the notes she needed to make before closing the laptop, sticking it back into her bag, and heading out as well. Arch had already disappeared from view, and Franny took her time making her way to the end of the corridor, then turning right. She hurried to her apartment and rushed inside, calling for her mom as she entered, but there was no answer. After she’d dropped off her stuff, showered, and changed clothes and Abby still hadn’t returned, she headed out again, heading for the main cafeteria.

When she arrived, she stood off to the side for a moment, information about the hustling cafeteria filtering through her brain. People collected hot food from a line where a couple of chefs stood doling it out or self-served cold food and drinks from displays lining the perimeter of the space. The low, constant buzz of conversation hummed along pleasantly in Franny’s ears, and it didn’t take long for her to spot Abby in the kitchen, working on rolling out some dough next to one of the chefs, her mouth and fingers moving along at a similar clip as she showed him how to do something she’d done at least a hundred times over the years.

After she’d gotten her mother’s attention, Franny grabbed a tray and some food, then sat at an empty table. Moments later, Abby joined her, wiping her hands on a sky-blue apron before delivering a quick side hug and then sinking into the chair across from her.

“I’m so glad you’re home. When did you get in?”

“A couple hours ago. I had to sit in on some meetings, but I should be done for the day now.”

“Franny!”

They looked up to find Franny’s friend JJ approaching, a wide smile on his face.

“Hey! Have a seat and join us,” Franny invited.

“Let me grab some food first.”

Franny and Abby chatted until JJ returned and set his tray down. As soon as he hit the seat, he said, “Okay, spill. I’ve been dying to hear what the dome is like. I’m still bitter that I didn’t get chosen to be on the pres’s detail for it.”

“It was amazing and fascinating.” Franny put her fork down and leaned her forearms on the table, forgoing politeness in favor of rest. The traveling and meetings tacked on to the end of a trip full of them had tired her out. “For one thing, you can see the sky, and really well, too. The dome material can be made to be almost translucent, so at times it felt as though you were actually outside.”

“Wow,” JJ breathed when she was finished. “It sounds awesome. I’d love to go to a dome. Actually, I’d love to live in one. Can you imagine, seeing the sky again every day?”

“It was amazing for the short time I was there. Yeah, it would be great to see the outside every day. Maybe if the president goes to another one, you’ll get picked to help protect him.”

JJ sighed, a dreamy expression on his face. “One can only hope.”

Franny chuckled, then picked up her fork and pushed food around her plate with it. “It’s funny how fast it happened, isn’t it?”

“What’s that?” Abby said.

“Just how quickly we started missing the outside world. I’m grateful for the bunker and everything, but being out there felt so great, even though there were bad parts, of course.”

“Like seeing all the destruction on your way there?”

“Yep.” She inhaled deeply, then stabbed a bite of food. “Maybe one day, we’ll be able to go outside again.” Popping the food into her mouth, she chewed slowly while they all silently considered their future.


Chapter 8

Delia Waite

On a homestead just outside of a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

“How about if we go up to the road and follow along it?” Delia stopped beside a downed tree trunk, as much to rest aching muscles as to make it easier to carry on a conversation. “It’ll be less dangerous walking there, without all this forest debris around to trip us up, plus if our plan is to get to the driveway, jump in the truck, and leave, it’ll be easier to approach from there. Otherwise, we’ll be entering the property from the tree line, probably right by the chicken coop or something, then we’ll have to run across the yard to get to the driveway.”

“That’s not a bad idea.” Mike stopped too, glancing at Bax, who’d gotten a bit ahead of them. “But if Kyle isn’t at the homestead—like, if he’s driving around or something, monitoring for us—or if he’s there but is getting ready to leave in his car again, he might see us.”

“That’s fine. We’ll hear the car before he spots us, and we can get inside the tree line and be ready to shoot at him, then. I still think it’s a better option than coming out into the middle of the farm.”

Bax piped up. “If he’s not there, then we can just take over again. It’ll be like we never left.”

“That might be too much to hope for, but yeah. And if he is there, maybe we’ll have time to get a sense of where he is and what he’s doing before we drive off. Who knows—maybe we can kill him right away and be done with it.” Delia didn’t need to be able to see Bax’s face well to guess that his expression was probably at least slightly surprised. He wasn’t used to her talking so casually about killing someone. She wasn’t used to it either, and a knot of nerves in her stomach rolled around every time she did, but it was necessary to get rid of Kyle. The more they could talk about it matter-of-factly, the easier it would be to follow through when the time came.

“All right, let’s do it.” Mike waved an arm at Bax as he turned perpendicular to the line they’d been walking and made for the road.

They were silent as they went, except for the crunch of sticks and old leaves under their feet. As Delia kept her eyes on the outline of Mike’s back in the darkness, guilt bashed at her for the way she’d talked to him after he’d kept her from shooting at Kyle back at the Murphys’ place along with how she’d left him and Bax unprotected on the farm. He’d been on a long, arduous journey to get back to her and her mom and brother, and he’d endured it so that he could help them, and then she’d gone and snuck off while he was sleeping, getting them all into a more dangerous situation than they’d been in before.

Hurrying her steps a bit, she slipped up beside Mike and threaded her arm through his, giving a gentle squeeze. He glanced her way, and she whispered, “Sorry, Grandpa.”

Mike shook his head. “It’s done with now. I’m glad you’re okay, and I’m sorry you’re having to deal with this. I know Kyle was your friend.”

“He was, but maybe I never knew him at all. I mean, he killed Lottie for no reason, or at least not a good reason.” Delia dropped his arm and moved away so they could both walk easier. “If there was any good in him before, he isn’t redeemable after doing that.”

“I’m not sure about that, but you’re right that we can’t give him an inch. He’s proven that he’ll kill without a second thought.”

“You’re not sure he isn’t redeemable?” Delia lifted her foot to step over a big rock. “You’re the one who’s always talking about how everyone during an emergency or survival situation nor whatever can act crazy and you shouldn’t trust anyone. I’m surprised to hear you say you’re not sure he isn’t too far gone to get back.”

“He’s a young man, so it’s hard for me to say he couldn’t come around, but it doesn’t matter. We have to keep our family and the farm safe, and he’s determined to hurt us, so we can’t give him any leeway no matter what.”

“Yeah, I agree with that, and I’m thinking maybe we don’t want to just get in the truck and leave. We should try to get him out of the picture right away. He won’t be expecting it, I don’t think.”

The shake of Mike’s head was more audible as his suit brushed against itself than it was visible as a movement in the dim light. “If he’s there, he must be wondering where we are. Or where you, Bax, and your mother are, anyway, since he probably doesn’t know your grandmother and I got here or that they left for Marquette.”

“That’s an advantage for us, right? He won’t know there’s more than just the three of us around, so he won’t prepare for anyone other than Mom, Bax, and me.”

“Anything the other person doesn’t know can be used as an advantage, yes. Okay, how about this? We get to the truck as our first priority. From there, we assess the situation. If it seems like we might be able to spread out, find Kyle, and take him by surprise, then we do it, but if it’s feeling too dangerous—for whatever reason at whatever time—then we just get in the truck and get the heck out of there.”

“Deal. But Bax and Storm get in the truck and stay safe no matter what. They don’t help us ambush Kyle.”

“What?” Bax’s tone was pure outrage. “I can help! Stormy can too. She’s smart, and she can probably find Kyle for us in, like, three seconds.”

“That’s true.” Delia chewed her bottom lip as she considered that while focusing on her next steps, following behind Mike for a better chance at avoiding obstacles.

“She may be able to find him fast. I’m sure you’re right about that,” Mike said. “Storm is also the most vulnerable of us, though. She can’t shoot Kyle—she can only bite him, and she has to get too close to him to do that. I agree with Delia that you and Storm should get in the truck.”

Delia tried for a conciliatory tone. “You can watch for a way to help us from there, bud. If you see some way to give us support without putting yourself in danger, then go for it.”

Bax grumbled a bit under his breath but didn’t argue more, and they made it to the road at that moment. Delia blew out a relieved breath to be walking on a flat surface instead of in the woods, where there were more trip hazards. The moon provided a greater amount light to walk by on the road, too, out from under the canopy that blocked its path in the forest.

As they got closer to the homestead, they stopped talking and walked slower, using their hearing and as much of their vision as possible to scan for signs of Kyle. Delia’s senses seemed heightened, as though she’d be able to make out the slightest shift in the shadows or the softest unnatural sound that would alert her to his presence nearby. It made her think of being a super-hero, which brought to mind Lottie in her motorcycle helmet, and that flicked the flame of anger to life in her belly once more. She hefted the rifle into a firmer position in the crook of her elbow and walked a little faster, pulling ahead of the other three.

Bax laid a hand on the raincoat that covered Storm’s neck to keep her next to him in the absence of a leash or harness, and Storm responded by sticking close to his knee, tail still behind her and head up and moving from side to side, as though her ears and nose were working overtime beneath the protective suit.

Mike drew level with Delia again, holding out a hand to indicate he didn’t want her to go first, and she allowed it, staying next to him and in front of Bax as they approached the driveway. Delia’s ankle rolled into a divot in the gravel, and she stopped to peer down at it while shifting her weight to the other foot as the injured one gave a few slight throbs. There were multiple grooves in the roadway, and her forehead wrinkled as she tried to work out what they were from. She reached to pat Mike’s arm and when he looked her way, directed his attention to the marks too. After he’d spent a moment examining them, his head whipped up, and he gazed down the road, toward town. Delia’s eyes followed along, searching for a hint of the car that could have sped off, making these marks.

A quick glance into the driveway told her the grooves probably hadn’t been made my Kyle’s car—not unless he’d left and returned—because his silver car, loaded with bags and boxes, sat there next to the Waite family’s pickup truck. There wasn’t more time to consider what the tire tracks in the road could mean as Delia’s focus homed in on the farm. She used all her senses to search for Kyle’s presence in the area while Mike made a beeline for the truck. He used the manual key on the fob to unlock the door with a soft snick without making it beep, then eased it open and gestured for Bax to climb inside the cab. Storm followed without prompting, and Mike mimed locking the doors and staying low, then closed the door gently. Bax immediately hit the lock button and crouched down, disappearing within the confines of the truck’s cab.

With her brother safely ensconced in the truck, Delia turned toward the farm. She hefted the rifle into position in front of her body, using both hands to be as ready as possible for shooting, then turned her attention to Mike, considering how best to communicate with him that she intended to go look for Kyle. It ended up not being necessary—Mike pointed to his chest, then off to the right of the house, toward the barns, then turned his index finger her direction before gesturing off to the left. Delia gave a short nod of understanding, and the two of them separated, creeping off in their assigned directions to hunt for and remove the threat to the homestead.


Chapter 9

Jane Clark

Green Bay, Wisconsin

Despite what she’d told Bea, Jane was battling a bout of negativity herself about what they’d find at the hospital. As they’d made a couple of wrong turns and worked to find their way back to the right spot, she’d kept a surreptitious eye on Bea, who kept straining to move her right arm. Jane had harbored hope that, if they found the correct medication in the Green Bay hospital’s pharmacy but no one to administer it, that Bea could give it to herself, but that hope faded fast every time Bea tried to move her dominant arm and failed. There was little chance she could manage to place an IV catheter into herself using her left hand. Jane’s next idea was that Bea could talk her through doing it. She’d just have to get over the queasiness and nervous jitters that the idea of stabbing her daughter’s vein with a needle elicited and get it done.

A particularly bad jolt of pain from her arm made her wince, and she adjusted its position on the console. It was getting worse, but she was determined to put it out of her mind and not let Bea know how bad it was.

“This way, I think.” Jane twisted the wheel to the left, driving in the wrong lane to get around a dead car with an equally deceased driver hanging out of the half-open driver’s side door. The bodies looked far worse than they had immediately after the toxin arrived. Not that they’d looked good then, with the look of melted wax instead of skin and muscle. But as they decomposed, constantly exposed to more dimethylmercury, the ick factor soared. Flesh fell off bones, and Jane was sure the odor would be horrific if they were near a body without a respirator.

Finally, a glimpse of a huge building came into view, towering over the office buildings and storefronts around it. “Yes! There it is.” She maneuvered the car around another corner and the hospital finally loomed ahead of them, dark brown and at least eight stories tall. It appeared to take up a city block, at least, with acres of parking lots on all sides. “Bea, look.”

“We made it.” Bea’s voice was weak, but there was a smile in it. “Good job.”

“You too.” Jane swung the police car to a stop right next to the curb by the hospital’s front door and shut off the engine, pulling the key out of the ignition and pocketing it while leaning to peer over Bea toward the building. “There’s someone alive in there. I see lights.”

“No way!” Bea’s tone held more excitement than it had during the whole trip, and a touch of something else that warmed Jane’s soul—hope.

“Yep. Someone’s in there.”

“Wait. Do you think it’s safe to approach the building? It could be someone other than medical people in there, like survivors squatting in the building. If that’s the case, they might shoot first and ask questions later if someone tries to get in.”

“Yeah, it’s probably not safe at all, but I’m going to do it anyway.” Jane held up a hand before Bea could say anything else. “I’m going to be careful, but I’m doing it. We have to find out who’s in there and whether they can help you. I didn’t come on this trip to turn away now out of fear that bad guys took over the hospital. Stay here and hold onto this.” She shoved a gun at Bea, then reached for another one, readied it, and jumped out of the car, ignoring whatever Bea said to her as she exited the vehicle.

All her senses honed in to the path ahead and the hospital doors, where two people stood just inside, backlit by dim emergency lights. She approached slowly, rifle hanging by her side to show she wasn’t intending to use it, but the guards visibly bristled, pulling their weapons up and aiming at her from behind the glass. She stopped short, shifted her feet a few times, then held up her free hand while ever so slowly bending toward the right, inching the gun closer and closer to the ground. Finally, she set it down, standing again just as slowly and stepping away from it.

“It’s my daughter,” she called. “She needs help. Are there medical people with you?”

One of the guards tipped his head, then glanced at the other, who gave a slight one-armed shrug. The first one opened the door a crack, but both of them kept their weapons trained on Jane.

“What did you say?” It was a man’s voice that came out from inside the androgynous white suit.

“I said my daughter needs help. She’s in the car behind me.”

“Are you a cop?”

“What? Oh, the car. No, we’re just people using a police car because it’s what was available. We’re from Michigan, and we came here looking for a certain medication for my daughter.”

“We have too many people here already,” he said. “We can’t let anyone else in—we don’t have enough guards to keep the peace with too many people, plus we only have two doctors. You’ll have to try somewhere else.”

“No!” Jane cried, and it came out much louder than she’d intended. Working to lower her voice, she started again. “She’s in bad shape. I don’t think she’ll make it much longer if we don’t get help.”

“We heard there’s a working hospital in Appleton. They have more staff there who are still alive. They can probably help you easier than we can. I’m sorry, lady, really. We just can’t take anyone else.”

He truly did sound sorry, but Jane wanted to scream at him anyway, to barrel toward him and bash at him with her fists until he let them inside the hospital, until someone helped Bea. It took all the willpower she had not to give in to that impulse, which would get her killed faster than stepping in front of a bus.

Instead, she swallowed all of that. “She has kids, two of them, back in Michigan. Their dad is gone. They need her. Please.”

The first guard glanced over his shoulder at the second, but that one didn’t return the look. Instead, he stared past Jane, straight at the car. She whirled around, and a groan escaped at the scene that met her—Bea was caught in the grip of another seizure. Jane ran for the car, tore open the door, and ignored the items of clothing that had been packed around Bea as they fell out, reaching in to steady Bea’s shoulders against the seat. A moment later, footsteps pounded behind her, and she glanced back in time to spot both guards running her way. They nudged Jane gently out of the doorway and lifted Bea between them before shuffling back toward the hospital door.

With gratitude and fear warring for supremacy in her heart, Jane slammed the car door shut and followed them, barely getting the fob out of her pocket to lock the car behind her before hurrying off down the dimly-lit hallway after the guards carrying her daughter. It wasn’t until she was way too far inside the building to go back that she remembered the rifle she’d left on the ground.

Swiftly, the men jogged past an intersecting corridor, then turned right at the next one. Even carrying Bea’s weight between them, they were faster than Jane could go, and by the time she arrived, they were laying Bea on a rolling table and shouting for help. A couple of nurses appeared, taking the guards’ spots, and the two of them headed back for the door but not before Jane managed to give them a tear-garbled thank you.

The nurses held Bea’s shoulders to the table, and a handful of other people converged on the scene, wheeling carts and barking out orders to each other until Jane couldn’t see more than the occasional glimpse of Bea’s arm or leg. She stumbled off to the side, found an abandoned chair that looked like it had been dragged in from some waiting room and sank into it, gripping its arms as she watched them work.

Letting her gaze slip away from Bea for a moment, Jane recognized that they were likely in some kind ER treatment area—there were several rooms with closed doors ringing the large open space that was punctuated by rolling tables, machinery, and an abandoned nurses’ desk. The room was illuminated by dim yellow emergency lights which ringed the top of the walls and a few overheads that flickered in a nausea-inducing way. It reminded Jane of the hospital in Nashville except it was smaller and didn’t appear to be as clean—perhaps there weren’t as many surviving people to staff it as there had been there. Still, it brought back memories of Arlene, and Jane sent out a fervent plea for Bea’s outcome to be as good as Arlene’s had been.

When Jane returned her gaze to the commotion around Bea’s bed, someone was holding her arm tightly while a second person placed an IV in the crook of her elbow. Then a man arrived at a jog, having emerged from a doorway tucked into a shadowy corner of the room.

“What’s happening?” the man said as he arrived, dragging a black stethoscope off the spot where it had been hanging around his neck.

“Seizure,” someone said. “Brought in by the mother—they’re from Michigan, and it’s not the first episode.”

Jane cleared her throat. “It’s her fifth, I think. She had a slow exposure to dimethylmercury, and she’s been coughing and having tremors in her arms and legs. She’s weak and started having seizures earlier today. She’s a veterinarian—oh, that doesn’t really matter. Um, she’s been on some medicine from our doctor back home, but he said she needed something stronger.”

None of the medical folks looked her way as she spoke, but they appeared to be listening. Someone started removing Bea’s protective gear, and Jane realized with a jolt that no one in the room wore any—only the guards near the front door had worn suits, so she unzipped her own hood and pulled off the respirator, taking a careful sniff of the air before removing the rest. By the time she had the whole suit off and set aside, Bea’s body had calmed down and stopped moving. An IV stand stood at her shoulder, and liquid ran through a tube into the catheter in her arm, which someone had bandaged up while Jane wasn’t looking.

The man with the stethoscope stepped back, replaced the tool around his neck, and finally turned toward Jane. He looked to be in his early to mid-forties, with a swatch of gray at him left temple amidst a sea of otherwise black, wavy hair that curled around his ears and at the nape of his neck. He wore seafoam-colored scrubs with a white jacket overtop that hung to just above his knees. As he approached, Jane recognized the telltale signs of exhaustion—puffy skin and a haunted look behind his eyes.

“I’m Rex Carlton, one of the doctors here. There are only two of us—Katelyn Ames is the other one. She’s sleeping somewhere, probably hiding where no one can find her. At least, that’s what I’d be doing right now if I was smart.”

“The guards at the door tried to turn me away because you’re too busy. I was insistent about getting my daughter in here, so I’m sorry about that. She started having a seizure, and they were kind enough to grab her and bring her in here for me. My name is Jane, and she’s Bea.”

“Yeah, we told the guys up front we can’t really handle more, but you don’t have to be sorry. Your daughter really needed help, and we’ll do what we can. You mentioned another doctor has her on some medications. What are they?”

Jane headed for her suit, digging in the pockets for the pill bottles. When she turned back around, juggling them in her hands, Dr. Carlton had sunk into the chair she’d vacated, resting his forearms on his knees while his head hung between his shoulders, chin on his chest.

She hesitated for a moment before approaching, and he jerked his head up, accepting a couple of the bottles from her. He read the labels, then looked over the two she still held before nodding once.

“This makes sense, but it would have been good for her to have an anti-seizure med along with these.”

“Our doc didn’t see her after the seizures started. It escalated fast, so we left town to check the hospital in Marquette for the medication he recommended. They didn’t have it, so we came directly here.”

“I see. Well, she’s been given an IV dose to stop the seizure she was having. She’ll probably sleep for a while. I want to get some chest x-rays on her.” He handed the two bottles back, and it was all she could do to keep them from diving for the ground.

She bent to drop them on top of her suit. “That’s to see how her lungs are doing?”

“Yes, I want to see what kind of damage the toxin’s done to her airways. I’d prefer a CT scan, but our generators won’t run that machine, so we’ll have to settle for regular radiographs. I’ll run what neuro tests I can with her unconscious, but when she wakes up, I’ll have to do some more.”

“Doc said she needed a stronger chelating agent than the one he gave her. That’s the medication we’ve been looking for.”

Carlton nodded. “She definitely needs something stronger than that.” He gestured at the pile of pills on the floor. “We have something we can start on her intravenously.” He paused and ran a hand over his face, pausing to rub his eyes a bit before letting the arm drop again, as though it were too heavy to hold up. “I can’t tell you it’ll work for sure, but we’ll do our best.” His gaze dropped to Jane’s side. “Who put that cast on?”

She lifted the arm a bit, winced when it throbbed harder, and let it drop. “It was put on at a hospital in Nashville.”

“So, you’re a regular at post-disaster hospitals, huh? Nashville’s not close.” He accepted a file from a passing nurse, looked at it, then handed it back.

“My husband and I had to travel from Pensacola to Marquette. We stopped in Nashville for…well, reasons that are too long of a story to go into right now.” Her eyes slid to Bea, still resting quietly on the table. All but one of the nurses had disappeared, and the one who remained kept a close eye on both Bea and the IV pump. “The short version is that we had a sick woman with us, so we stopped to get help for her. She’d been beaten up by someone who wanted her purse, but she also had a high fever that was making her act out of character.”

Carlton grimaced. “That’s rough. We’ve seen some of that action here too—the getting beaten up part, anyway. We learned fast that we needed guards at all the entrances, and we’ve been lucky to have some good folks volunteer to do it. I hope your friend made it through.”

Jane cracked a smile. “She did, thanks. And thank you too, for being here to help people.”

He shrugged. “Not much else I can do. How long has the cast been on?”

“Um, let’s see.” Jane rubbed her forehead with her good hand, and it felt nice to be able to touch skin with skin. “I think it’s been a week or ten days, maybe, and it was bandaged for a while before that.”

“Still need some time, then, probably. How’s it feel?”

“It hurts, actually. Someone hit me in the head and shoulder with a baseball bat or something like it earlier today, and now it’s really throbbing.”

Carlton frowned. “It’s one thing after another right now, isn’t it?”

“You can say that again.”

“Let’s x-ray it after your daughter’s done in the machine. I want to make sure it didn’t get rebroken.”

Jane nodded as Carlton strode away, back to Bea’s side for a moment, where he said something to the nurse before disappearing into one of the rooms. After standing there, shifting her feet, for a few minutes, Jane crept over to Bea’s bed, standing on the opposite side as the nurse. She grabbed Bea’s hand and squeezed.

“Will she wake up soon?”

The nurse shook her head. “Not while she’s on this dose of medication. The doctor wants x-rays and to get her started on the chelation medication for a bit before he lightens up the anti-seizure drug. She’ll wake up then.” She gave Jane a warm smile. “Why don’t you rest while I take her to x-ray? I’ll come back and get you for the radiograph on your arm in a little while.”

Jane nodded and reluctantly released Bea’s hand to return to her chair, where she sat for at least twenty minutes after the nurse wheeled Bea out. When the nurse returned for her, Jane followed her through a maze of hallways that were mostly deserted—they only met one other person who nodded as he hurried past—to the x-ray room. As the nurse got the table ready, Jane looked around.

“This is a nice hospital.” The room was calm and cheerful, with pale yellow paint on the walls, punctuated by bright paintings of families, couples, and animals enjoying time at lakes or in parks.

“It was a great place to work. Still is, I guess, except now I don’t get paid or have a regular work schedule.” She grinned and held up a lead apron for Jane to slip into, then velcroed it behind her neck.

“You stay here all the time?” Jane let the nurse guide her arm into the proper position on the x-ray table.

“We divided up some of the hospital rooms to be bedrooms, and there’s enough food here for those of us who are left for a few weeks. Some people have gone out to get supplies, but it’s getting harder to come by stuff the more time that goes by. Okay, hold your breath while I shoot this.” She scooted over behind a partial wall where she could work the controls and snap the x-ray, then studied a screen for a moment before returning and adjusting Jane’s arm into a different position. They did that a few times before the nurse nodded. “That’ll be good. I’ll show these to one of the doctors as soon as they have a minute.”

“No rush. Do you have a lot of patients here?”

As she helped Jane remove the lead apron, she said, “They come and go, but we’re always busy. The doctors really need a rest. We were hoping to keep the patients down to a minimum for a few days so they could get some extra sleep and food.”

“But then my daughter and I showed up and ruined your plans, at least for Dr. Carlton.”

“It’s okay. She needs the help, and she couldn’t wait. Come on. I’ll walk you back to the ER so you don’t get lost.”

“Where’s Bea?”

“She’s in a room off the ER, in what used to be the ICU. Would you rather go sit with her?”

“Yes, please.”

“There’s only one bed in her room.”

“It’s okay. If there’s a chair, I’ll just use that.”

“You got it.” The nurse led her back through the silent halls and into a room right before the ER. Bea was still asleep, her face pale except for the yellow, blue, and purple bruising under her eyes and along the bridge of her nose.

Noticing where Jane was looking, the nurse said, “We x-rayed that too.” She adjusted Bea’s blankets and Jane sank into a chair beside the bed. “It’s fractured but already doing some healing, and it doesn’t seem to be affecting her breathing.”

Jane nodded. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be back soon with some water and food for you, but just rest, okay?”

Once she was gone, Jane got up and pushed the chair as close to the bed as she could get it, sideways, so that when she sat in it, she looked straight toward Bea’s face. She got as comfortable as she could, but sleep wouldn’t come. She couldn’t stop watching Bea’s chest rise and fall, each time worrying that it wouldn’t do so again.

When the nurse returned, she carried a tray of food and drinks. “I brought you some extra, since you’ve been traveling, and I figured you haven’t gotten anything in a while.” She set the tray on a rolling table and pushed it over by Jane, then adjusted the height so it was at the level of her elbow. “Dr. Ames read your x-ray. She said the break in your arm is okay—it’s almost healed and the bony callus looks good. There’s some soft tissue swelling around it, all the way down the arm, and she recommends removing the cast because of that. It’ll probably hurt a lot less after we do that, and then we’ll put a soft bandage on.”

“That’s a relief.”

“I can take the cast off now if you want.”

Jane glanced at Bea, but she hadn’t moved a muscle, so she nodded and followed the nurse out the door and back into the ER room where she pulled out a handheld miniature saw and went to work on the cast. Moments later, Jane was released from its confines, and the nurse said she could let it air out a bit before they placed a bandage, then gave Jane a couple of pills to take.

“They’re just anti-inflammatories,” she explained. “They’ll help take the swelling out and reduce the pain.”

“It already feels a lot better, just with the pressure of the cast off of it, but I won’t say no to some pain relief for my shoulder and head. Thanks again.” She swallowed the pills, then swayed a little as a wave of fatigue hit her like a physical force.

“Ooh, you need to sleep. Let me get you to a bed.”

Jane shook her head. “I’ll go back to my daughter’s room and sleep in the chair.”

“Okay, I get that. If you need anything, just come on back in here. There’s usually someone around. Otherwise, we’ll check on you periodically.”

After another round of thanks, Jane shuffled her way back to Bea’s room, dropped into the chair, and leaned forward over the bed, grasping Bea’s hand and holding it gently in hers. Unlike before, sleep dropped over her easily.


Chapter 10

Bea Waite

Green Bay, Wisconsin

Bea’s eyes blinked open, and the first thing that ran through her mind was how tired she was of waking up and not knowing where she was or what was happening. It had occurred enough times that she’d learned to stay still for a moment and use her senses to gather information about her surroundings and the state of her body before moving or speaking. It was quiet, mostly, but for someone’s breathing, but it became apparent within seconds that it was her own, a slight wheeze happening every time she drew in air.

Air. It came in through her nose with nothing blocking it—she wasn’t wearing a respirator. Her blurry eyes cleared a bit, and the room around her came into focus more—the walls were light blue and not very far away from her, so it was a small room. Her body ached, but it wasn’t because she was on straw in the barn. There was a bed underneath her and a blanket draped over her, along with the upper half of her mother’s body. Bea moved to touch Jane’s shoulder, but her right arm didn’t respond properly to the command her brain sent it. It shifted slightly but not a lot.

Memories rushed in—her right arm wasn’t working after a seizure in the police car on the drive to Green Bay from Marquette. She realized they’d made it to the hospital in Green Bay. Her eyes slid over, and she spotted the IV stand and pump, whirring away as it sent liquid into her vein through a catheter situated in the crook of her left arm.

The right arm was more responsive than it had been, which bolstered her spirits almost as much as finding herself safe, unmasked, in a hospital room being taken care of, Jane also safe at her side. Her muscles really did ache, though, every one of them, from her jaw, down her neck, into her shoulders, and all throughout her torso, abdomen, and limbs. She’d had another seizure—that must be why there was a black spot in her memory where arriving at the hospital and getting started on treatment should have been. Her nose pounded with pain, and her eyes were so swollen that she peered through slits. Her throat was parched, and when she opened her mouth, her tongue stuck to its roof for a moment before peeling free.

“Mom,” she whispered.

Jane didn’t move, but before Bea could repeat the word, the door cracked open, and a woman entered. Her blonde hair was gathered into a high ponytail, and she wore short-sleeved black scrubs with tiny cats all over them and a hot pink stethoscope peeked out of the shirt’s pocket. She smiled widely at Bea.

“Hey,” she whispered. “You’re awake. I’m Dr. Ames. How are you feeling?”

“Like a truck ran over me. Which it might have—I don’t remember anything for a while.”

Ames smiled again. “You didn’t get run over by anything. Your mom got you to the hospital, but you were having a seizure when you arrived. You feel the way you do because of the repeated muscle contractions.” She crossed over and gently placed her fingers on the inside of Bea’s left wrist, silent for a moment while she counted, then patted her hand and withdrew. “You had several seizures, so you’re sore from all that. We have some medicine going into your IV that should help. A few minutes ago, I lightened up the dose of anti-seizure drugs, so you could wake up and we could evaluate your neurologic state. You’re talking, and seem bright and alert, so that’s great.” She pulled out a pen light and leaned over to shine it into one of Bea’s eyes, then the other, and Bea couldn’t control their desire to squinch shut.

Jane hadn’t budged a bit, and Bea let her keep sleeping while she spoke to the doctor. “Did Mom tell you about the toxin getting into my bedroom?”

“She did.” Dr. Ames put the light away and brushed at a loose chunk of hair flopped over her eye, then rounded the bed to mess with the IV pump. She seemed to be in her mid-thirties and pretty energetic for someone who’d probably been treating a lot of cases since the disaster hit. “We ran some tests on you. You have moderate lung damage, from what I can tell on the x-ray. It’s too bad we can’t do a CT scan to figure out the exact extent of it, but I can see enough to know it’s there. You also have a broken nose, and I don’t know the extent of the neurological damage, but your pupils are reacting normally. I’d like to check some other reflexes.”

The part about neurological damage made Bea cringe internally. “You think I won’t use my arm again? Will I keep having seizures?”

“It’s possible you’ll have more seizures, but actually, the odds are good that they’ll stop now. We got you started on a cocktail of drugs for pain, inflammation, and to chelate the dimethylmercury—that means grab it and carry it out of your body.”

Bea gave as big of a nod as her neck would agree to deliver. “I’m a veterinarian.”

“Oh! That’s right. Dr. Carlton mentioned that when he told me about your case. I forgot.” She turned away from the machine and stepped back around Jane’s chair to stand at the foot of Bea’s bed. “We’ve treated a few cases like yours so far, people who had slow, low exposure to the toxin after the initial disaster. I’m sure it’s pretty common—people had enough protection to make it through but either their house isn’t quite fortified well enough or they’re wearing protective gear outside that’s compromised in some way.”

“I had a hole in the log wall under a window in my bedroom.”

Ames wore an empathetic look. “Sounds like something that would have been hard for you to see.”

“Very.” She paused, glanced at Jane to verify she was still asleep, then added, “Those other people you’ve treated with this kind of thing—how’d they do?”

“Two of them were too far gone to save before they realized what was happening and got here.” Ames’ face fell, and she looked at her feet. “I’ve treated three others successfully with the same cocktail we started you on, minus the anti-seizure meds because they weren’t having seizures yet.”

“Successfully treated. How are you defining that?”

“We observed the cessation of new symptoms.”

“So, nothing new pops up. That’s good, but what about the symptoms already present? What about my cough and seizures?”

“We don’t have a lot of patients to go by, you understand, but from the ones I’ve seen, I believe your cough should improve some, but there will probably be permanent lung damage that always makes your respiratory system delicate.”

“What about my arm?” She pointed her chin at the right one, lying still beside her. “I can’t move it much since the last seizure I had—actually, it was the second to last seizure, I guess. I keep forgetting I had another one.”

“It’s impossible to know how much function you’ll get back.” Her tone was gentle, and she floated along the bed to touch Bea’s arm. She pinched lightly in the webbing between her thumb and forefinger, then nodded when the hand twitched away a little. “I think you’ll get some function back, but it’s not likely you’ll return to normal use.”

It was what she’d expected, having medical training herself, but that didn’t make it easier to hear. Bea pressed her lips together and nodded, then forced herself to say, “Thank you. I really appreciate everything you’ve done.”

Ames patted her foot. “You’re welcome.”

“How long does it take to finish the drugs you’re giving me?”

She glanced at the IV, as though it would tell her the answer. “Not too long. It’s an infusion, so once it’s in, it’s done. Probably another five minutes or so. I’d like you to stay after that, so we can see how you do, and Dr. Carlton and I can add other medications for symptoms that might come up or not go away. I’ll let you relax and gain a bit of strength—and let your mom sleep—but later, we’ll do some more neuro tests and check your cognitive function.”

“Okay, that sounds good. I need to get home to my kids, but they wouldn’t be happy with me if I didn’t maximize my time here.” She chuckled, and it lifted some of the heaviness in her chest. Her muscles didn’t ache quite as much as when she’d first woken up.

Dr. Ames left after promising to send something for Bea to drink soon. Bea stayed still, as Jane was sleeping so soundly that she must need the rest. She’d done all the driving and helped Bea walk into and out of that lab building to take medication, plus she’d been attacked and knocked down. She deserved to have a break without being woken up, even if she was stiff when she finally did wake up because she’d slept at a weird angle, draped over a hospital bed.

Good for her word, Dr. Ames sent a nurse with some water and warmed up beef broth only five minutes later. The nurse fussed with the pillows behind Bea’s back until she was comfortably upright, then fetched a thin blanket to drape over Jane. She checked the IV pump, verified that the infusion was finished, and turned it off. She removed the line from Bea’s catheter and wrapped the port.

“We won’t take the catheter out yet, just in case we still need it,” she said. “But if you go for a bit without a seizure and seem to be doing better, we can get it out for you. Especially if you drink this stuff and keep it down.”

Bea sipped slowly on the broth, and it tasted like the best thing that had ever passed over her tongue. She closed her eyes and forced herself to slow down, so it didn’t stress her stomach too much, and the nurse smiled and gave her a wink.

“You know what you’re doing, I see. I’ll check back soon. I’m sorry our alert system isn’t working.”

“It’s okay. I think it’s pretty amazing that you’re here doing this at all.”

“Well, at least it’s some way to help. There’s not much, you know? Not a lot of ways to help during all this.”

“No, there isn’t. Do you stay here? In the hospital?”

The nurse smiled. “Most of us do, but I actually go home. I have a brother, and he got our little house buttoned down enough that it’s safe. I put on my suit and go back and forth, but I’m here most of the time.”

“That’s good.”

“Most of the people here, though, they lost family members. A few of them, we were able to get here to the hospital in time to save them, so they stay with their family member. We have a few kids here, and that’s fun.”

“How is this building safe from the toxin?”

“It isn’t, really. I mean, the outer parts, I wouldn’t trust. These inner rooms have been okay so far.”

“How are you sure there isn’t a small leak in any of these rooms?”

“We collect air samples every day and check them in the lab. We’re lucky enough to have the equipment to do that.”

“Wow. That’s awesome.” Bea laid her head back on the pillow, taking a break from sipping the liquid.

“I’m talking your ear off. I’ll let you rest and drink your stuff, and I’ll check on you in a little bit, okay?”

“Thanks. Oh, wait! My mom’s cast is off. Do you know anything about that?”

“Oh, yes. Aria told me she took x-rays of your mom’s arm on Dr. Carlton’s orders, and then he asked her to remove the cast. She got some medications to help with pain and swelling, and when she wakes up, we’ll put a soft bandage on it.”

“That’s good to hear. You’ve taken such great care of us.”

“Our pleasure. You rest now. I’ll be back.”

Bea stared at the back of the door for a while after the nurse left, switching from broth to water and working on not diving into a hole of self-pity. She should simply be glad to have gotten the treatment that would hopefully stop the progress of the toxin in her body, and it had been done quickly too, which meant she could get home to the kids sooner. What it didn’t mean was that she’d be at all helpful to them when she got there. Not with a bum arm and low respiratory function. She sighed deeply and sipped the water, doing her best to relax and let gratitude win out over worry.


Chapter 11

Jed Waite

On a homestead near a small town outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Lloyd pulled his truck smoothly off the road onto the shoulder at the bottom of the hill just before Jed’s house, and Jed slipped the BMW in behind it. They both shut off their engines, and Jed pulled out the key before getting out at the same time as Ernie and Evelyn. They all grabbed their weapons from inside the SUV and shut the doors, then Jed hit the lock button, slid the key into his pocket, and the three of them met Lloyd at the front of his truck.

“All right, what’s the plan?” Lloyd said.

“We’ll go silent before we crest the hill and move just inside the tree line as we go down because if we’re on the road, Kyle could see us about twenty yards before we make it to the driveway. We’ll come out of the woods near the front corner of the house, even with the porch, and we’ll jog to the side of the house and use it for cover as we go around and check out the driveway. From there, if it’s clear, we’ll split into groups of two and go both directions around the house. Two of us will skirt through the driveway and head straight back along the cow barn and the other two will go behind the house and head for the front corner of the paddock, even with the equipment barn. From there, if we need to separate further to rout him out, we will. Everyone needs to be aware of crossfire, though. Don’t fire your gun unless you have to, and if you do, be sure you can see your target clearly first.” Jed paused to look at Ernie and Evelyn. “You two don’t know Kyle or my kids, I know that, so you won’t be sure who you’re looking at if you find someone. You should defer to me and Lloyd—just plan not to fire at anyone. My family could be there somewhere, and they might be held hostage, but we may not be able to get in and out of buildings to check for them until we’ve found and neutralized Kyle. We’ll play that by ear, I guess. I trust all of you to have each other’s backs. If anyone feels like the pressure’s too high at any point, it’s okay to bail. Head back for the trees or find a place to hide on the property.”

Ernie made a scoffing sound, and Lloyd chuckled. “The kid’s right. Ain’t nobody going to do that, Jed. We’re with you to the end.”

Jed gave a clipped nod, unable to take time to deal with any emotion that statement might evoke in his gut. “I know the area the best, so you can all follow me through the woods to the property. Lloyd, you know my place second best, so if anything happens to me, you’re in charge.”

Lloyd clasped Jed’s shoulder. “I like your plan, son, but we both know it’s going to fall apart as soon as we’re within spitting distance of Kyle Murphy. Let’s see what we think when we get there. Personally, I think splitting up four ways is going to work best. Otherwise, Kyle could spot us coming and get out of the way. We need to cover all the ground we can with our four sets of eyes.” He hefted his rifle. “And with our four weapons.”

Jed nodded. “That makes sense. Okay, we’ll see. When we get there, we’ll communicate with sign language and gestures. Let’s go.” He took off for the woods, trusting the others to follow without checking over his shoulder to make sure they actually were. He went into the woods about ten feet and then started heading for his homestead. It was uphill for a bit, but he didn’t get fatigued, driven only by the desire to find his kids. From the sounds of their soft footfalls behind him, it seemed as though the others were equally energetic, probably fueled by adrenaline like he was.

When he crested the hill and got the first glimpse of his house through the trees, Jed slowed a bit. He took more care with his steps to be quiet and avoid branches that would snap and creak under his weight, and it was gratifying to hear that the others did the same. What he could see of the house as they got closer—going downhill and making about the same time even though they weren’t physically working as hard—appeared the same as the last time he’d been in the driveway. His truck and Kyle’s car both sat in the same places they had before, so the kid hadn’t left after he’d shot at Jed. Probably felt kind of full of himself, like he’d chased someone off, protected the stolen homestead. Anger flashed in Jed’s head, but he ignored it. There’d be time enough for him to let that out later. He needed to have all his senses focused on the task at hand, and indulging in being mad would distract him.

They followed the first part of Jed’s original plan, darting across the yard and taking cover alongside the house, near the front corner where they could peer around at the driveway. Even at close range, nothing looked different or appeared to have moved or changed in the driveway. There was no one visible, including on the front porch, and the house’s front door was closed. Jed glanced over his shoulder to find Lloyd watching the other direction, guarding him and the kids from anyone sneaking up behind them, and all of a sudden, it was crystal clear what they should do.

He stepped around, getting close enough so that the other three could all see him in the darkness, and did his best to gesture out his plan in silence, pointing at each person and where he wanted them to go, then at himself before letter-signing the word C-O-W. Evelyn and Ernie exchanged a look, but Lloyd’s head bobbed up and down in understanding. He turned to the twins and mimed crouching behind something with his gun, peeking out from around it, and then pointed at Jed and made his fingers walk straight through between them. After a moment, each of the kids nodded but the movement was more hesitant than Lloyd’s had been. Jed wasn’t sure they exactly understood that he wanted them to spread out and cover him while he made his way to the back of the cow barn, the spot from which Kyle had shot at him before.

It was a risk—there was no way to be sure that Kyle was still in that spot. He could be inside any of the buildings, including the house, but Jed was betting that he was still right where he’d been before. Kyle was young and inexperienced, and if being in that position once had worked for him to scare off someone who’d driven up, then he might be inclined to keep doing the same thing, at least until morning. It was a risk Jed was willing to take, a bet he would lay money on. He’d spent too much time in Las Vegas, gambling on ways to get out of the destroyed city and get home to his family, to ease up on the ante.

He tapped Evelyn and pointed toward the front of the house, and she nodded and headed that way, pausing at the corner to peek around once more before disappearing around it. The three men jogged to the back corner of the house and peered around. Something wasn’t right with the deck, though it was hard to see it well in the darkness. The far corner sagged, that much was obvious, and Jed remembered what the men in town had told him about Kyle setting fire to the house. Past the end of the building, there was no longer the outline of the chicken coop where it had stood before, either—it was burned to the ground, he was sure of that even though he couldn’t make out the ashes. The damage to the house made it even more likely, in Jed’s mind, that Kyle wasn’t inside of it, and his confidence in his new plan increased.

Turning to Ernie, he pointed out toward the huge pole barn, pausing for a second at the sight of a large pile of stuff between it and the house that shouldn’t be there. It didn’t matter—there was no going back on the plan, not with Evelyn already deployed to her spot at the front of the house, near the corner closest to the cow barn

Ernie gave a nod, squeezed Jed’s arm, then crouched low and darted across the back lawn, disappearing behind the pile of stuff. That left Lloyd and Jed, and they scooted away from the house, unable to stay beneath the deck as Jed had originally planned for fear that it might collapse on top of them. Near the end of the house, Lloyd stopped, and after a quick nod at his friend, Jed headed on, making a beeline for the cow barn. If there’d been no going back before, it was even more ironclad as he made his way across the yard. Everyone was in their positions to cover him if needed, and he was out in the open for a couple of minutes, heading for the cow barn where he didn’t expect to find shelter but the enemy he intended to root out. Before he killed Kyle, he’d make him say where Jed’s family was. There was no other option.


Chapter 12

Delia Waite

On a homestead near a small town outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

As Delia crept along, careful of her foot placement in an effort to be as quiet and stealthy as possible, her eyes got as used to the dark as they were going to, which was actually a pretty good amount. It seemed that, since the disaster, her night vision had gotten progressively better from use, as though she were slowly turning into some nocturnal creature—one that planned to sneak up on Kyle and eliminate the threat to her family.

She was at the far end of the equipment barn, stalking toward its inner edge, sweeping her gaze along the tree-lined border of the property, then looking forward toward the cow barn, which she could only make out the faintest outline of in the distance, when there was a sound. Freezing in place, she held her breath so the sound of her lungs inflating and deflating wouldn’t interfere with her ability to hear.

There was nothing to hear, though, only the imaginary ring of the silence that seemed to have settled like a thick down blanket over the homestead. Reasoning that she must have heard Mike’s footfall or something in the distance, from where he’d gone toward the cow barn, she stepped forward again, but almost in rhythm with her forward momentum, the noise came again. She tried holding her breath another time, but her heart beat too loud in her ears for it to work because the sound hadn’t come from where Mike should be across from her but from behind, along the far side of the equipment barn.

All of a sudden, sweat burst out of what felt like every pore on her body, and the protective clothes she wore seemed too tight, too heavy, too warm, and claustrophobia swept over her like she was being smothered by that same invisible blanket that had earlier silenced the farm. Panic swarmed her brain in the same way a million tiny ants might, crawling over it, stealing its ability to regulate her breathing, and it was as though she might suffocate inside the mask. Pulling on all her strength, every memory of Bax and her parents and grandparents, every bit of resolve she had left, she dug deep and drew in a breath that made her chest ache, then let it out as slowly as she could while whirling to face what must surely be Kyle, creeping up behind her.

For a moment, everything seemed to stop, standing still like a clock with a dead battery. And then time moved forward again, more quickly than before as everything seemed to happen at once. A person stepped out from alongside of the barn, joining Delia in the area along its back wall. Delia brought her gun up before her brain registered that they weren’t wearing the same clothes as she’d seen Kyle in at his homestead. In the moment that she hesitated, the other person brought their gun to bear on her.

There was a shuffling noise behind Delia, and the person she faced turned their gun a bit, as though attempting to re-aim at someone behind her, but they brought the gun right back to her fast. She would never be able to get a shot off before they did, and it would come down to who had the better aim in the moment. In the split second it took her to evaluate the situation, more shuffling came from behind her, and the idea that Kyle might have someone with him entered her brain. If that was the case, she was sandwiched in, and she’d couldn’t hope to kill them both before one of them got her. Resolving to take at least one of them out with her, to give Mike and Bax a better chance, she moved her finger to the trigger.

A shout rang out behind her. “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

It was Mike’s voice, revealing that the source of the shuffling behind her was her grandfather. With the balance of power shifting toward them, Delia held her trigger finger still as Mike stepped up next to her.

“Who are you?” she demanded of the person who’d snuck up behind her.

“Delia?” It was a new voice, coming from the darkness near the cow barn, and Delia’s eyes popped wide as her head whipped that direction and she struggled to see.

The voice was as familiar as her own and yet her mind wouldn’t believe what her ears were telling her.

“Are you Delia?”

The words drew her attention back to the person in front of her, and she gave a slight nod.

“My name’s Ernie. I’m here with your dad.”

Your dad. So, her ears hadn’t deceived her after all. The voice from the darkness had truly been Jed. “My dad,” she whispered. “How…”

“Delia!” Jed’s voice rang out again, followed by the appearance of a new person, materializing out of the dark as though he’d been drawn there by an unseen hand. “It’s me, Dad! Don’t shoot. Ernie’s with me.”

The world tilted on its axis as Jed approached. Mike said something, but Delia’s brain didn’t decode his words, focused entirely on the man heading toward her. He wore a proper environmental suit, like Mike, and though she couldn’t make out any of his features, the height and build were correct for her dad, but he walked at a slightly tilted angle from the waist and with a nearly imperceptible limp. Still, it was enough to stand out to her as being a little different—she’d spent so many moments of her life watching him walk that she would have been able to pick out his gait in a lineup, and the one he used was off by the merest breath. Still, he had Jed’s voice, and as much as her emotional half almost didn’t dare to hope that he’d somehow arrived, her rational part screamed at her that he had, that he was there, walking toward her.

Then he was in front of her, and she caught a glimpse of the line of his cheekbones behind the mask he wore, saw the faintest shape of his eyes, and she launched herself at him. He caught her in one arm, and she only had one free to squeeze him, too, since they both carried guns, but it was the tightest, most secure hug she could remember ever experiencing. She sank into her father’s embrace, hardly able to believe he was there, so solid, so alive.

“Dad,” she whispered.

“I’m here. It’s okay.”

The words seeped into her soul like a salve, filling and sealing so many cracks in her heart that had been open and weeping every day that she had no idea whether he was alive or dead. For the second time in moments, the world seemed to stop as Delia’s father filled her whole world and joy surged through her body like air inflating lungs after a near drowning, sweet and pure.

Jed let go before she was ready for the embrace to end, but she released reluctantly, and he turned to Mike, who caught him in a quick, tight hug, pounding his back a few times before they separated.

“We think Kyle Murphy is here,” Mike said in a harsh whisper. “He’s armed and dangerous.”

With a nod, Jed turned to scan the darkness. “That’s why we’re here, too—trying to find him.”

“We’ve made a lot of noise, so there’s no way he doesn’t know we’re here now.”

They’d certainly been doing a lot of shouting. Kyle would have had to have been dead not to hear them. While the men faced the equipment barn, Delia’s gaze was pointed the other way, past where the chicken coop used to be toward the cow barn, and someone darted away from its front corner, heading for the driveway.

Jed, apparently not seeing the movement, tipped his head and whispered, “Where’s Bax?”

Recognizing the protective gear the runner wore, which included a beige-colored, heavy Carhart jacket and overalls, Delia pointed and cried, “There’s Kyle!”

As Mike and Jed whipped their heads the direction she indicated, another figure broke out of the darkness, chasing after Kyle.

“That’s my sister!” The man Jed had called Ernie took off after them, and Delia, Mike, and Jed raced after him.

They had to skirt around the charred ashes of the chicken coop, which slowed them down a bit, and being behind the three men, Delia lost sight of Kyle and his pursuer. There were so many of them and only one Kyle, which made her feel pretty good about the odds that they’d be able to stop him. However, if he was able to get to his car and take off, then they’d likely lose him again. Delia vowed to shoot at him anyway—maybe one of them would get a lucky shot through the car’s windows as he was driving away. They needed to try—her family wouldn’t be safe until Kyle was dead.

As they ran, she once again noticed Jed’s slight limp, but even with it, he appeared strong, like he could fight off not only Kyle but any other threat that came at them. Delia couldn’t stop the grin that spread over her face even as they ran toward a task she dreaded and that would likely become a lifelong memory she’d never get over. Even with all that on the very near horizon, happiness soared in her heart where before, hope had been waning for her dad’s survival. Her body seemed so light that her feet felt as though they skimmed over the earth and she could run forever, as long as Jed was there to follow. Delia could hardly wait for Bax to be reunited with Jed too, and she couldn’t help but imagine the joy they’d all experience when Bea and Jane returned home as well, but she’d have to wait just a little bit longer for all of that, until they’d made sure Kyle couldn’t hurt them again.


Chapter 13

Bax Waite

On a homestead near a small town just outside Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Bax and Storm cuddled together on the pickup truck’s floor, just in front of the front passenger seat. Dead silence reigned around them but for Storm’s occasional panting. Bax held her, not too tightly, and strained to hear anything that could be going on outside. He expected gunshots any moment—it seemed as though Delia and Mike had been gone long enough that they should have found Kyle or would do so very soon, regardless of where he was on the property. There would be a fight then, and gunshots, but Bax told himself over and over that his family had the element of surprise, and they would come out on top of the situation.

Even though he tried, he wasn’t successful at keeping out memories of Kyle from the before times, and they played through his mind in a loop, mostly the last time he and Delia had been on the secret beach. It had been the day the disaster had struck Las Vegas and changed everyone’s lives for good, but they hadn’t known about that yet. Bea had gone to town for supplies, and Bax had talked Delia into taking him on an adventure. They’d snuck out, not intending to tell their mom they’d been gone, and Kyle had already been hanging out on the beach when they got there. It had been a fun time, playing Frisbee and climbing around on the rocks, even though Bax scraped up his leg. Kyle had helped get him bandaged up and sent Bax and Delia on their way with a smile and a wave. He’d been nice and seemed to really care about them. It was so far removed from what Kyle had done to them since then, helping his dad steal chickens and fuel, sabotage their generator, and later, setting fire to their farm all on his own.

Kyle may have been a friend before, but he’d changed, and it seemed like his only goal was to kill all the Waites. Bax strained to let the memories go and focus only on his family returning to the truck and the homestead being safe for them again.

More time went by—enough that Bax’s stomach began to squirm with worry. It had been so long since Mike and Delia left that they had to have found Kyle. The urge to peek out the window and try to catch a glimpse of what was going on built like a crescendo in his chest until finally he couldn’t resist it anymore. He shifted his position, untangling his legs from underneath him and wincing to find one of them had fallen asleep. Phantom pins and needles poked at the leg as he struggled to gain enough room in the footwell to get his feet under him so he could rise a bit and peer out the window.

Storm whined a little and danced off to the side, as though she understood that he needed more space, and he was able to carve out enough room to plant his feet and rise a little  to squat on the edge of the seat, still keeping his head below the dashboard for the moment, his hand on Storm’s back. An instant later, a muffled sound came from outside, like a faraway shout, and then a low growl emanated from Storm’s chest, rumbling upward and causing Bax’s hand to vibrate. Her body stiffened, and she moved closer to him, the growl in her throat continuing like the rumble of an engine, on one long, continuous breath. Bax allowed his head to creep up enough that he could see over the dashboard and swept his gaze everywhere it would reach.

That wasn’t too far, as inky blackness covered the entire farm, but it was enough to see movement near the old cow barn. Something was happening out there—the shape of a person was breaking away from the shadows around the building and heading his way. A moment later, a second person followed, who Bax assumed had to be either Mike or Delia, though they didn’t seem to move exactly right to be either of them.

Bax couldn’t figure out why no one was shooting at Kyle and considered whether he might be the one chasing and one of his family members was running toward the driveway instead. He had no idea why that could be happening, but he was overwhelmed by a strong urge to do something to help. In a split second, he made the decision that if Kyle was the one trying to run away, Bax would make sure he couldn’t do it in a car. He would lock both the truck and the silver car, so neither one of them could be used as a getaway vehicle. Kyle would be confined to running away on foot, which would make it far easier for his family to catch him.

Without stopping to think it through any further than that, he opened the door and spilled out onto the driveway, Storm leaping out in one smooth movement along with him and turning to face the runners. She gave the most menacing bark Bax had ever heard, and that cemented his assumption that one of the runners was Kyle. He glanced toward them to find the one in the lead was about halfway across the lawn, heading for the driveway.

As he sprinted for Kyle’s silver car, Bax fumbled in the pocket of his coat for the pickup keys his grandfather had foisted at him when he’d climbed into the truck. When his fingers touched them, he squeezed randomly until the lock engaged with a bong, and then he was reaching for the car’s door handle. He spared a second for a glance at Storm, who stood between Bax and the runners, snarling, barking, and jumping around like a fighting dog, focused only on the danger approaching them.

“Storm!” Bax called. “Come!”

The dog completely ignored him, not even turning to look at him over her shoulder as she continued to put up what had to be a terrifying front for a stranger, but it didn’t appear as though they slowed down at all. Bax stopped, calling her name again, more forcefully than the first time, but still, she didn’t respond. Instead, she leaped at the first runner, the snarling shutting off as fast as it had begun as she tried to sink her teeth into some part of his body. Bax grimaced—Storm couldn’t bite anyone with her muzzle wrapped up in a respirator mask. There really was nothing she could do to stop Kyle, but at least she was slowing him down, and at least he’d cemented which one was Kyle. At the closer distance, Bax could tell it wasn’t Delia or Mike in front, even if Storm’s behavior hadn’t already told him that, but what was even more confusing was that the second person wasn’t one of his family members either. They were wearing a suit instead of homemade protective gear, and it wasn’t Mike’s suit. Confusion warred with terror, and Bax headed for the silver car, still calling Storm’s name even though she paid him no heed, single-mindedly focusing on her attack instead of responding to him.

With a sob sticking in his chest, Bax wrenched open the car door and dove inside, keeping his eyes on the dog. The person she was fighting had a gun in one hand, and terror coursed through Bax’s body like ice had entered his veins. It would probably only be moments before Kyle shot Storm. Bax started to get back out of the car, a savage scream torn from his throat, sounding inhuman even to his own ears.

Storm finally turned his way for a second, and her attacker delivered a kick to her side that sent her flying a couple of feet. Taking the advantage, Kyle raced toward the silver car—straight for Bax. The person behind him shouted something, a female voice that wasn’t Delia’s, and she raised a gun but didn’t shoot, and then rough hands shoved Bax back farther into the car, tossing him across the seat.

“No!” Bax twisted, working to stop the momentum of being shoved across the console, and tried to lunge back toward the driver’s side door, but it slammed shut with Storm’s attacker inside.

It was Kyle—he was close enough for Bax to see that well enough, and he used one hand to hold Bax away from him while he pulled keys out of his suit with the other.

“Stop it!” Kyle snarled, delivering another harsh shove that sent Bax banging into the passenger door.

Outside, the woman approached the car, still yelling, still pointing the gun, but still not shooting, and Bax understood it was because she didn’t want to hit him. A good guy, then, no matter who she was or where she’d materialized from. He lunged for the passenger door, staying low and planning to dive out so the woman could shoot at Kyle, but the door locks bonged, and nothing happened when he yanked on the handle. He fumbled with the arm rest, stabbing at it in an attempt to unlock the door, but then they were moving. The car was tearing backward, out of the driveway.

“No!” Bax cried again, halting his efforts to get the door open and turning back toward Kyle. “Let me out!”

“Stop it,” Kyle growled. “If you jump out of the car, you’ll get hurt.”

Bax lunged for the steering wheel, scrabbling at Kyle’s right arm and shoulder in an attempt to pull his hand off of it. Kyle threw up his elbow and roared at him, an indecipherable sound without words but clear in its intention to get Bax to stop. Bax had no intention of stopping. He didn’t dare spare any attention to trying to see if Storm was okay after being kicked as he did everything he could to keep Kyle from driving away.

Suddenly, there was a gun between Bax and Kyle, and Bax scooted away, releasing Kyle’s arm. It was incomprehensible how Kyle had managed to fight him off, back out of the driveway, and produce the gun all at the same time, but that’s what had happened.

“I don’t want to shoot you, but I will. Stay back.” Kyle managed to get the car in drive and it shot forward.

Finally, a gunshot rang out, and Bax dove headfirst for the footwell, but the car didn’t stop moving. Kyle drove with his right hand while steading the gun overtop of it with his left, but he didn’t spare another glance for Bax as he drove off into the night, away from the homestead, Storm, whoever the woman in the driveway trying to help Bax had been, and somewhere, Delia and Mike.

So many thoughts tried to force their way to the forefront of his mind at once that Bax was sick and dizzy from them all, added to the panic and terror twisting his gut as he straightened up slowly in the seat and looked around. Kyle was heading in the direction of town, but Bax couldn’t imagine he’d stop there. They’d probably skirt around it and head out who knows where. Kyle might stop once he was clear of the homestead and simply shoot Bax and push him out of the car.

The pickup’s keys were in Bax’s pocket, and he’d locked the door to keep Kyle out, so no one on the homestead was coming for them. Someone had shot at the car, but it hadn’t hit a tire or anything else as far as Bax could tell, and he couldn’t get to Kyle with the gun between them, so there was no stopping the car. With a sinking feeling, he realized he’d left his gun in the pickup in his haste to follow through on the harebrained plan to secure the vehicles. Delia would be so disappointed in him for doing such a stupid thing.

Terror bubbled in his chest, and tears sprang to his eyes. He was a prisoner, and there was nothing he could do about it.


Chapter 14

Jane Clark

Green Bay, Wisconsin

When Jane opened her eyes, pure white filled her vision, startling her so much that she let out a small choked sound and jolted upright. Pain shot through her right arm, the back of her head, and a spot on her back right between the shoulder blades, making her squeak again.

“Hi, Mom.”

Bea. Right. Memories flooded into Jane’s head of the drive to Green Bay from Marquette and Bea’s seizure at the hospital’s front door. The guards had taken her in, and nice but exhausted Dr. Carlton, along with a few nurses, had worked on her, stopping the seizure and starting her on a cocktail of IV medications. They’d said she wouldn’t wake up until they decreased the anti-seizure drug they were giving her, which they must have done because there she was, a couple feet away, sitting up in her hospital bed, awake.

“Hi,” Jane mumbled, reaching to rub her eyes. The white sheets that had confused her upon waking so close to them that they filled her vision were damp with drool, and the pain in her back must be from sleeping in such an awkward position, draped over Bea’s bed like a throw blanket. “You…look good.”

Her throat was dry, making it hard to speak without a croak, but her words were true—Bea did look remarkably well, and that drove all thoughts of pain and discomfort out of Jane’s mind.

“I feel pretty good.”

There was color in Bea’s cheeks, and it was so nice to see them—and the rest of her face—without goggles, a respirator, and a hood. She smiled at Bea, and it was as though that simple action removed the weight of a ton of stones from Jane’s heart.

“What time is it?” Jane wiggled in the chair, carefully stretching her torso in different directions, testing the soreness in her back and working on relieving it with tiny stretching movements.

“I’m not sure, honestly. I haven’t found a clock in this room, and with no windows and the gaps in my memory anyway, I’m totally lost.” Bea shifted position in the bed, then lifted a cup to her lips and sipped from a straw.

“You’re getting something down. That’s good.” Jane pushed to her feet and stepped out, away from her chair and Bea’s bed, taking a slow walk toward the door, hands on hips as she continued to slowly stretch things out and self-evaluate how her body felt. As the muscles warmed up and things started improving, blood flowing to all the sore parts and limbering them up a bit. Her right arm gave a slight pang, but it was a great improvement to how it had felt before, when the cast was still on.

“A nice lady named Dr. Ames came in to talk to me a little while ago.” Bea settled the cup on her leg and held it there lightly. “She said I can have real food if I keep some water and broth down. I finished the broth and have half the water conquered.”

“How is your stomach feeling?”

“Fine. I swear I could drink another gallon of that broth. They warmed it up for me, and it tasted like the best thing I ever put in my mouth. So weird.”

“You’ve been through a lot, and we haven’t had much to eat in a while.” Jane’s stomach rumbled in response, as though to let her know she was correct about that and it didn’t appreciate it. “Actually, some warm broth sounds kind of amazing right now.” Though her shoulders felt slightly better, the pain in the back of her head seemed to have wrapped around and attacked her right temple and the area behind that eye. “Oh, no. I think I’m getting a migraine.” She pushed a finger alongside the bridge of her nose where the pain was, and it lessened a bit, but Jane was familiar with her migraine patterns. It would get worse and worse, until she was dizzy and nauseous. “They’re the worst when I wake up with them, since going to sleep is usually the only thing that makes them go away, but I’m not tired enough to sleep right now.”

“I bet Dr. Ames can give you something for it.” Bea’s smile had dropped, replaced by a worried forehead wrinkle as she studied Jane. “I’m sure they have something stronger than Advil here that can stop the headache.”

“Maybe I should go over to the ER treatment area and see if I can find someone to ask about it. The quicker I can get medication in my system to fight it, the better, but I need something in my stomach before I take drugs.”

“I’m sure that’s doable, since the nurse told me she’d bring me food soon anyway.” Bea rested her head back on the stack of pillows behind her. “Go ahead and go to the ER, Mom. I’m okay.”

She did seem okay, so Jane pulled the door open, stepped into the hallway, and looked both ways as though it were a road before stepping out into the center. The door closed itself behind her, and Jane glanced at it, memorizing the number—A17—before walking away in the direction her internal compass said the ER treatment area was. As she got closer, noises came to her ears that told her she’d been correct about the direction. There was mostly chatter punctuated by a few short laughs drifting through the doorway.

When Jane arrived and entered the big room, there were more people than had been there the night before. Folks sat around in chairs and perched on beds, their wheels locked to keep them from sliding away, drinking coffee or eating food from plates. Most of them were grouped in twos or threes but there were both a couple of larger groups and some people tucked away into corners and behind equipment, eating solo. Some of the people wore scrubs and others hospital gowns or street clothes, and a few sat in chairs or on beds connected to IVs. A quick, rough count revealed there were around twenty people in the room.

A nurse spotted Jane right away and approached, her blonde ponytail bouncing high on her head. “Good morning. Jane, right?”

“Yes. Good morning.”

“I’m Jenny. We didn’t want to wake you up, but you must be starving. I was just finishing up my breakfast, and then I was going to check on your daughter and see if she was ready for some food.”

“She’s finished her broth and is about halfway through the cup of water, so I think she’s close to being allowed some food.”

Jenny nodded. “Yep. As long as it’s settling in her stomach, the doctor said she’s a go for a meal. I’ll get her a plate, along with the oral medications Dr. Ames wants to switch her to, and get them to her room right away.”

“Thank you.”

“Sure.” Jenny paused, peering into Jane’s face. “Are you okay?”

Jane’s hand went to her head, fluttering around the sore side. The pain behind her eye had intensified in the past few minutes, likely a result of the strange yellow lights and the flickering they engaged in from the ceiling. “It’s a migraine. I have one coming on kind of strong.”

With a frown, Jenny leaned to look even closer at Jane’s face. “Yikes, that’s no fun. Do you have a history of migraines?”

Lifting her right arm, Jane said, “Yes, and a migraine is what caused me to break this. I got so sick from the headache and a hefty dose of fear, since my husband and I were running from the toxin, that I passed out and landed on it weird.”

“We don’t want that to happen again. Let’s get you sitting down.” Jenny led the way to an empty chair in the corner and gestured to it. “I’m done with this one, and it’s out of the direct light a little. I’ll bring you some food and talk to the docs about medicine for your headache.”

“Thank you, Jenny.” Jane eased herself into the chair and let her eyes drift closed to block out the remaining sickly light and trying to relax her shoulder and neck muscles. The headache seemed to have a mind of its own, intensifying with every moment that passed, and she pressed a finger into the side of her nose again to get what small amount of relief that movement offered.

When the aroma of food, already prevalent in the room, increased suddenly, she cracked open an eye in time to see Jenny step up beside her chair with a tray, which she lowered onto Jane’s lap.

“It’s nothing special today—some cinnamon oatmeal and toast with peanut butter.”

“It smells amazing.”

“I brought you some coffee too—caffeine helps migraines for some people.”

“It definitely helps me, and I haven’t had coffee for weeks.” She picked up the cup and took a careful sip. Even though it was rather weak, it was hot and tasted amazing to her deprived palate. She had to keep herself from gulping more and burning her tongue and throat, instead setting the cup down and picking up a spoon to go to work on the oatmeal.

With a smile, Jenny disappeared again, and Jane focused only on the tray in front of her until all the oatmeal and half the coffee was gone, then she rested her head back again, keeping the mug’s handle firmly in her grip so it wouldn’t spill while her eyes were closed. There was no going to sleep, not after having slept so long already and being in a room with so much chatter, but the darkness behind her lids and the ability to relax into the chair, along with the warm ball of food in her stomach, resulted in a slight decrease in the head pain.

“Jane?”

The soft word made Jane open her eyes, and Dr. Carlton stood there, bending over to peer into her face. She lifted her head and straightened a little in her chair. “Hi, Doctor.”

“Hi. Jenny said you’re having a migraine this morning.”

“Yeah, it’s gearing up to be a humdinger.”

“We can’t have that.” He pulled out a penlight and shone it into each of her eyes, making her wince. “Sorry. Where’s most of the pain?”

Jane showed him with a wave of her fingers. “I guess it’s because of getting hit on the head yesterday?”

“That probably didn’t help, plus you were quite stressed yesterday and probably haven’t been eating well for a while.”

“All of that, yes.”

“Can I have you move to a table so I can do a complete exam?”

“Sure.”

Dr. Carlton took Jane’s tray, balancing the coffee cup carefully so that Jane could get up, then he placed it back on the empty seat and led her to a table, where she sat while he listened to her heart and lungs, took her temperature and checked her oxygen stats, and got a blood pressure reading.

“All of that is fine.” He wrapped up the blood pressure cuff and stashed it back in a drawer on the table. “I’m going to have Jenny get a couple pills ready for you that will hopefully nip this headache in the bud. If they work, we’ll send a few with you when you go. You said you have a doctor still alive in your town, right?”

“Yes, Dr. Reinham.”

“If he has access to a basic pharmacy, he should have the medication I’m going to use, so if it works well, he’ll have it available for you.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome to head back to your chair and finish up that coffee before it gets cold.”

Jane nodded and watched as Dr. Carlton jotted some things on a notepad, noticing that he didn’t seem quite as tired as he had the night before. Bea had mentioned Dr. Ames helping her, so she must have spelled Dr. Carlton so he could get some rest.

“I’ve said it before, but it’s amazing what you’re doing here.” She climbed carefully off the table, pain spiking in her head and causing some wobbliness that she waited out with a hand on the bed before stepping away from it. “My family and I can never thank you enough for being here and helping us.”

His smile was slightly lopsided and totally endearing. “I’m glad we could help.” He turned and strode away.

Jane focused on getting back to the chair, where she picked up the coffee mug, then the tray. Depositing the tray on a nearby counter, she resettled with the coffee and sipped, studying the other people in the room as a way to avoid thinking about the pain in her head. She’d glanced at each of them before, but with more time to study them closer, Jane gathered that there were more patients than staff. There were around eight people in scrubs, and the rest were in street clothes or gowns. A few children sat in a circle on the floor, chatting while they ate. Most of the patients appeared to be in pretty good shape, considering, but some were on oxygen, and one had several casts, including both legs and an arm. He’d been rolled in on a bed and was also attached to an IV, but he smiled when she met his eye and waved his spoon at her.

“Okay, Dr. Carlton prescribed you something that will get rid of that headache right away.” Jenny bounced back into view, carrying a Styrofoam cup with a straw sticking out of the top in one hand and a small, shallow paper cup in the other, which she handed to Jane.

The paper cup contained two round pills with tiny black numbers on them, and Jane gripped it in her right hand while finishing up the coffee with her left. Then she swapped the coffee mug for the water cup with Jenny and thanked her.

After she’d swallowed the pills, Jane rested her right arm gently on the chair arm, drawing Jenny’s attention to it.

“Oh, you need a bandage, don’t you? That was on your orders from last night, after your arm had time to air out from the cast. You were sleeping so well on your daughter’s bed that no one wanted to wake you up for it, but I can do it soon—I’ll have a few minutes after I get folks back to their rooms or to the common room or wherever they need to go.”

“Oh, there’s a common room for people to hang out in?”

“It used to be the doctors’ lounge. It’s a lot nicer than the nurses’ lounge.” She smirked and rolled her eyes. “We like to have the patients who aren’t in too rough a shape hang out there together during the day. It can get really lonely being in a room alone all of the time, especially since there’s no family to visit and the staff we have is busy all day long. The kids especially like to hang out together, and we don’t want them running all over the hospital because it’s not safe.”

“That makes sense.”

“Would you like to see it? After the medication kicks in and your head feels better, I mean. If you want, I can find you an empty room to rest in until then.”

“That sounds like the right move.” Carrying her water, Jane followed Jenny out of the ER and down the hallway the opposite direction from Bea’s room a few doorways. Inside, the room was clean and empty, and once Jenny left, it was blessedly quiet and dark. Jane sucked down the remainder of the water and flopped onto the bed, still in her clothes, and closed her eyes. She tried a meditation she’d learned years earlier and floated away on clouds, letting thoughts and worries—in the imagined form of rain drops—drift off of her and out into the ether.

Gradually, the head pain ebbed away until suddenly, one moment, she realized with a spike of joy that it was gone. Still, she stayed still and quiet for a while past that—until her internal clock told her that about half an hour had gone by since the last time she’d felt a pang. Elation soared as she opened her eyes, and a smile spread over her face. The migraine was gone, defeated, and few things were as good as the feeling of getting relief after a bout of major pain. She sat up, swung her legs around to the side of the bed, and sat for another five minutes, reveling in the lack of soreness in her head, shoulders, and neck, and ensuring it didn’t return due to her upright position. When it didn’t, she stepped off the bed and headed slowly for the door, dreading the moment when she’d open it and light would infiltrate her dark oasis.

When it happened, though, the light didn’t bother her, and she smiled widely as she stepped out and made her way toward Bea’s room, looking for A-17. She glanced into the ER treatment room as she passed and happened to catch Jenny’s eye. The nurse held up one finger, and Jane paused to wait for her while she finished up with taking a patient’s temperature, wrote the results on a chart, then patted their shoulder before hurrying over.

“Are you feeling better?”

“Much. Thank you. That medicine was amazing. I’ve never had anything work so well on a migraine before, and so fast too.”

“We’ll get you some to take with you and write down the name and dose for your doctor. Let’s get that arm bandaged now, though, so you don’t injure it again by accident.”

Jane glanced down the hall toward Bea’s room.

Jenny read her mind. “She’s sleeping right now. I just poked my head in a few minutes ago.”

“Okay, thank you. Now’s a good time for the bandage then.” Jane followed Jenny back into the treatment area and onto a table, then waited and watched while she gathered the necessary bandage materials—gauze and stretchy wrap in a bright green color along with tape and a pair of bandage scissors.

“The doctor said you’ll want to keep this bandage dry, so put some plastic on it or something if you’re going out in the rain or taking a shower or anything.”

“If I’m in the rain, I’ll have bigger problems than my bandage getting wet. Dimethylmercury, you know.”

“True, true.” Jenny chuckled and gestured for Jane to hold up her arm. “I went on auto-pilot with the care instructions, didn’t I?”

“A little.”

“Well, you get the idea.” She started unrolling gauze, wrapping it around Jane’s arm from mid bicep to just above the wrist. “I’ll leave you plenty of space for movement.”

“I appreciate that. Hopefully going home won’t be as eventful as getting here was, but I need as much ability to move around and use my hands as possible.”

Jenny glanced up at Jane’s face before returning her attention to the work at hand. “It’s rough out there, then, huh?”

“Yeah, that’s one way to put it. You haven’t been out?”

“Not really. I was on a shift when the toxin got here, and I just stayed. Some people leave to go home if it isn’t far, but I stay in a room here at the hospital. So, no, I haven’t really been out. We have the guards and people who go out to get food.” Her bright smile faded slightly before she yanked it back in place. “I’d love to go out and see the sun, but I know it’s very dangerous.”

“It is. We’ve been attacked, tricked, ambushed…all of it, even as recently as yesterday. Everything changed overnight, and going out is full of all kinds of craziness.” She paused and added, softer, “Staying put can be dangerous too. I’m glad you have guards, but I hope they’re always thinking about what to do if the hospital is attacked.”

Her chin bounced up as her hands stilled, and the smile fell away completely. “What do you mean?”

“Well, there are resources here at the hospital—good ones—and resources are the name of the game now. You have a generator, so there’s fuel around here. Because of that, you have lights and stuff. Beds, at least some food, medicine, and space…it’s all stuff people will want. It’s still early in the disaster, but there may come a time when people start to band together to roam around and search for strongholds like this. You all need to be ready for anything. If you can, start stockpiling weapons and other supplies from abandoned houses and stores.” Jane leaned forward, more intense as she got rolling. “You should make sure you have enough stuff here to take care of the number of people you generally have around for at least a month or more in case bad actors set up a perimeter around the hospital and you’re stuck in here for a while.”

Jenny’s hands trembled as she began ever so slowly unraveling the gauze again, wrapping it around Jane’s arm with even pressure, a movement that was practiced and professional despite the turmoil evident on her face.

“I’m sorry.” Jane sat back again and looked away. “I shouldn’t be scaring you.”

“No. I want to hear. What else should we do?”

“Well, I’m not an expert, by any means. I only know what my husband has told me from studying disaster areas and reading books written by people who were experts in human nature and their hypotheses of what would happen during events like this. You should try to set up a secondary spot, one that’s hidden and hopefully can be maintained by only a few people. Then, if you can, set up some smaller safe houses on the way to it. That way, you’ll have a route out of here if it’s absolutely necessary.”

Jenny nodded, all ears as she worked on the bandage. “Okay. That makes sense.”

“Keep some supplies at all the safe houses but move as much of your medical stuff to the second big location as you can get away with so that if you lose this place entirely, you’ll still have a decent amount of stuff on hand.”

“How can we do that?”

“Slowly, a bit at a time. Don’t drive the same way twice to the new spots and send people who are well-armed and aware of what to look for to make sure they aren’t followed.”

Although she nodded again, Jenny was silent, and Jane got quiet too, waiting to see if the nurse had digested her advice. Finally, she finished taping up the bandage and stepped back.

“I think you’re right about getting more diligent about security. I’m going to talk to folks about that.”

“One more thing. Your doctors are precious—their knowledge is, I mean, so they’re resources too. They need to be well-guarded, and so do you nurses. I’m not sure how well vetted people are, usually, when they come in here for help, but I’d consider searching them for weapons and having at least one guard nearby when patients are being worked with, in case a bad egg gets in and tries to take someone hostage.”

Jenny’s face lost a bit of color, but she lifted her chin and nodded. “Sounds like we need more guards.”

“Maybe. That in itself is difficult, to decide who’s trustworthy enough for that job.”

Her chest rose and fell on a deep breath. “You’ve given me a lot to think about and move forward to others in the group. Thanks, Jane. I’ll take you back to Bea now if you want.”

Jane hopped down. “I can find her myself. You probably have a lot to do or need a rest.”

As she was exiting the ER, she overheard a snippet of conversation between two nurses that included the word “greenhouse,” and she stopped short and sidled over, smiling when they stopped talking and glanced at her. “I’m sorry to eavesdrop, but did I hear you say that people are organizing a community greenhouse here in Green Bay?”

The nurses turned to her, and one of them gave her a big grin. She had dark, wavy hair that fell to her shoulders and wore pink scrubs covered in flowers. Jane thought she recognized her from the previous night, but those memories were blurred by exhaustion and worry for Bea.

“Hey, how are you feeling?” the dark-haired nurse said.

“Much better, thanks to all of you. I’m Jane.”

“I’m Becky. This is Trista. Yes, you heard us talking about a community greenhouse. Several, actually. There’s a group of neighbors who have come together to build and care for them, so we can start growing food for when the canned stuff runs out.”

“How are they irrigating it? And how are they keeping the air inside safe?”

Becky waved a hand. “It’s actually really cool. One of the people had some special greenhouse material, and he used it to fortify already standing garden spots. They used generators and air purifiers, and the water for the plants right now is bottled, but they’re hoping there’ll be some way to clean water at some point. Anyway, the greenhouse material is the biggest thing, that and having someone there to baby the plants along all the time.”

“Where did the seeds come from?”

With a wave and a murmur about checking patients, Trista wandered off, but Becky answered. “A seed vault.”

“Wow, that isn’t what I was expecting you to say at all. Where was the seed vault?”

“It was a community thing—I think it was at the library or city hall or somewhere like that. Some group had been maintaining it, and luckily, one of them survived and was able to get into it. There are a lot of heirloom varieties of vegetables and some fruit, like strawberries.”

“That’s amazing. I never thought about finding and using a seed vault.” Her wheels were turning, considering how some of the ideas Becky had given her might be useful back home.

“If you want, I could take you to see the main greenhouse. I live about a quarter mile away from here, so I go home and come back in the morning, and it’s on the route. I can take you when I get off work.”

Jane considered that for a moment, then reluctantly shook her head. “I know my daughter wants to get on the road and get home to her kids as quickly as possible, and I don’t blame her. I’ll have to decline, but thanks so much for the information.”

“You’re welcome. Good luck!” With a wave, Becky started to follow the route Trista had taken across the room, but Jane stopped her by calling her name.

When Becky turned back, Jane said, “That greenhouse needs to be well-guarded. I was telling Jenny about some ideas I had for guarding this place and being ready to run if anyone comes trying to take it. Talk to her about it, okay, and let the greenhouse people know?”

A line of concern appeared between Becky’s eyes, but she nodded. “I will, thanks.”

Jane turned for the hallway again, all kinds of new ideas circulating in her brain and excitement nesting there for a future she hadn’t dared hope for before.


Chapter 15

Jed Waite

On a homestead near a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Evelyn screamed, a horrible, haunting sound, and Jed raced the last few feet to her side. “What’s wrong? Are you hit?”

He hadn’t heard a gunshot and should’ve, if she’d been hit, but that seemed like the only thing that should cause the noise emanating from her throat. Jed looked her up and down, searching for blood or a sign that her suit had been breached.

The sound of someone trying a car door multiple times came from the other side of the pickup truck, then Lloyd’s voice bellowed out like thunder. “It’s locked. Who has the key? Come here, you.” He appeared around the front of the truck, carrying his rifle in one hand and crouching low with the other arm holding onto a wriggling object that was clearly trying to get away from him. Jed peered at the scene which, unbelievably, appeared to be a blue raincoat moving of its own accord.

“What’s happening?” Jed was completely lost—Kyle had left the premises in the silver car, peeling out as gravel flew in all directions. That much was obvious, and it wasn’t a great thing because it meant he was still on the loose and still a threat, but it wasn’t worth all the crying and shouting, and he couldn’t even guess at what kind of creature Lloyd was holding onto. A bark emanated from inside the suit, finally letting him know it was a dog, but he still couldn’t begin to figure out why there was a dog in a protective suit in his driveway, hopping around and yipping like mad, clearly agitated and trying its best to get away from Lloyd, who huffed and puffed with exertion. “Where did that dog come from?”

“I tried to shoot out his tire.” Evelyn sniffed, finally getting some control over her voice and the noises from her throat. “I couldn’t shoot before that, Jed. There wasn’t a good shot. I’m so sorry. Maybe I hit the tire—maybe he’s stopped up the road. We need to check.” She tore away from him and began to run toward the road.

“Evelyn, wait!” he shouted. “You don’t have to chase him. We’ll find him again sometime, somehow. Or he’ll leave town, and we’ll be done with him. At least we have control of the homestead again.” He glanced around. “I think some introductions are in order, but where’s Bax?” Turning to Delia, he squinted in an attempt to better make out her features behind a mask and goggles.

Seeing her earlier had been everything he’d been working toward since Vegas—having his daughter in his arms again had been one of the best moments of his life on the heels of the terror of seeing the stand-off between her and Ernie, whom she didn’t recognize as a safe person. The only thing that would make his homecoming better was to hold and look at his son. He’d have to wait a bit still to get his wife in his arms, but his mind was filled with Bax’s image as he bounced on the balls of his feet and waited for someone to answer.

“Lloyd?” Delia’s voice was full of something Jed couldn’t place. “You can’t get into the truck? Did you try knocking?”

“Why would he knock?” Jed said.

Delia started for the pickup, moving faster as she went, then she screamed out a single word, and Jed was finally able to name the emotion in her voice as dread. “Bax!” She yanked on the door handle, but it didn’t give, so she pounded on the door with her fists a few times before using the handle to pull herself up onto the step so she could peer inside, her goggles hitting the glass of the window and her free hand curling around her face to see better. “Bax!” she screamed again.

“He isn’t in there.” It was Evelyn, and her voice sounded dead and emotionless. “He was in the silver car.”

“What?” Jed’s spine tingled as he whirled toward her. “Evelyn, what?” He barked his words, regretting taking such a tone with her but unable to keep from doing it.

“He…um, it had to be him. He was short, about the right size for a ten-year-old boy. I was chasing Kyle, and then the pickup door opened, and the boy and dog jumped out. The boy ran for the silver car and the dog attacked Kyle, but Kyle kicked the dog away and got to the car before the boy could lock it. Oh, Jed, I didn’t shoot. I didn’t want to hit the dog and then the boy, and then they were pulling out. Um, Kyle shoved Bax into the car farther, and then I think he locked him in because I could see him trying to get out of the passenger side. I tried to shoot the tire out and stop him. I’m so…so sorry.” A sob wrenched out of her on the last word.

“No!” Delia jumped off the truck. “Bax was supposed to stay in the truck.” She whirled toward Mike. “We told him to stay, didn’t we? Why would he get out of the truck?”

Mike held out his empty hand in a helpless gesture. “He was supposed to lock himself in and stay there. I don’t know why he got out and climbed into Kyle’s car.”

Delia screamed out, voice high and shrill. “We have to find him!”

“Hang on, hang on.” Jed pitched his voice low and loud, to cut through all the weeping and screaming and barking. “Are you telling me that Kyle just kidnapped Bax? He’s in that car with a killer?”

“Yes!” Delia and Evelyn didn’t answer at the exact same moment, having the effect of an echo that then fell into silence as even the dog stopped yapping and trying to get away for a moment, its chest heaving under the raincoat as it looked at Jed through some kind of homemade mask.

Terror surged through Jed, the likes of which he hadn’t felt before—not when he’d watched the toxin-laden tornado approach Vegas or when the Ram truck with him at the wheel slid over the side of a cliff or when people had been shooting at him in a ranch house in Cheyenne. It was a soul-deep fear he’d only come close to a few other times, when Bax had a life-threatening allergic reaction or Delia fell from a particularly high spot in a tree. It was a panic that only a parent could feel, and it threatened to overwhelm him and send him to his knees. Instead, he fought the sudden weakness the surge of adrenaline had caused in his limbs and raced for the road.

“Dad!”

“I’m going to get Bax! Lloyd, come with me! Delia, you stay here. Ernie and Evelyn, you stay too. Watch the homestead in case they come back.”

Lloyd delivered the dog to Mike, then followed Jed at a jog. Mike turned and pushed the dog toward Delia.

“Hold onto her. Don’t let her go. We’re getting into your dad and Lloyd’s cars, it sounds like, and we don’t want her to get hit or lost in the woods. We’ll be back as soon as we can, kiddo. Try not to worry.”

Jed didn’t hear what Delia said back to him, and he didn’t pause to try to make it out, instead putting on a burst of speed out of the driveway down the road. Beside him, Lloyd was already panting.

“I don’t know if I can keep up this pace, so keep going without me. I’ll be along as soon as I can to give you backup.”

“Be careful,” Jed said as he pulled ahead.

Behind them, Delia was screaming something about a storm going with them, but Jed couldn’t be concerned about rain—he had to focus on getting to the car and following Kyle so he could get Bax back.

A final glance over his shoulder found Mike running down the road, too, gaining ground on him Jed faced forward again, his own jog with a hitch in it from his hip and leg pain. It didn’t matter—unless his leg gave out completely, he wouldn’t stop.

Jed kept running uphill on the gravel road, not slowing down at allbut pumping his arms and keeping the rifle firmly in his fist until Delia’s voice faded away behind him. When he neared the top of the hill, he slowed slightly and crested it carefully, scanning for Kyle’s car before putting on another burst of speed, heading downhill toward the BMW, which sat right where he’d left it. He tried to rustle for the key in his pocket, but it was too much to do while running and holding onto the rifle with the other, so he waited until he’d skidded to a stop beside the SUV to dig it out and hit the door unlock button.

Lloyd was just topping the hill, his chest heaving like mad, when Jed climbed into the car, started it, and waited ten seconds for Mike to jump in the passenger side before he pulled away. In the side mirror, Lloyd lifted his rifle in solidarity, moving faster since he was heading downhill.

It didn’t matter whether Lloyd caught up with them or not. Nothing mattered but the car around him, the road beneath him, and catching sight of a silver car carrying his son.


Chapter 16

Delia Waite

On a homestead near a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Sinking to her knees on the concrete driveway and setting aside her rifle while holding Storm close to her side, Delia set her hooded head in her remaining gloved hand and let her chest heave and her thoughts spiral. Storm whined in a way that conveyed exactly how upset she was that Bax was gone, mournful and low, and it seemed to resonate all the way into Delia’s soul, but the dog didn’t try to get away like she’d done with Lloyd. When someone put their hand on Delia’s shoulder, she shrugged it off, ready to throw a punch if they replaced it, but instead, they spoke to her in a calm female voice.

“I’m so sorry. You must be Delia. I’m Evelyn, and this is all my fault. I can’t believe it. I…I don’t know what to say.”

“It’s not your fault, Eve.” That was Ernie’s voice—Delia recognized it from before. “That nutbag took the kid, not you.”

“I know I didn’t take him, but I should have shot Kyle or something.” Evelyn snapped the words at her brother. “Anything—I could have done anything, but I did nothing while that jerk took Bax.” Her voice gentled again. “Delia, can you get up? Let’s get you somewhere more comfortable or something, maybe into a chair on the porch? I know part of the house is burned, but that looks safe to me.”

Delia shook her head. “I don’t want to get up. Just leave me alone. I don’t even know you.”

“You don’t know us, but we feel like we know you.” Evelyn knelt beside her and patted Storm’s shoulder, though it didn’t put a halt to the dog’s sad whining. “Your dad’s told us a lot about you. We traveled all the way here from Las Vegas with him, and there were a lot of times when we couldn’t or didn’t want to talk much, but when we could, we told stories and learned about each other, and almost all your dad’s stories were about you and Bax and your mom. He loves you all so much. He’ll get Bax back, I know he will. You wouldn’t believe the amount of stuff we went through getting here, so I know what Jed can do.”

Delia sniffed. There were no tears leaking from her eyes, but her throat and nose were congested, as though her sinuses were filling up with unshed ones instead. She glanced up to find Ernie standing nearby, staring out toward the road with the rifle up in the crook of his arm, as though guarding them from anything coming from that direction. It almost made Delia scoff—the danger was gone. It had taken off in a stupid, beat-up silver car with her brother.

Storm, the whine dragging on and on as though it were her new way of breathing, stuck her face toward Delia’s but stopped short before their masks could bang into each other, and Delia longed to touch her, skin to fur.

“She’s trying to help you feel better.” Evelyn stood up straight and shifted her gun from one hand to the other. “Your dad didn’t tell us you had a dog.”

“He didn’t know. We just got her—Bax found her, and we think she belonged to some guy who tried to kill us. Mom killed him first, and Storm needed a home. And you’re right that she’s trying to help me, but she shouldn’t even be here. My dad should have taken her with him. If anyone can find Bax, she can. I mean, Storm loves all of us, but Bax is her special person, and she can follow her nose right to him. Why didn’t Dad listen to me when I was yelling for him to take Storm with him?” She sniffed again, and Storm leaned her head against Delia’s chest.

“Oh, is that what you were saying? I didn’t know her name was Storm. Your dad wouldn’t have known either, if he didn’t even know you had her. I think maybe he didn’t understand what you were saying, or it’s possible he didn’t even hear you while he was running off. I’m sure if he’d understood, he would have stopped and taken her, but he didn’t leave that long after Kyle and Bax did. I bet he’ll catch up to them.”

“How? Dad left on foot, not in a car. I mean, I guess he must have a car kind of nearby, but he’s still losing time getting to it.”

Evelyn didn’t respond to that but bent again, proffering a hand. “I really think we should get you up on the porch. Or we can bring a chair down for you.”

“I’ll get it.” Ernie hurried toward the porch steps, clomping up them so loudly that Storm stopped whining for a few seconds to give him her attention before leaning into Delia and resuming her chorus.

Delia shook her head but took Evelyn’s hand and lurched to her feet, legs stiff and one foot asleep from kneeling on the concrete. She let go of Storm, but the dog sat still, not attempting to take off after Bax again.

“I don’t need a chair because I can’t sit here and do nothing and not know what’s going on. Storm can find Bax—I know she can, if I can get her close enough to him.” She wrinkled her nose, which still felt heavy and weird, stuffed with unshed tears. “Maybe if I take her to town, she can get pick up Bax’s scent. That has to be where Kyle’s headed, right? It’s the direction he went.” She started for the truck, then stopped, chewing on her bottom lip, when it dawned on her that it was locked, the keys presumably in Bax’s pocket.

“You should stay here. That’s what your dad said to do.” Evelyn shifted her weight, turning to look out at the road as Ernie carried the chair down the porch steps. “He wanted you and Storm to stay safe here while he went and got Bax. I mean, I don’t think he’d want you putting yourself at risk. It might make everything worse.”

Slowly, Delia turned to face Evleyn. “You might have traveled across the country with my dad, and I get that it was probably horrible and dangerous, and you all went through a lot, so I don’t want to be disrespectful or whatever.” She stepped back and glanced at Ernie, who was just setting the chair down at the base of the steps and straightening to look at her, to encompass him in the conversation. “I’ve been here this whole time with my mom and brother. We’ve gone through a lot too. We’ve protected each other and this farm, and I’m not the kid my dad left here when he went to that conference in Vegas.”

The twins were dead silent, watching her carefully through their government-issue masks while she stared back through swimming goggles, a respirator, and a homemade suit. She’d captured their attention, and she bent to swipe her rifle off the concrete.

“Dad doesn’t know anything about what’s happened here—he only knows the smallest amount about why Kyle’s doing what he’s doing. He doesn’t know Storm or what she can do, either, but I do. I know all of it because I’ve lived it, and he hasn’t. I know he wants to protect me, but while he was gone, I learned how to protect myself. Bax isn’t who Dad left here, either. He made a mistake—I can see his gun in the truck—but he’s smart and capable. I trust him to stay alive until Storm and I can find him. You can stay here like my dad told you to, but I’m going to find my brother.” She started for the porch steps, skirting around Ernie and the chair to climb them, then marched into the house without bothering to wait for what the others would say.

Just inside the door, she forced herself to stop and slow down, remembering the fire and the destruction it had wreaked on the house. She crept forward, putting one foot at a time ahead of her to test the floor, not turning when someone shuffled up to the doorway behind her. A few steps in, she paused and leaned forward to grab a flashlight from the entryway table to help light her surroundings a bit, then she turned to her right and took two steps over the rest of the way to the table, diving a hand into the bowl where the family kept the car keys and loose change but coming up with only coins, no keys.

“Where is it?” she murmured.

“Are you looking for the spare key to the truck?” Evelyn said from the doorway.

“Yes.”

“Maybe it’s hidden on the truck itself somewhere. You know, like inside one of those magnetic hide-a-key boxes?”

Delia shook her head. “It’s in the house. I just have to remember where.” She bowed her head and closed her eyes, willing the key’s location to leap into her mind, but nothing happened. She pawed around inside the bowl again, and coins sloshed out and made tinkling noises on the tabletop.

“Is there any other place your parents kept keys? Like, maybe a hanger or something? My mom kept a hanger in the kitchen by the phone before she got rid of the landline. She’d come home for the day, pop the keys up there, and check for voicemails.”

“No, we don’t have anything like that, and it’s a good thing because I can’t go into the kitchen.” Delia turned to look into the ravaged room, not really seeing it as she struggled to remember. “I’m going to check the living room and den.”

Heading first toward the living room, Delia was less careful about the floor the farther she got from the side of the house that had been damaged, until she stood next to the couch looking around. She moved quickly, searching the end table’s drawers, then checking the low bookshelves on one side of the room for any container the key could be in. When she exited the room, Evelyn still stood by the door, Storm seated beside her, and Delia turned for the den. That room was even faster to check, being smaller and less crowded with stuff, and when she didn’t find anything, she fisted her hands and considered that perhaps she wouldn’t find it, wouldn’t be able to take Storm to hunt for Bax.

A strong sense of persistence struck her then, and she started for the staircase up to the second floor, but Evelyn said, “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“We’ve been up there since the fire, and nothing happened. I think the key is in my parents’ room, which is on that side of the house.” She pointed away from the kitchen. “I’ll be careful.”

She started up the stairs, and an instant later, Storm was by her side, keeping her body in constant contact with Delia’s leg. Unsure why the dog seemed nervous about her going up, Delia patted her head and kept going. At the top of the stairs, she could see into her room, but instead of going in there, she headed straight for her parents’. As she entered, a memory returned, rough around the edges at first but resolving slowly until it all came back—Bea smiling as she held up the truck’s spare key and said, “I’m going to hang this in my closet. That way, if there’s an intruder during the night, I can jump in there and hit the panic button. The car alarm will go off and scare them away. See, honey? No need for me to learn to shoot a gun when I can work smarter than that.”

“You still have to learn to shoot. Can’t rely on a car alarm for everything, and what if you aren’t even in the bedroom when someone threatens you?” Jed had shaken his head but worn a warm, indulgent smile.

“Then I’ll run to my room.” Bea had put her arms around his waist, they’d kissed, and Delia and Bax had made fake vomiting noises and run away.

Delia made a beeline for the closet. It was darker in there, so she threw the door wide to shine the light in easier, and there on the back wall was a silver hook on which hung several necklaces and a black key fob.

“Yes! I got it!” She snatched the key off the hook and raced out of the room, Storm right on her heels. She slowed down and went more carefully down the steps and across the room, then brushed past Evelyn and started running again, down the stairs, past Ernie, and straight for the pickup, still carrying the flashlight. “Come on, Stormy!”

“Hang on!” Evelyn cried from the top of the stairs.

“I told you.” Delia kept moving. “I’m going. You can stay here and wait for someone to come back, but I’m going.”

“No, I understand. I mean hang on and let me or Ernie drive. We’ve been practicing.”

Stopping short, Delia shot a wide-eyed look at Evelyn. “Really? Okay, thanks.” She raced for the passenger side and climbed in the back instead, settling Storm next to her and directing her gaze back outside as her knee bounced.

Ernie and Evelyn were having a conversation that included some gesturing from both of them. Right when Delia started to get out to run around to the driver’s side and take off without them, they approached the truck, Evelyn on the passenger side and Ernie on the driver’s. They got in, and Delia reached forward to hand Ernie the key. He started up the truck and wasted no time backing out of the driveway.

A flashback to when Delia had needed to drive her mother to town and had trouble backing up and maneuvering flashed through her mind. Ernie was doing a lot better, and it suited Delia just fine to have him doing it, saving her the extra aggravation and freeing up brain power for the fight ahead.

“Which way?” Ernie said.

“That way.” Delia pointed, and he glanced in the rearview to check, then adjusted the mirror for his height and started the truck off toward town.

That had to be where Kyle had gone, toward town. Maybe he would go around it and head for Marquette or maybe he’d go the other way. There were so many places he could go, and Delia chewed her already raw lip as she worked on the puzzle, yanking to mind everything she knew about Kyle but not coming up with anything useful to help her decide where to find him.

“Maybe he’ll go to where his mom got killed,” she said into the silent cab.

Evelyn twisted in her seat to make eye contact. “Why would he do that?”

“He wouldn’t, actually, I don’t think. It’s basically right in the middle of town and would be too obvious of a spot. He wouldn’t go back to the grocery store where he killed Lottie either. He’s already been there, done that, and it would be too easy to catch him there.”

With an encouraging nod, Evelyn gave Delia silent permission to follow that train of thought. Even though she didn’t know Grace Murphy or Lottie or much else about the situation, she was somehow still proving helpful to Delia’s thought process.

“I guess we could stop every little while and let Storm out to see what she does, but if Bax is in a car, she probably won’t be able to scent him, right?”

“I wouldn’t think so.” Evelyn glanced at Ernie, who gave a little shrug, then turned back to Delia. “I’m not sure. We’ve never had a dog, let alone one as smart as this one.”

Storm still whined constantly, but it was much softer and harder to hear than before. Delia reached to pat her shoulder. “She is a smart girl, but I think Bax will need to get out of the car before she can smell him.”

“Makes sense. When we get to town, we can let her out and follow where she goes.”

Delia nodded but frowned at the same time. “If Kyle skirts around town or doesn’t let Bax out of the car, letting her out in town won’t help. Why do I feel weird about this, like we’re on the wrong track?”

Evelyn reached to lay a hand on Delia’s knee. “Sometimes we get a gut intuition about something, and following it is a good idea. Other times, we have too many emotions going on for our intuition to get to us, so there’s only a confusing mixture of thoughts and impulses that may all be wrong. What do you think is going on?”

She stared at Evelyn for a moment, digesting the words, then stared out the window into the woods. She breathed in the question of where Kyle would go, then breathed it out into the world. Focusing on whether she was having a true gut feeling based on what she knew about Kyle or an impulse based only on wanting to do something for Bax, she looked out the window as the scenery went by and the miles clicked past. They were a little over halfway to town when she spotted it—the tiny two-track road her mother used to call the cow path. It was off-roading, for sure, but it turned left off the main road and looped all the way back around to meet up with the main road again about a quarter of a mile before the Murphy house, with the Waite place beyond that. It was a back way to Kyle’s house.

She leaned forward and patted Ernie’s arm. “Turn there! Now!” She pointed frantically to the cow path.

Ernie slowed. “This? Is it a road?”

“Not really, but that’s where he went. Come on! The truck can do it.”

“But can that silver car Kyle had do it?” Evelyn’s tone said she didn’t think it could.

“I don’t know, but if not, then we’ll just find him sooner. Come on.”

With a shrug, Ernie did as she asked, turning onto the two-track and bumping along it, the headlights bouncing crazily all over the place. Even so, Delia felt calmer inside than she had in the past few hours, and she clung to that even as her rational mind reminded her that if she was wrong—if she was following some woo-woo gut feeling that led her astray—it could mean Bax’s life.


Chapter 17

Jane Clark

Green Bay, Wisconsin

“Okay, can you please cover your right eye now, and I’ll take a look at the left?” Dr. Ames sidled her rolling chair up closer to Bea’s stationary one, peering through her ophthalmoscope at Bea’s pupil. She clicked a few levers on the instrument, then had Bea switch to cover the left eye while she rolled to the other side of the chair for a better view of the right eye. When she set the ophthalmoscope aside, she wore a grin.

“Your optic nerve looks great, and all the reflexes there are normal. No sign of Horner’s Syndrome or anything else, like I was concerned might develop from the seizures. Let’s take a look at a few other things.”

Pulling a small rubber hammer out of her pocket, Dr. Ames checked the reflexes in Bea’s legs, then reached to massage her feet and ran the back of the hammer over each one, nodding and beaming when Bea pulled away appropriately.

Finally, the doctor gently pulled Bea’s right arm out of her lap and examined it, pressing around on all areas and murmuring questions about what Bea could feel and what exactly it felt like. When she was finished with that, she checked Bea’s hand strength, then her forearm abilities before laying the arm back into Bea’s lap and backing her wheeled chair a few feet away to widen her view and include Jane in the conversation. Earlier, Bea had asked that Jane be present for both the exam and the doctor’s interpretation and explanation afterward. Both Jane and Bea leaned forward a little, eyes on the doctor, all anticipation.

“I’m quite happy with your exam, Bea. Your reflexes are mostly good—maybe a little slow in the right leg, and the right arm is quite slow with only a little strength. It’s better than it was when you arrived, though, and I expect some degree of further improvement.”

“How much?” Bea said. “I mean, how much more improvement do you think I’ll get in my arm, Doctor?”

“It’s hard to say, but I think you’ll be able to lift it, maybe do a few things with your hand. You’ll probably continue to see improvement, little by little, for about six weeks, and at that point, you could get even more if you do some weightlifting and strengthen that forearm.”

Bea nodded. “That’s good. I can live with that.”

“Yes, you can. Your sight is great, your hearing is normal, and your cognition, based on the tests we ran about an hour ago, seems just fine. All in all, you’re quite lucky after so many big seizures in a row.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it. You and Dr. Carlton did.” Bea turned to Jane. “And you.”

“You can stay another day or two if you want. You don’t have to rush out today. Gain a bit more strength before your trip home, especially since it’s getting dark.”

Bea was shaking her head before Ames had finished the sentence. “I need to get to my kids, and we don’t want to use up more of your food than we already have.”

Jane piped up. “Plus, I took a nap, so I’ll never sleep now anyway. Might as well drive home.”

Ames slapped her hands on her thighs. “Well, we wish you the best. Oh, I have medications for both of you, plus extra of the infusion we used to treat you, Bea, just in case your town doctor needs it to treat anyone else in the future. I’ve written down solid directions for all of it. You’ll be on several medications for a while, including more chelating drugs, and we’ll gradually wean you down on anti-seizure meds as the dimethylmercury gets bound and removed from your body.”

“Okay, that sounds reasonable.”

“There are some medications to help capture and remove free radicals from your system and some vitamins to replace what we think might get stripped out by the toxin. So, you’ll have a lot of pills to manage for a few weeks. Make sure you do what you can to keep a little something in your stomach at all times because this much medication at once can be hard on your digestive tract, which won’t hurt you in the long run but will make your recovery time less pleasant.”

“Got it.”

“Okay, well, it’s been nice getting to know you.”

“It’s nice to know you’re here,” Jane said. “Just in case we have another health issue in our family. It’s a three-hour drive, but that’s not bad at all in exchange for knowing we can get to help. We all wish the best for you as well.”

“Jenny told me some of the ideas you mentioned to her about protecting the hospital and all the resources we have here. It’s very smart stuff, and I appreciate you sharing with us. We’re going to take it to heart and start working on some of it right away.”

“Glad to hear it.”

With one last smile and wave, Dr. Ames exited the room, and Jane helped Bea get dressed, then they both left A17 feeling better than when they’d arrived. They stopped in the ER treatment area to say goodbye to some of the nurses and Dr. Carlton, and they had to wait a few minutes for him to be available.

When he finally arrived, he asked about Dr. Ames’ exam, and Bea gave him the Cliff’s notes, saying, “I’m not going to be as good as new, but I’ll be alive, and I don’t have any mental deficits, so that’s as good of a report as I could hope for.”

“I’ll say.” He gave them a bright smile.

“I thought of one more question after Dr. Ames left,” Bea said. “My son, Bax, has life-threatening allergies to certain food additives. I don’t think he’ll be exposed to them again, now especially, but we know that he can develop other allergies as he gets older too. We have some EpiPens at home, but I’m wondering about how to get more if we need them, like if the ones we have expire. Do you have some here?”

Carlton tipped his head as though accessing that information in his brain. “We only have the supply that we have right now and no way to get more unless we physically travel out to other hospitals and look for it. The issue is that there isn’t any more being manufactured, so it won’t be too long before the whole world’s supply is expired. Luckily, many medications still work after they expire, so in an emergency—which this definitely qualifies for—they can be used. Over time, some drugs might degrade and become less effective, but we aren’t close to that happening yet.” He snagged a passing nurse Jane didn’t know. “Amy, could you please go to the pharmacy and check on the EpiPen inventory? If there are more than, say, thirty there, could you bring a couple back for Bea to take home with her?”

“Sure thing.” Amy hurried off.

Bea thanked Carlton, they said their goodbyes to him one last time, then he disappeared into one of the rooms at the perimeter of the treatment area.

Jane opened her mouth to tell Bea she’d done a good job asking about the Epi when Jenny appeared beside them, and she turned to smile at the nurse instead.

“You’re heading out?”

“Yes, in a few minutes.”

Jenny opened her arms, to Jane’s surprise, but she returned the hug with enthusiasm. When they’d parted, Jenny hugged Bea too. “You were great patients, and I’ll miss you. Oh! Jane, I want you to take some extra bandage material, plus I think somewhere I have an old printout of some exercises you can do to strengthen that arm after it’s completely healed.” She tapped her pursed lips. “Hmm. I think it’s in a binder in the cupboard in the nurses’ lobby. I’ll be right back. Don’t leave yet, okay?”

“Would those exercises help me too? Dr. Ames mentioned strengthening my forearm once I get the maximum amount of movement back into this arm.” Bea pointed at her limp right arm with her left hand.

“You can definitely use the ones I’m going to give your mom, but I have some other ones that might help too. I’ll grab you a few sheets if I can find them. It’ll only take me a minute.”

“Wow,” Bea said after Jenny was gone. “They really seem to want to gear us up with everything they can to help us do well after we get home.”

“They’re true professionals, even now,” Jane agreed.

Bea grinned. “It probably helped that we were pretty good patients. At least I was. I know you can be trouble with a capital T sometimes.”

With mock outrage, Jane placed a hand on her chest. “Moi? I’m the perfect patient.”

They both giggled so much they drew the attention of those around them, who joined in on the laughter even without knowing the punch line. There wasn’t much to laugh and smile about since the disaster, so it seemed as though everyone was eager to grab the chance for some levity.

Jenny returned quickly, as promised, carrying a shallow cardboard lid from a box of computer paper, inverted and filled with bandage material. When Jane peeked in, she spotted the pages of exercises at the bottom underneath the other stuff, and she held out her hands to accept the load, but Jenny shook her head. “I’ll carry it as far as I can go without gear on. I don’t want you to strain your arm.”

“Our gear! I can’t believe I forgot that.” Bea groaned. “I guess I was blocking it out, not wanting to put it back on. Where is our stuff?” She looked around as though expecting to  it in a pile nearby.

Actually, the last time Jane had seen her gear, it was in a pile where she dropped it while the nurses were working on Bea’s seizure. It hadn’t entered her mind since then, and she hadn’t thought to ask about it.

“It’s in a room down the hall. You can get geared up there and then head out. The guards will be by the door, and they’ll make sure you get to your car safely.”

“Thanks.” They followed Jenny to the gear room, then there was a round of hugs and goodbyes before she left.

After five to ten minutes of putting on gear with both of themt unable to use their right arms to their full capacity and needing to help each other, with some awkward Twister-type moments, they had their stuff on and had done a full buddy check to make sure everything was sealed up properly. Jane grabbed the box of bandage material and balanced it between her left arm and hip, and the two of them made their way to the same door they’d entered the night before. It was dusk out—Jane had tried to get Bea to agree to spend one more night before they left, but even though she hadn’t said an outright no, the look on her face had been enough for Jane to withdraw the request. She wanted to get home to her kids, and Jane was okay with getting on board with that.

The guards did as Jenny said they would and supervised their trip to the car, not going back inside the hospital until they were buckled in, with the doors locked. With a wave, Jane pulled away from the curb.

“Now to remember how to get out of this city.” She paused as they entered a main street, reviewing all the signs until she’d figured out the best way to go. Turning that direction, she said, “I think the greenhouse that Becky was telling me about is this way somewhere. I hope we can see it in passing.”

“You’ve been talking about the greenhouse thing a lot. What are you thinking?”

Jane kept her eyes on the road but couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. “For one thing, I think it’s cool how they repurposed an existing building to be a greenhouse. For another, the seed vault they used—I never thought of that before.”

“We have a lot of seeds at home. You and I both saved them from each harvest. I think they’re safe, still, where they are in packets and then inside of boxes in the basement.”

“I’m sure they’re fine, and it’s great that we have them.” She gave a little chuckle. “We were being real homesteaders when we got into that habit, huh?”

“You were. I was just following your lead.”

Jane glanced at her before returning to scanning the signs. Bea looked so much better than on the ride in. She sat upright in the chair, and her voice was firm and strong.

“Seeds from a vault will be older varieties. A lot of them might be hardier than what we have in our collection, which could be helpful over the next few years.”

“Is there a seed vault back home?”

“Not that I’ve ever heard of, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one. Maybe in Marquette? I intend to ask everyone I run into once we’re back, starting with Sarah.”

“She should know—she’s been around a long time.”

“That’s a fact. Anyway, the reason I’m so excited is that I had an idea. It might be too far out there, and Dad might not like it, but I actually think it could be great.”

“What is it?”

“What if we found some of the greenhouse material like the stuff they’re using here and figured out how to use on the existing structure of our house, where the kitchen used to be?”

“You want to make part of our house into a greenhouse?”

“Yeah, it’s probably a stupid idea. I just thought it might get us some growing area fast, you know?”

“I do know, and I think it’s a great idea. I’ve been scouring books and wondering how to gain indoor greenhouse space. This will do the trick nicely.”

Jane glanced at her again. “Really?”

“Yep. I can’t tell you if Dad’ll go for it, but I’m on board, as long as we can find the materials.”

“We can still work on building other real greenhouses, but we have to fix the kitchen anyway if we want to get back into the house, which means we won’t have time to build a greenhouse anytime soon, so why not make that space extra useful for us?”

“I think it’s brilliant. Oh, turn here, right?”

Jane followed her instructions, smiling beneath the mask.

“How much gas do we have?”

“Let’s see. About a quarter of a tank.” Jane grimaced. “That won’t be enough to get us home, I don’t think. We would have had enough if I’d been able to get the rest of that gas can emptied into the car before that jerk came around and hit me.”

“We’ll figure something out—I bet we’ll see a good spot to get some gas once we’re out of the city. It’s probably too dangerous to try it here in Green Bay.”

With that plan in place, they fell silent other than to help each other navigate. Jane found herself glancing over pretty often to check whether Bea was lapsing into a seizure, but every time, she sat solidly, simply looking out the window, not even exhibiting any tremors in her arms.

The trip had been worth it, even if they did have one more challenge, finding gas, before they could pull into the driveway back home.


Chapter 18

Jed Waite

In a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Adrenaline poured into Jed’s bloodstream until he was surprised there was any left to dump, keeping his heart rate high and his senses sharp. Mike drove the BMW SUV like he’d done it a thousand times, or maybe it was just that he knew the road so well. Actually, there was probably a good deal of adrenaline in his system, too, but he was doing a better job of driving than Jed would be able to at that moment.

“Where do you think he went?” Jed said.

“He could decide to hole up anywhere, I guess. His problem will be the car—as soon as we spot that, it’s only a matter of time before we find him, wherever he is. He’ll understand that right away, though.”

“Right. Maybe he’ll go around town and avoid it entirely.”

“That’s what I’d do.”

It was what Jed would do too, but there was something pressing on his mind even more. “What do you think he’s going to do with Bax?”

“I imagine he’ll keep him as long as he can, at least until he figures we’re not following him anymore.”

“Bax is insurance, you mean. If he’s there, we can’t attack Kyle in the same way we can if he wasn’t there.”

“Right. The other thing Kyle might do is hole up somewhere and make it so there’s only one way in, then ambush anybody who tries to get to him. It’s not a great long-term solution because he’ll run out of food and water, but he’s young. He might not be thinking with any kind of strategy that we’re trying to give him credit for.”

“What does that mean?”

“He’s a young man who’s probably scared, desperate, really. I don’t think he’s necessarily being logical right now.” He paused for a moment, lifting his chin. “Actually, I wonder if he’ll go back to Harold’s place.”

“What? The little party store place?”

“Yeah, that’s where Grace died.”

“You think he’ll go back where he was with her last, like for some kind of comfort or something?”

“It’s someplace to check, anyway.” Mike tilted his head to see the rearview mirror. “There’s Lloyd.”

Sure enough, Lloyd’s truck’s headlights bounced off the side mirror so that Jed spotted them too. “That was fast.”

“He may not run fast, but he drives fast. Let’s huddle up and see what he thinks the plan should be.”

It chafed Jed to take the time to stop for a chat, but it was necessary, so he bit his tongue as Mike put on the hazards and stopped the BMW just outside of town. Lloyd pulled up on their driver’s side, lowered his passenger window, and leaned over to talk to them through Mike’s window, none of them giving a thought about the toxin getting into the cars.

After they’d talked for a few minutes about what Kyle might do, Lloyd said, “I think we should go gather the others, let them know what’s going on, and then everyone can search for Kyle.”

Jed shook his head. “I’m going to Harold’s place. If it’s the most likely place for Kyle to be holed up, then I’m not giving him more time to reinforce it. I want to surprise him, get in, get my kid, and get out.” The faster they could get Bax away from Kyle, the more likely he’d stay safe, and the less psychological damage it would do—maybe.

Lloyd and Mike exchanged a look, then Mike nodded. “Jed and I will go to Harold’s. You go get the others, Lloyd. If we don’t find him at Harold’s, then everybody will hunt him.”

“What if you do find him but you can’t get in there? What if you need more people?”

“We’re going. See you on the other side of it.” Mike eased the car forward, leaving Lloyd sitting for a minute before he moved too, and the two cars went opposite directions once they were inside the town’s limits, Lloyd toward the downtown area and Mike straight toward the party store.

Without discussing strategy, Mike parked a few blocks from the store, then reached into the back for his gun. Jed already had his in his lap, and he leaped out of the car and started toward Harold’s place, almost at a jog. By the time Mike caught up with him, breathing hard, they were within sight of the store. The silver car didn’t sit in front of it, but it could be anywhere, and the fact that it wasn’t sitting in plain sight didn’t mean Kyle wasn’t inside the store with Bax. When he got close, Jed slowed down, sticking to the shadows of other buildings in the darkness. He moved toward the store with extreme caution, all senses on overdrive and gun at the ready. On the final approach, they separated, Mike heading toward the front and Jed going to the back of the store, keeping to the shadows and peering into windows carefully as he went.

By the time he’d found the back door, Mike was there. He gave a shake of his head that let Jed know he hadn’t seen Kyle through the front windows, and then he reached for the door handle while Jed watched.

They were inside a moment later, moving swiftly and quietly, and no more than three minutes later, they stood together at the front of the store, having found no one there, in any of the nooks or crannies.

“Grace’s body is in the same position as the last time we were here.” Mike gestured toward the countertop. “I don’t notice anything else moved or different from when Jane and I were here, so I don’t think Kyle came here.”

A growly roar of frustration erupted from Jed, and he flung his hands around at the air, as though he could punch it into showing him where Bax was.

“Come on, son,” Mike said. “Let’s find the others and make a plan as quick as we can.”

Jed wanted to rail more, but it was self-indulgent and counterproductive. Mike was right—they needed to move, to not give Kyle the gift of extra time. They left the store at a run and skidded to a stop at the BMW, but before they could get in, headlights came into view, and Jed’s hold tightened on his rifle. It was more than one car, though, a caravan of them.

“It’s Lloyd and Doc plus some others.” Mike stepped away from the car as the other vehicles stopped and people swarmed out of them.

“He’s not at Harold’s,” Mike called to the others. “We need a plan.”

“Let’s split up,” Doc said. “Stay in pairs or triplets and look for Kyle Murphy’s car or any sign of him. We’ll scour the whole town first, and then we’ll figure out how to go beyond that. Remember, Baxter Waite is with Kyle, so if you see Kyle, hold your fire until you’ve figured out Bax’s position or at least made sure he isn’t in the line of fire, but otherwise, the aim is to kill Kyle.”

Mitch spoke up. “Should we do this search on foot or in cars?”

Doc turned to Lloyd, who shifted his feet. “I’m thinking we should do both. Some of us can use cars to look for Kyle’s car—there’s enough moonlight I think we could get away with rolling through town slowly with our headlights off, so let’s choose the quietest cars we have. The rest of us will go on foot.”

Jed turned to Mike. “Let’s stick together and go on foot for now.”

“Right behind you.” Mike hefted his rifle and turned to Lloyd and Doc. “We’ll check the business area—pharmacy, grocery store and the like.” For a moment, it seemed like he’d say more, but then he shook his head and said nothing further.

“Let’s go.” Jed started off into the darkness, but Doc’s sharp voice stopped him after a few steps.

“Hang on. I have some walkie talkies and flashlights. Come take one of each before you go.” He hustled to his car, and the top half of his body disappeared into the back seat as he rummaged around, coming out without his gun, which he must have set aside, but with an armful of walkie talkies and flashlights that he passed out to each team—Mike and Jed, Lloyd and Sarah, Rachel and her father, and himself and Mitch. There were also a handful of other people Jed didn’t recognize, between their suits and the dim lighting, adding up to about three teams of two or three people each, and they got outfitted too.

“Channel 6,” Lloyd said, and everyone peered at their devices, twisting the channel knob until they found the right one.

Jed tucked his walkie talkie into his pocket and nodded at Lloyd, who clapped his arm, and then they dispersed, a few people getting into cars but most of them disappearing in separate directions into the night. Mike drew even with Jed, and they walked at a fast clip in the direction they’d chosen, both of their heads on swivels as they worked to catch sight of anything that could tell them where Kyle and Bax were. He kept the flashlight off and tucked into his other pocket to have both hands free to use the gun, and they walked swiftly but carefully by the light of the moon and stars.

With his skin crawling from the need to find Bax, Jed struggled each time they walked by a building, everything in him fighting to go in and search each room for his kid. Resisting that urge proved to be almost more than he could do, and he continually reminded himself that time was of the essence, and he needed to stick to searching for Kyle’s car and going through the buildings that he’d be most likely to choose to hide out in. It made more sense for Kyle to be in a place that he could easily fortify, without too many extra windows and doors to block, and that contained supplies he could live off of for a while.

Still, Jed’s eyes darted everywhere, searching for any sign that Kyle had been in any of the places they passed—a broken doorknob, movement behind a window, a fluttering curtain. Nothing caught his eye, and Mike watched on the other side of the street, as well. If there was anyone he’d trust next to him while looking for Bax, besides Bea, it was Mike. Not only was he confident and smart, but he was as invested in finding Bax as Jed was, and his presence allowed Jed to focus on what he was doing, trusting that Mike was doing as good a job as he was.

Something caught his eye off to the right, and Jed’s muscles tensed as he brought the rifle up. He turned a bit in the direction where he’d seen the movement, and beside him, he felt Mike bring his attention that way as well. His eyes began to burn from keeping them open as he scanned the area, then the movement occurred again, and he relaxed. It was a flashlight bouncing around on the next street over, and Jed had caught a glimpse of Sarah’s suit. They shouldn’t have it on as it might tip off Kyle, but he wasn’t about to stop and confront them about it. Facing forward once more, he moved a little faster toward the part of town where he suspected he and Mike would find Kyle and Bax.


Chapter 19

Delia Waite

Near a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

The off-road ride on the two-track road through the UP forestland in the dark was far more harrowing than Delia had ever expected it to be. When she had been on the road before, Jed had been driving, it had been afternoon, and he’d taken it slow and easy, carefully maneuvering the tires over obstacles and steering around the worst of them while Delia and Bax pretended to be on a discovery expedition in the back seat of the truck, discovering a new land that no one had ever visited before and looking for treasures to bring home. They’d stopped a few times to explore the surrounding woods and found those treasures in the form of special sticks and beautiful rocks, which they’d taken home and proudly presented to Bea, who had bestowed upon them commendations for a job well done and the honor of having their spoils displayed on the kitchen windowsill for a few months until one day, she’d thrown them outside, off the back deck, while she thought Delia wasn’t looking.

Riding along the two-track with Ernie at night while soaking in terror for her brother’s life was a completely different experience. Ernie didn’t drive carefully over and around obstacles slowly but barreled through at speed, Evelyn gripping the handle above the passenger window tightly and Delia holding onto Storm with everything she had to keep her from banging around in the back seat. Still, neither of them asked Ernie to slow down or be more careful, even though Delia couldn’t help but fear a popped tire or broken axle that would leave them stranded.

In spots, the forest around them was thick enough that not much moonlight shone through, and Ernie had the headlights on bright to splash as much light on the situation as possible. At other points, the forest thinned, and more light illuminated the way ahead, showing them exactly how treacherous the switchbacks and obstacles were. Delia worked to keep her jaw loose to avoid cracked teeth as they bounced like pinballs over land that couldn’t really be called a road, but she gritted them for a moment when her knee struck the door frame painfully. Finally, the way began to even out a little more, and then they popped out of the forest onto the road, about half a mile past the Murphys’ place.

“Turn left.” Delia gasped the words as she adjusted her hips into a more comfortable position, letting Storm go so she could get resituated too. The golden retriever hadn’t whined while they were on the two-track, but she stared between the front seats out the windshield, intent on the way forward, giving a low, keening whine as Ernie got the truck headed the right direction. “It’s okay, girl. We’re almost there.”

When the Murphys’ homestead came into view, Ernie slowed and shut the headlights off, even though the diesel engine was pretty loud in the silence. They rolled up to the driveway, and he shut the truck off. Delia jumped out, leaving the door open for Storm to follow, and she crept forward, her heart leaping wildly in her chest as her eyes stayed glued to the silver car in the driveway.

She’d been right—Kyle had circled around and returned home, somehow maneuvering that old car along the two-track road at least as fast as Ernie had. It was almost unbelievable that he’d made it without fatally damaging the car, and Delia had to figure he had some experience driving that route to have made it at all. None of that mattered, though—he was there somewhere, and so was Bax, and all her attention had to be directed to finding them. She glanced at the house, which was still, quiet, and dark, before returning her attention to the car. Behind her, the soft rustling of suit fabric told her that Ernie and Evelyn had also climbed out of the truck and were backing her up. She’d lost track of Storm but trusted her to be somewhere nearby, doing her own work to figure out where Bax was.

Delia crept up to the car, moonlight glinting off its fender and windows as it shone directly into the clearing the house and driveway were built on. She held her rifle defensively, ready to shoot, but it only took a moment to determine the car was empty, and her quickly beating heart seemed to sink into her stomach, all hope of quickly finding and recovering Bax evaporating like morning dew in the sunshine.

Telling herself it was a good thing because she could have found Bax dead in the car, she turned toward the house, once more eyeing it for any sign that Kyle and Bax were in there. The door was shut firmly, and there was no hint of light inside, even though she could hear the hum of their generator, which Mike had hooked up and gotten going, from the side of the house. That didn’t mean Kyle wasn’t inside, though. Maybe he was keeping the lights off in case someone showed up, so they couldn’t see in and shoot him from outside. It had been stupid of him to park the car in the driveway instead of leaving it in a ditch or abandoning it in the forest somewhere that it would be harder to come by. He must be rattled, scared, and not thinking right, and that could only work to her advantage—unless it made him trigger happy and led to Bax getting hurt.

She started for the house, but two things stopped her at once—Evelyn’s hand on her arm and a low, ultra-soft whine from the driver’s side of the car. Turning fast, she hurried over to find Storm, who stood beside the car. When Delia got there, Storm tapped at the ground with her paw.

“What is it?” Delia whispered.

Storm tapped again, at the same spot, and it was reminiscent of the time when she had found the hole in the wall in Bea’s room and tapped just below it to direct Delia’s attention there. Delia knelt next to Storm and scanned the area an inch or two away from where the dog had tapped. It was between the back and front doors, a dark, glistening spot.

“I think it’s blood,” she whispered.

Evelyn drew up beside her and nodded, matching her low voice. “Probably the driver’s from where it’s at.”

That wasn’t true, Delia could hear it in Evelyn’s tone but could also figure it out for herself. Its position on the ground meant it could be from the driver stepping back while getting out of the car or someone in the back seat coming forward, though that didn’t make much sense since the back of the car was stuffed with bags and boxes, and none of that appeared to have been emptied out. No one would fit in the back seat with all that in there. Delia didn’t argue with Evelyn about the source of the blood but rose to her feet and started again for the house.

For a second time, Evelyn touched her arm, and Delia whirled to face her. “Stop it,” she hissed.

“If he’s in there, he’ll have the advantage. He probably already knows we’re here, and he could shoot you from a hiding spot before you even see him.”

“I’m going in. I’ll be as careful as I can, but I’m checking the house for Bax.” Delia stepped around Evelyn, avoided Ernie, who’d also moved into her path, and ran for the house, Storm catching up and moving ahead of her as they got to the steps.

Slowing down, Delia mounted the rickety steps as quietly as possible and approached the front door. Evelyn was right that she could be dead before she’d taken two steps into the house, but there was no way she wasn’t checking for Bax. Storm stretched out her neck as she approached the door, then tapped the worn wooden boards, drawing Delia’s attention to more drops of blood leading to it. Kyle and Bax had gone into the house, that much was obvious from the blood drops. She hefted the rifle, held her breath, and twisted the doorknob, expecting it to resist her attempts to open the door. Instead, the door fell open under her hand, and she tensed, easing in carefully and slowly, keeping the rifle up in front of her.

Storm didn’t enter the house with Delia, but Evelyn did. Ernie stayed outside, presumably to watch for Kyle out there, but Delia didn’t really care about any of that. She crept forward in the dark, alert for any sights, sounds, or even smells, though her respirator blocked most of that. Blood spots on the floor drew her forward, but she lost track of them at the dark-carpeted living room. Everything was still, silent, and spooky, every shadow making her turn her rifle that way, every piece of furniture impersonating Kyle for a moment before her brain could make it out.

Evelyn went toward the kitchen, so Delia headed upstairs. In Kyle’s room, there was evidence that he’d been there and packed some things—there were more clothes strewn about than the last time she had been in there—but it was empty of people, as was the bathroom and Kyle’s parents’ room. However, in the bathroom, some first-aid stuff was sitting out on the counter, and there was a splattering of blood on the floor by the sink.

When she got back downstairs, Evelyn was there, finally speaking at a normal volume. “Kitchen and basement are cleared, but man, is this a messy house. The refrigerator door was open a tiny bit, and some light was coming out.”

“Their house has always been messy, but I can tell they were in here. Whoever was hurt, they did some rough first-aid in the bathroom, and it looks like Kyle packed some more clothes instead of just pulling already packed bags out of the car. I don’t know why he wouldn’t stay in the house, which he knows well and could probably defend, or take the car to go farther away. Do you think we should turn the lights on and look around again, just in case?”

“If we do and Kyle is anywhere around the area, he’ll see it. Let’s just go back outside and look around.”

They trooped out, joining Ernie in the driveway near the side corner of the house. He shook his head slightly to indicate he hadn’t seen anything while they were gone. Still, Delia and Evelyn made a circuit around the house, slowing at every corner to peek around it first, until they stood next to Ernie once more, not having found anything to indicate where Kyle had gone.

With a jolt, Delia suddenly remembered Storm and whipped her head around, looking everywhere she could for her. When there was no sign of her, she asked Ernie whether he’d seen where she’d gone.

“No, I thought she went in the house with you guys.”

“She stayed out here.” Delia started off again to make another circuit around the house, calling softly every now and then for Storm. Since they hadn’t found Kyle yet, they’d abandoned staying silent. If he was close enough to hear them, then he already knew they were there anyway, and she kept moving back and forth to make it hard for him to localize her location by where her voice emanated from.

Finally, when she was almost at the last corner of the house for the second time, a soft whine answered one of Delia’s calls, and Storm appeared out of the darkness. A quick once-over with her hands, rifle set aside for the moment while Evelyn watched over them both, revealed that Storm seemed fine, and Delia picked her gun back up.

“Stay with us, Stormy.” She started back toward the front of the house, but Storm didn’t follow, instead giving a short, plaintive yip that made Delia whirl back around. “What? Do you know where they are?”

Another whine, but that was it, and Delia looked around at their location. Not seeing anything obvious, she focused on Storm again, until Evelyn said softly, “What is that?”

Delia gaze followed the path Evelyn’s index finger pointed out to land on the green cellar doors. Her mind began to race a mile a minute, considering whether Kyle could have dragged Bax down there.

“It would be a good hiding spot, and it was where Kyle and his dad had kept the chickens he took from us. My mom said there was a setup of plastic down there to help keep the toxin out, but it has to be pitch black and super uncomfortable for people.” An image of Bax down there, huddled up and shivering, drove her forward toward the doors.

“What are you doing?”

“Checking down there for them, obviously.”

“But what are you going to do if they’re down there? He can shoot up at you, but you can’t shoot down at him if Bax is there.”

Delia’s hand paused on the door handle. Evelyn was right, and there wasn’t a good way to get to Bax if he was down there. After a moment spent considering, she said, “I don’t know, but I have to check. If Bax is there, I’ll have to do what I can to get him out.”

“Maybe we should go to town and find your dad. We can tell him Kyle’s car is here, and everyone from town can come out. When we first got here, there were a bunch of people out roaming, like a posse, trying to find Kyle. If they all came, maybe they could figure out a way to get Bax out without hurting him.”

“There’s no time. I’m going to open it. Wait, hang on. Stay here and watch for them to come out. I’ll be right back.” Delia raced to the driveway, not stopping to say anything to Ernie, who still stood guard at his spot by the corner of the house. She jumped into the truck and grabbed what she was looking for off the seat. With the flashlight from the house in her hand, she jumped back down, ran to Evelyn, and handed it to her, speaking in a whisper next to her ear. “When I open the doors, you shine the light down there. It’ll blind them for a minute, but we’ll be able to see. Maybe one of us can shoot Kyle without hitting Bax while he’s blinded.”

“But he might just start shooting wildly, and with us in that narrow doorway, it won’t be hard to hit us.”

“Stay off to the side so you’re safe. I’ll take the risk.” Before Evleyn could argue more, Delia tapped her arm. She held up three fingers, then put one down, then another, then the third, then yanked open the door.

Evelyn flipped on the flashlight, and Delia peered down, ready to aim and shoot as fast as possible. The cellar was empty, with no sign that anyone had been in it since Mike and Bea had gotten the chickens out of it. She leaned her head back, staring at the sky, and let out a disappointed groan.

Evleyn clicked off the flashlight. “He’s not here. He must be in the woods somewhere. We should go get the others from town and bring them out here, then we can fan out and find him.”

Off to their left, Storm whined and stomped. Delia’s head popped up, and she focused on what she could see of the dog. Storm raced out into the night a few feet, then stopped and whined again. “No.” The word was soft as a realization came upon her. “He isn’t in the woods. He’s at the secret beach.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s where he and I used to meet before the toxin came. I don’t know exactly why he’d go there because there’s nowhere for him to stay there long-term, but that’s where he is, I know it.”

“Okay, then let’s go get the others, and they can go there with us.”

Delia faced Evelyn. “You and Ernie can go back to town, find my dad, and tell him Kyle’s at the secret beach, but I’m not going with you.”

“You’re going to the beach.” Evelyn’s tone was resigned. “I can’t talk you out of it, either.”

With a grin, Delia patted her arm. “You’re getting to know me. Right, I’m going. Bax is scared, and Kyle’s not stable. I’m not giving them any more time together alone than I have to.” She frowned. “The only problem is I don’t know the woods between this place and the beach. If I was at home, I’d be able to get there pretty fast because I know that route like my own back yard. But from here…I wonder if I should drive home and go to the beach from there. It wouldn’t add all that much time.”

Evelyn gave a deep sigh, audible even though Delia couldn’t see her chest rise and fall on it. “I’m not leaving you.”

“Me either.” Ernie’s voice drifted over from his spot fifteen feet away. “It’d be my death sentence when Jed found out.”

“Let’s go to my house and leave from there, then.” Delia started for the driveway, whistling for Storm. The dog stayed rooted to her spot, letting out a long whine that stopped her in her tracks. “What’s happening? Come on! Let’s go get Bax.”

Storm whined again and moved farther away.

“I think she wants to go from here,” Evelyn said.

“Storm! We’re going home and then we’ll get Bax. It’s okay. Let’s go.”

She didn’t even whine an answer that time but disappeared fully into the night.

Delia groaned again and stood unsure for a moment before squaring her shoulders. “Looks like we’re leaving from here. Last chance for you two to go to town instead.”

Neither of the twins answered, instead drawing up on either side of Delia, and together, they marched forward, letting Storm lead the way toward the woods.


Chapter 20

Bea Waite

Green Bay, Wisconsin

The drive out of Green Bay was significantly less stressful than the one into it. Bea wasn’t having seizures, Jane’s arm, head, and neck all hurt a lot less, and they didn’t have to work too hard to figure out which way to go. Bea relaxed into the seat, mostly comfortable, not hungry or thirsty, and enjoying the fact that she was with her mother. They were going home to the kids and Mike in a much better position than they’d left in—things were looking up.

As though reading her mind, Jane sent her a smile, barely visible by the dashboard lights. “I bet you’re excited to get home.”

“Yeah, I’ll feel a lot more like myself when I’m with the kids again. Hey! Is that what you were talking about—that’s a weird looking greenhouse.”

Jane slowed the car down and then turned it in the direction of the building Bea had indicated. “You’re right. I think this is the greenhouse Becky was talking about. Look at how they used a lot of the existing structure of the building to hold up the greenhouse panels.”

The building struck Bea as probably having been something like a strip mall in its previous iteration, and that was borne out by the sign out front, most of its letters torn off but still offering something for eight dollars. The sides of the building were brick, and all the windows had been boarded up and probably reinforced from the inside, with the doors receiving the same treatment. On top, greenhouse material spanned the area where the roof used to be, and through it, a standard roof’s wooden structure was visible.

“That’s really cool, and I can see how it would work on the kitchen. Part of it faces south, so it would be perfect for growing vegetables.”

“I wonder if the material is special or regular greenhouse stuff. Becky didn’t mention that.”

“Seems like it would have to be pretty strong. How did they get the air inside clean before they started growing?”

Jane sped up again, and the building slid behind them. “Air purifiers, I guess. We’ll have to see if Dad has some ideas about how to clean the air in the house.” She shot Bea a glance. “We know what happens if we’re exposed to low, slow amounts of that terrible toxin.”

“We should have asked more questions about those tests they use to check the air at the hospital.”

“Seems like we could have spent a week in Green Bay learning stuff from the folks at the hospital.” Jane twisted the wheel to get them onto a small road as the one they’d been on became clogged with dead cars and people.

“Sorry to make you leave so fast.”

Jane waved her hand. “Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest that. I wanted to leave too—getting back to the kids and your dad is the most important thing right now. Maybe once things calm down and we find Kyle Murphy and make sure he isn’t a threat anymore, a couple of us could make a trip back, tour the greenhouse, and learn about the materials and other stuff.”

“That’s not a bad idea. In fact, what about the old cow barn? That has a great structure. Maybe if we take down some of the boards from the roof, it could be changed easily into a greenhouse.”

“I love that idea.”

Bea adjusted her weight in the seat, moving her left hand to the console and the right one to the door frame for support, then she froze, eyes wide. “Mom.”

“I saw! That’s more than you’ve moved that arm before.”

“Way more.” She finished the weight adjustment, using the right hand to support her a bit as she lifted her body, then put herself back down in a slightly different spot. When she was done, her arm flopped back into her lap, and she laughed. “It’s not what it used to be, but that was more than I expected to be able to do with it for a while. Dr. Carlton and Dr. Ames are miracle workers.”

“I’ll second that, but you’re pretty great too. Don’t discount your own healing ability. You may gain back even more use over time if you keep taking your medications and do your exercises.”

“Don’t worry. I plan to follow doctors’ orders, as long as I can find a safe place long enough to swallow pills and make a fist twenty or thirty times.”

“We’ll find that safe place for you, don’t worry. You know, you sound more optimistic than you have since Dad and I got back.”

“I feel more optimistic. Delia never lost hope for me, but I kind of lost hope for myself. Deep inside, I think I was resigned to dying and was just trying to get the kids in the best possible position to survive without me.”

Jane groaned. “Not what a mom wants to hear.”

“I know.” Bea stared out the window. “Sorry.”

“You know, before we got to Green Bay, you said you thought Jed was…”

“Yeah. I remember.”

Jane cleared her throat. “I’m not sure I’m ready to be so pessimistic about that particular subject yet, but I get why you’re saying it, and I did give you permission to be negative, so I can’t argue with you about it. If it’s true—if he doesn’t come back, I mean, then what is your plan?”

Bea shrugged her good shoulder. “The plan isn’t any different if he comes back or doesn’t. It’s to constantly work on improving the farm, the house, our food situation, and the kids’ knowledge of how to do all of it, so that if something happens to me, they’ll be okay. I’ll deal with it, I guess is what I’m saying.” She lifted her left hand and tapped gloved fingers against the window, tracing a line between some rain droplets that had just fallen. “I’ll always be broken inside, but I’ll deal with it.”

“You will, if you have to. You know, I’ve always admired how strong you are.”

“What are you talking about? Jed’s the strong one in our relationship, not me.”

Jane’s head moved back and forth in a forceful head shake. “Jed’s strong, I’m not arguing that, but I can’t believe you don’t think you are. I mean, when you were a kid, you were so persistent that I sometimes had to talk you into quitting things that weren’t working out for you. Otherwise, you’d grind yourself to the bone just to prove you could do it. Sometimes, I thought you were grateful to me for making you quit, so you could blame me.”

“Are you talking about middle school volleyball?”

“For one thing, yes. You were working yourself like crazy trying to get to play more during games, and your schoolwork was suffering. You got so hyper-focused on it that even your friendships seemed to be suffering, so I made you quit. You were so mad at me, and your dad thought I did the wrong thing too, but two days later, you skipped into the kitchen and gave me a big hug. From then on, you didn’t pick up a volleyball again that I know of.”

Bea chuckled. “I actually was glad you made me quit. I hated volleyball.”

“See? I knew it. There were other things too. You were sick through most of eighth grade, but you wouldn’t let your grades fall, and you insisted on doing the science fair project, even though it was extra credit and you didn’t need it. You’d told the teacher at the beginning of the year that you were going to do it, so you couldn’t be talked out of it, even when you were so exhausted that you fell asleep on the kitchen table with the thing half done.”

“I don’t think what you’re talking about is strength. Sounds more like I’m hard-headed.”

“How about we compromise and say that you’re extremely persistent? You do what you say you’re going to. You know who else does that? Jed. If he made it through the initial tornado, then I have no doubt he made a vow to himself to get home to you, and if he said he was going to do it, then he will.”

They fell silent, and Bea mulled that over as they drove out of the city of Green Bay. She wasn’t sure Jane was right about her personality, but Jed definitely did what he said he would. That qualifier about him making it home if he’d made it through the initial tornado was a big one, though, and as much as Jane wanted to be optimistic about it, Bea was losing hope.

They didn’t talk for ten or fifteen more minutes, and then Jane began chattering about the greenhouse again, talking about the plans in her mind’s eye for the kitchen at the homestead. Bea zoned out, turning her thoughts away from Jed and forward, to seeing the kids again. They’d be ecstatic she was doing so well.

“Just a couple more hours,” she said when Jane stopped talking. “We’ll be home in about two hours.”

“A little more than that because we’ll need gas. In fact, we can start trying to figure that out now. We’re in the suburbs, so it should be slightly safer than the city itself, although I guess I can’t really say that after what happened when we stopped for you to take your pills.”

“Yeah, let’s avoid that area on the way home.”

“I’m with you on that. Okay, let’s see. The only ways we can get gas are to siphon some from another car or find a gas station that can be run with a generator. That second one isn’t too easy to come by, and actually, the first one is harder to find than you’d think it would be because a lot of cars you come by on the road are out of gas or almost are. Plus, newer cars are harder to siphon from because they have a device to stop it.” She groaned a little.

Alarmed, Bea turned to her. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing, sorry. I was just thinking about how your dad had a nice hose for siphoning, and we had gas cans and everything. That stuff’s long gone, though. When we had to cross the Bridge, we ended up having to walk because it was packed with cars, so we weren’t able to bring a lot of our stuff. I think we lost the hose and stuff before that, even, though. I can’t really remember.”

“It’s okay. We’ll figure it out. So, we need an older car, a hose, and something to put the gas in, right?”

“An older vehicle that’s kind of tall works best, like an old pickup truck. Otherwise, yes, you got it.”

“If the car was taller, couldn’t we just siphon directly from it into ours if we had a good hose?”

“Oh, that’s a good idea. Yes, I think that could work out.”

“So, gas cans might be one less thing we need to find, as long as the vehicle we find to siphon from has a pretty full tank of gas.”

“Right. Let’s keep an eye out for a truck and a hose, then.”

Bea glued her gaze out the window, searching everything she could see in the limited light from their headlights. “Wait, do we need to suck on the hose? How are we going to do that without breathing in toxin?”

“I know the answer to this one. Your dad taught me how to siphon without sucking on the hose. I can do it—again, as long as the car we’re using is higher than ours.”

“Wow. The two of you really had a lot of adventures, didn’t you?”

“Yes, and we siphoned a lot of fuel. Well, your dad did, for full disclosure, but I’m sure I can do it.”

Bea laughed with gusto for a minute, and when she regained her breath, she said, “I’m sure you can. And I’ll help you with one arm.”

“Maybe we can both use our left arms and make one person together.”

“One amazing, strong person.’

Jane turned to look at her, and her face glowed in the golden light of the dashboard. Even though only her eyes, a bit of her cheeks, and some of her forehead were visible, the smile on her face was evident.


Chapter 21

Franny Nelson

In a bunker somewhere in Northern California

Kellan leaned forward so his face filled the entire video screen, obstructing Franny’s view of all the different colored pens on his desk and the pad of paper he’d been drawing on. At least, she assumed he’d been drawing and not taking notes on their conversation of the past five minutes or so.

“I’m so glad you called.” His wide smile showed off straight white teeth. “I was so surprised when they told me I’d be getting a video call from the president’s bunker, and I kept thinking that I was in trouble with President Arch for something.” He laughed, a rich, low sound, and leaned back, picking up a green pen and turning it end over end in his fingers. “Felt like getting called to the principal’s office.”

“I told you when I left the dome that I’d try to arrange a call for us.” Franny raised her brows.

“You did, and I forgot all about that when I got the news. I really started thinking about everything I’d said in the meetings with the president and what I could have done wrong.” He chuckled. “Then I remembered what you said. I mean, it isn’t like I ever got in trouble at school or at work, so I’m not sure why I jumped to that anyway. But when I remembered it was probably you calling, my day suddenly got a whole lot better.”

“I’m glad you finally remembered me. I was about to start complaining that I hadn’t left a deep enough impression on you if you couldn’t even remember that I was supposed to call you.” She grinned to let him know she was teasing—mostly.

“Oh, you left an impression, Franny, and I’ve missed you since you’ve been gone.”

“It’s been great catching up. It’s good to hear that Trent’s people have been in touch with you too. When is your video call with him supposed to happen?”

“Tomorrow morning, at a time when I usually haven’t gotten out of bed or had coffee or breakfast yet and it’s still dark out. I’ll need to hit the hay at a decent hour tonight to get my beauty sleep before I talk to our vice president tomorrow. I should make some notes too.” He’d dropped the green pen and instead lifted a burgundy one for her to see better. “I don’t want to sound like an idiot while I’m talking to him.”

“He has a way of putting everyone at ease and getting the best out of them, plus he understands that people get nervous around him, so I’m sure he won’t think you’re an idiot. If the signal is strong enough and there’s time, I’m sure he’ll chat with you for a few minutes before you get down to business, just to get your nerves out and put you at ease. He’s good like that.”

Kellan nodded. “He’s a nice guy, or at least what I saw of him while he was here was good. You know, plus when he was on the campaign trail and everyone listened to him on TV. Nice guy then too.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “So, what else is new? Any amazing discoveries in the dome since I’ve been gone? Something that will change the world?”

“I’m not sure about that. It’s going to take a lot more to change the world right now than it ever did before, but I do have some good news. The techies here were able to get enough stuff off the Mason, Strickland, and Ives computer system to get a decent idea of what the best, most promising ideas were for cleaning pollution out of the air and water. Sounds like the next step is to apply them directly to the dimethylmercury and see what happens.”

“First of all, I thought we were calling it Mason for short now because that name is just too much, and second, I wonder where the best place to do that kind of testing is.”

It was Kellan’s turn to chuckle over the name of his old company. “They’re going to be able to do some of the testing here, they think, and I get to be involved.” He bounced a little in his seat, and with the multi-colored pens spread out all around him, he suddenly reminded her of an elementary-aged boy, excited about a special project.

“That’s great news. Be sure to tell Vice President Trent all that—he’s going to be particularly interested in tools to clean up this mess with.”

Kellan’s head bobbed up and down. “I will.” He turned slightly when a knock came from off-camera. “There’s my dinner. Be right back.”

Franny reached to grab the plate she’d made herself and carried home from the cafeteria earlier, and by the time Kellan had returned to his desk, she had it unloaded and arranged in front of her, as though she’d just been served dinner in a restaurant. Kellan removed the top from a metal platter and then gave a long, drawn-out inhale.

“What did you get?” She strained to make out the blobs on his plate.

“Lasagna, and I think these are green beans. Green something, anyway, with onions and garlic.”

“That sounds amazing. I’ve got fries and a tuna salad sandwich.”

“Cold or grilled?”

“Grilled, with a little bit of tomato and extra cheese. I think we’re running out of fresh vegetables—there have been fewer of them on the cafeteria line than when we first got here. It makes sense—to my knowledge, we don’t have any way to grow food here, and the stock that was brought with us when we came has got to be getting low.”

Kellan frowned. “It feels kind of scary to think about that, doesn’t it? Running out of food, I mean.”

Franny nodded and picked up her knife, getting to work on cutting the sandwich in half. “Yeah, it’s not a great feeling. I’m sure we have a lot of food here, but it’s sad to be running out of fresh vegetables. I worry about the kids the most because they need that stuff to grow. I supposed we’ve got boxes of vitamins stocked up somewhere for them.” She set her knife down, picked up the first half of her sandwich, and held it up. “Bon appétit.”

He held up a forkful of lasagna, as though tapping her sandwich with it in a long-distance version of cheers.

Before taking a bite, Franny said, “You won’t have to worry about the vegetable thing at the dome, though, not with the scientists there doing basically nothing but figuring out how to grow more vegetables faster.”

“True, but we’ll run out of other stuff. After a while, we’ll only be eating vegetables.”

Once she’d chewed up her bite and swallowed, Franny reached for the glass of water next to her laptop. “I wonder if your scientists are thinking about protein levels in the plants they’re growing.” She waved a hand. “You know, in all their spare time while they also focus on developing plants that can basically grow in air with no nutrients or water.”

Kellan chuckled and speared some green beans on his fork’s tines. “I don’t know, but I’ll ask around. How’s your sandwich?”

“It’s not bad. A little too much mayo in the tuna, but when someone else makes it for you and you don’t even have to do the dishes afterward, you can’t really complain, you know? How’s your dinner?”

“It’s good. I would have used a slightly different spice profile on the lasagna, but like you said, I’m certainly not complaining. My meal even got delivered to me.”

“Spice profile, huh? Are you a cook?”

“I’ve been known to whip up a thing or two in the kitchen. You?”

She shook her head. “Not really. My mom’s a good cook, and I’m a great sous chef and helper chef, but I’m not so good at doing it all on my own. I can make a mean banana pancake, but that’s about it.”

He set down his fork, grinned, and studied her through the camera lens. “I’d love to try those pancakes sometime. Hey, you know what? I’m surprised we’ve been given so long to chat.”

“Yeah, it’s been really nice, but I’m guessing the signal won’t last much longer.”

“Right.” His face fell for an instant, then the smile rose again. “In case we’re cut off soon, thanks for arranging this. I had a great time having dinner with you.”

“Me too. I’ll put in for another call when this one is over. It could be tomorrow, or it could be two weeks before we get another chance, but at least we’ll be on the list.”

“This time, when they come to tell me about it, I won’t think it’s the president wanting to have dinner with me.”

As they laughed together, the video abruptly shut off, and Franny was suddenly staring at a blank, black screen. The smile slid off her face, and she sighed deeply before standing up, grabbing her plate and cup, and wandering out into the tiny dining room, where she resettled at the table and picked up the second part of her sandwich.

She’d almost finished eating when the apartment door swung open, and Abby breezed in, smiling brightly when she spotted Franny. “Hey, there! Oh, did you have dinner already?”

“Yes, I ate on a video call with Kellan.”

“Ooh, romance in the after disaster times.” Abby shut the door and set her own plate of food on the table across from Franny before hurrying to the kitchen to wash her hands. “How is he?”

“Good. There’s a lot of exciting stuff going on at his dome, and he’s gearing up for a call with Vice President Trent tomorrow morning. He’s in the thick of it, helping with the clean-up effort.” She pushed her empty plate away and leaned back in her chair.

“You’re in the thick of it too.” Abby settled into her chair and picked up her fork, smashing a pile of mashed potatoes down even farther than it already was and then cutting off a piece of meatloaf. “Our president relies on you a lot.”

“Thanks, Mom. Everyone who made it through is doing their part, right?” She got to her feet and grabbed the empty plate, carrying it to the kitchen.

Abby tipped her head as she finished chewing her bite, then set the fork down. “You seem a little sad. What’s up?”

“Nothing.”

“Is it Kellan? Do you wish you could have dinner together instead of over a video call?”

“That would be nice, but I don’t know. I guess I’d settle for being able to know for sure when I can talk to him next.”

A grin played on Abby’s lips. “You seem to have gotten pretty attached to him kind of quickly.”

“I guess I have,” she admitted. “He’s a sweet guy. Funny too. I enjoy talking to him.”

“You like how you feel when you’re around him, right?”

Returning to the table, Franny sank into the chair again and gestured at Abby’s plate. “You’d better eat before your food gets cold.”

Picking up her fork, Abby said, “Don’t change the subject without answering your old mom’s question.”

“Yeah, I guess I do like how I feel when we’re talking, but it doesn’t matter. I probably shouldn’t even be doing video calls with him.”

“Why not?” Abby spoke around a bite of potatoes, and Franny’s eyes widened. It was not characteristic behavior from the woman who had spent a lot of meals teaching Franny impeccable table manners.

“Because I don’t want to catch feelings for him when there’s no way we can be together.”

The heavy words fell into a silence during which Abby chewed slowly and regarded Franny thoughtfully. Finally, she said, “I see. You think you’re going to fall for him but you’ll never be able to be together.”

Franny gave a shrug as her only answer.

“I get that, honey. It’s a scary time, and the two of you don’t have a way to be together right now. You can’t even schedule regular video chats because you’re at the whim of the military and when they need the signal. Right?”

“Yeah.”

“And you don’t want to get attached to him and then just feel sad and lonely and missing him all the time, right?”

“Right. Maybe it’s better for me to just cut it off now, so I don’t have to go through all that because I can already tell it’s going to be easy for me to get attached to him.”

Abby gave a little squeal and clapped her hands, and Franny jolted a bit.

“What? Why do you look excited about that? It’s sad, not happy.”

“It’s always happy when a mom sees that her child has found someone they can connect with, whether it’s a friend or something more. I’m happy for you that you found Kellan, another soul in this world who you feel something for. Now, I can’t tell you whether you should pursue a relationship with him or not or even keep talking to him as friends. You have to make that decision for yourself.”

“Yeah, okay, but do you have an opinion?”

She grinned. “I always have an opinion.”

“Are you going to share it with me?”

Abby pursed her lips, then scooped up a big forkful of potatoes. “I don’t think so,” she said before putting it into her mouth.

“That’s cruel.” Franny couldn’t contain a laugh. “You’re my mom—you’re supposed to guide me.”

“I did, when you were a kid. You’re an adult, and you can guide yourself. Now don’t make me talk with my mouth full, and keep your elbows off the table.”

Throwing up her hands, Franny huffed. “Fine. How was your day, anyway?”

“Well, not as good as yours because I haven’t found a cute guy to video chat with in a biodome in the desert, but it wasn’t bad. I hung out with the Arch boys for a bit today so Ellie could have some time to herself. I think she went to the pool and read her romance novel for a while.”

“That was nice of you.”

“You could say that, I guess, but helping Ellie with the boys is kind of a selfish thing for me to do. They’re so cute, and they’ve gotten attached to me. They call my Nonny, which is so precious.”

A pang struck at Franny’s chest at that. Abby didn’t have any grandchildren of her own and probably wouldn’t, so having young kids who she could fill that role for was an unexpected turn of events. “The boys are adorable.”

“You should have seen them today.” Abby worked on cutting up the rest of her meatloaf into bite-sized bits as she spoke. “Henry has decided that he’s a koala bear, and he sits on the arm of the couch pretending to eat eucalyptus while Blake pretends to be a cheetah and races all over the house. Then Henry tries to get Blake to be a koala too, but he refuses, so then Henry decides to be a cheetah, and they’re both racing everywhere.” She lifted a hand to her brow as though to brush away sweat. “I might be too old to deal with twin toddler tornadoes.”

“You’re not. You do great with them.”

“They didn’t break anything priceless today, at least not on my watch, so that’s an achievement.”

After a shared chuckle, they were quiet until Abby finished her meal and stood to take care of her plate, patting Franny’s back as she went past. “What are you going to do with the rest of your day?”

“Probably look over notes so I’m ready for tomorrow’s meetings. Actually, someone delivered some stuff from President Arch an hour or so ago, so I need to look through all of that and get up to speed.” A yawn kept her from saying more, and she rested her chin on her arms, braving another lecture.

“That sounds boring.”

“It probably will be, but it’s my job. I don’t want to get caught out not knowing about something I should tomorrow. That’ll only slow the meetings down. I need to be on my game all the time.”

“You are. You will be. Maybe you should take a nice shower before you start studying, though. Take some time for yourself, you know?”

“I wish I could go for a walk.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea. Why can’t you?”

“I can, but I don’t mean a walk through the bunker—I mean a walk outside, in the moonlight.”

Abby raised one brow. “Is that something you used to do in DC? I didn’t know that.”

Franny groaned and put her face down all the way, like a kid playing 7-Up in class. “No. I didn’t do it back then, but now that I can’t, it’s all I want to do.”

“I can relate.” Abby stepped up next to Franny and rubbed her back. “We always want what we can’t have.”

Picking up her head, Franny studied her mother. “Are you talking about going for a walk now or having a relationship with Kellan?”

“Neither. Both. I don’t know. How about you let me play the mysteriously wise mom right now?”

“Fine. I’ll take your mysteriously wise words into consideration.” Franny pushed to her feet. “For now, I’ll take a walk around the dome and dream about walking outside.”

“While you’re at it, why don’t you dream about walking outside with a certain handsome engineer?”

Franny headed for the door. “Maybe I will.”


Chapter 22

Mike Clark

In a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

As they approached the pharmacy, Mike struggled to keep up with Jed’s long strides and told himself it was because the younger man was so driven to find his son. A niggle of worry fluttered around the back of his mind, though—he didn’t feel so great. It wasn’t anything in particular that he could put his finger on, just an overall feeling of fatigue and achiness. It had to be expected for him to feel that way—he wasn’t getting much rest and couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten well. Not only that, but he’d also been under extreme stress, swinging from panic over Delia leaving the farm and heading out to confront Kyle herself to her almost getting shot by Ernie on the farm to finding out that Bax had been kidnapped and was in serious danger. Then the drive to town at breakneck speed and not finding Kyle and Bax right away when they got there. It was all a great recipe for physical exhaustion.

He had to keep going, though. There was no end in sight, at least until they found Bax. Jed wasn’t going to slow down or give up until they had Bax back, and Mike wasn’t about to either. Shoving aside his worries and attempting to ignore how weak and sore his body was, Mike refocused on the situation. It was imperative that all his attention was on their surroundings as they got to the pharmacy because it was a likely spot for Kyle to hole up. There were only two doors, so if he barricaded one, he’d only have the other to defend, and there weren’t too many windows in the building. There was food and water inside, so he could stay there for a while before having to worry about leaving to find another place to stay.

Before they stepped out of a side street onto the sidewalk in front of the pharmacy, Jed paused, holding up a hand for Mike to do the same, and he was grateful for a slight reprieve from the fast walking pace. After spending a few seconds trying to slow his panting breaths, Mike lifted a hand and touched Jed’s arm to get his attention, then he mimed the action of a key turning in a lock and jabbed his forefinger toward the pharmacy. Then he pointed at himself and made his fingers walk along. Whether he’d gotten the point across that he wanted Jed to follow him, he wasn’t sure until he stepped out onto the sidewalk and Jed fell into step behind him.

Mike scooted around the side of the pharmacy to its shadowy rear side where he sidled up along the wall to the back door and pulled out the key from the spot where it had been hidden by Doc and Lottie, so locals could get in and take what they needed but anyone drifting by would have a harder time gaining access. He held up the key for Jed, who nodded and gestured at the door. After he’d unlocked it, Mike returned the key to its hiding place before they slunk inside as silently as possibly. Just inside the door, they stood still, waiting for their eyes to adjust a bit more to the deeper darkness inside the store.

Even though he’d been told where the key was, Mike hadn’t been in the back part of the pharmacy before, so at first, he didn’t know exactly what he was looking at, but eventually, he got a little acclimated to the shelving units piled with medications and divided up into a few aisles, with the customer-facing counter about twenty feet away if they went straight down the center one.

After they’d stood for a moment and didn’t hear anything, Jed gestured toward one side of the room. Mike nodded and headed that way while Jed took the opposing aisle. They met near the counter, neither having found anything.

A swinging half-door stood between the pharmacy area and the rest of the store, and Jed went through it first, then held it for Mike, who went through, then turned to close it quietly and softly. They split up again, each taking one side of the store and creeping through, looking down every aisle. It wasn’t easy to see in the darkness, but Mike didn’t come upon any dark shapes, and the place stayed silent and still, with a feeling of emptiness but for the two of them. At the front of the store, they met up again.

Jed spoke for the first time, no longer needing to stay silent since they hadn’t found Kyle. “This place is a bust. Where should we look next?”

“I’m sure Kyle would go inside somewhere, but it’s a good idea to search different alleys and parking lots, too, I think. It’s possible he hasn’t decided where to hole up yet and is just moving around outside where he can hide if he sees someone.”

“Bax would yell if he could.”

“I know, but he may not have a chance. Kyle’s armed and acting crazy. He might have convinced Bax not to make a sound or he could have even bound him up.”

Jed grimaced and squeezed his spare hand into a tight fist but managed to keep control of himself and nodded. “Let’s go, then. We’ll search all the alleys and parking lots as we go to the next likely building.”

“That’s going to be the grocery store. He knows how to get into it, and I don’t think the locals have had someone guarding it routinely for a while. It’s got food and drinks and rooms where it’s safe to take a mask off long enough to eat and drink and rest. It doesn’t have very many windows and only three doors to try to reinforce.”

“Let’s go.”

“Hang on. There are a few smaller shops before the grocery store that we should check too. Who knows where he is, and we don’t want to miss something. He could decide we’d figure on him being in a spot with food and water available and choose something else for the short term.”

Even though Jed nodded, the tightening of the muscles in his body revealed his impatience as surely as if he’d stated it.

Mike kept his tone gentle. “Maybe we should use the walkie talkie to tell folks what we’ve searched already. Otherwise, we could cover the same ground multiple times.”

Jed considered that for a moment before shaking his head. “It’ll be too loud for all the walkie talkies to go off at the same time. If Kyle’s around any one of them, he’ll hear what we’re saying and stay away.”

Mike tipped his head. “That actually gives me an idea. Maybe we could use the walkie talkies to trick Kyle into going somewhere. Like, we could say we’re done searching a certain area or building, and maybe he’ll circle back around to hide in that spot. Or we could say we’re all heading out of town to search for him because we didn’t find him, and maybe he’ll come out when he thinks we’re gone.”

“Not a bad idea. Let’s put it in our back pocket and maybe use it after we’ve done an initial search.” Jed strode back through the building much faster than they had while searching it, and Mike locked the door behind them as they exited.

The men turned the same direction, skimming along the back of the pharmacy around a generator that Mike hadn’t known was there. It appeared, on a cursory glance, to be hooked up to the electric. Doc and Lloyd must have been working on it, so Doc could have some electricity for medical equipment in the building.

When they came to an alley between buildings, Jed gestured to Mike, then darted into the alley while Mike stood watching, ready to jump in if Kyle appeared. Nothing happened, and then Jed was back, and they continued on. They searched several alleys and buildings the same way, gelling into a two-man team who each knew what to do and which way to go. They worked in tandem, like they’d always done it, focused on the common goal of finding Bax as fast as possible. They searched two parking lots, including behind and inside dumpsters, and with every step, every dead end and empty space that didn’t hold Kyle and Bax, Mike’s blood pressure climbed until his hands were clammy inside the suit and his head pounded in time with his heart beats. With every place they checked that their quarry wasn’t found, Mike became more convinced they were in the grocery store, the place where Kyle had killed Lottie, and his brain kept serving up an image of Bax lying still on the floor in the spot where he and Jane had found her.

The last alley before the grocery store was as empty as the others, and then Mike was retrieving the key to the employee entrance and letting them in. The fact that the key was there was a sign that Kyle wasn’t, and yet Mike couldn’t get the images out of his head, and when they stepped inside the store, he had a strong feeling they weren’t alone in the building. His blood pressure ratcheted up again, and he had to adjust the gun in his hands. With no way to wipe the sweat from his palms, he relied on the gloves to provide the grip that they couldn’t.

Once again, Mike and Jed separated, Jed heading for the front of the store and Mike turning left to sidle along the wall and head for the back. Mike walked on the balls of his feet—not on tiptoe but not slamming onto his heels either, to be as silent as possible. There were no windows in the back of the store, so it was as dark as could be back there. Jed had the flashlight Doc had given them with him, but even if he’d had it, Mike wouldn’t have clicked it on and risked giving up his position to Kyle.

With his head pounding even harder, radiating into his left shoulder and arm, Mike crept forward as sweat dripped into his eyes and blurred his vision. He couldn’t wipe that off any more than he could his hands, but he tried pressing on his forehead, hoping the suit would absorb some of the moisture there and keep it from finding his eyes. His progress was achingly slow, as he peered into every dark shadow and down each aisle for minutes at a time, straining to see if any human features resolved out of them into the shape of Kyle or Bax.

About halfway down the aisles, Mike was overcome with a wave of weakness, and he leaned on the closest end cap for support, breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth in an effort to keep from wheezing or panting too loudly. He couldn’t detect Jed on the opposite end of the store—he was doing an equally good job of muffling his movements, and he could be anywhere up there.

When his legs felt as though they could hold his weight again, Mike started forward once more, shifting his gun over to his right arm as the left one ached from its weight. He glanced down the next aisle, where a tiny bit of light from the front windows leaked through, revealing that it held chips and crackers but no people. 

Every step felt more difficult than the last as his throat began to burn with thirst. It didn’t matter—he couldn’t stop, find a place to take off the mask, and down a bottle of water because he had to keep looking for Bax. His body was going to have to keep up with him—there wasn’t another choice. He made it to the far side of the store where cold units sat empty, their frozen and refrigerated goods having been moved to people’s houses within a day or so of the disaster. All the lights were off, and there was no hum of electricity from the machines that stood waiting for a refill that would never come.

A sense of eeriness came over Mike as he moved haltingly along the aisle, heading for the front of the store. Dread crept over him, almost physical in its insidious march over his skin, and seeped into his muscles. He moved slower, glancing into each refrigerator, every freezer. His left arm ached more, and his chest muscles felt as though he’d pulled something, but he couldn’t remember doing it. Sweat poured out of him, dampening his clothes beneath the suit and making walking uncomfortable. His vision blurred more than was reasonable from the amount of sweat in his eyes, and the pounding of blood in his neck and ears increased another step.

The closer he got to the front of the store, the more his mind served up the image of Lottie, Bax’s form overlaid upon hers as blood leaked from him as it had from her, and his steps slowed more, as though he could avoid seeing the scene that seemed unavoidable. It occurred to him that Jed would have already found him if Bax were truly up there dead, but that logical thought did nothing to ease either his physical symptoms or his mental anguish. The pain in his chest wasn’t muscular anymore—it felt as though his heart itself was burning in his chest, struggling to keep up with the oxygen needs of his body and brain, and he swayed on his feet, reaching with his empty left hand to find something to help stabilize him but finding only empty air and lurching to the side in the absence of something solid to catch him.

He crouched for a moment, struggling to keep his feet, then inched forward again, taking the last step out of the aisle and into the front of the store just as Jed appeared before him.

“They’re not here.” Jed’s voice was distorted, like he was speaking straight into a fan.

“Nope.” Mike tried to shift the gun to his left hand so he could use his right to grip a shelf and stabilize himself, but his left arm ached so much that it was hard to lift, feeling heavy and sore hanging off his body like it was a separate entity.

“Are you okay?” Jed stepped closer. “Mike, what’s wrong?”

“I…” Mike’s body lurched to the side, and he stumbled into the refrigeration unit to his right, shoulder slamming painfully into it, then he slid down to the floor, one leg going in front of him and the other landing curled up underneath his weight. “It’s my chest…my heart.”

Jed crouched in front of him. “You’re having a heart attack?”

“I think so. Just…go find Bax.”

Jed said nothing but clasped Mike’s left arm in his hand and, setting down his own rifle, grabbed Mike’s gun and pushed it off to the side. Then he used both hands to gently guide Mike backward a bit until most of his weight was off the knee. He reached in to grab his lower leg and yanked it out, then helped Mike get turned so that his back was to the freezer and his legs splayed out in front of him.

“That’s…better,” Mike panted. “Go. Bax.”

Jed’s dark image blinked in front of him as the pain in his chest bloomed greater, and Mike lifted both hands to shove him away.


Chapter 23

Jed Waite

In a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

A heart attack. Mike’s weak attempt to shove Jed away did nothing but scrabble at the chest of his suit, and his hands dropped to his thighs, but he kept repeating Bax’s name, interspersed with the word “Go.” Jed wavered with uncertainty, the urge to find his son warring with the need to help his father-in-law.

“Stay awake, Mike.” He used his dad-voice, firm and strong, to deliver it as an order, not a suggestion. “You stay awake and don’t go to sleep, do you hear me? We’re going to find Doc, and you’ll be fine as long as you stay with me.”

Jed had no idea whether what he was saying was true or false, but he kept up a steady stream of it as he got to his feet and ran around the corner, raising his voice more as he moved away from Mike’s position. He’d seen the aisle containing cold medication and headache remedies when he was canvassing the store looking for Kyle and Bax, and he ran back to it, missing by one row and needing to backpedal.

He couldn’t hear Mike responding anymore, but still, he kept shouting for him to stay awake and hang in there. Scanning the shelf in the dark for a moment, he quickly snatched the flashlight out of his pocket and clicked it on, sweeping it over the shelf. There were so many bottles, and they all looked alike.

“Stay with me, Dad!” Jed hoped his use of that word, full of emotional attachment to his father-in-law, would sink in, letting Mike know it was important that he stay. Finally, he caught sight of what he was looking for and snatched a bottle of baby aspirin off a shelf above his head, knocking down several other bottles as he did so. They crashed and rolled, the pills inside clinking together to make a racket that sounded like a kid shaking a homemade instrument filled with beans.

Racing back to Mike’s position, Jed skidded a little as he rounded the corner and shone the flashlight toward Mike, huffing in relief when his eyes were still open, though half-lidded. The flashlight illuminated the floor around him, beige vinyl with green swirls that reflected up at Mike, making him appear sickly or alien-like.

“Good job staying awake,” Jed said. “Shoot. I need water. Dad, recite the alphabet with me, okay? Ready? A, B, C…” Racing away again, he didn’t wait to listen to whether Mike was doing it, but he kept at it himself, shouting the letters as he ran for a bottle of water. That shelf had been decimated, but there were still a few cases, and Jed swore under his breath as he worked on ripping off a corner of plastic enough to wrench one bottle out.

When it finally came free, Jed gripped it in his fist and ran back, saying, “Y, Z,” just as he arrived and dropped to his knees.

Mike said, “W…”

“Yep, W. What’s next?” Jed put the water down and scooped up the dropped aspirin, opening the lid and then swearing again when he spotted the heavy paper seal. Getting that open with his gloves on wasn’t going to be possible, so he got to his feet again and ran to the front of the store where he found a package containing a set of clippers—one for fingernails and one for toenails—with a cute turquoise swirl design on them. He tossed it on the floor and stomped on it, cracking the plastic enough that he could tear it the rest of the way open as he returned to Mike, whose chin sat on his chest.

“No. Nope. Uh-uh. Head up, man.” Jed tapped Mike’s shoulder, then reached to lever his chin up. Mike’s eyes had been closed, but they opened and peered at him.

When he let go of Mike’s chin, it sagged a little but not all the way, and Jed went to work stabbing the aspirin bottle’s seal with a nail clipper, then swiping the tool all around until the hole was big enough to get a pill out of.

“We’re going to have to take your mask off for a minute. I’ll help you.” Jed set the pills aside and reached for the zipper holding Mike’s hood on. He fumbled a bit but got it unzipped, then pulled it up. He tugged Mike’s mask down to his chin, then grabbed the aspirin, dumped some pills in his hand, and let all of them except for one fall onto the floor. Next, he popped the pill into Mike’s mouth and held the water bottle up for him to sip from. It wasn’t elegant—water spilled out everywhere, Mike made a choking, gurgling sound, and Jed had to help him lean forward and pound on his back, but the aspirin got swallowed. When Jed tried to set the water down so he could replace the mask, Mike grabbed at it weakly. “You want some more?”

Mike didn’t answer, but Jed replaced the bottle at his lips, and together, they got about a quarter of the bottle into him before he turned his head away.

Jed worked on a plan as he got Mike’s mask resituated and his hood zipped back up, and once that was done, he pulled out the walkie talkie. He still wasn’t thrilled with the idea of making everyone’s radio squawk and possibly letting Kyle know where some of them were, but Mike needed help, and Jed couldn’t sit there and do nothing.

He pressed the button on the side of the walkie talkie and said, “Jed here. Doc, please answer.” Releasing the button, he waited, but nothing happened. He turned the device over in his hands, checking that the light was on to indicate it should be working and fiddling with the volume button, even though that shouldn’t have anything to do with how loud his voice was in others’ devices, and then he tried again, repeating the same thing.

Again, there was no answer, not only from Doc but from anyone. For some reason, the walkie talkie wasn’t working—perhaps everyone was out of range or maybe the channels weren’t right after all. Jed worked for a second on remembering what channel Doc had said. Thinking it was 6, he made sure that’s what his was tuned in to, and when it was, he tried a third time to get someone’s attention, saying, “Jed here. Anyone copying, please answer.”

There was nothing, not even static, in response, and giving up, Jed shoved the walkie talkie back into his pocket. He’d have to take Mike to Doc without having any idea where Doc was and while also racing the clock to find Bax safe and sound.

“Go,” Mike said. “Leave.”

“Nope. Can’t do it.” Jed rose to his feet, shifting gears to formulate a plan for moving Mike. It was clear he couldn’t get up and do any walking on his own, not even if Jed helped him. He needed something to ride on. Pacing up front, Jed considered grabbing a cart, but he quickly rejected that idea after running through it in his head and being unable to visualize lifting Mike high enough to get him into it. Plus, he’d be folded in half once inside of it, and it would be almost impossible to get him out without dumping him.

Next, Jed pondered racing back to the BMW and driving it to the grocery store. He could probably manhandle Mike through the front door and into it, but it would take so long for Jed to run to the car that it would probably be too late.

Spinning around, Jed raced for the back of the store, using the flashlight to make it easy work, and he burst through the door into a small back room filled with pallets of food and drinks. For an instant, he froze as he realized they hadn’t checked the room for Kyle, but after a few swift steps to each side, he verified it was empty. Against one wall stood a flatbed hand truck, no doubt used by stockers to wheel boxes of stuff out onto the floor. Grabbing its handles, Jed pushed it through the door. It was slower work getting back to the front while pushing the truck and holding the flashlight at once, and Jed ran into more than one display, sending some things crashing to the floor, but he made it. Mike was still awake, still able to admonish him to leave him there.

Jed positioned the bed of the hand truck as close to Mike as possible and used his foot to push the wheel-locking lever. Then he crouched in front of Mike and got his hands under his arms. With a heave, he gritted his teeth and pulled, but nothing much happened.

Pausing to lean in to look into Mike’s eyes, he snapped, “Help me. I’m not leaving you, so if you want me to be able to look for Bax faster, you’ll help me get you out of here.”

The next time he pulled, Mike helped, and they got a few feet closer to the platform. It took at least five minutes and several heaves plus a few breaks, but together, they managed to get Mike onto the cart and then Jed pushed him to the front door, which was the only door in the place that would accommodate the width of the cart. He unlocked and opened both main doors, using nearby rocks to hold them wide, then pushed the cart through. He kicked the rocks out of the way so the doors would close but didn’t worry about locking them, just pushed Mike off into the night. He kept his flashlight on to light their way, no longer having the luxury to try to avoid alerting Kyle to where they were.

After pushing Mike past two alleyways and one store, Jed stopped for a break, and he tried the walkie talkie again, but there was still no answer and no indication that anyone was receiving his calls.

“You still with me, Dad?”

There was no answer, so Jed moved alongside Mike’s body and checked him with the flashlight, without shining it directly into his face. Mike’s eyes were open, his face twisted in a mask of pain.

“It’s okay. We’re going to find Doc. Just hang on.” Jed regripped the cart with one hand, shone the flashlight ahead with the other, and started forward again, sweeping both sides with the flashlight to look for Kyle’s car as he went, and soon, he spotted two figures approaching. He swung the flashlight toward them, ready to leap to the cart, grab one of the rifles Mike was cradling by his side, and stand in front of the cart to guard him, but then he recognized Lloyd and Sarah’s suits and instead gave a shout before hurrying to meet them.

“What’s happening?” Sarah knelt beside Mike, placing a hand on his arm. “What’s wrong?”

“He thinks it’s his heart. I gave him a baby aspirin, but we need Doc.”

“How long has it been?” Lloyd said.

“Too long.” Jed considered. “Maybe ten minutes since he collapsed. He’s conscious but not really answering me anymore. Walkie talkie’s not working. Do you know where Doc is?”

Sarah and Lloyd exchanged a glance that Jed couldn’t read in the dark before Sarah answered, “I think we know the general area he’s in. We spotted him and Mitch about ten minutes ago. Lloyd, why don’t you try our walkie talkie?”

Lloyd shifted his gun, pulled his flashlight out of his pocket, stuffed it back in, and twisted to get the walkie talkie out of the other one while Sarah spoke softly to Mike and Jed turned the other way to shine his flashlight into the darkness and watch for anyone else to approach.

When Lloyd’s walkie talkie didn’t work either, Sarah rose to a standing position. “Let’s get Mike to the pharmacy. Lloyd, you can go out and find Doc while Jed and I do that. Bring him back to the pharmacy—at least he’ll have some medicines and such there, and we can use the generator.”

With a nod, Lloyd took off, and Jed pushed the cart to the pharmacy while Sarah jogged ahead to let herself in the back, then unlocked and opened the two front doors for Jed to wheel Mike in. Once they were inside, she turned to him.

“Go ahead and go back out. I’ll stay with Mike. There’s no reason for two of us to be here.”

Jed glanced at Mike, who nodded weakly and mouthed the word, “Go.” He knelt beside him and gripped his hand, not saying anything but sending out a fervent hope that it wouldn’t be the last time they saw each other. Then he grabbed one of the rifles from the crook of Mike’s arm, rose, nodded to Sarah, and raced out the door.

In the short time he’d been inside the pharmacy, the wind had picked up a bit outside, and the moon and stars didn’t shine as much light through as they had before, indicating some clouds had rolled in. If he didn’t want to use the flashlight, then it made sense to jump in a vehicle and use it to search for Kyle’s car. Moving as fast as was reasonable in the dark, he started off, heading for the spot near Harold’s place where he’d left the BMW. As he ran, his thoughts were split between Mike and Bax. With Mike out of the search, Sarah standing watch over him, Lloyd searching for Doc, and soon, Doc tending to Mike, they were losing searchers like flies. If they were going to find Kyle—and Bax along with him—it was rapidly becoming a situation where it would be up to Jed.

He moved even faster, trusting his instincts not to trip and go flying in the darkness, single-mindedly determined to root out the silver car and Kyle’s hiding spot.


Chapter 24

Bea Waite

Western part of Michigan’s upper peninsula

As the police car rolled past a small Welcome to Michigan sign, Bea stretched out her right hand, then moved the whole arm up off her lap about an inch, holding it there for as long as she could—counting in her head—before allowing it to drop again after eight Mississippis. Smiling at the progress, she forced her attention out the window once more. She was supposed to be looking for likely suspects as far as trucks for them to siphon fuel from but hadn’t been able to resist giving her bad arm a little test. Her ability to move it was more than she’d hoped for, and even if it never got better than it was at that moment, it was still pretty good compared to what she’d expected.

“That was a good one.” Jane’s words revealed she’d been watching Bea’s efforts with her arm instead of looking out the window too.

“Thanks. Now, we both should really be paying attention to our surroundings instead of wasting time seeing that my arm can go up a tiny bit.” Bea followed up on her words with a giggle of delight that bubbled up so fast she couldn’t keep it in. Once it had run its course, she drew a deep breath, experimenting with how far her lungs would inflate. “But yeah, it was a good one. I’m going to shoot for ten seconds next time.” Her smile morphed into a frown. “I just realized the kids didn’t know I lost the use of my arm, so instead of improvement, they’re going to be horrified when they see it just hanging there.”

Jane gave her a light swat on the good arm. “They are not. They’re going to be super excited to see you, and then they’ll listen when we tell them what happened, and they’ll be so happy that you aren’t having seizures anymore. You aren’t giving them enough credit for how much they adore you. You, not your arm.”

“You’re right. It’s time for me to come to terms with the fact that I’m permanently affected by what happened and just see any improvement that happens as a bonus, hey?”

“Not a bad attitude. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re finished being negative, at least for now.”

“Woah, woah, woah.” Bea held up her left hand. “Let’s not get carried away.”

They both dissolved into laughter again, then trailed off as they got back on the task of finding some gas.

“Hey, what about that truck?” Jane pointed out the windshield, off to the left, where the headlights barely splashed onto a big white F-150.

“Looks promising to me. Let’s check it out.” Bea leaned forward to sweep the area around the truck with her gaze. It was parked in front of a small house that was still and dark. No other cars were parked nearby and there were no real close houses, either…the next closest one was about half a block down the road. The front yard held a large oak tree, and in the back stood a still, silent trampoline and several other toys—a tricycle, a discarded plastic kids’ swimming pool filled with moldy greenish-yellow water, and an open toolbox. “There’s got to be a hose around there somewhere.” Despite the broken-down looking toys and the rust on the F-150, the yard appeared to have been well taken care of, and there was a small, raised garden plot in the back. The plants inside of it were wilted and brown, but at some point, someone must have kept them watered and weeded, and there had to be supplies for that around somewhere.

Jane pulled the police car to a stop as close to the truck as possible, leaving the headlights on to illuminate as much of the property as possible.

“Can you check me real quick?” She flipped on the interior light and twisted around for Bea to check her suit closures, then did the same in return before they both got out of the car, each of them carrying a gun and eyeing everything at once.

“Seems quiet. You keep watch while I look for a hose, okay?”

“Got it.” Bea stood near the truck while Jane wandered over by the house, poking around in dead flower beds and following the perimeter walls around to the side yard. When she neared the back of the house, Bea moved forward and out farther from the truck, stepping into the yard so as not to lose sight of her. “I don’t want to leave the car unattended while it’s running,” she called. “I don’t think you should be behind the house.”

“I’ll check everything else first, and if I need to go back there, then we’ll lock the car.” Jane walked perpendicularly away from the house toward the raised beds and hunted all the way around them. “There’s a shed back there. I bet there’s a hose inside of it.” She pointed toward the back of the property where, tucked into the corner of a white fence line, there was a dark brown and beige shed with its door hanging ajar.

“Careful, someone could be in there.” Bea started forward but stopped when she remembered the car. “Hang on.”

Rushing back to the car, she had to juggle the pistol because her right arm wouldn’t lift high enough to open the door. Finally, she slipped the gun into her pocket, got the door open, then then had to do some acrobatics to twist around at an angle where she could get turn the engine off and pull the key out with the left hand as well, while her right hung mostly useless on the seat.

By the time she’d removed the key, locked the doors, grabbed the gun, and headed for the back yard, she was sweating, and she’d tweaked a muscle in her left triceps. Huffing, she arrived next to her mother.

“I’m going to have to strengthen more than my right arm. If my left one’s going to have to do the majority of what I need to do, then it’s going to have to do some weightlifting too.”

Jane patted her back, then both of them turned toward the shed.

“Let’s hurry. I don’t want the headlights to drain the battery.” Bea pulled the pistol out again. It felt incredibly awkward in her left hand, like she would have trouble squeezing the trigger, and she feared that, if she did need to use it, her shot might go wild.

They went forward cautiously, Jane getting to the doorway and peeking in first. “Nothing in here except boxes, bags, and junk. Hang on. Let me see what else I can find.” She propped her rifle against the side of the shed and stepped all the way inside.

Bea couldn’t make out more than the shadow of her mom moving around in the shed, but the sounds of her muttering complaints about disorganization and dust came out loud and clear. A couple of times, there was a loud thud, and once, Jane squealed in pain, but before Bea could rush into the shed, she called out that she was all right, but that something had landed on her foot.

It seemed like thirty minutes went by as Bea shifted her feet and turned slowly in a circle every few minutes to check out their surroundings, but it was likely more like ten before Jane exited the shed holding a hose in her arms.

“You found one. Good job.” Bea frowned. “I’d offer to carry it, or at least your gun, but I can’t really do either and still carry my pistol, and I don’t want to put that in my pocket for too long.”

“It’s okay. I can get both.” Jane hiked the hose up onto her hip, grabbed her gun in her right hand, thankful for the space around her wrist where the bandage wasn’t wrapped, and started for the driveway. Over her shoulder, she said, “Now to see if the truck has any gas to loan us.”

“I wouldn’t call it a loan. I, for one, don’t plan on coming back and pouring gas into its tank at a later date as repayment.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“And even if it doesn’t have any gas to give us, at least we have a hose now. We can put it in the car and take it with us so that’s one less thing we’ll have to worry about.”

“True, true. We are getting low on gas though, and the last thing I want to do is run out when we’re nowhere near anything. Walking the rest of the way home is not on my dance card for this trip.”

“Mine either.” Bea shuddered at the thought. “I have faith in Mr. Old Pickup Truck, though. I’m sure there’ll be enough gas in it for us to get home.”

“See? Not only have you given up on negative thinking, but you’re positively optimistic now.”

“I’m getting there.”

Jane chuckled and dropped the hose next to the truck, then worked on opening the fuel door and then the gas cap while Bea unlocked the car and reached in to pop its fuel tank cover, then slid into the driver’s seat and restarted the engine. Jane stuck the hose in the truck, keeping her thumb over the end, then stuck it fast down into the car. Bea climbed back out of the car awkwardly without the use of her arms, and they both stood there, stock still.

“What’s supposed to happen?” Bea whispered.

“Shh. We should hear the gas moving.” Jane leaned closer, then raised both hands. “I think I hear liquid gurgling.”

“That’s good. I don’t hear anything. How do you know when it’s done?”

“The engine’s running, so let’s watch the gas gauge.” Jane hopped in and did just that while Bea stayed where she was, on guard for any movement anywhere around them. No one was going to sneak up on Jane and hit her with a bat again, not even if Bea had to shoot with her left hand. From inside the car, Jane’s voice floated back to Bea. “It’s working. I can see it slowly rising.”

“That’s so cool. You did it, Mom.”

“We did it, honey.” Jane kept the door open and one foot out on the ground as she watched the level rise, reporting to Bea whenever it hit a milestone like half a tank, until she said, “It’s not going up anymore. The pickup must be out of gas or maybe the hose is above the liquid level now.” She jumped out, shoved the hose around a bit in the truck’s tank, then checked the dashboard again. “Nope, not moving. I think that’s all we’re going to get—a bit more than three-quarters of a tank.”

“We can make it home from here on that.”

“Let’s take the hose with us just in case. You never know what’s going to happen and what you might need.” Jane removed the hose from both vehicles, shook out the ends, let it coil up, and then heaved it into the trunk, then they both got back into their seats.

For the first time since they’d stopped, Bea relaxed once the car was backing out of the driveway. She twisted around to put her pistol in the back, but then Jane gasped, making her spin back around with it still in her hand.

“What is it?”

“There are people on the road.”

Bea whipped around, twisting in her seat in an attempt to get a look at what Jane had seen. In the strange light from the taillights, something moved behind them.

“Can you get around them?”

“I think so. There are two people—one of them looks kind of hunched over or something, like they’re hurt, but don’t worry. I’m not falling for that. We’ll get around them but keep the gun ready just in case it gets hairy.”

Jane stomped on the gas and twisted the wheel, squealing the tires as she missed the two pedestrians by only about a foot while backing up and turning. The move brought Bea, on the passenger side, alongside the walkers for an instant before they were in front of her and Jane was slamming on the brakes in preparation for going forward.

It was two women in makeshift suits made up of long trench coats—one pink and the other light orange—full-brim hats with mosquito netting covered in plastic hanging over their heads, and long gloves and tall boots. Jane was correct that the one in pink stood tall while the one wearing orange hunched, leaning on the other woman quite a bit, until they both appeared off-balance—or maybe that was because they’d leaned out of the way of the speeding car.

As Jane started to punch the gas, the woman who stood upright began to wave wildly at them with her free hand and even to step forward, to a spot where she was at risk of being hit if Jane didn’t keep a tight rein on the tires. The gesture appeared so full of desperation that it made Bea’s breath hitch.

“I don’t see any weapons, and it seems like they need help. Let’s see what’s wrong?”

“That’s not a good idea.” Jane’s voice was tight with stress. “They could be anyone—they could want the car and everything inside of it. They could have weapons hidden on them that you can’t see.”

They were passing the duo, and Bea gripped the pistol, but the women’s body language still screamed desperation to her. “Mom…”

“We can’t risk it.”

“You’ve helped people along the way.” She said it softly, without accusation but firmly. “I want to see what they need. I’ll stay in the car, with my gun pointed at them, and you can be ready to peel out at the slightest issue. Let me just talk to them.”

“This is a bad idea.” Jane pressed the brake until the car stopped. “Don’t move the pistol away from them. I can’t believe you want to do this, especially after the Murphys.”

“I know. It’s just something about them. I’m sorry. I’ll try to be quick and see what they need.” Bea opened her window slowly as the women walked toward them, stopping about six feet away and peering at her.

“My name is Naomi, and this is my aunt Betty. She’s hurt, and I don’t know how to help her.” Her voice was filled with anguish. “She’s all I have left. Everyone else…she’s all I have left.”

Her voice marked her as being in her late teens, maybe early twenties, and Bea’s heart squeezed as she imagined Delia begging someone to help her.

“What’s wrong with her?” Bea kept the pistol trained on the pair with her left hand, through the crack in the window.

“She hurt her foot on something, cut it pretty badly. I tried my best to clean it and all that, but it’s getting worse. It’s turning weird colors, and I think it’s really infected. There are these red lines trailing out from the wound and…” Naomi choked out a sob. “She has a fever, and sometimes she doesn’t make sense now.”

“Septicemia, probably.” Bea had an urge to glance at Jane and see what she made of the situation, but she didn’t dare turn away from the women for the few seconds that would take. Instead, she whispered, “If it’s true what Naomi is saying, then her aunt will die if she isn’t treated with IV antibiotics very soon. She might still die, and either way, tNaomi will be alone.”

Jane huffed a sigh. “Bea, they could be dangerous. You want to…what? Put them in our car? In the back seat, behind us? They could shoot us or stab us easily then and take the car.”

“I know,” Bea whispered. “It’s a terrible idea.”

“But you still want to do it.”

“I have a feeling. I know it’s stupid.”

Jane shook her head. “Not really. I made your dad pick up a woman and her child. How are we going to be sure they’re safe, though?”

“I don’t know.” Bea projected her voice toward the women. “How do we know you aren’t armed?”

“We’ll show you everything on us. If you want, you can come to our house.” Naomi gestured across the street and down a bit. “You can bring your guns and come in, and we’ll take off all of our outdoor gear so you can check us out.”

Bea glanced at Jane, who shrugged, then gave a small nod. “I trust your gut. Let’s do it, but let’s do it as fast as we can and get moving again, okay?”

“Okay.” To the women, Bea nodded. “Let’s go in your house and check things out. I can look at your foot, Betty, but I don’t have any medications or anything with me.” Nothing that would help an infection anyway, and they didn’t need to know she had other valuable medicine in her possession. “I’m a veterinarian, so I should be able to get an idea if I’m right about the septicemia. If I am, then you need an IV catheter and medications through an IV, which means we’ll have to take you to the town we’re going to, where there’s a doctor who has access to those things. Are you willing to come with us?” If not, there was no need to go to their house and waste time looking at the wound.

Betty looked up at Naomi, who nodded emphatically. “Whatever she needs, we’ll do it. We don’t have a car with gas in it.”

Bea frowned. “Why haven’t you found one? There was a truck right there with gas in it.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the pickup they’d siphoned from.

“I’ve been so busy trying to figure out what could help Aunt Betty that I haven’t tried. I mean, I walked around and checked the local cars to see if they were open and had keys in them. A few were open, but none had keys, so then I’d have to break in and look for them. She got so sick so fast that I just haven’t had time to do all that.”

Her words rang true to Bea, if a bit naïve. Naomi seemed young, though, and Betty might not be thinking straight in the throes of her severe illness. Even as they’d talked, she’d seemed to sag into Naomi more, who appeared to be doing everything she could to continue to hold her up.

“Okay, let’s get inside. We’ll see what we’ve got, and if there’s a few things you want to bring with you, you can pack fast.”

“Thank you,” Naomi cried, turning slowly with Betty and leading the way to their house, a cute bungalow with light blue siding and a tiny porch only big enough for a two-person swing and a little chair. Jane parked, and Bea took a second to rustle around in the medications Dr. Reinham had originally given her. She grabbed one of them, stuck it in her pocket, and then she and Jane carried their weapons in front of them as they followed Naomi and Betty up three steps and through the bungalow’s front door.

Inside, Naomi grabbed a flashlight and clicked it on, swinging it around so Bea and Jane could see the room in front of them. The house was as adorable inside as out, all decorated in cream, white, and light pink, but they were looking at it through a wall of thick plastic that distorted everything like looking down through water.

“We didn’t know how to keep everything safe, but my uncle had this stuff in the garage. I think he was going to make a pond liner out of it, but he died before he could get it done. Car accident, about five years ago,” Naomi said. “We set it up as best we could to keep toxin out, and we think it’s doing okay, but the hardest part is getting the outdoor stuff off and slipping inside the plastic in one movement. We hold our breath, which is probably stupid.”

Bea glanced at Jane, who leaned on the door frame. “I’ll keep an eye out from here,” she said.

With a nod, Bea followed Naomi’s lead, taking off everything except her mask in a small area bordered by the hanging plastic, then she slipped the mask off and went through a slit in the plastic. Immediately, she turned to check on Jane, who still stood where she’d left her.

The plastic was held up by tall furniture and what looked like tape, and it made for a cramped area, but some of the furniture was enclosed within it, and Naomi sat Betty down on a flowery love seat, then put the flashlight on an end table, pointing it upward to shed a bit of light in the room. Bea perched beside Betty, and Naomi removed her aunt’s shoe and sock. Bea leaned closer to get a better look, and Naomi hurried to grab the flashlight and point it at the area for her. The wound stretched from just below her big toe across the bottom of the foot to the other side, and it was jagged, red, and angry, oozing blood and pus. Naomi had been correct about the red lines stretching out from it, one of which went almost to her knee.

“What did you do to it?”

“Stepped on a nail in the garage when were out there working on the generator. I didn’t see it—it was sticking out of a board. I’m not as light on my feet as I used to be, and I don’t look down at where I’m going often enough, always looking for the next spot I can rest my hand to help myself along instead.”

“That’s understandable.”

Betty sounded fairly lucid and even gave her niece a small smile. Naomi returned it, then grabbed a thermometer from an end table and stuck it in Betty’s mouth before picking up a metal pan filled with water and getting to work gently cleaning the wound.

“I’ve been doing this every couple of hours, and we try to keep it aired out. We had some old amoxicillin in the medicine cabinet, and she took that for a few days until it ran out. I don’t think it was helping—she got worse every day even when she was on it.”

Bea nodded. “I’m not surprised. Amoxicillin is a good broad-spectrum antibiotic, but I wouldn’t expect it to get this kind of infection under control.”

“So, what do you think? Will you take us with you?”

Bea studied Naomi, whose face she could see well without the mask, even though it was dark in the room except for the flashlight. She appeared to be right around where Bea had assumed she was in age, eighteen to twenty, with smooth skin and dark, chestnut brown hair. Her eyes were the same shape as Betty’s, and her mouth was a little bow like hers too, but that was where the resemblance ended. Betty had an oval face, not heart-shaped like Naomi’s, and her hair was jet black on the bottom, a shock of white coming in at the roots.

Betty popped out the thermometer and handed it to Bea, who read the numbers out loud. “One hundred and one point six.” She looked up, first at Betty, then at Naomi, then she shot a look at Jane who shrugged and inclined her head. “Yes, we’ll take you. I hope we won’t regret it.”

“You won’t. I promise. Let me pack a couple of bags for us, and we’ll be ready to go. Thank you so much.”

“I’ll come with you.” At Naomi’s surprised expression, Bea said, “I’m sorry, but if I can see what you pack, my mom and I will feel a lot better about having you in the car with us.”

Naomi waved a hand. “Yeah, no problem. That’s smart. Come on.” Naomi handed Betty the flashlight. “I’ll be right back.” She led the way across the room, then through a little hallway draped in plastic and into a room where the plastic hung over two twin beds and a dresser like a kid’s princess bed canopy but not as cute. Naomi grabbed another flashlight from the bed and turned it on, handing it to Bea, who couldn’t take it with her right hand but didn’t want Naomi to know that.

She didn’t want to let go of the pistol, so she gestured to the bed. “You can just set it there, so we can both see.”

With a shrug, Naomi tossed the light on the bed, then pulled a bag out from under the box spring. She started shoving stuff in from the drawers, then added a couple of framed pictures, a ring and bracelet, and what looked to Bea like a broach.

Zipping the bag, she said, “Okay, this is good. We’re ready.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes. Oh, there’s a little food in the living room. We brought all the canned and boxed stuff in there before the toxin hit, and we’ve been eating it cold.”

“You can bring some of it, but some of the toxin got into the food supply before it got released into the air. It kills people fast. Did you know about that?”

Naomi shook her head, paler than a moment before. “No,” she whispered. “What’s safe to eat?”

“The canned food probably is. The affected foods are usually buttery flavored, so don’t bring any snacky stuff.”

“Okay. Aunt Betty never bought that kind of thing anyway.” Naomi followed Bea back out to the living room where Naomi packed some cans into the bag with the clothes, then she got Betty’s shoe and sock back on.

Bea pulled out the bottle of pills she’d brought in with her and gave two to Betty, explaining that they were anti-inflammatories that should help lower her fever. Naomi helped her aunt take the pills, and then Bea exited the room first, putting on her gear and then leaving the enclosed space. Naomi helped Betty get geared up, then she did too, and they all left the house and headed for the car.

Once Naomi had Betty settled in the back, she went around the other side and scooted in beside her. Bea looked at Jane over top of the car. “They don’t have any weapons.”

“Nope.”

“Betty will be dead within a day or two, at the most, if she doesn’t get aggressive treatment. I don’t think they’re after anything other than that.”

“It sure doesn’t seem like it. I think you’re right. Let’s get Betty to Doc Reinham and us to our family. We’re gassed up and don’t have to stop again.”

With a nod, Bea climbed into the car, and then Jane jumped in too, got the car going, and they were off, with a heavier load than before but the same amount of determination to get home.


Chapter 25

Delia Waite

Near a homestead just outside of a small town close to Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

The sky was beginning to lighten, which made it easier to walk in the unfamiliar part of the forest, but it also confirmed that dark clouds were forming overhead, which Delia had already figured might be the case because the moon’s glow had disappeared. She stopped and looked around, attempting to get her bearings by spotting anything familiar around her, but there was nothing. If there was a bunch of trees or a rock or something that she’d passed before, she didn’t recognize it from the opposite angle compared to her usual route to the beach.

She, Ernie, and Evelyn had been following Storm for a half hour or more. In the darkness, it had been easy to lose sight of Storm, wearing the dark blue suit which made her blend into the shadows and covered her light-colored fur and even suppressed the movements of her tail, legs, and ears. Luckily, she was smart, and periodically, she returned to their position and helped them reorient if needed. They never got too far off-course with her constantly checking in and re-showing them the correct direction to walk.

The path from the Murphys’ to the secret beach wasn’t as well-defined as the one they took from their homestead, and Delia flashed back to her grandfather telling her why that probably was—he and Jane had taken at least daily walks to the beach for many years, often more often than once daily. They’d beaten down the path with their own feet, and obviously, the Murphys or those who’d lived in the house before them hadn’t done the same. Delia told herself it didn’t necessarily matter if they didn’t stay right on the straight and narrow—the beach was wide, and there were likely multiple spots to emerge onto it from. As long as they were in the general vicinity, they’d find the beach and probably be able to enter it. Still, Storm seemed determined that they travel on a specific path, so they obeyed her. She was the one who seemed to know what she was doing better than any of them.

The wind picked up, swinging a branch at Delia’s face, and she threw up an arm to block it from slapping her respirator off her face or tearing a hole in it, fear striking at her heart. If her clothes or mask were compromised, she’d die fast from the toxin, before she could get to Bax and free him from Kyle. Something hit her on top of the head, and she crouched, craning her neck to look upward. Small twigs rained down from above as the wind increased even more and broke them off.

“I don’t know about going farther,” Ernie called from where he stood holding one arm over his head, his rifle gripped in the other. “Maybe we should have gone and got your dad and grandfather.”

“Look at her.” Delia pointed ahead to where Storm seemed completely unbothered by the falling twigs or the whipping wind but walked with purpose around a big oak tree toward a medium-sized maple. “If she knows the way, which she definitely acts like she does, then I’m following her. You can still turn back if you want, but I’m going. We don’t have time not to.”

Evelyn shook her head. “We’ll never be able to find our way back alone. It was so dark when we left, and I’m totally turned around now.”

“You’re good with geography. We can do it.” Ernie paused, then rolled his eyes. “But we aren’t going back without you, Delia. Mainly because I don’t want Jed to kill me.”

“That’s actually a pretty decent reason.” Evelyn nodded her agreement. “Your dad really would kill us if we left you alone out here.”

“I’m not alone—I’m with Storm. We’ll be fine. Really, if you’re worried, you don’t have to keep going.”

“Forget it. We’re going. Come on.” Evelyn started forward, but a gust of wind kicked up through the trees, and she had to bend forward to avoid stumbling backward instead.

Delia grabbed the tree trunk next to her. “This is a really bad wind.” She had to raise her voice a lot above what she’d used moments before in order to be heard.

“I think it’s about to get worse. Let’s get as far as we can before that happens, I guess.” Evelyn grabbed the tree in front of her and rested beside it for a moment before braving the wind to move forward again.

Even Storm slowed down, bending her neck to put her head into the wind and being more careful to find good footing before going forward. Still, she didn’t stop but only glanced back at Delia occasionally, as though to make sure she was still there. The sky darkened until it looked like dusk had fallen and it became even harder to navigate around the trees and over branches, roots, and the glacial rocks which were more prominent in that section of the forest than along Delia’s normal route. Then the rain began, steady and strong right away, coming straight down in sheets. The canopy saved them from some of it, but high above, lightning strikes were visible against the slate gray clouds.

“We need to find cover,” Evelyn shouted. “Our suits could get torn with all this wind.”

Visibility worsened, and Delia struggled to see Storm through it all. Frustration spiked as she drove her body forward, the rain and wind like a wall impeding her progress and, indeed, almost driving her back.

Storm appeared beside her, and when Delia laid a hand on her head, the dog trembled beneath it. She stuck right beside Delia, no longer leading the way, as though she’d also gotten confused by the sudden change of conditions.

Delia absolutely hated to stop, but there was no choice. They couldn’t see, could hardly move, and their suits were at risk in the deluge and the wind. Besides that, they’d lost their intrepid leader and had no idea which way to go. She peered around her in the almost darkness and spotted a rocky overhang looming ahead. Pointing to it, she started that direction, and Evelyn and Ernie drew up on either side of her. They trudged toward the rock formation, and when they arrived, Storm darted underneath first, sitting on her haunches as water sluiced off her suit onto the relatively dry ground beneath.

The three humans had to crouch, then they sat down in a row in front of Storm, crunched together shoulder to shoulder. It was almost more than Delia could stand, sitting there unmoving with Bax out there waiting for her, but there was no choice and so she settled in to rest as much as she could and gather her strength for what would come next.


Chapter 26

Jane Clark

About an hour from Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

In the reflection in the rearview mirror, Naomi and Betty huddled together in the back seat, glued to each other’s sides. Naomi’s arm rested around Betty’s thin shoulders, and she murmured softly to her aunt, whose eyes were closed as her head rested on Naomi’s body. A strong flashback hit Jane, of Arlene and Sophie in the back of the GTO after they’d picked them up and saved them from certain death. They’d looked very similar, Sophie cuddling up to Arlene, who’d appeared small and vulnerable, exactly like Betty.

Even though she’d been wary in the beginning, Jane was glad they’d picked up the two women. If there was anything Doc could do for Betty, then it would be worth the bit of time they’d spent making sure it was safe to transport the two of them. It gave Betty a chance, anyway.

The whole thing brought to mind conversations Jane and Mike had engaged in during the early days of the disaster, when Jane had an urge to help everyone they passed. Mike had said they’d try to help when and where it was safe for them to do so but that their primary goal had to be getting themselves where they were going. Not only that, but there were lots of people who weren’t safe to help, and those who would help you in an effort to endear themselves into your good graces, like Ian who had helped Mike and Jane during a fight, then taken their car and everything in it the first chance he got.

Naomi interrupted Jane’s train of thought. “We can’t thank you enough for picking us up. I know it’s got to be a pain to have a couple extra people to haul around, especially when one of them is sick.”

“Are you from the UP?” Jane slowed to navigate around a pile of debris in the road that looked like it had come from a mobile home being blown apart by wind.

“My aunt and uncle moved here about thirty years ago. I came up about ten years ago to live with them when my dad died.” Naomi stroked Betty’s arm. “So, we’re not really yoopers. Transplants, all of us, but we’ve been here a while.”

Jane held up a hand. “We don’t worry about that kind of thing. If you’ve survived a couple of winters in the UP, then you’re yoopers in our view.” A smile danced over her lips as she repeated what she and Mike had said for years to people who moved to the UP and were eager to throw themselves into the local scene and be accepted.

The chuckle that came from Naomi sounded slightly strained, and she adjusted her position in the seat, removing her arm from around Betty and instead letting her lean fully into it while it rested, probably numb from its previous position. “My uncle got lucky when he first came here and got a job at one of the mines. He retired a few years before he passed away. Aunt Betty’s retired too—she was a high school science teacher.” Pride infused her tone as she spoke about both of her relatives.

“Science, huh? That’s cool. Bea, here, is a veterinarian—oh, I guess she told you that already. We had a lot of science stuff happening in our house when she was growing up. It started with chemistry, so I had to ignore some scorched countertops when experiments went wrong. Luckily, she moved on to biology and stuck it out there. What branch of science do you like best, Betty?”

The elderly woman stirred a bit, and Jane wasn’t sure she’d have the energy to answer, but she did, even making sense with her answer. “I’d have to say botany. My students and I kept a big greenhouse together every year. We started it in the spring, and then they helped me all summer, even though they didn’t actually have classes then. It was always the highlight of my teaching year.”

“Greenhouses have been the topic of the hour in this car.” Bea chuckled.

“Really?” Betty stirred with interest, propping herself up on the seat a bit, so she didn’t lean on Naomi so much. “You’ve been talking about greenhouses?”

“Yes, I think it’s important for us to start building them in our town and getting some plants going as soon as we can figure it out. When we were in Green Bay—which is where we’re coming from now—someone told me about the community growing centers they’re working on there. They used existing buildings and turned them into greenhouses, and I think it’s a fantastic idea.”

Naomi piped up. “That seems like a great way to get them going faster than you could otherwise.”

“I think there are some greenhouse materials at the landscaping place back home.” Bea worked on making her right hand into a fist, and her fingers got about halfway there before she relaxed and rested the muscles, keeping the whole arm out of the line of sight of the visitors in the back seat. Jane shot her an encouraging smile, which Bea returned before continuing. “Maybe we could inventory everything we have and sit down and figure out how to maximize the materials.”

“We could probably get more from Marquette too.” Excitement coursed through Jane’s blood, as it did every time she considered building greenhouses on the homestead and elsewhere throughout town. “But that should probably come later, after we figure out what we’re doing with a few of them to start with. I bet there are other folks in town who would want to help out and maybe volunteer to care for the plants in one or two of them.”

“You were saying earlier that you’re concerned our seeds might not produce hardy enough plants for the conditions right now, right?” Bea tried the fist again, but it didn’t close as far as the first time, and she let the hand rest in her lap unharassed. “You were talking about a seed vault.” Over her shoulder, she spoke to Betty. “Do you know anything about those?”

“Oh, yes. Actually, they’re a personal interest of mine. We didn’t have one in our town, but there’s one at the library in Marquette.”

Jane jerked with surprise. “There is? I didn’t know that for sure, but I was hoping it was the case.”

“Yes, it was started back in the early nineteen hundreds, when the library was first opened, and it’s been going strong ever since. I visited once and viewed it—there were so many fascinating seeds there.”

Jane exchanged an excited look with Bea. “I wonder if we can get into it.”

“We can try. Do you think we should wait until we have a couple of greenhouses built and ready to rock first?”

“That makes the most sense, yeah. We wouldn’t want to waste any of the special seeds, so figuring out what we’re doing first is a great idea.”

Betty slumped a bit more in the seat, causing Naomi to reach over and lend a steadying hand. Her voice was slightly weaker when she spoke again. “I’m happy to lend any expertise I have. I wish I’d brought some of my old books along.”

“Maybe we can figure out how to go back and get them if we need to.” Naomi rubbed Betty’s arm. “Maybe you should rest now.”

“I agree. Get some rest. I’ll stop talking your ear off.” Jane paused to get a better look at something that had caught her eye in the rearview mirror. “It’s hard to tell in the dark, but it looks like there are some pretty dark clouds back there. I think it’s a storm.” Just as the words were leaving her mouth, they rolled past a Welcome to Marquette sign.

Bea ducked and craned her neck to get a view out of her side mirror. “Yeah, everything’s darker, like the moon’s been blotted out. I think you’re right about the storm. Wind’s picking up out there too. Do you think we should pull over and let it pass?”

Jane shook her head. “I’ll keep going for now. We need to get Betty to Doc as soon as possible, and I want to get you home to somewhere you can rest comfortably too. Maybe we’ll outrun the storm, or it might change directions, but if it catches us and gets bad, then I can pull over anywhere.”

“Okay, sounds like a plan.”

They settled in for the last leg of the journey, Betty falling asleep in the back and the other three women lost deeply in their own thoughts. Jane kept a close eye on the sky behind them. The wind steadily worsened, and it was as though the bad weather chased them, but she kept a strong foot on the accelerator as the sun began to rise. The increased lighting behind the clouds only served to give her a better look at what was coming, and it seemed like it would be a doozy of a storm. Fat rain droplets splashed on the windshield.

“Doc told me how to get to his house. That’s probably where he is this early in the morning.” Bea directed Jane which road to take as the edge of the storm reached them and scattered rain drops around. Twigs and leaves blew in front of the car and stuck to the windshield, but Jane drove steadily through it, following Bea’s directions until they’d parked at the curb in front of Doc’s house.

“His car isn’t here.” Jane frowned. “I wonder why.” She reached for the door handle. “I’ll see if he’s inside. The rest of you can stay put for now. If he isn’t home, there’s no reason for you all to pile out and back in again.” She had Bea check her suit’s zipper at the back of her neck before jumping out of the car and hurrying up the walk to the house, where she used a brass door knocker shaped like a monster’s face with a gaping jaw to pound on the door, its hollow sound warring with the first low rumbles of thunder.

Jane spared a moment to glance at the sky, which had darkened as though they’d retreated back into dawn again instead of continuing on into the morning hours. She pounded on the door again with the knocker, then dropped it and used the side of her gloved fist to bang some more. Nothing moved inside the house, not even the flutter of a curtain, and she ran back to the car and slipped inside.

“He’s not here. Either that or he’s a very sound sleeper.”

“Since the car’s not here, I think you’re right. He’s out.” Bea drummed the fingertips of her left hand on the console. “The next best places to look for him, I’d say, are city hall and the pharmacy. He could be out at Sarah and Lloyd’s place too. Those are the spots I’ve known him to be before when he wasn’t home.”

“Isn’t that Lloyd’s truck right there?” Jane pointed ahead to a pickup truck crossing a perpendicular road in front of them. “I couldn’t tell who was inside or even how many people there were. It’s so dark all of a sudden.” She put the car in gear. “We’re closest to the pharmacy, so let’s try looking for Doc there first.”

In the back seat, Betty stirred, groaning a little, and Naomi reached to steady her. “It’s okay, Aunt Betty, we’re almost to the doctor. How are you feeling?”

Another moan was the only answer, and Betty tossed her head back and forth, eyes still closed, as she muttered indecipherable words.

“Shh, it’s okay. We’re almost there. You can just keep resting while we find the doctor.” Even though Naomi’s voice was calm and reassuring, when she met Jane’s eyes in the rearview, hers held panic, visible even in the dim lighting. “I think maybe she’s getting delirious again. The fever medicine must have worn off already—I can feel how hot she is even through both of our clothes.”

Bea turned a bit in her seat. “Almost there, and Doc will probably get an IV started right away. He can give her medications right into her vein which will work better and last longer than what I gave her, plus he can hopefully get her on a type of antibiotic that’ll work better against whatever bacteria she’s suffering from.”

Jane focused on getting them to the pharmacy through the wind which whipped debris at the windshield along with dumping an increasingly steady, hard rain. She had to drive slower than normal, but it still only took a few minutes to pull up in front of the pharmacy.

“There’s lights on in there.” Bea’s voice vibrated, and she bounced in her seat. “We made it home. Let’s go. Naomi, can you get Betty out of there?”

“I think so.”

Jane and Bea jumped out of the car, then Bea opened Naomi’s door and offered her good arm to help steady her as she, in turn, gave her strength to Betty, who’d rallied a bit but still fought against floppy, weak muscles. Bea did what she could with only the use of one arm, her pistol stuffed into her pocket as she helped Naomi get herself under Betty’s arm. Jane hurried over and slipped under the other side, and Bea hurried ahead to the locked pharmacy door, giving it a light rap with her fingers so as not to scare Sarah, whom she spotted inside, moving around between the front of the shop and some darker figures farther back in the building.

Sarah whirled around and stood still for a moment, then hurried forward and unlocked the door. “Bea, is that you? Jane!” She held the door wide, and Bea entered.

Jane had to let go of Betty so she and Naomi could fit through the doorway, then she followed behind and closed and relocked the door. “Hi, Sarah. Is Doc here?”

In the glow of generator-powered emergency lights, Sarah’s eyes widened a bit, her forehead crinkly with extra wrinkles. “Yes, he’s here, working on a patient.” She glanced toward the back of the store, then refocused on the foursome. “Who is this?” She hurried over to the checkout lanes and returned with a folding chair, which she set near Naomi and Betty.

Naomi helped her aunt into the chair, then stood behind, holding her shoulders for stabilization.

Bea was the one who answered. “This is Betty. She has a bad foot wound that’s infected and needs IVs. We brought her hoping Doc could help. Is he almost done with who he’s working on?” She peered in the direction Sarah had glanced earlier.

“Bea, Jane, Doc’s working on Mike.” Sarah wrung her gloved hands. “He might have had a heart attack.”

The room tilted and grayed out at the edges. Jane must have swayed because Bea grabbed her with her left arm, and Sarah hurried forward to take the other side. Fighting off the urge to let darkness take her and avoid dealing with what Sarah had said, Jane shook her head.

“Heart attack? What…I need to see him.” She started for the back of the store, Bea’s hand falling off her body as she hurried away, but Bea stayed right behind her, and when they emerged from the aisles to the small open area in front of the pharmacy counter, they both stopped short. Mike lay on a cleared off metal table that Doc and Sarah must have dragged from the back or brought over from his office. In place of Mike’s mask was a respirator hooked up to a portable oxygen machine which whirred away, presumably on generator power. His face was pale, but his chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm.

Jane lurched forward, already tearing off her gloves so she could touch him, feel that he was alive, reassure him she was there. Doc stood by Mike’s side, and he glanced over his shoulder, stepping aside as she approached, and then she was there, her hand on her husband’s arm, murmuring his name and willing his eyes to pop open.


Chapter 27

Jed Waite

In a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Rolling through town with the headlights off, Jed leaned forward and gripped the steering wheel tighter, as though either of those actions would help him see better in the dark. He crept along a side street, probably not completely silently as the BMW’s tires crunched over the road, but that couldn’t be helped. Focusing mostly on searching for Kyle’s car in all the nooks and crannies of the town, he rolled up and down streets, craning to peer down alleys and jumping out to search back yards and behind dumpsters in parking lots, keeping his headlights off and not using a flashlight unless he absolutely had to do it to check a particularly dark, shadowy spot.

He checked houses, too, going in whenever he could find a way to so it that didn’t require smashing something and shining his flashlight through every window he could when he was unable to get in. Only when he was satisfied that a house was empty did he move on, racing as fast as he could through each of the streets in the downtown area in between jumping out to check things closer.

It took an hour or so, at least, to peruse the whole town, and while doing so, he ran into Morgan and Rachel Lightfoot as well as a couple other groups of searchers, who all indicated they hadn’t seen any sign of Kyle. Hope for finding Bax quickly seeped out of Jed as he doggedly kept looking anyway, until he’d repeated at least half the roads in the BMW without spotting any new areas he hadn’t already checked, and the horizon began to lighten, removing any element of surprise he might have had before that.

Almost as soon as it began to get light out, the sky darkened with storm clouds, and Jed pulled over across the street from Harold’s party store. He drummed on the steering wheel as the metaphorical wheels turned round and round in his mind. It was probably time to face facts. Kyle had likely bypassed town and headed out somewhere with Bax. They were over two hours behind him after stopping to search town, and they had no idea which way he’d gone in order to follow within a reasonable time frame. Once someone drove out into the UP, the spots they could hide in were almost endless, and despair beat at Jed’s mind, threatening to overwhelm him.

Kyle could have gone toward Marquette or headed farther west instead, either to a bigger city where he could find a house or shop to hole up in or out into the rural areas of the UP, hunting for a spot to disappear. The upper peninsula was vast, with so much of it being wilderness that the possibilities were endless, with no way to narrow it down if no one had seen which way Kyle had gone.

A car rolled up beside him, and he jumped out and ran over to lean down and speak to Rachel through the window that she cracked halfway open.

“Any sign of them?”

“Nothing at all. We didn’t see a single thing to say he’d even been here. I’m so sorry. My dad is exhausted.” She gestured at the passenger seat, where Morgan Lightfoot lay back on the headrest, unmoving within his protective gear and soft snoring coming from behind the mask. “I’m really, really sorry, Jed, but I think I need to take him home.”

Jed nodded and slapped the side of the car lightly a few times. “Yeah, get him home so he can rest in his bed. You have to be busting at the seams to see Chris too.”

She ducked her head. “I am, but I hate leaving since we haven’t found your son. I really don’t want to give up in case we missed something.”

“I think Kyle must have left town with Bax. Actually, he probably never even stopped here. Maybe he turned his headlights off and rolled right on around, so no one would see which way he went.” Anguish seeped into his voice. “We were so close behind him on the road, though. We only left a couple of minutes after he did.” Even running from the driveway to where the BMW had been parked hadn’t taken all that long, and Mike had driven like a race car driver all the way to town. It was baffling that they’d lost Kyle so fast.

Rachel reached to squeeze his arm. “Some people are meeting back up at the pharmacy to figure out what to do next, and others are going home for some rest. I wanted to find you and let you know that and to say that no one’s giving up on finding him, and you shouldn’t either, no matter how hard it might seem. Everyone will put their heads together and figure out the best plan, and my family will be there to do whatever we can, as soon as we’ve rested up and regrouped. I know Chris will want to know what’s going on, so he can help out too.”

“Yeah. Thanks for helping. See you soon.” He stepped back so she could put her window up, then lifted a hand as she flipped on her headlights and pulled away. Then he jogged back to the BMW and got into the driver’s seat. Flipping on the headlights, since Rachel was correct—there didn’t seem to be any further reason for stealth, he zipped to the pharmacy. Several cars were already parked out front, so he drove the BMW about half a block down the street and parked it.

Taking a moment in the darkness after he’d shut off the car, Jed sat still for several seconds, then slammed his fist on the dashboard. He’d been through so much, and his family had too, even though he didn’t know much about that yet. They’d all faced so many challenges, and he’d single-mindedly fought to get home to his family, only to have Bax a matter of feet away from him but losing him before he even got to say hello. He’d been whisked away right out from under his nose, and he had to face the fact that it was his fault. He hadn’t tried to get more information before he’d charged into the situation on the farm, hadn’t bothered to figure out where Delia and Mike were—he’d thought he could do it the best and rode in on his white horse. Rode in and missed the target but let him get away with Bax. A sick feeling of regret settled in his gut, and he screwed his eyes tightly shut and let the guilt wash over him for a minute before stirring himself, opening his eyes, and reaching for the door handle,

As he jogged for the pharmacy’s front door, one of the parked cars caught his attention—a police car parked right in front of the shop. His heart leaped into his throat as he recognized what that meant, and he moved even faster toward the door, where light spilled out. Dimly, the sound of a generator met his ears, but he didn’t care about that, only the people the police car had held when it parked in front of the building.


Chapter 28

Bea Waite

In a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Jane leaned over Mike, talking to him about their life together, heading back through time all the way to their wedding day and before, when they’d had so much fun dating. His eyes were open, watching her when they could but fluttering a lot, and he didn’t answer. Still, he focused in on her and when she said something funny or heartwarming, he smiled. Once, he tried to reach up and pat her hand. Bea hovered in the area but gave them their space, letting Jane handle direct contact with Mike. An IV ran liquid pretty quickly into his arm from a bag hung on a hook in the drop ceiling, and a machine attached to him somewhere beeped in a slow, steady pattern from its spot on a shelf next to the energy drinks nearby. Bea stepped up next to Doc, who stood watchful too, his arms crossed as he leaned against the pharmacy counter.

“What’s going on with him? Sarah said he might have had a heart attack?”

“His heart rate is normal. Blood pressure was up when he got here, quite high, actually, but it’s come down nicely with treatment and even more since your mom got here. His pulse was a little fast in the beginning, but nothing that couldn’t be explained by stress, anxiety, and exertion, and his heart sounds strong through the stethoscope.” He jerked his chin at the machine beeping along beside Mike. “His pulse ox is good, and I was even able to do an EKG with a battery-operated unit I brought over from the office a couple weeks ago, just in case I needed it.” He glanced at her, only taking his eyes off Mike for a moment before returning to his vigil. “It’s easier for me to have most of my stuff over here where the medications are. I can do an ultrasound too, but I haven’t been able to move that unit over here yet because it’s heavy and it won’t fit in my car. Today or tomorrow, I’ll recruit Lloyd to donate the help of his truck and his arm muscles. I really don’t think he had a heart attack, Bea.”

“What are you treating him with?”

“Fluids, mostly. Electrolytes. He’s had a baby aspirin, so if it was his heart, that probably helped tremendously.”

“So, he’s going to be okay?”

Doc nodded. “Seems like it. I want to keep an eye on him for a while yet and figure out how to get that ultrasound machine over here when the storm’s past us, like I said. He needs a lot of rest and decent food.”

“He’ll have both. But why isn’t he talking much? And it seems like he’s having a hard time keeping his eyes open.”

“That’s down to the medicine I gave him in with his fluids. Just a little something to calm him down so I could see if that took away the chest pain. It did, and that’s a good sign too.” After another glance stolen at her, Doc said, “You got treatment?”

“I did, in Green Bay. My right arm is affected by having so many seizures in a row, but cognitively, I’m okay. I haven’t had any tremors or seizures since they treated me. Oh, and the doctor sent an infusion for you to use on anyone this happens to again, along with detailed instructions.”

“Good, good.” He nodded and returned to watching Mike as Sarah approached.

“Did you tell her?” Sarah asked softly.

Doc shook his head, only slightly, enough that Bea would have missed it if she hadn’t been staring directly at him.

“Tell me what? He said Dad’s going to be okay, so what else is there to tell me?” Something in Sarah’s face sent a chill through Bea’s body, causing her to quake where she stood. “What’s happened?”

“Something upsetting is going on, and I’ll tell you about it, honey, but you have to do your best to stay calm.” Sarah gestured toward a chair sitting off by itself. “You’ve been through a lot, physically, and I don’t want you having some kind of relapse, plus your mama’s on the edge already with your dad being down, and we know that he doesn’t need to be getting even more upset either.”

Mike was on a metal table getting treatment, and Doc said it was exhaustion, but Bea was beginning to understand it was more than that, more than being overly tired and worn out that had driven her dad to such a state that he needed medical attention.

“Sarah.” Bea’s voice was like a shot through the room, and even Jane jerked her head upright to look over. Wrestling her emotions under control, she smiled at Jane until she went back to talking to Mike, then she spoke in a softer tone to Sarah. “What’s happening?”

Headlights shone in the front of the store, and everyone tensed, turning their attention that way. Bea rose from the chair and stepped forward to see better down the main aisle to where Naomi stood behind Betty but leaned back against the checkout table. She still wore her pink jacket, and the light illuminated it, making it glow, as it finished going past. Bea followed Sarah, who hurried up front and craned her neck to look down the block. Stepping up beside her, Bea could make out a nice BMW SUV with someone—probably a man from their height and build—stepping out of the driver’s side.

“Hold on.” Sarah started forward. “Maybe there’s some good news coming in.” She didn’t sound convinced of that but moved to the door to unlock it.

After checking quickly that her parents were okay, Bea followed Sarah, keeping a hand on the pistol in her pocket. No one else in the pharmacy acted upset about the man coming toward them or Sarah opening the door to him except Naomi, who shifted her weight and moved around to stand in front of Betty. Naomi met Bea’s eyes, and she tried to raise her right hand to let her know she should stay put and be still, but her arm didn’t cooperate all that well, rising only an inch or so from her side. Still, it had the desired effect, and Naomi planted her feet wide to partially cover Betty with her own body, going as still as a statue.

Sarah opened the door for the man, who walked right in. “Well?”

The man shook his head, sending rain droplets flying away from him in an arc in all directions. “Nothing.”

Sarah’s shoulders slumped, indicating the man’s answer was bad news, but Bea couldn’t focus on that. Something about that one word the man had uttered…the voice and inflection were both so familiar. She recognized the voice, and for an instant, her brain told her it was because the man was someone from town, probably a person she’d known all her life, but then the penny dropped, and she was moving forward.

“Jed?” The word came out half-sobbed, wild and unhinged, and she drew the hand out of her pocket, leaving the pistol where it was, and lurched forward.

He turned toward her. “Bea!” Opening his arms, he met her halfway, sweeping her up into his arms so far that her toes barely touched the floor and squeezing so close that it was as though her heart could touch his through their chests.

Bea didn’t know how long they stood there before he released her, and she looked up into his eyes through the protective gear he wore. “You made it. You’re here.”

“I’m here.” He sounded sadder, more worn out than she expected, with a touch of something else in there. She narrowed her eyes as she pinned down what it was. Guilt.

“Are you okay?” She held his arm with her good one while the right flopped at her side and looked him up and down, but of course, she couldn’t see any wounds or injuries through his gear. “Is something wrong?”

“I haven’t had a chance to tell her yet.” Sarah’s voice was soft, almost inaudible over the beeping from Mike’s machine. “Then I thought maybe you’d have good news, and I wouldn’t have to tell her.”

“Tell me what?”

As though to answer her, the wind blew harder outside, small bits of debris making tinking sounds against the front window.

“Kyle Murphy took over the farm, and when we went to get him out of there, there was a bunch of commotion because Delia and Mike were already on the property hunting him, and when Delia ran into Ernie—he’s one of the kids I brought back with me from Vegas…there are two kids, twins, Ernie and Evelyn…”

Bea waved a hand to move his story along.

“Anyway, Delia didn’t know who Ernie was, so she almost shot him, and there was a commotion. I had no idea, but Bax was hiding in the pickup truck where Mike and Delia left him, but when he saw the commotion—and Kyle running to get away—he must have decided to try to help. He got out of the pickup, locked it, and ran to Kyle’s car, I guess to lock Kyle out of it, but he didn’t get it locked in time.”

Bea took a step back. “Oh, no. Where’s Bax?”

“We don’t know. I mean, Kyle took him, and we haven’t been able to find him.” Jed’s shoulders slumped, and he held out his hands. “We’ve been looking for two hours, maybe two and a half—I’m not sure. Kyle’s not in town. I’m afraid he left with Bax, for Marquette or who knows where. He could have taken him anywhere. I came back to talk to Doc and Sarah and Lloyd to come up with a plan for what to do next.”

“That’s why Mike collapsed.” Jane spoke from right behind Bea where she must have gone up to hear what Jed had to say. “Because he was so overwhelmed with stress over Bax.”

“His heart…” Jed started, then looked over Jane’s head toward Doc.

“I need to run some more tests, but it doesn’t look like it was a heart attack,” Doc supplied. “I can’t be a hundred percent sure in these conditions, but if it was a mild one, then the aspirin you gave him probably saved his life.”

Bea’s voice was sharp. “Where is Delia?”

“She’s at the farm. I told her to stay there with Ernie and Evelyn.”

“Those are the young people you brought from Vegas?”

Jed nodded. “They’re good folks, and they’ll help Delia with the animals and with watching out for any trouble.”

Her jaw clenched as she shook her head. “There’s no way Delia will sit there and do nothing while Bax is in trouble.”

Lloyd and Mitch stomped into the pharmacy and gave a quick update, which was that no one had spotted Kyle and everyone else had gone home to rest for a bit. Mitch suggested reconvening at city hall in a couple of hours to find out what had been decided as far as next steps for finding Bax, then he left. Lloyd said hello to Jane and Bea, then took Sarah aside.

The rain fell hard outside, but the clouds were thinning, the sky lightening, and Bea stared out at it, feeling like a whirling dervish who didn’t know where to focus. She forced herself to order her thoughts and name the problems. Bax was with Kyle, in extreme danger in an unknown place—they might never find him depending on where Kyle had gone. Delia was on the farm with strangers, but the likelihood was that she hadn’t remained there long after Jed left. She couldn’t say whether Jed’s new friends would have stayed like he’d asked or gone with her, but Delia would have tried to find Bax.

“Wait, does Delia have a vehicle? Besides the tractor, I mean—was there a vehicle still at home?”

“The pickup,” Jed said. “Bax had the key, though.”

“Delia can find the spare, I bet. That won’t stop her for very long.”

Jed tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling. “So, you’re telling me you think we have two missing kids now? I screwed everything up when I got back. Mike probably could have handled Kyle just fine, but my crew and I figured we’d save the day, got involved, and messed up his plan.”

“It wasn’t my plan.” Mike’s voice trailed toward them from the back of the store, and everyone quieted down to better hear his weak voice. “It was Delia’s plan. She was dead set on getting rid of Kyle for everything he did and all he was still planning to do. I probably would have taken the kids and gone to town to gather an army, but she thought we could ambush him when he wasn’t expecting it, and she convinced me.”

“Probably could have if we didn’t tromp in there and confuse things. We got everything all loud and tipped Kyle off that we were all there.”

“It doesn’t matter at all what happened or why, not now,” Bea cried. “What matters is the kids are out there in danger.”

“What should we do now?” Sarah said. “We don’t have any leads about where Kyle might have gone. As far as I know, no one saw him after he left your place.”

“Well, it was dark out,” Jed said. “But his headlights would have stood out since there isn’t a lot of light at night around anymore. Are we sure no one saw him? Did we talk to all the survivors?”

Doc nodded, staying back near Mike and projecting his voice. “Yep, we talked to everyone alive in town. No one saw Kyle’s silver car or Kyle and Bax tonight.”

“You checked Harold’s place?” Bea said. “In case he went back to be with his mother’s body?”

“That was the first thing we did.” Mike struggled to sit up

Darting forward, Doc pushed gently on his shoulder. “You haven’t been cleared to move yet, patient, even if the medication’s wearing off.”

“I have to help find the kids.”

“It’s okay, Dad. We don’t even have a plan yet. Just rest and get those meds into your system. Once we figure out what we’re doing, maybe we can talk nice to Doc and he’ll let you up.” Bea paced a little bit, toward Naomi and Betty, who still huddled together, looking pretty comfortable as Naomi had relaxed when Bea had known who Jed was. “Delia and Kyle were friends, so now that his parents are gone, she probably knows him better than anyone. She would have gone where she thought he was most likely to be, and she hasn’t shown up in town, right?” When several people nodded, she spun and paced the other way. “So, she doesn’t think he went to town.”

“You’re assuming she even left the homestead to look for Bax, honey,” Jane said.

Bea spun toward Jane. “You were with Delia for a little while before we left for the hospital. Can you honestly tell me, having seen the personality she’s grown into since this disaster started, that you believe she’s sitting on that farm not budging just because someone told her to do it, even her father?”

Jane lifted her chin as though to argue but then, slowly, shook her head. “Nope. No chance. She definitely went to find Bax.”

“Right. And she didn’t come to town. Where else would Kyle have gone, though, if he was heading this way when he left with Bax.” She turned back to Jed. “Which I assume he was, since you’re here looking for him.”

“Yeah, he came this way.”

“Except he didn’t.”

Naomi left Betty’s side for the first time and sidled past Bea down the main aisle, approaching Doc. She began talking to him in low tones, presumably about her aunt, and Bea was glad she’d done it. She couldn’t spare the time or energy to be sure Betty was taken care of while focusing on the kids.

“Okay.” She tapped her leg with her left hand. “Delia knows Kyle really well, and she didn’t come to town, but town is the way he was heading with Bax.” She stopped short, stiffening, then her eyes widened. “I know where they are. Where they all are. Come on.”

Jed pulled the BMW’s keys out of his pocket and started for the door. “Okay, I’m coming, but where do you think they are?”

“The secret beach.”

“The secret…but that’s the other direction, out through the forest past our house.”

“I know, but if they turned down the two-track…”

“They could have looped around,” Jed finished. “Why do you think they’re there?”

Right. Jed didn’t know about the first day of the disaster, when Bax and Delia had snuck out to meet Kyle at the secret beach or about any of the times before that when Delia had snuck there by herself to meet him at night. He had no reason to suspect Kyle had gone there or that Delia would go there to get Bax back.

“I’ll tell you on the way,” she said.

“I’m coming too.” Lloyd charged for the door, and Sarah didn’t say anything to stop him, but he did an about-face, grabbed his wife in a tight hug, said something soft in her ear, and then continued out the door. Bea followed Jed out into the dwindling storm, her left hand once again checking for the pistol in her pocket.


Chapter 29

Bax Waite

Close to a homestead near a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

As the silver car moved away from the homestead, at first terror scraped at Bax’s throat. His hands shook, and his body felt weak with the extreme emotion that coursed through his veins like racecars on a track. He watched Kyle’s gun, pointed at him, and envisioned it going off and ending his life so that he’d never see any of his family members or Storm again, and a different emotion knocked at the edge of his consciousness, edging out the fear a bit at a time until anger took up most of the real estate that remained. Fury burned at Kyle for what he’d done.

“We used to be friends,” he whispered.

The dash lights landed on Kyle’s face, hidden behind a painter’s mask and giant goggles. His eyes darted Bax’s way, and they reminded him of Merry’s one time they’d come across a snake in the paddock while he was riding her. The whites of her eyes had become prominent as they rolled around in her face, larger and wilder than he’d ever seen them before. It had taken some patience and a bit of clinging to the saddle to get her calmed down, and he should be trying to calm Kyle as well, keeping him as even-keeled as possible to decrease the chance that he’d pull the trigger to get Bax to shut up. Still, somehow, the words slipped out.

“I didn’t know you were in here. It’s my car—how was I supposed to know you were inside of it?” Kyle barked. “What kind of person climbs into someone else’s car, huh?”

Bax didn’t answer that—Kyle’s voice matched his eyes, letting Bax know his captor was on the edge, fear and desperation evident in the tone of every word he said.

“What do I do?” Kyle muttered. “I should leave, get out of here.” He glanced at Bax for a second before refocusing on the road. “I’ve got enough gas to get out of the Marquette area—there’s a full tank. I can disappear into the woods or something, but not near here. They’ll find me right away near here.”

Speaking as evenly as his own fear would allow, Bax enunciated each word carefully, working hard to avoid any inflection to his tone that would set Kyle off and make him squeeze that trigger. “Let me out, then. You didn’t know I was in here, and I don’t need to be. Just pull over for one second, and I’ll jump out, and you can forget I was ever here and keep going wherever you’re heading, okay?” He reached for the door handle in preparation for Kyle to do just that.

“I can’t.”

Disappointment surged through Bax, a physical let-down that made his stomach seem to drop out of its spot in his abdomen. “You can too. Just pull over and slow down. I’ll be gone in a second, and you can speed up again and disappear.”

Kyle shook his head. “They won’t hurt me if I have you with me—they won’t be able to because they might hurt you too. If I let you out, there’ll be nothing stopping them from attacking me.”

“If you let me out, there’ll be nothing to make them keep looking for you.” That wasn’t true. Kyle was too much of a threat for the townspeople to stop looking for him, but Bax had one chance to convince him otherwise. “If I show up safe at home, you’ll be able to drive away and disappear, just like you said, and they won’t even follow you, but if I’m with you, they won’t stop chasing us.”

Kyle squirmed a bit in his seat, and it caused the gun to dip and wave in the air between them. Bax gritted his teeth and shoved his body back into the seat as far as possible to make himself a smaller target in case Kyle accidentally pulled the trigger. He seemed rattled by what Bax had said, as though he were thinking it over. If Bax pressed a little more, he might be able to convince him the rest of the way.

“You and Delia were good friends. She doesn’t want you to get hurt, but she wants you to leave us alone. If you leave us alone, leave town, and if I’m safe, the two of us will convince everyone else to let you go. I promise.”

The gun lowered a little, and the car slowed down. He was convincing him—in a moment, he’d slow the car enough and unlock the door, and Bax could jump out. He glanced out the window to check where they were, but in the darkness, the location didn’t reveal itself to him. It didn’t matter—he was familiar the road they were on and could easily figure out where he was once he was out and follow the road back to the farm. When he was released, he’d race straight into the woods right away and try to become invisible in there, in case Kyle changed his mind and went after him. With that plan in place, his fingers inched toward the door handle again. He swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry with the anticipation of escaping. He’d need to be careful not to get lost in the woods because that would be almost as bad as being held captive. The plan would have to be to stay out of sight but close enough to the road that he could follow it until things were familiar enough for him to run the rest of the way home.

He glanced in the side mirror, expecting to spot the headlights of Jed’s pickup truck with Mike and Delia inside, chasing them down. If Bax couldn’t talk Kyle into letting him out, then that was his safety net. His family would be on their tail any second, and they’d have some plan for stopping Kyle.

A sliver of unease entered his gut as he tried to work out why there were no headlights already. They’d been right there, in the driveway, when Kyle took him, so they should have jumped into the truck immediately and chased after them.

“Who were all those people?” Kyle’s voice was thin and reedy. “That wasn’t just Delia—there were tons of people there.”

Kyle didn’t know Mike was around, and Bax wouldn’t let go of that information, just in case it could be helpful to take Kyle off-guard with in the near future, but the rest of them—the handful of people in the driveway as Kyle had peeled out, including the one who’d been chasing him and shot at the car on their way out—Bax didn’t know who they were either.

“I…people from town maybe? We didn’t ask them to come,” he hurried to add. “It was just me and Delia, trying to get our place back.”

“You were going to try to kill me.”

“I wasn’t.” It was true that Bax hadn’t been the one tasked with killing Kyle. He was supposed to stay in the truck, keep himself hidden. He never should have jumped out, and if he hadn’t, he would still be there, Kyle would be gone, and he’d be safe with Storm and the others.

Like a lightning bolt, it occurred to him why no one had followed in the pickup truck yet. The keys lay deep in the pocket of his jacket. Delia and Mike couldn’t follow because he’d locked the doors to keep Kyle out of the truck, and then he’d been kidnapped, still holding onto the keys.

He’s been so stupid, his disobedience resulting in his current terrible circumstances, just like his mom had warned him about when he was small. Though his heart had sunk to his stomach, any hope he’d had about his family finding him and getting him released fast lost with the realization that they’d be on foot, he worked to keep it off his face and out of his body language so as not to let Kyle know. Unsure whether it would be better for Kyle to believe someone would be hot on his tail or not, Bax left it alone.

“Maybe not you, but Delia was trying to kill me.”

All kinds of arguments about how they’d only wanted their farm and to feel safe on it died on Bax’s lips. Being argumentative wasn’t the right move at the moment, for sure. Kyle wasn’t going to let him out while they were still relatively close to the homestead, that was becoming crystal clear, and so Bax had to start thinking ahead. They’d have to stop sometime, either for a bathroom break or for Kyle to eat or drink something, and Bax would need to be ready to make some kind of move then, to get free and become invisible. He’d have to worry about how to find his way home after that. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be too far from town when it happened.

The sound of Kyle muttering yanked Bax out of his thoughts and back into the moment. He strained to understand the words, but they seemed to be disjointed thoughts, nothing coherent. Kyle was freaking out, that was the only way to put it. He didn’t know what to do, wasn’t sure where to go, and the hand holding the gun had slipped, so that the barrel pointed up at the car’s ceiling instead of straight at Bax.

As he worked on figuring out how to turn that to his advantage, considering another dive for the steering wheel or perhaps for the gun itself, Kyle stiffened, then turned the wheel sharply to the left, heading straight for the woods on the other side of the road.

Bax stiffened too, grabbing at the side of the seat and the door on the other side, bracing for Kyle to run them into a tree and end it all, amazed that was the decision he’d mad. He released his hold on the door to scrabble for the seat belt, to give himself some sort of protection from the impact that was sure to come within moments, but then Kyle was speeding up, and the tires bumped under them, sending the car bouncing left and right like a pinball in a machine.

They were on the cow path, Bax realized, and he continued the motion to click in his seat belt as Kyle only slowed a bit from the pace he’d kept on the smoother main road. He used his free hand to click the headlights over to bright, illuminating just how narrow the path was and exactly how many obstacles to good car health stood upon it, from rocks to big roots to downed branches from the trees.

The cow path looped back around, and it would deposit them on the main road again but back a ways, before the Waites’ homestead, before even the Murphys’. Bax had only been on the path once or twice with his dad, but it was a ferociously difficult two-track to drive, and it seemed impossible that the old silver car could make it down, especially the way Kyle was driving it. If they broke down out there, they’d be stuck and would have to walk out. Maybe that would be a good thing, especially if it was still dark out when it happened. Bax began to plan for an escape that included running from Kyle, and disappearing into the woods until he couldn’t hope to find him again. He’d make his way toward town instead of back toward the homestead like Kyle would surely expect him to, and when he got there, he’d find Doc or Sarah and they’d keep him safe until someone apprehended Kyle.

It was probably too much to hope for, that kind of escape, especially if Kyle had a flashlight on him and could see where Bax went, but it was the only plan he had, so he clung to it, sending out a fervent hope that the car’s tire would pop or the axle would break. He couldn’t dive out of the car and run while Kyle was still in the car because Kyle had him blocked out of unlocking the door himself, but as soon as Kyle let him out of the car, he’d make a break for it.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

Even though Kyle said the words super softly, they jolted Bax, both because he’d been deep in thought while they were uttered and because they were said with a heavy tone of regret, as though hurting Bax was inevitable. It chilled him like a winter’s breeze going through his shirt when he stood on the deck without a coat, that tone.

“You don’t have to. You can let me out here.”

“I can’t.” The words sounded wrenched out of him, as though his deepest desire was to let Bax out of the car, but it wasn’t physically possible.

Bax’s mind whirled around figuring out what to say to convince him, but it didn’t land on anything. The car lurched, bouncing off something and heading for a tree on the side of the path, and Kyle fumbled the gun to grab at the wheel with both hands. For an instant, the car seemed to be airborne, the gun floating in the air too, on its way down, but then the moment was over. The gun rested on Kyle’s lap, and he had control of the car, wrenching it back onto the narrow path and slowing down just a fraction the speed at which they barreled down it.

“Don’t try it. I can still get to the gun faster than you can.” Kyle stared ahead, almost unblinking as he steered over and around stuff. “I’ll try to let you go sometime. Really, I will. I just need time to figure things out. I need…I want to go home for a minute because I can think better there. If you don’t give me any trouble and let me think without trying anything, I’ll…maybe I’ll let you go.”

It wasn’t a very good promise, not a whole lot of hope, but Bax had to cling to it anyway. His mind drifted back to when he and Delia had gone to the beach that day the disaster had begun in Las Vegas, a day or two after the plant explosion in Texas, just before they realized their lives would never be the same again. He’d played Frisbee with Kyle on the beach, and when he’d cut his leg on a rock, Kyle had helped Delia take care of him. Somewhere inside Kyle was someone who knew how to be a friend, and Bax had to believe that would come through sometime during the coming ordeal. Bax would just have to wait and watch for a time that it happened or a way to pull it out while also keeping a close eye for a chance to get away. He’d remain ready to seize that chance the instant it appeared.

Tears threatened to spill out of his eyes, but he fought them back, thinking of Delia and what she’d do in his place. She’d stay strong, keep sharp, and find a way out, and that was what he’d do too. He’d make her proud and make up for leaving the pickup locked with the keys in his pocket and his gun in the front seat while he got himself kidnapped.

The rest of the ride down the cow path was as terrifying as the first part had been. The car seemed to always be a hair’s breadth from slamming into a tree or even flipping over and crashing onto its top. Regardless of what Kyle had said, Bax tried to watch for a chance to grab the gun from him, but it never came, and then the ride smoothed out, the forest thinned, and the car’s tires evened out on the gravel road.

They were physically so close to home but still so far away, given Kyle’s gun and his attitude. Bax said nothing as they flew up the road and pulled into the Murphys’ driveway. Kyle shut off the car, plunging the area into darkness when the headlights extinguished. There was silence in the car for a moment, but the vibe Kyle put off was one of a decision having been made, and terror flitted in Bax’s chest, fear that that decision was to kill him and get rid of the trouble of having him around.

“Let’s go inside.” Kyle grabbed his gun. “I’ll unlock your door, and you get out. Don’t run away or I’ll have to shoot. Go straight toward the house, and I’ll be right behind you.”

“Are we going to stay here long?”

“Just get inside.”

The locks clunked, and Bax unbuckled. As slowly as possible, he reached for the door handle and pulled on it, pushing the door open. On the other side, Kyle’s door slammed shut after he climbed out, and Bax let out a groan. There would be no chance to get away, since he was already out there with his gun. They’d go into the house, and Bax would keep working on a plan.

He climbed out of the car and headed for the house. In his periphery, Kyle moved into line, ending up directly behind him where he couldn’t see him at all without turning his head, which he didn’t dare to do. Bax held the rail as he walked up the rickety steps, then reached for the doorknob when Kyle didn’t intervene to go for it first. The door opened under his hand, and he went into the house, which was all dark despite the hum of the generator from the side yard. Kyle nudged him a little, and he lurched forward, then the door closed with a thunk behind them, plunging them into a deeper darkness.

“Up the stairs,” Kyle said.

Bax inched forward slowly, his feet coming into almost constant contact with stuff on the floor that he shuffled through, careful not to trip, until he arrived at the relatively clear steps and headed up. When they arrived at the top, he stopped and waited for Kyle to tell him which way to go, but instead of speaking the instructions, Kyle nudged him again, indicating that he should turn left.

They passed a messy bedroom—Bax could tell by all the dark shapes hunkered all around the room, and moved toward a bathroom at the end of the hall.

“Sit down here.”

Bax slid his way to the floor and leaned against the wall, then Kyle went into the bathroom. He left the door open but set down the gun, then he went to work on some part of his leg, wiping it down with a cloth and some water.

“Are you okay?” Bax said.

“I scraped myself somehow. I’m fine.” He continued working on the wound but angled himself to partially face Bax. It would only take him a second to grab the gun and point it at him if he tried to move, so he didn’t budge an inch.

Once he was done in the bathroom, Kyle moved past Bax without saying anything to him and went into the bedroom, where he rustled around for a couple minutes. He wasn’t always visible, and Bax considered making a break for it, but almost before he’d made the decision not to because he’d have to run past the bedroom door, Kyle was back in the hallway wearing a backpack.

“Okay, come on. Back downstairs.”

Bax climbed to his feet and scooted to the staircase, then headed down, holding the railing and slowing down again once he was back on the messy main floor.

“Sit on the couch,” Kyle said, and Bax complied, though he had to shove a couple things aside to do it. “Actually, never mind. Come into the kitchen with me.”

Getting to his feet, Bax did the shuffle move again until they were in the kitchen, where Kyle opened his backpack and set it on the floor, the top gaping open.

“There’s not a lot left here, but since the electricity’s on, I’d say your family’s been doing something here. Let’s get all the food we can find and put it in the bag. We can’t stay here—I don’t know what I was thinking. You grab stuff out of the fridge if there’s anything.” He turned toward the cupboards and started going through them, tossing stuff toward the bag.

Bax opened the fridge and scanned the contents. Kyle had been right—it was all stuff from their farm that they couldn’t keep cold since Kyle had set fire to their kitchen. There was milk and eggs, mostly, and Bax reached in to start unloading things, all the while, his mind whirling on the problem of how to get away from his captor.


Chapter 30

Mike Clark

In a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Light streamed through the front window of the pharmacy, and Sarah turned off the lights, but they kept the generator running, powering the IV pump that was running fluids and into Mike’s arm. His chest and left arm felt normal again, without any of the pain that had so alarmed him previously, but fatigue pulled at his muscles, seeming to pin him to the table. Bea and Jed had marched out the door, gotten in the BMW, and pulled away, and Lloyd had followed in his truck, heading for the homestead and then the secret beach beyond it. Mike longed to follow them, to get into the police car that Jane and Bea had returned to town in and which was parked right out front, and follow the others to a confrontation with Kyle. The longing to get Bax back, safe and sound, filled his whole being, but his body didn’t want to cooperate with his mind, and he chafed at that realization.

He was already angry with himself for slowing Jed down before, when they were in the grocery store, but the kid just wouldn’t listen to his directives to leave him and continue the hunt for Bax, making sure Mike was safely deposited in the pharmacy with Doc before he’d go. It wouldn’t have made much difference, or so he told himself, since Kyle and Bax didn’t appear to have been in town at all or even to have driven through it.

Jane appeared in his vision. “You’re beating yourself up. Don’t do that. It isn’t your fault that you got sick in the middle of searching for Bax, but now you know what it’s like to lose control of your body and fall on the floor. At least you didn’t break your arm.” She held hers up, which sported a bandage instead of the cast he’d last seen her in.

“How do you know I’m beating myself up?” He grinned up at his wife as she grasped one of his hands and squeezed.

“Because I know you, and you’re a lot like me. If I’d had a major medical event in the middle of a search and someone had to stop searching to take care of me, I’d be beating myself up really good.”

“You could be right about that.”

“I am right, and like I said, stop it. It’s not your fault.”

“I’d have to agree with your wife there, bud.” Doc stepped up beside the table on the opposite side as Jane. “This isn’t your fault. Let’s take another look at you and see where you are.”

He pulled out his stethoscope, jammed the earpieces past his mask, and then unzipped Mike’s suit far enough to slip the bell inside onto his chest. Everyone fell silent as he listened and then removed the bell. Doc then pulled off a glove and reached for Mike’s wrist, glancing at the pulse ox machine, then the IV. Next, he pulled a blood pressure cuff off the pharmacy counter and used it to get a reading. When he was done, he returned it to its spot and crossed his arms.

“Everything’s within normal limits now. How are you feeling?”

“A lot better.”

Doc stepped back. “Best I can figure before we get the ultrasound done is that you had a panic attack. It could have been angina, though. If we were in normal times, I’d be shipping you off to a cardiologist for a full workup, but we’re not in normal times, and I don’t know if any cardiologists are alive let alone where they are. Have you ever had a bad anxiety attack before?”

Mike shook his head, but it was Jane who piped up. “No, but our grandson has never been kidnapped by an unhinged murderer before.”

“Right, that’s why it makes sense. Mike, I’m willing to bet that you were experiencing extreme stress before you collapsed.”

His mind shied away from the images that had been prevalent in his mind’s eye before he’d collapsed, of Bax dead on the floor instead of Lottie. “Yep. Extreme stress is a good label for it.”

“I want you to start taking baby aspirin daily, just in case.”

Sarah’s voice drifted back to them from near the front of the store. “I’ll find you a bottle.”

“If you start feeling another episode coming on, get to me as fast as you can.” Doc reached for the bandaged catheter in the back of Mike’s hand. “I’ll take this out now—you’re hydrated enough, and I don’t need to give you any more meds since all your vitals are good.”

“The walkie talkies didn’t work. Jed tried a couple of times to get a hold of someone when I collapsed.”

“We tried, too,” Sarah said. “I wonder why they aren’t working.” She handed Jane a bottle of baby aspirin before pulling out her walkie talkie and messing with it.

“It could be the storm.” Doc indicated the rain falling outside. “We’ll have to check them again after it’s passed. I don’t know what else the problem could be—they’re new units off the shelf at the hardware store, with brand-new batteries too.

“You’re probably right about the storm.” Sarah turned off her device and stuck it back into her pocket.

“There you go.” Doc stuck a Band-Aid on Mike’s hand where the catheter had come out. “Let’s get you up. You might be slightly dizzy, so just sit on the table for a minute and let it pass before you try to climb down.” He took one of Mike’s arms, and Jane grabbed the other past his elbow. Both gave a simultaneous heave, and Mike sat up, then swung his legs over the side.

“Dizzy, hon?” Jane peered into his face, worry lines around her eyes.

“Nope. I feel like I could run a 5K, actually.”

The lines eased, but she rolled her eyes. “You’ve never run a 5K in your life.”

“Doc fixed me up so good I probably could now.” He placed his hands flat on the table for support and reached a toe toward the floor, sliding his body down until he stood flat-footed. “All right, let’s get to the farm.”

Jane glanced at Doc, and Sarah stepped forward. “The farm? I don’t think that’s a good idea, do you, Doc? I mean, you had a big challenge, Mike. You need rest, and where are you going to sleep there? The house isn’t safe, so that leaves the barn. I don’t think you should be lying on straw trying to recover.”

“I’m not planning on taking a nap.” Mike’s irritation shone through in his tone. “I’m planning on seeing what I can do to back up Jed and Bea and get Bax, and probably Delia, home.”

“By the time we could get there, they’ll already be halfway to the secret beach.” Jane’s tone radiated as much irritation as Mike’s. “The only thing we’d be able to do is sit at the farm and worry.”

“We could do chores. When was the last time someone did them? I’m sure we missed last night. The cows and sheep definitely need milking.”

“You’re not doing chores. You’re resting in a bed where it’s quiet, and that’s all there is to it.”

Mike recognized the tone. Jane was putting her foot down, and the only two ways he’d be going to the farm would be if he ignored her and did it against her will or if he put up enough of a fight that she clammed up and watched him go without her. He wasn’t planning on doing either—the last thing he needed to do was add more stress to her plate. She’d already walked in from a harrowing trip to get Bea help to be told her husband had probably had a heart attack. It was time to step back, trust Jed and Bea to find and free Bax, and tend to himself and his wife.

He nodded and held his arms open. “Okay.” She sank into him, and he squeezed. “Now, where is this real bed and quiet place going to be?”

“You can go to Lottie’s,” Sarah said. “It’s totally quiet, and there’s enough bed space for both of you. You need rest too, Janie.”

Against his chest, Jane nodded, then she released him. “That’s a good idea. Let’s go. Doc, Sarah—thank you so much for taking care of Mike and also for all your help trying to find Bax.”

Doc inclined his head, and Sarah gave Jane a tight hug, and then Jane grabbed Mike’s hand and led him to the front of the store where they both stopped short at the sight of the two women near the checkout, wearing bright, long raincoats.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Jane cried. “I completely forgot about you. This is my husband, Mike. Mike, honey, this is Naomi and her aunt Betty. Betty’s got a bad infection, and Bea and I brought them to see Doc.”

Doc appeared at the end of the aisle. “Naomi told me all about the history of Betty’s injury and illness already, and I’m ready to take a look. Let’s get her back here on the table where Mike was. She’ll need an IV and fluids just like he did, and I’ve got lots of antibiotics, plus I can do a culture, so we’ll know in a few days if the antibiotic I pick needs to be changed.”

Naomi nodded and reached for Betty, but after a couple of heaves, it was clear she couldn’t get her to her feet alone. Jane released Mike and moved to Betty’s other side, and together, they got her up. Sarah relieved Jane, shooing her off as she took her spot beside Betty.

“I’ll come check on you and Betty as soon as I can,” Jane said.

Over her shoulder, Naomi said, “Thank you. Doc said we can stay at his place for a little while, so he can take care of Aunt Betty easier, after he gets her started on medications and stuff, so if we aren’t here, we’ll be there.”

“Okay. Good luck.” Jane returned to Mike’s side. They did a buddy check on each other’s suits before walking through the rain to the police car. Jane drove to Lottie’s, and they used the hidden key to go through the back door, taking off their gear in the mud room and emerging into the main part of the cute little house.

Jane flicked the switch, and the overhead light came on. She headed for the kitchen, where she washed her hands. “I’ll make some tea, and we can relax for a few minutes before I put you to bed. You’ll sleep better if you have a little unwinding time and some chamomile.”

Without argument, Mike sank into a chair, and a few moments later, Jane handed him a mug and sat with her legs curled under her on the couch across from him, a position he’d watched her sit in a hundred times, at least, but never understood how she could do it without her feet going to sleep.

“It’s hard, sitting here drinking tea right now.” Mike bobbed the tea bag in the mug and watched the light brown color seep out into the hot water. “I can’t imagine what Bax is going through.”

“Jed and Bea can handle it.” Jane frowned. “I do worry about Bea overdoing it though.”

“What happened at the hospital?”

“For one thing, we had to go to Green Bay because we didn’t find any staff or the right medicine in Marquette, but there were staff at the hospital in Green Bay and two doctors. They didn’t want to let us in, but then Bea had a seizure right in front of them, so they took her back. They treated her with a cocktail of medications for seizures and the dimethylmercury poisoning. She’s doing so much better, but she lost the use of her right arm after one of the seizures she had on our way to Green Bay. She probably won’t ever have full use of it again, but she’s getting a little better as time goes on.” Jane paused to blow over the top of her hot tea. “She’ll have to shoot at Kyle with her left hand.”

“She can do it.” He didn’t add how gutted he was to hear about Bea losing function in her arm. It wouldn’t do any good to show that particular brand of parental angst, and he didn’t want to add to Jane’s nerves by revealing his.

Jane smiled and took a sip of her tea.

“You picked up some stragglers too, eh?”

“Yeah, that was mostly Bea. She had a gut feeling about them and couldn’t leave without helping. I think she was right—they’ve been okay so far. The older woman, the one who’s hurt, has a lot of knowledge about growing plants. Oh! That’s another thing that happened in Green Bay. I got a lot of ideas about putting up greenhouses fast, including making the kitchen at the homestead into one.”

Mike blinked a few times, then took a sip of tea to give himself time to consider a response, then he shrugged. “Why not? We’re going to need to grow as much food as we can.”

She puffed up. “I agree. Betty says Marquette has a seed vault, so as soon as things calm down here and we get the Kyle situation taken care of, I want to go there and see if we can get into it, assuming no one else has cleared it out yet.” After a brief pause, she added, “I can’t believe I’m even thinking about that, with Bax out there somewhere, in trouble.”

Mike grabbed the arm rest and pushed up, holding his tea out so it wouldn’t splash, then shuffled over to sit next to her. She put her feet on the floor and snuggled into his side. “I’m so glad you’re back. Can you believe Jed’s here too? He came back with Chris.”

“What about Jody?” She craned her neck to look up at his face.

“She wasn’t with him.” He paused as they both let that sink in, and Jane sipped more of her drink. “He had two kids with him though—well, they’re older teenagers, a sister and brother.”

“I got that from what he told Bea. So, we’re not the only ones who picked up stragglers along the way, huh?”

“Apparently not.” Mike’s tea had cooled enough that he could drink more at a time. “This is good. Thanks for making it.” Stretching his legs out in front of him, he gave one a gentle stretch to test out his hip.

“Are you getting sleepy?”

“A bit, I guess.” He squeezed her shoulder. “How about you? You must be exhausted too.”

“I’m pretty awake, actually. I had quite a deep nap before we left Green Bay and had some food too, so I guess I’m still riding that.”

“I find that hard to believe. Traveling is exhausting, even if we aren’t talking about doing it in the conditions that we have right now. When you lie down, I bet you’ll fall right to sleep.”

Jane nodded, but he’d been with her long enough to know she wasn’t saying something.

“What?” he said.

She pursed her lips as though to keep words in, then wrinkled her nose and let out a sigh. “I’m going to the homestead after I get you settled in.”

“What? Why? You said there’s nothing we can do there.”

“I said that because you need to rest. Maybe I can so something.”

He shook his head but let it drop, and they finished their tea quietly, then Mike retired to the bathroom, where he reveled in the ability to wash his face and brush his teeth, and he took his time with it. When he left the bathroom, Jane was fast asleep, head back on the couch, and he stifled a chuckle. Gently, he released the mug from her hands and returned it to the sink in the kitchen, then stood leaning on the door frame considering whether to wake her up to move to the bed. After a short amount of consideration during which he came to the conclusion that she’d go to the farm if he woke her, he went over and used gentle hands to guide her down to her side. She made a soft mewling noise but didn’t open her eyes, and he grabbed a knitted blanket off the back of the couch and pulled it over her before heading to the guest bedroom where he undressed quickly and eased under the covers. Lying there, staring at the ceiling as the rain pounded on the roof, he did a quick self-evaluation. His chest and arm were fine—no more pain or heavy feeling at all, and he rubbed a little circle over his heart, as though he could tell it that everything was going to be okay. His hips were decent too, and a small throbbing beat in his knees, not enough to be painful but just enough to let him know they weren’t as young as he wished to be.

It hadn’t been a heart attack after all, or at least not a big one. He’d dodged a bullet and remained alive and able to see his family through whatever was coming. Closing his eyes, his last thoughts before falling asleep were of Bax, Delia, Jed, and Bea, wondering what they were going through right then.


Chapter 31

Bea Waite

On a homestead near a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

“Maybe we should park a little ways away and walk in.” Jed let off the accelerator on the last curve before the homestead.

“It’s still raining pretty good. Let’s just pull into the driveway. At this point, I don’t know that the element of surprise is going to help us at all, and besides, I really don’t think we’ll find anyone at the homestead.”

With a nod, Jed punched the gas again, flying around the curve, up the hill, and then coasting down and turning into the driveway, coming to an abrupt stop. He shut off the truck and reached for the door. “The pickup’s gone. It was right in this spot when I left, and we were locked out of it.”

Bea nodded, biting back the words I told you so, then got out of her side of the car, and Jed joined her a second later. They walked toward the corner of the house facing the barn, both looking all around for signs of movement. The only thing to see was the rain, which had slowed slightly, and evidence of the wind in the form of small bits of stuff flying around, mostly debris from the charred chicken coop and the burned up side of the house. In normal times, Bea would be worried about the toxicity of those items, but that was laughable, with the very air and rain itself already toxic from the dimethylmercury.

They did a quick trip around the property together but saw no one, and Jed turned to Bea. “You were right. Delia didn’t stay here like I told her to. Ernie and Evelyn, either. They must have all gone together in the truck, but doesn’t that mean they didn’t go to the beach?”

“My guess is they started following Kyle toward town, but at some point, either they spotted his car and followed him or they saw evidence he hadn’t gone to town.” She paused, tilting her head. “Or maybe Delia just put on her thinking cap like I did and remembered the cow path and how it loops around. I bet if we went to the Murphys’ house, we’d find both Kyle’s car and our pickup.”

“I trust you. I need to get to that beach.”

“I’ll stay here.” It wasn’t easy to say, to send Jed off to save her babies without her. Since that tornado hit Las Vegas, she’d been on her own when it came to the kids and the homestead, and even though she trusted Jed even more than she did herself, she longed to be there, to see the kids with her own eyes and help however she could to get them to safety. Her health wasn’t ready for that, though. Her lungs were damaged, her right arm didn’t work right, and she already felt tired from the exertion of arriving in town to find her dad suffering and to learn about Bax’s kidnapping. If she tried to go with Jed, she’d either slow him down or end up traveling the path alone, and either way she’d be no help. “I’ll be here if anyone shows up. We have walkie talkies, but the range won’t reach to the beach.”

Jed shook his head. “I don’t want to lose time while we grab them. I’m going now.” He yanked her close to him, hugging her fiercely. “When I come back, I’ll have our kids with us.”

Her eyes filled with tears as she nodded, then watched him jog off across the property, rain falling around him as he strode slightly off-kilter, as though a hip was bothering him. If it was, it didn’t stop him—he was still running when he reached the fence line at the back of the property. Stopping, he climbed over, then ran again, disappearing down the path into the woods a moment later.

Bea kept staring at the spot where she’d lost sight of him long after he was gone but eventually stirred and looked to the barn. With everything she’d learned about what had gone on since she and Jane had left, it was conceivable that the animals needed some care. She waffled for a bit as she wandered around scanning the area once more as the rain fell even softer and sun began to break through the clouds. As she gazed once more toward the woods, a rainbow appeared in the sky above it, and her gut clenched at the sight. Her kids were almost certainly somewhere in that direction. Pushing away any connection her mind tried to make between the rainbow and her kids, she looked away, not interested in wallowing in the beautiful sight while her family was in danger.

She turned on her heel, marched to the equipment barn, and let herself in. A cacophony of animal sounds erupted the instant she shut the door behind her. The cows stood in a row, along with their calves, staring at her over and through the line of fencing material that made up their pen. Merry, Perry, and Berto all made various annoyed noises, and all the sheep and goats seemed to rush for her knees at once.

It was immediately clear she’d been correct that chores were long overdue, and she got to work, but her mind wasn’t on that work. It was outside, where she longed to be, watching for her family to emerge out of the woods or ready to defend the place if Kyle showed up.

Still, she kept working as fast and diligently as she could with only one arm available, feeding and watering animals and then using a small shovel to push soiled straw into the corners of pens rather than scooping it out into wheelbarrows to be pushed outside like she normally would. That would have to come later, when someone with two good arms could do it. She spread new straw with one hand which took more than twice as long, and she did a thinner layer than she normally would. Eventually, she couldn’t ignore the milking anymore. She grabbed a stool with one hand and angled it through the slots in the pen, then found a bucket and carried that over with her. She unhooked the U-joint that kept the pen closed and yanked it a few times, until it was open far enough for her to get through with the bucket. After she’d closed the gate, she put the bucket down, carried the stool over near Sweetie, retrieved the bucket, and seated herself.

With a sigh, she left everything where it was and hurried out again, or tried to hurry but went as fast as she could with the use of only her left arm. By the time she returned with the items she needed to clean Sweetie off before milking her, Bea was panting with exertion. She sat back down, did the cleaning awkwardly with one hand, then started milking. She expected it to take about twice as long to do that too, but it quickly became obvious it would take at least four times as long as her hand was tired out halfway through, at which point she would normally be done when she had the use of both hands.

Leaning back on the stool, Bea stretched her hand out every which direction and allowed a bit of time for it to rest, during which she decided to milk Clara for the same amount of time, in case her hand gave up entirely. That way, both of the cows would be relieved of half of their milk instead of one of them not getting milked at all. Both cows having calves relieved a load from her mind, since they were there to drink milk and hopefully keep the cows from getting mastitis if Bea wasn’t able to get as much out as usual, even though they had missed at least one milking already.

She’d been right—when she was finished doing half of Clara’s milking, there was no way she could do any more. The cows appeared less strained, though, both chewing their cud, and the calves took over immediately as Bea wrestled the almost overflowing bucket of milk out of the pen. She carried it over and settled it into the cooler by the door, where it would have to stay until they had a car ready to carry it to the Murphys’.

Bea wiped her brow, then pulled a bottle of water down from a high shelf and guzzled it halfway down before remembering the pills that the doctors in Green Bay had sent with her. She didn’t have them all—some of them were in the police car—but she had a couple bottles, and she took those pills, making a mental note to get the others from Jane as soon as she could.

Getting her gear back on, Bea grabbed her pistol from where she’d left it on a shelf and cracked up the door to peer out before following with the rest of her body. The rain had stopped, and the clouds had mostly drifted away, leaving morning sunshine that made the fields full of dead plants glow golden, creating beauty from pain and death. She longed to go to the beach and see what was going on. It seemed as though Jed had been gone long enough that, if he hadn’t found the kids there, he would have been back or almost back at that point. She spent some time watching for him to emerge from the woods, then went back to considering going out there.

It wasn’t a good idea. Her lungs weren’t in any better shape than before when she’d made the decision to stay, and her arm still didn’t work either. In fact, she was even more tired after doing the chores she’d managed. If anything, she could be a liability to her family if she arrived in a dangerous situation unable to protect herself.

Still, she imagined saddling one of the horses and riding out there, pulling a family member up with her, and riding away from danger. That was ridiculous—the horses couldn’t breathe the air outside, but that brought to mind the tractor. It was the only other conveyance they had on the farm that could help her travel from one place to another. She could get on that, drive through the fields, then take it down the path to the beach. It would be slower than a galloping horse or a car but faster than her feet.

No, she’d do what she’d told Jed she would and stay on the farm, watching for trouble and being there if any of the kids showed up and needed help. It was almost more than she could bear, not knowing what was happening and whether her family was safe, but she’d bear it anyway because that was her role at the moment. Everyone had to play their role in order for things to work out right. She’d learned that from Mike.

Mike. Relief flowed over her that he was okay. A heart attack was nothing to sneeze at, and if they’d arrived home to find him dead from one, she never would have forgiven herself for pulling Jane away during that time. He was okay, though, at least for the time being, and so was she. And Jed was home, which was more than she could have believed only eight short hours ago.

She glanced at where he’d disappeared into the woods again, but there was no sign of movement. Moving toward the house, Bea set up a slow course around its perimeter, following it over and over again, watching each direction for anything that moved and struggling to stay out of the worst of her thoughts while she waited, without control over anything that would happen out there.


Chapter 32

Delia Waite

Near a homestead just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

The moment the wind died down enough that tree branches weren’t whipping around everywhere, threatening to tear their suits or rip off their masks, and the rain wasn’t coming down in sheets that made visibility near zero anymore but only falling lightly as the sun started to peek out from behind the clouds, Delia stepped out from under the rocky overhang. Evelyn and Ernie were right behind her, and thirty seconds later, Storm bounded past all three of them, resuming her place in front as the leader which was a good thing because, as Delia peered around, it wasn’t clear to her where they were. A forest with huge, tall trees spread around them in all directions, neither a homestead nor the beach within view.

Trusting Storm to know the way, Delia followed, not too closely because the dog was faster at skimming over the forest floor than she was, since it wasn’t a defined path. As she had before the rain, the dog circled back periodically, checking on all three of them by bouncing up to within a few feet, then bounding outward again. Delia had learned Storm’s mannerisms enough to see that she wasn’t having a grand old time playing in the forest but was at work, tracking down Kyle and Bax somehow that only she understood. Her body was tense, and her tail didn’t make the suit wag at all. She gave off an energy of intensity and focus that was pretty impressive for her to hold onto for so long.

“This is a nice forest.” Ernie hadn’t spoken a whole lot since she’d met him behind the cow barn and thought he was an enemy. He’d seemed like a quiet person, but he began to talk about the types of trees around them, describing them endlessly, as though Delia couldn’t see them herself.

“I guess you don’t have a lot of tall trees in Vegas,” she finally cut in to say.

“No, we don’t.” Evelyn’s tone was both apologetic and amused. “These might as well be the redwoods, to us.”

“They’re going to fall, I suppose, eventually. The toxin has killed them all, or they’ll die soon.”

“Do you think anything will ever grow in the earth again?” Ernie reached to put a hand on the trunk of a beech tree as he passed, as though he could feel its soft, smooth bark through the glove.

“People carve stuff in those.” Delia wrinkled her nose. “People’s names and so-and-so hearts so-and-so and dates and stuff like that.”

“Does it kill the tree?” Evelyn asked.

“No, not if it’s small. The tree sort of grows around it like it’s a scar. But you won’t find any like that out here, I don’t think. Folks around this forest don’t do that sort of thing. I saw some in the park in town though. And, to answer your other question, I’m not sure if anything will grow again. If it does, it’ll be toxic itself, I guess. At least until the stuff is gone enough that it doesn’t cause a problem anymore, but all the people might be gone off the earth by then.”

“That’s a depressing thought, but I guess you’re right. Odds aren’t great for us as a species to survive this, are they?”

Delia shrugged. “We have so far, some of us, but who knows how we’ll do in the future. I mean, everything was decimated. How will we keep plants going without pollinators? I don’t know—it seems pretty bad to me for the long term.”

Everyone fell silent for a few minutes, then Storm came back to check on them again, and Evelyn said, “I can’t believe you got this dog only recently. She seems so tuned in to you and your family.”

“She is, especially to Bax. She’s his dog, for sure.”

“That’s working to our advantage right now.”

“Without her, I wouldn’t have even tried to find the secret beach from this direction.” She paused as, about fifteen feet ahead, Storm stopped and turned to look back at them. “The trees are thinning out,” she whispered. “We must be getting closer to the lake. Let’s be quiet from here on out.” She gripped her rifle, raising it a bit so the other two could see, and received nods from both of them as well as their own raising of the rifles to show they had them handy and were ready to fire.

When Storm started forward again, she slunk like a jungle cat, creeping low, crouched down with her chin close to the ground, as though to camouflage herself with the dead stuff on the forest floor. Taking cues from the way she acted, the three humans spread out and moved as soundlessly as they could from tree to tree. When they stood near the spot that Storm had first turned to look at them, she was still about fifteen feet ahead, in an even thinner area of trees, and the ground was sandier.

They were so close. Delia caught Evelyn’s eye and gave her a thumbs up with her free hand, which Evelyn returned, then twisted around to give it to Ernie. He returned the gesture, and they seemed to all be on the same page. Delia started forward, and Storm didn’t move but waited for the three of them to draw even with her before stepping forward again. The ground ahead sloped downward as the trees disappeared. One more step, and the lake appeared, stretched out before and below them, its surface dark and roiling from the recent storm and a rainbow suspended above it. It was like they’d stepped into someone’s portrait—someone who couldn’t resist adding an extra dose of color in the sky over an already amazingly beautiful, rugged natural scene.

It wasn’t beautiful to Delia, though, for the first time in her life. Instead, its vibe was creepy and dangerous, and confusion rattled around in her brain about where she was located, exactly. She stepped up next to Storm, in the spot just as the ground sloped down in an impressive dune to land at the water’s edge, and she oriented herself. To her left, down the way a bit, was the entry to the beach from the path that led to and from her homestead. On that path, they didn’t have to slope downward to get to the beach because it was flat, but there was an uphill from the trailhead up to where she stood. From the direction of the Murphys’ homestead, arrival at the beach was from above, at least in the spot where they stood.

She drew a deep breath and considered the rest of the geography in the nearby area in her mind’s eye. When she entered from the path to her homestead, she’d turn right and walk toward the spot she and Evelyn and Ernie and Storm overlooked. She’d go past that, and the beach narrowed and curved around a bit. She strained to look right and could just see the tip of the end of the beach, its back to a bunch of rocks. Those rocks curved around, forming a backbone to the beach in that area, then giving way to a patch of forest. That was where Kyle normally disappeared into the trees when he was returning to his house and Delia was heading back to the trailhead to go to hers. He must be able to slowly climb the hill from that side until he was perpendicular with his house and then could head straight back into the forest. That would save him from having to climb the dune that lay ahead of them on his way back, which seemed desirable and also meant that she could travel that same way, heading parallel to the beach which should take her downhill so she could enter through the copse of trees down there.

It seemed like the way to go, rather than flailing her way down the dune and announcing her presence by way of making a big commotion, so she started walking that way, behind Evelyn and Ernie, but she’d only taken a few steps when she stopped and frowned. No one was visible on the beach for as far as she could see, which was quite a ways down to her left. To the right, where she’d be exiting the trees if she followed her plan, her visibility was limited, but there was an impenetrable rock face over there. That meant that, if Kyle and Bax were on the beach like she suspected, they were right in the spot she couldn’t see—the place where she’d decided to exit the forest.

That was a bad idea. Kyle would surely be watching both the beach and the forest for someone to approach, so he’d have the upper hand if she went that way. She returned to her original spot and stared down the dune again. It still seemed like the wrong way to enter the beach. Frustration and despair surged—there was no other way to get down there and no way to hide once she was there, at least none she could think of.

Fine. She’d go in the way she’d planned, and they’d be ready for Kyle—they’d blast away at him as they went and not give him time to ambush them. But Bax would be there too, and he could easily be hit. Delia froze.

Evelyn shot her a questioning look, and she gestured down the beach in the direction she was sure Kyle and Bax were, then lifted her hand in a shrug to indicate she didn’t know how to get there.

Ernie set down his gun, laid down on his stomach, and inched forward as far as he could without tumbling headfirst down the dune, looking the direction she’d indicated, but then he stood and shrugged to convey that he hadn’t seen anything.

Storm pawed at Delia’s leg, and instantly, her attention was razor sharp on the dog. They made eye contact, then Storm walked away, heading off to the right, purpose in her stride without any more slinking.

Delia exchanged a wide-eyed look with the others, shrugged, and followed the dog, who led them parallel to the drop-off for a bit. They were going downhill as Delia expected in that spot, but only slightly. Still, it was enough to require focus on her footing, and when she looked up again, she realized Storm had changed directions slightly and was heading a bit to the left, toward the beach. The dune was shallower there, and there were some sporadic, small trees in that area, enough that they could go from tree to tree, slowing their way down the dune while also using the trees for cover to some degree.

Storm, you’re brilliant. How she’d known about that path downward without ever having been there before was a question for another day. It was time to focus on an impending confrontation. Delia went first, right behind Storm, and it took all her focus and balance to get to the beach. Once there, she froze, looking both ways, but again, she saw no one, and her heart nearly stopped beating in her chest as she considered that she could have been wrong. Kyle might not have brought Bax to the secret beach at all.

As Evelyn and Ernie finished their descent to the beach, Delia took a couple of steps out, focusing down toward the rocky area, and there, just inside the tree line, she spotted something she’d completely forgotten about—a lean-to Kyle had built a few years back out of downed branches, spending hours twisting vines and boughs together when he visited the beach alone and even sometimes while she was there with him. She’d been inside of it a time or two but preferred to be out on the open beach and so they hadn’t visited it in a long time.

She thought of the structure in the woods that Bea had found, where those three men had been camping out in the woods behind their homestead. From Bea’s description, it was sort of like the structure Kyle had built, though she hadn’t made that connection before. Maybe Kyle had built it for his buddy and his buddy’s friends. Her skin crawled at the thought, and her stomach cramped up.

As she stared at the lean-to, something moved within it at the same time as she heard the hint of something on the breeze that she was sure was someone’s voice. Darting back in toward the dune’s wall, out of the line of sight of the lean-to, she turned back to the twins, jabbing her finger wildly in the direction of where the structure was and nodding frantically to let them know they’d found their quarry. They returned her nod and hefted their guns again to show they were ready, then Evelyn held out her empty hand palm-up in a question—she was leaving the plan up to Delia, who knew the beach and Kyle Murphy, neither of which Evelyn or Ernie knew anything about.

Delia didn’t have a plan, though. Walking straight up to the structure seemed like a bad idea and would probably result in a shoot-out, which was fine with her as far as Kyle was concerned, but she and the twins would be shooting toward Bax, so it was a non-starter. Storm sat at her feet, as though her work was done, and it was. She’d found Bax, and it was up to Delia to get him and take him home.

Time to be smart, think hard, and figure out the best way to get down there without alerting Kyle. She started to walk, hugging the dune and creeping along slowly, keeping a map of the beach in her mind’s eye as she went and her place on it, as though her position were a red flag moving along the road on a GPS app. Walking on the sand, even though there were four of them, was almost silent, so when Storm halted, staring ahead, and the area of her hood where her ears lay underneath twitched a bit, Delia stopped and paid attention. The dog could hear something, Delia was convinced of that, and she strained her pitiful human ears, trying to make out the sound that was bothering Storm.

It was voices, coming from the area of the lean-to. She couldn’t tell what the tone was or who was speaking, let alone what was being said, but it spurred her to check on the situation. She stepped out a few feet until she glimpsed the edge of the structure, which was closer than it had been but still at least a football field in length away. The sand shifted slightly beneath her, and she threw out an arm to stabilize herself. Evelyn grabbed it and didn’t let go until Delia nodded at her to indicate she was fine. She took another half-step out and caught sight of movement. Someone was almost outside of the lean-to, just inside of it, moving back and forth. Not Bax—it wasn’t his clothing, but she wasn’t sure it was Kyle. In the light, the clothes she’d seen him wearing before, when it was dark, didn’t look the same. Still, it had to be him, and he was the right height, almost as tall as the center part of the structure he’d built. He leaned over and spoke, and someone moved inside.

It was Bax—she recognized the color of the raincoat portion of his suit. She’d known she was right and that Kyle and Bax were there, but seeing Bax, recognizing him, and verifying that he was alive made her simultaneously want to shout and run toward him and break into tears of relief.

Kyle moved in lean-to, closer to Bax, and there was more movement inside. It seemed more frantic than before, and Delia lost track of who was who. Something was happening down there, something important, and Delia needed to get there immediately.


Chapter 33

Bax Waite

On a secret beach near a homestead just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

The walk through the woods in the heavy rain was treacherous, but Kyle insisted they keep moving and not stop, claiming he knew the way like the back of his hand and that they could make it to shelter before the worst of the storm. The problem came when he insisted that Bax walk ahead of him so that he could make sure he didn’t run off, and Bax didn’t know the way. Kyle became increasingly irritated with him as they’d traveled, to the point that Bax was concerned Kyle would simply shoot him and be done with the hassle.

He struggled on, and though he was as careful as he could possibly be while still going fast enough to satisfy Kyle, Bax fell three times on slippery spots or by tripping over roots and Kyle hissed, yelled, and cajoled him to go faster. About ten minutes past the point when Bax didn’t think he could go farther, they made it to the secret beach as the wind began to whip and rain droplets fell faster than before. Kyle nudged him to the right, and then they were descending a hill at a run as the sky got really dark. Somehow, they defied the odds by making it down without falling, and shoved Bax inside a tall structure made of branches, round at its base and nestled among a few medium-sized trees, just before the skies opened up.

Bax scrambled all the way to the back of the structure, then turned around as Kyle took up the whole opening for a second. Once he’d made it all the way inside, sat on the ground, and cleared the opening, Bax finally glimpsed the beach and got his bearings on where they were on it—way down at the end before the rocks, inside a copse of trees.

“What are we going to do now?” he asked.

Kyle lowered his head to look at the rifle on his lap. “I haven’t figured it out. Be quiet so I can, all right?”

“You could let me go.” He kept the whine out of his voice and made sure it was soft and non-threatening. “I could just run down the beach and take the path home. I’ll tell everyone you let me go and didn’t hurt me, and they’ll probably let you leave here.”

He glanced up at Bax. “I didn’t hurt you, so of course you’d say that.”

“I know. I mean, you didn’t know I was in the car when you jumped in, so you didn’t take me on purpose. It was kind of my fault, honestly. And what were you supposed to do, stop and let me out before you got the heck out of there? You did the best you could, and I’ll tell everybody in town that.”

He seemed to consider it, shoulders rising and falling gently as he breathed in and out. “How would I know they forgive me? Maybe they’d just come out here and get me, kill me.” Shaking his head, he adjusted his seating position on the ground, which was soft but not quite sandy like the beach, leaning over on one hip to give the other a break.

“Um, I’m not sure. Maybe when I leave to go home, you could head to your house and get your car. Then you could leave town, and they’d let you go because by then I would have told them all that stuff, like that you didn’t hurt me. If you go away and don’t ever come back, there won’t be any more problems. You can find another town to live in.”

“Another town?” Kyle snapped, his whole demeanor changing in an instant “I don’t know anyone in any other towns. What am I supposed to do, live by myself from now on? No one would help me, and I don’t have much to take with me—almost no food.” Suddenly, he lifted his head and fixed Bax with a glare. “Because of your family.”

“What?”

“I don’t have any food—my family didn’t have any food—because yours wouldn’t share. You are a bunch of selfish, arrogant people, and you didn’t care about us when we needed help. Why should I get kicked out of town? You should be. You and Delia and your mother and that Lottie too. She didn’t want me to take food from the grocery store, but I did it anyway, and I made sure she wouldn’t stop me next time.”

“I…my mom…you stole from us and…and you…I don’t know anything about that. I just want to go home.” He pulled his knees up in front of him.

“Nope, you have to stay with me. You’re my insurance. They won’t bother me while you’re with me. Gah!” He burst outward and up, surging to his feet and barely keeping the gun in his hand.

Bax scooted back away from him a little more, until his back hit the branches that made up the back of the structure they were in.

“I should have just kept driving before. Why did I take that turn and go back home? Why did I come out here? They’re probably crawling all over my property now, waiting for me to go back so they can kill me. I don’t have enough food with me to last more than a couple of days.” Kyle kicked the backpack he’d previously taken off and tossed away. “If I give you any, it won’t even last that long.”

“I’m not hungry.”

Kyle acted as though he didn’t hear. “I should have kept driving. Why did I let stupid feelings change my mind?” He turned and pointed at Bax. “It was your fault, you and your talking. No more talking. No more asking me to let you go and acting like a little kid. Nobody’s a kid anymore, not since all this started. You’re my insurance, and you aren’t going anywhere.” He paced a few steps in both directions, crossing most of the available space. As he went back and forth, he muttered to himself.

“I should go back, get the car, and take off. Ugh, but what if they’re waiting for me there? Okay, okay, maybe I don’t go home and get my car. Maybe I go to another place and take a car from there.”

Bax listened with half his attention, more so that he could keep track of whether Kyle remained distracted than to hear what he settled on for a plan. Whatever he decided, it was bad news for Bax. If Kyle took him somewhere, anywhere away from town, it would be difficult or impossible for his family to find him and there would be very little chance that he could make it back on his own. His mission was to get away before Kyle could take him anywhere else, and he planned to carry out that mission and accomplish it.

As slowly as possible, he inched his hand toward his pocket, keeping his eyes and ears on Kyle and his knees up, to bring the pocket up closer so he didn’t have to make as big of a movement to get to it. Silence fell in the lean-to for a moment, and Bax paused, then moved faster than before, sensing that Kyle might be nearing the end of his decision-making process and forcing Bax to move soon.

He got the tips of his gloved fingers into the pocket and felt the EpiPen he’d swiped out of the refrigerator at the Murphys’ house. He’d been searching for something in the fridge to put in the backpack, some kind of food that wouldn’t spoil right away, and he’d seen the box. Jane had put the Pens in the fridge at the Murphy place after the fire at their house, and Bax managed to get his hands inside the box while he pulled out a bottle of milk. He’d barely gotten turned around when Kyle barked at him to leave the milk and told him it was time to go. Bax hadn’t even gotten the fridge all the way closed before Kyle had pushed him out the door.

In the lean-to, he pulled one of the EpiPens out, keeping it down beside his leg where Kyle’s view of it would be obscured. He worked on pulling the cap off with only one hand, using the heel of his palm to stabilize the tube while pulling at the cap with his fingers. His hand wasn’t quite large enough to manage it, and he dropped the tube twice before giving up on it and turning it around, getting it ready in his fist and positioning the cap so that he could yank it off with his left hand just before using it with his right.

His parents hadn’t taught him how to use an EpiPen on himself yet, and he didn’t remember how they’d used it the first few times he’d needed it, but he’d studied it online, and he’d watched as his parents explained it to Delia when she was around twelve or thirteen, and he had the idea. When Kyle was a couple steps away from the wall on the side Bax sat on, muttering about which house he should go to, Bax rocked forward onto his knees. When Kyle stopped and his back was to Bax for a moment as he made the turn to pace the other way, Bax surged to his feet and lunged the few feet forward while he tore the cap off the EpiPen with his left hand. Bringing up his right arm at the last second, as Kyle turned toward him, Bax buried the needle in his arm, where it scraped something hard.

Kyle screamed an obscenity, reaching for the needle as Bax shoved past him for the door. He was one step away when Kyle’s hand closed on his shoulder, yanking him backward and off his feet, where he landed on his back on a small root half-buried in the soft ground and felt and heard the air leave his lungs.

Bracing himself for the gunshot that would end his life, Bax fought to take one last breath, gasping once his lungs inflated again, and he opened his eyes, which he’d only realized that moment that he’d screwed shut. Kyle appeared to be furious, but he wasn’t holding the gun aimed at Bax. He was plucking out the needle and then looking at it.

“What is this? Did you just poison me?”

Bax said nothing but pushed up to a sitting position, eyes on the door to get out. If he did, he’d have to run on the sand unless he ran uphill in the woods. Either way, it would be tough terrain for running, and Kyle was bigger and stronger. He’d probably catch him right away.

“Did you poison me?” Kyle screamed, coming toward Bax.

Again, he didn’t answer, but he scrabbled to his feet, and when Kyle tried to grab him by the shoulders, probably intending to shake an answer out of him, he stabbed him with the second EpiPen he’d had in his pocket. When Kyle lurched away, Bax ran for the door, his foot making it over the invisible threshold and his body following out into the sun. He had a millisecond between footsteps to decide whether to go left into the trees and run uphill or right onto the beach and have flat running but sand to mess with his footing.

He went left, diving for the first tree he saw, intending to get behind it and then run from tree to tree to use them as a tiny bit of cover from gunfire. He had no idea how the Epi would affect Kyle—one dose probably wouldn’t do much, but he should definitely feel the effects of two, probably with an increase in blood pressure and heart rate according to what Bax had read before. The injections had been in his arm, too, both in the same one, and that could definitely cause him some harm, but that would be a later development that wouldn’t help Bax at all.

The injections had done what he’d planned for them to do and given him time to get some space between him and his abductor. The trick would be to use that small amount of space to his advantage enough to create more space and eventually get away.

As he arrived at the first tree, already searching out the next one, Storm appeared beside him. He almost sobbed with surprise and relief, but it was the panic that made him react by grabbing Storm with both hands and guiding her behind the tree. He risked a glance at the lean-to and spotted Kyle stumbling around inside.

Storm had come from the direction of the beach, and Bax ran out from the tree in that same direction, spotting Delia running full-tilt his direction with her gun in her hand. Spread out behind her like the second and third points of a triangle were two other people. One was the woman who’d been in his driveway, who’d shot at the tires on their way out, and the other wasn’t faring so well running in the sand, slipping and sliding and pinwheeling with their arms.

“Bax!” Delia screamed. “Come this way!”

Bax did as she said, Storm beside him, but then the dog turned. He checked over his shoulder, and Kyle was out of the lean-to. He clutched his chest and hunched over, but he had the gun, and it was up and appeared ready. Storm pivoted and raced for Kyle. Bax yelled her name, screamed for her to come back to him, but she ignored the command and ran flat-out, unbothered by the rough terrain and covering the short distance to Kyle in seconds.

Delia passed Bax, still shouting for him to run, and then the other two were even with him. One of them looked at him and veered off in his direction. Bax tried to keep running but the sand pulled his feet in the wrong directions, and he felt like a baby fawn just learning how to run, like he couldn’t quite work his limbs and they each had a mind of their own that was separate from his. He almost went down and used his hands to catch himself and push upright again, and then the person was there, grabbing a hold of his body, pulling him along, and helping to keep him stable.

“Come on,” she said. “I’ll help you.”

“My sister…”

“She wants you to keep running, to get out of here and head home. Can you show me where the path is to your homestead?”

“It’s way down there.”

“Okay, let’s go. Show me. I’m Evelyn, by the way, and I’m friends with your dad.”

“Delia,” he panted. “Storm.”

“I know. They’re trying to make sure Kyle doesn’t hurt anyone ever again. My brother’s helping them, and I think they’ll be fine.”

“You think,” he scoffed.

She didn’t answer but looked back at the others. Bax tried to do the same but couldn’t see past Evelyn’s shoulder, and when he tried to look the other way, she placed some pressure on his back to keep him moving forward instead. He squirmed a little to make a show of getting away, but she didn’t release him, and he quit quickly, tears making their way down his cheeks as he ran—or more accurately stumbled—along through the sand.

“Who are you?”

“I met your dad when we were both in Las Vegas. He helped me and my brother escape and stay alive. He took us to our aunt and uncle’s house in Madison, but they were…” She paused to draw a breath, then went on, keeping constant pressure across his back to keep him moving while looking back often herself. “They didn’t make it, so he brought us with him here.” Evelyn looked over her shoulder again, and her eyes widened. “Get down!” She gave him a light shove, and they both dove forward into the sand just as a shot rang out behind them.

Bax threw his hands over his ears and tried to turn over at the same time, terror for Delia and Storm making him want to scream and cry. Evelyn wouldn’t let him move, though. She kept his face in the sand and her body partly overtop of his as another gunshot sounded.


Chapter 34

Jed Waite

Close to a secret beach near a homestead just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Jed blocked everything out of his mind as he ran on the path to the secret beach. Mike’s collapse, his reunion with Bea, and a replay loop of Bax getting kidnapped that had played in his mind for hours—he forced all of that noise out by focusing on his feet moving one at a time and then paying attention to his breathing, envisioning every bit of air going into his body as dispersing to every muscle cell and propelling him forward.

He’d never been much of a runner, and when he did move at a faster clip than a quick walk, it was a sprint. He didn’t jog for miles at a time, and his endurance wasn’t great. The runner’s high was an elusive beast he’d never experienced, even though he’d tried a brief stint of running practice when he was a teen, attempting to use it as a way to clear his head after everything that had happened with his dad. It hadn’t worked, and he’d quit after a week.

To add to the torture of the run through the woods, Jed couldn’t bring to mind the last time he’d slept or eating a decent meal. They’d gone straight from traveling to landing in a bunch of trouble, and his energy was in negative numbers.

With his feet pounding into the wet ground of the well-worn path, he switched the rifle from one side to the other periodically to avoid fatiguing either arm from carrying it. The sciatic pain in his right side flared at the beginning of the run, threatening to derail the entire plan, but Jed ignored it and ran through it, imagining the pain turning into a patch of ice which crumbled away and left his back strong and pain-free.

The visualization efforts helped some, relieving the pain running down his leg and relegating it to a dull ache—or maybe it was simply that he couldn’t concentrate on it as much while his energy ebbed, and his body started dragging at his mind, begging for him to stop running and rest until that was the only thing that filled his thoughts and the sciatica faded into the background of other discomforts. It was pure will that kept him jogging at a slow pace, moving his feet forward faster than a walk. When he was about halfway between the homestead and the beach, his toe caught on a root, slippery from the recent rain, and he pinwheeled forward for four or five steps, managing to stay upright in the end, but only barely. His toe throbbed for the next few steps, making him consider that it might be broken, and the pain in his hip and leg flared, but over the course of the next dozen steps or so, both pains dissipated, and general muscle fatigue danced on the main stage of his consciousness once more.

His lungs began to burn, to beg for more oxygen, even though he was already gasping it in and panting it out in giant gulps, and then, in one short, sharp moment, he couldn’t run anymore. Slowing to a walk, he jammed a hand into his side where a small cramp had started and looked around to gauge where he was. Three-quarters of the way, maybe more—he was almost there. The instant his breathing slowed and the cramp eased, he broke into a jog again, covering the last bit of the path with the renewed energy of someone close to their goal.

At the end of the path, where it opened up, became sandy, and the trees thinned to almost nothing, he slowed again, getting the rifle over onto his left side so that he could pull it up quickly and get into shooting position with his right arm. Gravity dragged at his muscles, and the thought crossed his mind that he shouldn’t have run almost the entire way and exhausted himself even further than he’d already been. His breathing was ragged, still coming in gulps and pants, but he did his best to ignore the physical discomfort and stepped out onto the beach. Looking to the left first, there was nothing but a narrow swath of empty beach that ended in a steep hill after a short jog to the right. Jed whipped around to look to the right, where a much longer section of wider beach lay, narrowing at the far end as rocks rose up.

Multiple people dotted the beach, all the way at the far end, where something was going on in a smattering of trees. He recognized Ernie and Evelyn’s suits right away, running toward the far end of the beach, and in front of them was another runner who, though he hadn’t gotten a great look at her suit in the dark the night before, must be Delia. Bea had been correct that Delia hadn’t sat at the homestead like he’d told her to but had gone looking for Bax, and she been right about where they’d all gone.

The dog in the blue raincoat—on the drive from town, Bea had said her name was Storm—loped along ahead of those three, racing for the area of trees. Jed began moving toward the people, his eyes trained on the backs of the trio of runners at first, but movement at the far end, among the trees, drew his attention past them. There was a structure there, made of leaves and branches, and someone lurched out of it—someone the right height to be Bax. He turned left and started up the hill there, making for a tree while, behind him, there was more movement inside the structure that had to be Kyle.

Storm made straight for Bax, and Delia screamed something. While Jed could make out that it was definitely her voice, the exact words were lost in the wind and buried under the roiling lake beside them. He moved faster, all the fatigue and aching from earlier gone as he focused on getting closer to his kids. Adrenaline fueled his movements and somehow kept his feet fairly stable on the shifting sand.

Delia screamed some more, and Bax started toward her, Storm at his side, but then Kyle loomed his way out of the lean-to. One of his hands rested on his chest, and he slumped over as though his gut hurt, but he held a gun, and it was stable in the other hand. Jed shouted, his voice mingling with Delia’s, but no one in the group looked his way as the noise from his voice box was carried off in the wind.

As Bax changed directions and raced toward Delia, Storm changed the way she was running too, heading like a laser beam for Kyle, who took his hand off his chest, brought the rifle up, and steadied it. Desperation replaced adrenaline as the power fueling his run, and Jed put on a burst of speed at the same time Delia did, but she ran toward Kyle, and he ran aimlessly down the beach. At least Bax ran away from Kyle, and one of the twins broke off and scooped him up, both of them running his way. Though Bax didn’t seem to notice Jed, his escort raised a hand to indicate they’d spotted him.

There was a gunshot, muffled by distance and other noise, and Jed’s blood ran cold. Bax tried to turn and see what was happening, but whichever twin was with him kept him heading onward, but when more shots were fired, they dove for the ground, pushing Bax underneath them.

Jed was desperate to see what was happening near the lean-to, to sort out what was going on and who was firing, but no one down there seemed to be upright anymore, even Storm, whose bright blue-clad form was still, a hump in the sand near Kyle, who appeared to be down on his knees.

And then he was only a few feet from his son. “Bax!” he yelled, and the boy’s face appeared out from under his protector, who Jed finally recognized as Evelyn. She met Jed’s eyes for a second, and then he focused on Bax, dropping to one knee and reaching to touch his shoulder.

Bax recoiled, scooting even farther underneath Evelyn to get away from Jed’s hand, and he withdrew it.

“Bax,” he said again. “It’s me.”

“It’s your dad.” Evelyn’s voice was soothing as she spoke close to Bax’s ear. “Look.”

His face appeared again, tear-streaked and layered behind some swim goggles and a strange-looking respirator. “Dad!”

“I’m here. I’m going to help your sister. Stay with Evelyn.” He lifted his eyes to hers. “Get him out of here. Stay low and get him off the beach as soon as you can.” He pointed the way he’d come. “Anywhere along there, head into the woods, and Bax can find his way to the path from there. Head back to the homestead—Bea’s there. We’ll be right behind you.”

“Come on.” Evelyn rose to her knees and pulled on Bax’s shoulders. The two of them crawled away while Jed rose and started running again, wracking his brain for a way to help Delia and Ernie but coming up blank. He had to get closer before he could do anything, and that meant running faster than he ever had before, regardless of the sand beneath his feet, the gear he wore, and the fatigue in his body from lack of sleep and overexertion.

It didn’t matter, none of it did. He’d get to Delia and do something to help her if it meant using every last reserve he had in his body and mind.


Chapter 35

Delia Waite

On a secret beach near a homestead just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

There was shouting behind her, but Delia never took her eyes off Kyle. Storm leaped for his throat, even though she couldn’t bite it through her mask. Instead, she rammed into his torso and sent him toppling over backward in the soft earth. She landed on top of him, snarling, snapping, and barking, and then she bashed her face into his upper body repeatedly while he shouted wordlessly and writhed beneath her. The next instant, the dog went flying, landing with a thud on the sand, where she lay without moving.

Delia’s heart squeezed, but she still kept her eyes on Kyle, who struggled to a sitting position, spotted her, and brought his gun up.

“Stay back, Delia,” he snarled. “Don’t make me kill you.”

She stopped running, chest heaving, the rifle held across the front of her body, pointing at the sky over the lake.

“You’ve got Bax back, now just get out of here.” Kyle grimaced and doubled over, grabbing his chest.

Delia’s eyes narrowed. Something was wrong with Kyle, and it wasn’t just that he’d been beaten up by a small golden retriever. He’d been hunched over from the time he’d emerged from the lean-to, holding onto his chest a lot. Bax must have managed to do something to him, to gain himself time get out of there.

“I can’t do that,” she called over the sound of the waves crashing beside them. From the corner of her eye, she caught the movement of Ernie creeping over beside Storm, laying one hand on her, probably to check for breathing, then slowly moving his rifle up into position.

Kyle swung Ernie’s direction and let off a shot.

“No!” Delia said, pulling her gun around during the split second that Kyle’s attention was on Ernie.

Ernie dove for the sand, and Kyle turned back toward Delia. They pointed their guns at each other as Delia took a few more steps toward him, their eyes locked onto each other.

So much passed between them then, scenes seeming to march across his eyes for her to view like a move. There was a shout from behind her again, and vaguely, she recognized the voice, but she didn’t turn toward Jed, didn’t risk another glance at Ernie and Storm. She kept her eyes locked to Kyle’s as emotions and memories buffeted her harder than the wind off the lake ever could.

“Why?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer, only stared harder at her, as though he could say everything he needed to across the connection their eyes made with one another.

Delia tightened her grip on the rifle, even though that would make the kickback worse, and brought it up to her shoulder. Kyle got off a shot before she could, and all her muscles tightened in anticipation before she squeezed her own trigger.

Kyle crumpled, blood blooming from his chest through the thick jacket he wore, and the rifle slipped out of his hand. Delia ran over, grabbed the gun, and tossed it away, then knelt beside him. His eyes locked with hers again, and she opened her mouth—to say what, she didn’t know—but then he glazed over before she could utter a sound, his muscles all relaxed, and he was gone.

For a while, she sat there, for so long that Jed arrived. He touched her head, but she still stared at Kyle. He disappeared, and vaguely, it sank in that he was checking Ernie. Delia wanted to check on him too, to see if Storm was alive, to turn around and check on Bax and Evelyn, but she was locked there, frozen in the moment right before Kyle died, when she didn’t have anything to say.

Slowly, she reached for his face with a gloved hand and swiped his eyes closed, and then the connection was gone. She was unlocked, and she stood and walked away from Kyle, straight to her father, right into his arms. Past his shoulder, Storm got up too. She padded along with Ernie right past Delia and Jed, starting the trek up the beach to the path.

After a long moment, Delia pulled back and looked up at her dad, and then she was locked in his gaze, which was so much softer, more loving and kind than Kyle’s. He smiled at her, and then he spoke.

“It’s over. You finished it. Let’s go home.”


Chapter 36

Bea Waite

On a homestead near a small town just outside Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Bea stood behind the house, avoiding standing under the deck in case it chose that moment to collapse. The sun had risen a bit higher in the sky, beginning to peek over the tree line. So much time had gone by, and nothing had happened on the homestead. No one had arrived, either by car or on foot, and she hadn’t caught a single sound on the wind to give her a hint of what was happening.

She’d done so many laps around the house that her feet wouldn’t move another step, and she held the pistol loosely in her left hand at her side, unwilling to put it away but no longer able to actively patrol the area. Her mind wouldn’t give her a rest, swirling from one bad scenario to another about why it was taking so long for anyone to return. In the worst of those scenarios, they didn’t come back at all.

Giving in to exhaustion, she sank to the ground, leaning against one of the deck’s support columns, too tired and heartsick to worry that the action might further destabilize the situation. She gazed out over the back of their property and let the memories take over. Before her eyes, the plants all turned green, Berto and the horses munched on grass in the pasture, and alongside it, Bax ran back and forth making happy squeals while Bea worked picking vegetables as a monarch butterfly flitted around her playfully, and Delia sat in the dirt with a book. Near the woods, Jed ran the tractor, pulling out a couple of trees he’d chopped down to build a little shed for her gardening supplies.

In her daydream, her husband paused to look over at her, blew her a kiss, and gave her that signature grin. Her view of his face wasn’t obstructed by a mask, and she could breathe deeply and smell the wildflowers that lined the west side of her garden. A chipmunk scampered up, alive and mischievous, and she gave a little stomp in his direction to encourage him to move along. Birds chirped as they flitted from tree to tree or landed on the fence to check out what the animals were up to. Bea lifted a perfectly working right arm to wave back at Jed.

It was a beautiful vision, and Bea wanted to stay there forever, where her children were kids still, innocent and happy, and they all had hopes and dreams for the future of their homestead and family. Slowly, though, the vision faded, and the devastation reappeared. Gone were all the animals, both wild and domesticated. The vegetable garden sat brown and empty, and the wildflowers were all dead. No children played alongside the pasture, no husband smiled at her from across the yard, and her hand wouldn’t lift very far when she tried to move it.

Her chest was heavy, the damaged lungs within begging for a rest, and her eyelids drooped downward until they were closed. For a moment, she considered letting herself drift off, too exhausted to deal with any more worry, but she couldn’t do it. She had to stay awake, to be ready to help if someone needed her. Forcing her eyes to pop back open, she almost didn’t believe what was in front of them, way out on the edge of the property Emerging from the forest was a group of five people. Some of them limped, a couple hung onto each other as though they needed to combine limbs in order to accomplish walking.

Bea struggled to her feet with only one arm to support her, but once she was up, she started toward her family. They’d stopped at the fence line, and Delia moved toward the gate. It was all Bea could do to keep from running to meet them, but her chest hurt, and there was no need to add another medical emergency on top of everything that had already happened. Still, she hurried forward, intent on finding out whether anyone was injured.

Delia got the gate open, and then Bax squeezed through and ran for Bea while the others followed along much slower. Bea opened her arms and hurried even faster, and then her boy was there, slamming into her so hard she stumbled backward, keeping her feet by only the barest of margins.

“Bax, are you all right?” She wheezed, squeezing him to her as his small arms tightened like metal bands around her waist. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

“I’m okay.” His words were muffled, emitting from behind his mask which was smooshed up against her body. “Are you okay?”

“Oh,” she breathed. “You haven’t seen me since I got back, I forgot.” She gently released him a bit and stepped back, so she could look down into his face and evaluate him for herself, searching for any scrapes, cuts, or signs of pain in his expression. Seeing none, she smiled. “I’m a lot better. The doctors treated me.”

They hugged again, and over his shoulder, she watched the rest of her family, plus two people who must be the teenagers Jed had told her about, make their way through the gate. From behind Delia, Storm appeared, slipping through the gate and jogging toward Bea and Bax.

“What happened?” Bea said again.

“It’s all over, Mom. Kyle’s dead.” Bax’s words were both matter-of-fact and backed by a ton of unspoken emotion.

They fell silent, holding each other as the others approached, and Bea opened her left arm for Delia while Bax remained planted to her right side. Desperate to know what happened, who had killed Kyle, Bea nevertheless didn’t ask the question. There was time enough for all of that to come out, but that time hadn’t come. Their family was together for the first time since the disaster, and that was enough for the moment.

Storm squeezed in, sitting on Bea’s feet, and she laughed. To complete the circle, Jed put his arms around the kids, stepped in close next to Storm, and put his forehead against Bea’s, their masks a barrier to actual skin-to-skin contact.

Evelyn and Ernie skirted around the little family silently, giving them room and starting back for the house, but Jed lifted his head.

“Hey, you two, get in here.” He opened an arm and beckoned.

The twins looked at each other for a moment, then shuffled over and joined in. Storm gave a little yip, snuck out between a multitude of legs, then ran around the circle yipping and dancing until everyone laughed and the hug circle broke up.

Bea met Jed’s eyes, and he glanced at Delia, answering the unspoken question of who’d killed Kyle. She reached to lay a hand on the back of her daughter’s head, offering what silent support she could, and received a smile in return.

“Well, I’m exhausted, and I haven’t done what all of you have, so the next thing we need to do is get some rest.” She turned back toward the house and started walking slowly, surrounded by her family plus two bonus new friends. “Let’s go back to town. Grandma and Grandpa are at Lottie’s, so we can go there to check on Grandpa. There’s food there, and we can all get some sleep.”

“I’m down with that,” Jed said. “Sleep and food, I mean.”

“We’ll stay here and guard the place.” Ernie waved a hand between himself and Evelyn. “One of us will, anyway, while the other one sleeps in the barn. We’ll take turns.”

Bea raised an eyebrow. “Do either of you know how to milk a cow?”

Evelyn’s eyes widened. “No. Why?”

“No reason. Don’t worry about it. How about goats?”

“Uh…we don’t know how to milk any animals.” Ernie sounded terrified, as though he’d have to face a hostage situation all over again.

“Oh, well. We’ll have to teach you, then. Not today, though. Today, you don’t have to worry about doing any chores. Thank you for helping Delia and Bax today.”

“She didn’t leave us much choice, ma’am. We tried to talk her out of it.” Ernie reached to rub the back of his neck through his suit.

“I’m positive of that. Don’t worry, I don’t blame either of you for the fact that my daughter left the homestead after her dad told her to stay put.”

“Don’t be mad at Delia,” Bax piped up.

“I’m not mad.” Bea shot him a grin before turning back to the twins. “Thank you for any part you had in getting my husband home safely, too.”

Bax said, “Hey, how’d you know we’d be at the secret beach?”

Delia shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not sure. It just occurred to me while we were driving toward town.”

“It was smart.” Jed spoke up, drawing Delia into his side with one arm.

They’d arrived at the equipment barn, and Bea spent a few moments teaching Ernie and Evelyn how to get in and out of it, introduced them to the animals, and showed them where the food and water was, high up on a shelf where the sheep and goats couldn’t get to it.

“We’ll be back in a while, after we’ve had a chance to rest, or at least one or two of us will, so you can get some better sleep on a real bed.”

Ernie waved her off, and she exited the barn to rejoin her family. They made their way to the BMW without speaking more, climbing into the spots that they’d normally have sat in if they were getting into their pickup truck together before the disaster, Bax behind Bea and Delia behind Jed, who drove. Storm jumped into the back, then climbed onto the seat between the kids and settled down.

“I’m sure Lottie has some food at her house that isn’t safe for you, Bax.” Bea turned to get a glimpse of him past the seat as Jed backed out of the driveway. “You should be extra careful. Grandma put an EpiPen in the fridge there in case you need it.”

He gave a little nod. “I used up two EpiPens, Mom. I know it wasn’t a good idea because it might be hard to get more, but I needed them.”

Bea stiffened. “You had a reaction? What happened? Are you okay?”

“I didn’t have a reaction. I’m okay.”

“So, that’s what you did.” Delia’s tone was equal parts awe and understanding. “I couldn’t figure it out.”

“What? What couldn’t you figure out?” Bea twisted even more in her seat to see both kids at once. “What happened?”

“I grabbed two EpiPens from the Murphys’ fridge when Kyle took me three to get some supplies.”

“That’s why the fridge door was open!” Delia put in.

“You…stabbed Kyle with EpiPens?” Jed said, glancing at Bax in the rearview before looking forward again to concentrate on taking the big curve without sliding off onto the shoulder.

“Yep. I didn’t have any other weapon because I was so dumb that I left mine in the truck. I’m sorry I got out of the truck when you told me not to.”

“It’s over, buddy.” Delia reached over to grab his hand. “We’re okay.”

“That was some quick thinking you did, to get those EpiPens, and then it was very brave to use them to get away. If you’d stayed in that structure with Kyle, it would have been a lot harder to get you out of there.” Jed steered around the next curve. “It was quick thinking to try to lock Kyle out of his car, too, son. It didn’t work out, but it was a good plan.”

“Thanks.” The word was packed full of emotion. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“When did you get here?”

The car erupted into laughter, and when it settled down, Jed said, “It’s been around four hours since I rolled in, I guess, but it feels like four weeks, and I’ve lost about four years off my life since then.”

“That’s parent math for you.” Bea smirked.

“Yeah, you can say that again.”

“So, guys, Grandpa had a little episode a while ago.” She had their immediate attention. “He might have had a small heart attack, or it could have been a major anxiety attack. Doc treated him and thinks he’s going to be okay, but he’s resting at Lottie’s house. We need to go easy on him and make sure he keeps resting, okay? Because if I know Grandpa, he’ll want to jump up and get going again right away. Let’s help Grandma keep him down, though.”

“If it was his heart, is it going to happen again?” Delia said.

“Hopefully not. Doc wants to do an ultrasound on his heart. I’m not sure how much experience he has reading cardiac ultrasounds, but it’s better than none, I’m sure. Once he does that, he’ll have more information about what happened. If it was just stress, then that’s one thing, but if it was his heart, he might need more medicine and to really take it easy. Actually, either way, I think he should take it easy. Hopefully things will settle down now, without the Murphys around to bother us, and we can all move a little slower, with a bit less stress.”

With that bit of information shared, Bea faced forward again, and soon, they passed the cow path. She stared at it hard as they passed, imagining first Kyle and Bax and then Delia and the twins turning to travel down it. Remaining lost in her own thoughts for the rest of the way to Lottie’s house, she was relieved when they pulled up and Jed shut off the car. They piled out and trudged toward the house, all four sets of shoulders lined with fatigue. Bea led them around back and into the mudroom where she peeled off her equipment, then helped Bax get his off while Jed helped Delia, then Bax removed Storm’s suit before the five of them tip-toed into the house, unwilling to wake up Mike if he was resting.

Bea was startled when a lamp clicked on in the living room, and she reached for her pistol, but Jane popped upright on the couch, a blanket falling off her shoulder. She blinked at them like an owl, her mouth opening and closing a couple times before she managed to get any words out, then she surged upward and hurried over.

“Bax! Oh, thank goodness.” She crouched down to hug him, then took turns embracing each of the other three. “What happened?” She held up her hands. “Forget I said that. You all look exhausted. Come in and sit down, and I’ll figure out something we can eat.”

They slouched into the living room and found spots to sit while Jane buzzed around the kitchen, and soon, she returned with a platter of Bax-safe food which she set on a coffee table alongside a pile of plates.

As they devoured the food, the story of what happened on the beach and before that, from the time Kyle drove away with Bax, filtered out. Delia didn’t say a word but left the descriptions to Bax, and Jed added a bit of his perspective while she studied her food and ate slower than everyone else.

“I’m so glad that’s over.” Jane wiped a hand across her brow, then turned to Jed. “Now we need to hear about what happened to you. How did you get here from Vegas?”

Jed leaned forward to set his plate on the table, then settled back into the couch. “Oh, you know…some walking, some driving, some riding, and some running. The usual. I’m sure you and Mike did about the same kind of stuff.”

Jane grinned. “Almost exactly the same.”

“How’s Dad?” Bea said between bites.

“He seems okay to me.” She glanced toward the closed door of the guest bedroom. “I must have fallen asleep before him, which wasn’t the plan. Once he settled down to rest, I was going to go out to the farm and see how I could help.” She wrinkled her nose. “I fell asleep on the couch and that stinker didn’t wake me up.”

“Well, he’s got the right idea, giving both of you some rest. All of us need to follow that prescription right now. Are you going to sleep some more, Mom?”

With a shake of her head, Jane got up and began to collect empty plates. “No, I’m completely awake now.”

“What do you think about going out to the homestead? Ernie and Evelyn are out there watching things, but both of them need rest too, and they don’t really know anything about farm animals. Clara and Sweetie could both use another milking, plus the milk goats.” Bea ended on a giant yawn.

“Yep, I’ll go out there right away. You all sleep, okay?” Jane disappeared into the kitchen, and Bea and Jed got the kids settled onto the couches before they retired to Lottie’s room, where Jed caught Bea in a big hug.

“I’m still shaky,” Bea said. “It’s hard to believe it’s over. I keep thinking Kyle’s going to attack the farm while we’re gone and burn more of it or kill the animals.”

“He won’t be doing that, honey.” Jed’s voice rumbled through his chest into her cheek, and she snuggled in closer. “That doesn’t mean we won’t have more attacks, though. The Murphys weren’t the only people who will think it’s okay to try to take our home and who won’t hesitate to kill us or the kids to get it.”

She shivered, and he held her tighter. “I know, but you’re home now, and Mom and Dad are here, so I feel like I can handle it now.”

He leaned back and looked in her face. “What do you mean you can handle it now? You’ve handled it all along. You did an amazing job, babe. Just getting the house safe enough to live in—” He paused when she shook her head and looked away. “What?”

“I didn’t do such a good job with that. Managed to poison myself because I missed something.”

“That house is big. You did a great job, and if I know my wife, you were hyper-focusing on areas of the house where the kids would be spending time and didn’t take as much care with your own space.”

She shrugged. “I’m never going to be the same. My arm will never work like it used to, and I have some lung damage.”

“No one makes it out of this life alive or with all their parts working the same as when they got here.”

A laugh burst from her throat, and she turned and set her forehead on his chest while she let it out as quietly as possible. He laughed too, and when they’d finished laughing out the tension and stress of the past day, he hugged her again.

“You’ll be fine with what you’ve got. You know, you never give yourself enough credit. I know you get nervous about making decisions and second-guess yourself all the time, but look at what you did. You and the kids made it through something most people didn’t. And you even gained a dog.”

She gave him a little shove, and then they parted to get ready for bed. Bea caught Jane just before she left and got the rest of her medications from her, swallowed the ones she needed, and then fell asleep within moments of laying her head down, content with having her family under the same roof again, even if it was Lottie’s roof and not her and Jed’s.


Chapter 37

Delia Waite

In a small town just outside of Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

After Bax had been asleep for fifteen or twenty minutes and there hadn’t been any voices filtering out from the bedroom where her parents had crashed for about the same amount of time, Delia crept off the couch. From her spot on the love seat, curled up in front of Bax’s chest, Storm lifted her head, at full alert within seconds of Delia’s feet hitting the floor. Delia sank to her knees and opened her arms, and Storm hopped down and jogged over. Gathering the dog’s head in her arms and hugging her tightly, Delia rubbed her ears and poured all the gratitude she had for the dog out through her hands in hopes that Storm could feel and understand it.

Storm had attacked Kyle twice, without the use of her teeth or claws, and twice, he’d tossed her away with a callousness that infuriated Delia, even after the fact. When Storm had gone still on the beach, not moving and not even appearing to be breathing, Delia had feared he’d broken her neck and killed her. She seemed like some kind of superhero dog, and that thought reminded Delia of Lottie, the Motorcycle Maven superhero who’d lived through the disaster and helped other survivors until Kyle killed her.

She looked around the room, noticing for the first time all the tiny details everywhere that were Lottie’s—a delicate white doily covering a fancy bronze end table, a six-inch-tall statue of an elephant with its baby sitting on the television stand below the moderately sized screen, flowery curtains that did little to keep out the sun but did their job of making the room feel homey and cute.

Delia gave Storm a kiss on the head, then waved her hand toward Bax, and the dog jumped up, circled twice, and settled back in by his chest. Pushing herself upright, Delia noted all the sore muscles she had—her right shoulder felt as though she’d pulled the triceps, and she pushed her elbow up over her head to give it a little stretch before heading for the mud room.

As quietly as possible, she donned her gear and then stepped outside into the back yard, wandering across it and noting all the lovely perennial flowers Lottie had planted and tended before the toxin had killed them. The yard was quaint and had probably looked a bit like an English garden when the flowers bloomed—there were roses and hydrangeas along with rhododendrons and peonies, or at least that’s what Delia thought they were with her limited plant knowledge. It took a special person to tend a flower garden so well in the upper peninsula, with its short growing season. They had to absolutely love growing things to spend so much time, money, and effort for something they’d enjoy for only a few short months, and it said a lot about Lottie that she’d been a person like that.

As she walked around a raised flower bed, an image popped into Delia’s mind, of Kyle’s eyes locked with hers, first before, then after he died. She closed her eyes tightly and stopped walking, turning around and going a different direction in hopes that his eyes wouldn’t be there waiting.

The sun hadn’t risen high enough to burn off all the rain from the ground in the back yard, and Delia took care not to slip and fall as she meandered around, keeping her eyes off the hole in the back corner of the yard meant for Lottie’s body and trying to think about anything besides Kyle.

When the back door opened, she stopped walking to peer over at it, and Jed walked through the doorway, then closed the door firmly behind him before heading her way. Delia waited for him, offering a subdued, “Good morning,” when he arrived.

“Morning.” He yawned behind his mask. “How come you aren’t sleeping?”

“I couldn’t fall asleep, so I thought maybe walking around would help, but I think the sunshine is actually making it worse. What about you? I thought you were totally exhausted.”

“I am, but I guess my brain isn’t quite ready to shut off the adrenaline production and get some rest. Mom fell asleep, but I was just lying there staring at the ceiling and feeling like jumping up and fighting a bear or something.”

Delia snort-laughed. “A bear is one of the only things we haven’t had to fight lately.”

“Want to go for a longer walk?” Jed tilted his head toward the front of the house.

“Sure.” Delia walked with him along the side of the house, past the BMW in the driveway, and onto the still, silent street. They walked down its center, meandering slowly to accommodate their fatigue and sore muscles. Silence reigned for a block or so, then Delia broke it. “I’m glad you’re back, Dad.”

“Oh, kiddo, you don’t know how glad I am to be back.”

“So, it must have been hard getting here from Vegas. It took you a while.”

“Yeah, it was hard—harder than anything I’ve ever done before—but it wasn’t any harder than what you and Bax and Mom had to do.”

She shrugged one shoulder. “At least we had beds to sleep in and food to eat, at least until Kyle burned up the kitchen. Even after that, we were okay. We had Doc and Lloyd and Sarah and Lottie and other people to help us too. You didn’t have all that.”

“I got help along the way, plus I had Chris. Honestly, no one who survived the toxin has had a harder or easier time of it than anyone else. You know, I learned something interesting during the trip.”

She turned to regard his profile, waiting for him to share as they navigated around a parked car.

“There were times when one of us was freaking out or having a hard time and then the other one would sort of take over during that time and make more of the decisions or do a little bit more of the work. I guess I already knew about how that worked in relationships from being married to Mom. Sometimes, she’s doing really well and I’m struggling, and other times, it’s the other way around.”

Delia considered that, then nodded. “Yeah, we had that too. Mom needed more help sometimes than other times.”

“Yeah. You know, it’s okay if you want to have a hard time right now. Yesterday was a lot. More than a kid should have to deal with, and you did awesome. I mean, you saved your brother, kiddo. But you did a really, really hard thing to make that happen.”

“I killed Kyle,” she whispered.

Instantly, his arm was around her, drawing her close to his side as they walked, and over the next few steps, they synchronized, so that they each walked with the same foot for every step and didn’t interfere with each other. “You did what had to be done, yeah. Mom told me that you and Kyle were friends.”

She nodded. “We were, but after the storms came, his family started acting really weird and entitled to what we had. They talked about wanting to work together and stuff, but they didn’t have anything to share with us—they only wanted our food and annimals. It made Mom really uncomfortable, and she said we should keep our distance from them.”

“Mom was right on. You know, people don’t always act the same when they’re under extreme stress.”

“Their true colors come out.”

“Yeah, maybe. I guess that’s probably it. That doesn’t make it any easier for you to have done what you had to do, and I want you to know that it’s okay to feel however you feel about it. You’ll probably have a bunch of different emotions come up, and all of them are okay for you to feel and get through. The one thing I never want you to question is whether you did the wrong thing. You did the only thing you could to save Bax and the rest of us, and that’ll never be wrong. Kyle made his decisions, not you.”

Delia absorbed that as they walked the next half block in silence. “Today I feel sad that Kyle’s dead but not upset that I did it. I was the one who got to him first. If one of you had gotten there first, you would have done it. We’re a team, right, Dad?”

“Right, and I’m glad you feel that way.” He turned her toward the right, and they started down the next block. “Hey, listen. I’m here for you whenever those feelings come up. Like I said, they’re all okay, but some of them might be harder for you to deal with by yourself than others, and you don’t have to. I’m here to talk whenever you want to, and so is Mom and so are Grandma and Grandpa.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Delia’s heart felt lighter than before, and she imagined Kyle’s eyes locked on hers again, then they closed, and his face took on a peaceful expression. She felt peace too as she let go of the image, allowing it to float away.

They arrived back at the house and went inside, and Delia was asleep on the couch within moments.

***

The clinking of dishes in the kitchen woke her up, and she stretched, yawned, and sat up slowly, evaluating her body for sore muscles and finding they were still there but the aches were duller, more subdued. She moved her neck to an angle from which she could see into the kitchen and spotted Jane working at the sink. Getting to her feet, she stretched again, and Storm hopped down beside her as she made her way over to lean against the counter.

“Did I wake you up?” Jane grabbed a hand towel to rub over her hands. “I’m sorry. I just got home, and I was trying to quietly make a cup of tea.”

“It’s okay.” Delia glanced outside, noting the position of the sun. “It must be afternoon now—I probably slept eight hours.”

Jane nodded. “I got a nap too, out at the homestead. Ernie and Evelyn are quick learners—they’ll be farmers in no time.”

“Did they stay out there?”

“Yep. Evelyn said our family needed today to be together and process everything and that they’d take a turn sleeping here at Lottie’s house tonight or tomorrow.”

“They seem super nice.”

“Yeah, I think so too. They’re really loyal to your dad, and they told me about how he agreed to take them across the country with him, to their aunt and uncle’s house in Wisconsin. They were dead, which is sad, but then your dad offered to bring them here.” She tossed the hand towel on the counter and turned to face Delia. “They’re pretty adamant that they don’t want to be given anything of ours for free. If they eat any of our food, they want to earn it by pitching in, and they’re even hesitant about that.”

“They’ve already earned it.” Delia crossed to the fridge, opened it, and grabbed a couple of eggs and a small jar of milk. “Yesterday, they stayed right with me, even on that beach. I thought Kyle shot Ernie—he definitely shot at him, but since Bax had given him those two doses of epi, I don’t think his aim was very good.”

“Thank goodness for small favors.” She gestured at the eggs in Delia’s hand. “Should I get out a pan?”

“Sure. Do you want some eggs too?”

“Let’s make some for everyone. It’ll do all of us good to have a nice hot breakfast together before we figure out what needs to happen next.”

Delia and Jane worked together to mix up a dozen eggs and get them going, and by the time they were pouring them, all cooked, out of the pan, the rest of the family was awake and moving around. Bax got Storm’s suit on and let her out the back door, and everyone else freshened up before they met around Lottie’s small dining table.

“How are you feeling?” Jane asked Mike.

“Like a new man after that long sleep.” He gave her a wink. “You’d never know I had a heart attack yesterday.”

“Hopefully you didn’t, but let’s plan to help Doc get that ultrasound over to the pharmacy today, so he can check you out more thoroughly.”

They ate and chatted, learning more about what had happened to all of them while they were apart, then Jane disappeared for a few minutes inside the bedroom.

When she returned, she held a small box, which she handed to Delia. “I’m sorry we missed your fifteenth birthday, honey.”

Delia wiped her hands on her pants, then accepted the box and opened it. A lovely, delicate necklace sat inside, the pendant a circle of small sparkling diamonds.

“Wow! Thank you. It’s beautiful.” She clipped it around her neck, then hugged each of her grandparents before reseating herself. “So, what do we need to work on today besides relocating the ultrasound machine?”

“We need to bury Lottie,” Mike said.

Jane got to her feet and started clearing dishes. “One of us can run over and check in with Doc, see how Betty’s doing, and he can trigger the network to let everyone know Kyle’s dead and that we’re having a funeral for Lottie today.”

“I have a question.” Delia cleared her throat. “Can we bury Grace and Kyle too? I think they should be laid to rest on their property. I saw a spot that looked like dirt had been turned over, and I’m thinking they buried Adam there. Can we bury them next to him?”

Jed and Bea exchanged a significant look across the table, then Jed nodded. “That’s a good idea. Good closure for everyone.”

“Thank you.”

A pounding on the front door made all six of them jump and scatter, everyone quickly locating their guns. If Delia hadn’t been so frightened, it would have been comical to see everyone standing there, armed to the teeth because someone had knocked on the door.

Holding her pistol in her left hand, Bea sidled up to the front window and peeked out. “It’s someone wearing a suit like yours and the twins’,” she said to Jed.

He stepped up beside her, glanced out, and his shoulders relaxed. “It’s Chris.” Hurrying over to the door, he pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

Chris nodded and disappeared, a few minutes later entering the back door with Storm on his heels. He removed his gear in the mudroom, then took Storm’s off too before entering.

“Hey, guys. Um, I presume this belongs to you?” He gestured at Storm, who bounded straight over to Bax and licked his fingers.

Jed caught Chris in a hug, pounding his back, then stepped away.

“Rachel told me what happened, but it looks like you found everyone.” Chris gestured toward Bax.

“Yeah, it’s all good now.”

“Sorry I wasn’t here to help you.”

Jed shrugged. “I know you would have been if you’d known. How are Rachel and her parents?”

“We’re all good now that we’ve had some rest and food. What’s on the agenda for today?”

Jed told him about the triple set of funerals, and Chris nodded, clapping his hands together. “Let’s get it done, so we can move on.”

“That’s the best plan I’ve heard in a while,” Jed said, and Delia couldn’t have agreed more.


Chapter 38

Franny Nelson

In a bunker somewhere in northern California

Franny twisted a sapphire-blue gel pen around her fingers a few times before setting it down and picking up an emerald-green one. She didn’t have as many colors to choose from as Kellan, but she enjoyed the ones she had, and it always made her think of him to see a pile of multi-colored writing utensils next to her laptop.

On the screen, Vice President Trent was speaking, and behind him was a blank gray wall with a large French flag in the center.

“The think tank is coming along just about as good as a salmon in a swimming contest,” Trent said. “We’ve got momentum rolling enough that folks from countries I haven’t been to yet are knocking on the door asking to be included.”

“Well done,” President Arch said from his spot at the head of the table just to Franny’s right. “What’s first on their agenda?”

“Nailing down the procedure and technology the world will use to clean up the air, then the water. Soil’s next on the list, but it’ll be last after the other two.”

“Is there an ETA yet on when we can expect to begin the cleaning efforts?”

Trent stroked his chin, where at least a few days’ worth of stubble grew. “The engineer types tell me they should have some prototypes for cleaning air ready within a month, but there won’t be enough for everyone for at least six months.” He leaned forward. “Sir, to tell it to you honestly, the brutal truth of the matter, it’ll be at least a decade before we can hope to have a sizable chunk of clean environment, and that’s being optimistic.”

“I understand.” Arch’s gaze lowered to the table for a moment, then popped back up as his shoulders straightened. “It’s a start, though. We’re doing something, and that’s got to be enough for now. Well done, my friend. Keep it up.”

“Yes, sir.” Trent gave a jaunty salute, then winked at Franny before the screen split and Homeland Secretary Bleacher’s image appeared beside Trent’s.

After a round of hellos, the secretary spoke. “I have the completed report about the disaster, sir. There are some gaps, and some things we’ll probably never know because of how much of the evidence and how many of the people involved have been destroyed, but we have a good enough picture to understand what happened.”

Arch rolled his wrist in a “go on” motion. “Let’s hear it, then, I suppose, and get it over with.” His face twisted into a grimace. “Sorry, Secretary. I do want to hear the report—I’m just not looking forward to rehashing the tragedy.”

“Understood. Here’s what we know. The plant in Texas had pretty recently changed hands, and the new management found some barrels of what they thought was diacetyl in a storage unit on the main plant’s property. Whether it was labeled that way or what, we aren’t sure. Management assumed the diacetyl had been stored away after the popcorn lung lawsuits, and with new ways to minimize the danger and use it in food production again, they pulled it out of storage and sold it across the country to manufacturing plants that made things with buttery flavoring.”

“It wasn’t diacetyl,” Arch said.

“No, sir, it was dimethylmercury.”

“Why was there a stash of such a dangerous, deadly chemical hanging out in an abandoned storage unit in Texas?”

“That’s one of the things we haven’t been able to uncover and will likely never know.”

“Right. Okay, go on.”

“The diacetyl that was distributed, of course, went into the food supply, and in a stunning coincidence of timing, the plant in Texas suffered a dust explosion while some of the dimethylmercury kegs were being moved. They ignited and exploded, which carried the stuff up into the atmosphere.”

“The worst coincidence in human history,” Franny put in.

Bleacher nodded. “Yes, and there was one more horrible one after that. At the instant the chemical was released, there was a series of storm systems brewing over the country, beginning with a hurricane near the plant and including tornados all over the middle of the country, then bad thunderstorms in the Midwest. Those air currents grabbed the dimethylmercury and spread it everywhere.”

“A perfect storm of mistakes and tragedies,” Franny said softly.

Bleacher’s head bobbed again. “Well said.”

“Thank you for the report, and thank you both, again, for all your fine work. We’ll talk again soon.”

The screens went dark, and Arch turned to Franny. “Thank you too, for being my right hand through all of this. I know you’ve had your own personal battles to deal with, but you’ve done an outstanding job.”

“Thank you. I think you’ve done pretty well yourself.”

Arch smirked and laid a flat hand on the table. “There will be plenty of challenging times ahead, and that’s an understatement. For one thing, how are we going to have another presidential election?”

Franny’s brows rose. “Maybe you’ll just keep being the president for a while? Is there some emergency clause about this in the constitution?”

“Not to my knowledge, but I’m a politician, not a constitutional law expert.” He tilted his head. “I hope we still have at least one of those alive who can tell us what to do.”

“Fingers crossed.”

He chuckled. “Well, in the meantime we’ll keep fighting to keep our democracy alive. There are enough cabinet and congress members left that I’m sure someone will figure it out eventually.” Pushing to his feet, he started for the door, then stopped and gave her an unreadable look over his shoulder. “Oh, I almost forgot. I need you to head to the hangar and meet Trent for me.”

“Trent?” Her brow wrinkled. “But we just talked to him. He’s in France.”

Arch shrugged and continued striding toward the conference room door. “Maybe it’s the magic of technology. I’ve never been great with that, so I don’t know how it works, but you’re needed in the hangar—that, I do know. Bye, Franny.”

She stared after him for a moment after he’d disappeared, then closed up her laptop, stuck it and the pile of pens in her bag, and got to her feet before hefting the bag onto her shoulder. In the corridor, she paused, considering how to get to the hangar from where she was. It took her a few minutes, but she drew a plan to mind and headed that way, stewing over how strange it was that Arch had asked her to meet Trent, when he was clearly nowhere near California. The president had also been acting strange when he said it, like he knew something she didn’t, and curiosity flared in her gut, along with a hint of butterflies.

By the time she’d found her destination after two mis-turns, her shoulder ached where the laptop strap was digging in, and she set it on the floor by the wall before peering through the glass into the hangar. A few geared-up people wandered around inside the vast silver space, some alone and others chatting with someone else. A few large vehicles sat around, but there was no movement in or around them.

Franny checked her watch as her stomach growled to tell her what she’d find on its face—that it was time for lunch, and she considered whether she’d get a salad in the cafeteria or if a piece of pizza would suffice.

A red light flashed across the hangar, and the folks inside all turned toward the main set of doors, which began to roll open to reveal a small green utility vehicle. Franny frowned, and her stomach nerves increased. That wasn’t a vehicle that would carry Trent, even if she had believed he was the one arriving, which she didn’t. She began to have a sneaking suspicion who it was, though, and strained to get a glimpse.

The truck rolled in, the door went down, and one of the people on the floor opened the passenger side door while a suited-up driver jumped down from the left side. The person who climbed down from the right was in a full, light blue environmental suit, bulky and thick, and Franny couldn’t see any identifying features of the person inside it, whom one of the folks who’d been waiting ushered quickly into an offshoot room and out of sight. Franny pressed her lips together, grabbed her laptop, and headed down a short hallway to a waiting room where the person would appear once they’d gotten out of the suit and into a new set of clothes.

The wait was longer than she’d expected, and Franny paced around the room, poked at a few books sitting on an end table, and tried to ignore her grumbling stomach, all while silently cursing her boss for being so elusive about what was going on.

The door opened then, and she turned to get her first look at the person Arch had sent her to meet. Her face broke into a wide grin when Kellan stepped into the room, his hair damp from a shower and wearing brown pants and a beige sweater.

“What?” Franny rushed forward to receive the hug he offered with open arms. “Why are you here? I mean, I’m glad to see you, but how did you get here?”

“Our illustrious president called me himself and asked if I’d consider moving here, so I’d be more accessible for meetings. He wants me to work directly with him and Trent to spearhead the cleanup as a representative of the US.”

“Wow! Congratulations!” She leaned back to look up at him. “You live here now?”

“I live here now, yes.” He smiled down at her.

“I…this is not what I expected to happen today. The president told me to come down here to meet Trent, and I knew that was not the truth, but when I woke up this morning, I never expected to be standing in the same room as you this afternoon.” She stepped back and regarded him with amusement.

“It sounds like Arch was doing a bit of matchmaking to me.” His cheeks got a little pink, and he looked down at his feet. “I mean…”

“You’re exactly right. He was doing matchmaking, and I’m here for it.”

His head jerked up. “You are?”

“I am. Are you?”

Kellan nodded and stepped forward to hug her again before another person entered the small room, a woman who offered to show Kellan his living quarters.

“That would be great,” he said. “My bags…”

“Someone will bring them to your room within the hour.” She stepped toward the other door, leading to the corridor.

“Would you like to come with us?” Kellan said. “So you’ll know where my apartment is?”

Franny grabbed her laptop, but Kellan slid it out of her hands and hiked it onto his own shoulder. “Yes,” she said. “Then I’ll show you where my apartment is, but if you don’t mind, we’ll make a stop at the cafeteria in between. I’m starving.”

“Looking forward to it.”

Since Kellan was single, his apartment was smaller than Franny and Abby’s, but he smiled as he checked it all out after their guide left them to it. “Bigger than my spot in the dome—or maybe not bigger but laid out differently so that it seems bigger.”

“Are you kind of sad to be moving into a bunker from a dome? I mean, you could see the sky there and the desert around you. Here, it’s just more concrete wherever you look.”

They exited Kellan’s apartment and started down the hallway, Franny leading the way toward the cafeteria.

“I’ll miss that part of it for sure, but there’s stuff here that should make up for it.” When she shot him a sharp look, he grinned and winked. “When the president called to talk to me about moving here, he said his long-term plan is to eventually move everyone from this bunker into a dome. I don’t know when that’ll happen, but it’s something to look forward to.”

Franny nodded. “He wants to get a bunch of them up and running, producing food and housing for people who aren’t in stable situations first. After that’s accomplished, he’s talking about building a few new domes, and one of those would be for us. So, yeah, we’re talking future plans, but you’re right that it’s nice to think about it happening someday.

Kellan reached to slip his hand around hers, then gave her a questioning look. She smiled in response and squeezed his hand. “Are you okay with being here for now, though? I mean, I’m sure you’ll get to go on more trips with President Arch, and you’ll see the land and the sky during those, so that’ll tide you over, maybe?”

Ahead, the cafeteria buzzed with activity, and Franny spotted JJ in there talking animatedly to Mrs. Arch who held Henry on her hip as Blake stared, open-mouthed up at JJ, enthralled with whatever he was saying. Even though Franny couldn’t see her yet, Abby was back there cooking up a storm. Her hand nestled in Kellan’s like it was supposed to be there.

“Yeah, I’m okay with this for now.” She pulled him to a stop and turned to face him. “My mom’s here, and I have friends. There are kids to play with and do what I can to make life better for, and beyond all that, there’s my job. Even though the wheels are turning slowly, and it will take a long time for things to get all that much better outside, I’m helping to make it happen, and so are you. So, yeah. I can wait for my turn to see the sky every day.”

He hugged her tightly before they continued on to the cafeteria, Franny’s steps quick and light as she anticipated introducing him to her mom and friends. For a moment, she thought about her sister Brooke and wished she were there, and then she smiled and pulled Kellan into the bunker’s community eating area, eager to show off her world to him.


Chapter 39

Jed Waite

On a homestead outside of a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

The caulk gun in Jed’s hand clicked when he squeezed the trigger, and nothing came out. He tried once more, then turned to peer into the end of the tool before climbing down off the step ladder and turning to a stack of supplies.

“Empty again?” Evelyn scooped out a new tube of caulk from an open box full of them, clipped off the end with a large pair of scissors, and handed it to him. “I can’t believe how much we’re going through to seal this place up.”

Jed pulled out the empty tube of caulk from the gun, tossed it into a gaping black trash bag on the floor, and accepted the new one. “You can’t be too careful about sealing up cracks and holes if you’re going to live here. Trust me, I know.”

“How’s Bea’s arm doing?” Evelyn turned away to swipe her own caulk gun off a windowsill and turned to the spot she’d been working on, sealing the entire area around a window overlooking the Harris place’s back yard. “Is she getting any more movement?”

“Yeah, actually, she can bend the elbow about halfway now, so her arm can rise to about a ninety-degree angle. She can make a fist for close to twenty seconds with it too.”

“That’s a lot better.”

“Yeah, if she keeps on attacking the exercise regimen the Green Bay hospital gave her like she has this past three weeks, I have no doubt she’ll be able to lift it all the way over her head in the next six months. She doesn’t see how much progress she’s had like we see it, though, and she gets frustrated with what she can’t do.”

“I get that. Bea’s a really determined person. I know she wants to be out there with us on the homesteads fixing things and improving them.” Evelyn stepped up to the window with the caulk, using her left hand to secure a bit of plastic extra tightly to its corner. “Thanks again for coming over to help us so much with stuff. This place is perfect for me and Ernie—close to your place and not too big that we can’t take care of it ourselves.”

“I’m glad we chose this house for you instead of the Murphy house.” Jed clicked the newly loaded caulk gun a few times to get it to start flowing, then scanned the wall in front of him. “That place just has too many bad feelings for all of us, and this one doesn’t. Ernie’s working himself to the bone to get it airtight for you guys, and he’s doing that in between helping us with the rebuild over at the farm, which is awesome. The least I can do is come lend a hand here when I can.”

“Well, we appreciate it.” She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly while drawing caulk carefully under the bottom of the window. “It’s hard to believe that trip across the country ever happened, isn’t it? Feels like we’ve been here a lot longer than we have. You know, I keep wondering about Reverend Johnson and the others back at the church. Before you came, we had a few others come into the church who didn’t have such good intentions.” She paused in her work, letting the hand holding the caulk gun rest at her side for a moment. “The reverend took care of it—he had me and Ernie and a couple other younger people go into a room, and he locked us in. When he came back to let us out, he always looked different, like older or something.” She raised her arm again, running a bead of caulk along the top of the window. “I know what happened during the time we were in the room, but the reverend never said it out loud.”

Jed’s mind cast back to when he’d first met the minister in the church’s basement. He’d had to prove he didn’t mean the flock any harm to avoid the same fate Johnson said others had met when they’d entered the church with bad intentions.

“We told the military about the church, and they had a plan to go there and rescue everyone. I’m sure that happened shortly after we left the Vegas bunker.”

“I hope so. I wonder what happened after that, though. Did everyone just stay at the bunker or did people venture out like we did, heading for family across the country who weren’t alive when they got there?”

“I’m sorry, Evelyn.”

She shook her head. “Thanks.” Turning slightly, she gestured to the mantlepiece over a small fireplace along the far wall. “It feels good to have that stuff up where Ernie and I can see it.”

Jed walked over to get a better look at the items on the mantle. There were a few framed pictures and some other items—a ring, a small leather book, and a stack of papers. “These are the mementos you got from your aunt and uncle’s house?”

“Yeah. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I’m glad we went to Madison and found their house, just for those things alone. We never got to go back to our house and get anything, so that’s all we have left of our family.”

Jed turned back to watch her run caulk along the side of the window. “I’m not saying anyone could ever replace your family, but I hope you and Ernie know you have a second family now. You belong here with us, and we’re glad to have you.”

“Thank you. We feel the same about you.”

“How’s the generator been working?” Jed climbed up on the stepstool and got back to work.

“Great, so far. It keeps the fridge nice and cold and runs the water pump. So far, we haven’t had any indication that the well water isn’t safe.”

“That’s good.”

“Thanks for bringing it over. It’s running all the air purifiers too.” She paused to rest her arm again. “I don’t know if it’s working, but it can’t be hurting. We change the filters every couple of days.” She tipped her head. “We’re going to have to go find a bigger hardware store at some point, aren’t we? We’ll run out of filters and other stuff at our stores eventually. What about generators? Are we all set on those?”

“There are a few more still at the hardware store, but I think we’ve got one running at everyone’s house plus the pharmacy and city hall, for when we’re there using the meeting room. It’s good to know there are a few new ones available in town if one breaks down, but, yeah, at some point, I suppose we’ll have to do an expedition out to Marquette and see if we can stock up on more stuff. Maybe we can do it at the same time that Jane and Delia go there to get into the seed vault. Even though we aren’t nearly ready to use the seeds, they decided to try to get to them so they can store some of them here for us in case something happens to the library in Marquette. They’ll leave some for others but get our share here safe and sound. Oh, I also wanted to tell you that Mitch said he’d help me and Ernie get a new freezer up in the truck for you, then follow us over here and help us get it set up in the basement. We’ll probably do that next week.”

“Sounds good. When are Jane and Delia going to Marquette?”

“Early next month, I think. Betty’s doing really well, and Doc said that’s probably when she’ll be ready for a trip like that.”

“She’s really nice. I went over to Doc’s and had tea with her and Naomi a couple days ago. It’s amazing how much Betty knows about plants, and they said they’re going to try to stay here if they can find a place safe enough to live.”

“We’ll find them something, but it might take time.” Jed finished the section of wall he’d been working on, stepped down, scooted the stool over a few feet, and got back up on top of it. “Doc says they can stay with him in the meantime—he has enough space and is all by himself, plus his house is already sealed up. It’s a matter of getting more food to his place, and everyone’s pitching in to help do that until Betty and Naomi can help produce some of their own.”

Evelyn squeaked a little as she wobbled on her stool, then she grabbed the window frame to stabilize herself. “I’m sure she’ll be worth her weight in gold for food production once we get those seeds and figure out the greenhouses and all the other stuff we need to have to start growing.”

“You’ll get a small greenhouse here, you know.”

“Thanks, I love that idea. So, how do you feel about Delia going on that trip?”

The caulk stopped coming out, and Jed paused to mess with the gun. “I’m not thrilled, but Jane says she needs to learn how to travel safely, and I trust her to keep her safe. She’s grown up so much since I left, and she needs to be as capable as possible to take on the new world.” He frowned at the gun, then shrugged. “I think this is my cue. I need to get home and see what Mike and Jane are up to. Can’t let Mike do too much work still.”

“Thanks again for the help. I’ll be over later to help with chores and grab some eggs.”

Jed dropped off his caulk gun in the pile and exited, waved to Ernie where he was up on the roof reinforcing it, and got in the pickup. Less than five minutes later, he pulled into the driveway next to the police car. When he got out, Storm greeted him, then ran around to the side of the house as though leading him to the others, and sure enough, he found Mike and Jane there, Mike up on a ladder and Jane holding it from the bottom. What he hadn’t expected was to find Bax and Delia stationed at opposite corners of the house, armed and on the lookout.

“What’s happening?”

Delia answered him. “Grandma saw someone out in the woods earlier, right outside of the property line over there.” She pointed across the paddock and out into the forest.

“How many people?”

“She only saw one, and he raced off fast, before she could get off a shot or anything.”

“Okay, if you see anything, call out.” He patted her back and headed over to Mike and Jane. “Trouble this morning, huh?”

“Maybe. Or maybe they were just trying to see if the homestead was empty so they could take it over and decided against trying when they saw me.” Jane peered upward at where Mike worked with a hammer tearing out old nails. “We haven’t seen any sign of them since I spotted them the first time.”

“Delia and Bax have the guarding under control, so how about I help with whatever’s happening up there?” Jed said.

Mike shook his head and started heading down the ladder slowly, making extra sure he had each foot firmly placed before reaching for the next rung. Eventually, he stood on the ground again, eye to eye with Jed. “I want to get the braces under the deck. Could you help me with that?”

“Yeah, of course. Let’s do it.”

“First, a break. He’s been working for a couple of hours without one already.”

“Oops, not a good idea. Have a seat, and I’ll do some of the work while you rest.”

Mike grumbled but lowered himself into a folding chair and watched while Jed carried a couple braces from a pile over to a spot under the deck.

“Have you been taking your baby aspirin?” he called.

“Yeah, Janie makes me do it every day, even though Doc said my ultrasound was perfectly normal.”

“He can’t check all your arteries with that machine,” Jane said. “You need to do everything you can to take care of your heart just in case.”

He held up a hand. “I know, hon. I will, don’t worry.”

“That includes not overdoing it on the construction work. I wish you’d stay off the ladder too.”

“The gas station,” Jed said, bringing a gloved hand to his hooded forehead.

“Huh?” Jane turned a baffled look his direction.

“We should put one of the generators at the gas station to run the pumps. Our fuel tank here is down to about half-full already, and we need to fill it. I’ve been wondering about how to do it without being able to call the service that usually comes and fills it up, and I just figured it out. We’ll take a barrel or something to the gas station and use a generator to power it up and fill the barrel, the bring it back here.”

Mike’s head bobbed agreement with the plan. “Then we’ll have to guard the gas station even harder, unless we unhook the generator and take it somewhere in between uses.”

“We could do that. It’d be nice to set up a schedule when we’ll have it going, so people can come get what gas they need, then we’ll unhook the generator, and someone can take it home. Of course, when the station’s tanks are empty, we’ll be in another pickle, but that’s a bridge to jump off of when we get there.”

Getting up from the chair, Mike headed for the braces. “Okay, let’s get these up, then I think we need to get some chores done.”

“Evelyn said she’d be along after a bit to help with them and to get some eggs. We should invite her and Ernie over for dinner.”

“I’m sure Bea’s already working on dinner at Lottie’s place, but she always makes enough for those kids if they want to show up.” Jane passed them, heading for Delia. “Time for a break. I’ll take over for you for a little while, then I’ll give Mr. Baxter a break.”

As Jed and Mike worked on erecting the first brace under the deck, Mike spoke in low tones that only Jed could make out. “Doc was pushing the idea of the commune again when I went for my checkup yesterday. He really wants to see us all living in one spot together and pooling all our resources.”

“Yeah, I know he does. There are quite a few people on board with it, and I don’t see a problem with them doing it, as long as they leave us be.”

“That’s basically what I told him, that our family would be using Lottie’s house, the Harrises’ house, and our homestead, and that they can do whatever they want with the other houses and such. I told him we’d help them whenever we can, and we’d hope for help in return when we need it, but we’d prefer to stay outside of any group politics that might come up.”

They paused the conversation in order to hoist the brace, then Jed manhandled it into the right spot and set it before turning to Mike again. “I don’t want to get on anybody’s bad side, and I wouldn’t mind being involved in meetings about what goes on in town, but yeah, I don’t want to be elected treasurer or anything. I don’t think Ernie and Evelyn want to do that either.”

Mike turned and started toward the other brace. “I’ll talk to Lloyd about it. Maybe he can explain it to Doc in a way that doesn’t get him too upset with us. I’m afraid I might make him mad if I try it. Or get mad myself.”

Jed chuckled. “It’s good to know your boundaries.”

After they’d erected two more braces, they stood back and admired their work as Delia wandered back out from where she’d taken a break in the barn, probably to hang out with the horses as she was becoming increasingly worried about them not getting any exercise.

She stepped up beside them. “Wow, that’s cool. So, the deck won’t fall down now?”

“It shouldn’t,” Mike answered. “Some of the floorboards might be damaged and need to be replaced, but at least the entire structure shouldn’t collapse on anyone’s head or out from under anyone’s feet while we’re working up there.” Raising his voice so Bax could hear too, he added, “That doesn’t mean anyone can walk around inside of it. You could still fall through an individual burned-out board up there.”

“Got it. Okay, Grandma, I’m back!” Delia hefted her rifle, winked at her dad and grandfather, and relieved her grandmother so she could switch watches with Bax.

As Delia moved away, Jed looked out over the pasture beyond her, then over at the barn that held all their animals. Everything was a mess, and there were already strangers hovering around the boundaries of their land again. It would be a constant fight against wanderers and a constant line-walking act with the other townsfolk to keep his family safe and thriving. He didn’t have any misconceptions about how difficult life was going to be. Still, they were all together, having ideas and putting things into practice, and he had hope.


Chapter 40

Bax Waite

On a homestead outside of a small town near Marquette—Michigan’s upper peninsula

Bax sat up a little taller on Merry’s back, adjusting his weight back to the center after a cantor across the field had ended with him slightly off-kilter, then he turned to watch Delia on Perry, clomping his direction. She pulled up on the reins before they reached the fence line, and Perry tossed her head a little bit. Neither of the horses loved the contraptions they had to wear on their faces to go outside—they were a bit heavy and bulky, as were the plastic suits that covered them from nose to tail, but they’d tolerated wearing them ever since they’d figured out it meant that they could run.

The horses’ suits had been a collaboration between Bea, Bax, and Naomi, who it turned out had an interest in fashion design before the disaster and was eager to put it to use, even with the twist of it being used for animals. Jed had put in his two cents, mainly when it came to how to make the metal frame for the mask for each horse.

“I beat you again,” Bax said. “It doesn’t matter which horse I ride, I told you that.”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine, you’re the better rider. Now hush up and watch the sunrise.”

Bax smirked and turned to admire the splashes of orange and pink in the sky. “I like it when we sleep here and get to come out for this. It’s not as pretty from the house in town.”

“That’s true, and Storm likes it better out here too.”

As though to emphasize Delia’s point, Storm gave a yip from over near the pasture and ran around in three consecutively larger circles, then stopped and looked at them as they laughed.

“What did you ask Mom to make for your birthday dinner?”

“Bean soup and cornbread. She said she’d make a cake too because she has some flour left over from last summer’s wheat.”

“That sounds yummy.” She turned a bit in her saddle, regarding him. “What are you hoping to do that’s new this year, now that you’re officially a teenager?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. You aren’t doing anything all that different now that you’re officially an adult.”

“Being eighteen isn’t that different from being seventeen, at least not nowadays.” She gazed toward the homestead.

Bax turned to get the same view as her. The equipment barn looked the same as it had years ago, but they’d removed the pile of stuff they’d unloaded from it and stashed it in other places, so they could see clear through to the long greenhouse that stood between it and the old cow barn in the spot where the chicken coop used to be. If he squinted, Bax could just see the shadow of Jane moving around inside of it, probably watering something or plucking or trimming. She spent all kinds of time in that greenhouse or the one that occupied the end of the house where the kitchen used to be. He glanced at it, and the rising sun glinted off the top and sparkled back at him.

“I think I’ll ride over to Evelyn’s,” Delia said. “She told me she was going to start working on a special project today, and I want to see if it’s what I think it is.”

“Probably something for the baby. Everyone’s working on something for the baby right now.”

Delia laughed. “You sound so annoyed about it.”

“I’m not, really. I just don’t understand why it’s such a big deal that Rachel’s having a baby.”

“It’s the first baby born in our town since the disaster, so that’s why it’s a big deal. Everyone’s really excited.”

“Chris doesn’t seem excited. He seems scared.”

“He probably is. Wouldn’t you be? I mean, it’s different having a baby now than before. You have to work harder to keep it safe. The whole town’s coming up with ideas for doing that and for teaching the baby and everything.”

“Mom should teach it. She loves homeschooling.”

“You thought she’d stop making you do your work, huh? Come on, you know we still need to use math and reading and all that to survive.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m just saying Mom can maybe put some of her teacher energy into Chris and Rachel’s baby instead of me. Then everyone would be happy.”

“You’re ridiculous. Do you want to come to Evelyn’s with me?”

“And look at another knitted hat for the baby? No thanks.”

“Okay, then I’ll see you later.” She pulled away with Perry, heading for the woods, and over her shoulder, she called, “Happy birthday, buddy.”

“Thanks, sis. Hey, do you have your pistol?”

“Always.”

He patted his suit to check for his own pistol. It was a real suit instead of a makeshift one that they’d gotten when a couple of people from town had taken a trip to Marquette to visit the fortified arena the government put up there. They’d given out enough suits for everyone in town to have two and offered a place to live for everyone who wanted one too. No one in town had taken them up on the offer, but Jed said it was nice to know they were there, just in case, and people from throughout the rest of the UP and eastern Wisconsin had gone and made their homes there. Occasionally, someone from town went over there to have a chat and get any new information they might have, especially about the government’s efforts to clean the air and water. Currently, the results at some of their test-sites were promising, but it would still be a while before anything could be done over a large area.

Right next to Bax’s pistol, strapped to a belt around his suit, was the pouch that held the EpiPens he never went anywhere without. Even though he hadn’t had any reactions in years, Bax didn’t think he’d ever be without them, even if they were expired, not after how they’d helped him that day on the beach.

Jane emerged from the greenhouse, spotted him, and waved, and he pointed Merry toward home, giving the horse her head so she could take it at her own pace and path. She meandered her way straight to the barn door, and Bax put her away, got all her equipment in the box where they kept it, then brushed her down and fed her before leaving the barn and heading for the house. Storm, who had waited for him just outside the barn door, pranced along with him, play-bowing to entice him to engage, and he obliged, first stomping toward her, then running off the other way while she gave chase.

When he was too tired to romp anymore, he whistled for her, and she stepped into place by his side as he climbed the porch steps. Inside, he took off his gear, then Storm’s, in the newly constructed mud room before entering the rest of the house.

Bea greeted him with a one-armed hug and an enthusiastic, “Happy birthday, son!”

“Thank you.” He looked into her eyes and smiled at the kindness there. That hadn’t changed at all over the years, even with her limitations. She didn’t have a lot of endurance due to her lung damage and couldn’t do everything with her right hand, but she cooked a lot, helped everyone with her veterinary knowledge—including talking Delia through various procedures when the farm animals needed it—and served as a listening ear to everyone in the family about everything that came up for anyone.

Jed pounded him on the back, and Mike waved from where he sat at the table.

“What are you up to today? Are you shadowing Doc?” Bea said.

“Not today. He’s not seeing patients today or tomorrow, but he said I could help him on Friday afternoon.”

“My son, the budding doctor.” Bea beamed at him.

“There are no medical schools, Mom.”

“No, but we have Doc, and he has books. You can still be a doctor.”

“Maybe.” He sat across from Mike. “Doing okay, Grandpa?”

Jane entered the house and worked on getting her gear off, interrupting the answer, but Bax could predict what it would be. Mike would say that he was fine and could do whatever he wanted to without worrying about his heart. It was true he hadn’t had any more episodes like the one the day Bax was kidnapped, but he got tired easily and looked older.

Everyone greeted Jane when she came in with a bunch of greens in her hand, holding them up. “We got radishes, which is a first. My last batch got ruined when we had the breach.”

That had been the year before, when something tore part of the greenhouse, and every plant inside had been contaminated and died. The family had been devastated, and winter had been long. Folks in town had helped, slipping them food whenever they could, and they’d made it, but they lived in fear of it happening again.

“Oh, yum. I haven’t had a radish in ages.” Bea stood up to examine the vegetables Jane held up.

“Well, if you aren’t visiting Doc today, then I will.” Mike stood up and skirted slowly around the table. “I want to talk to him about those drifters who went through a couple days ago. It didn’t sit right with me, how they were talking to each other in whispers and looking at the greenhouses in town. I think they’re going to come back.”

“You think so, Dad?” Bea’s tone was immediately worried, and she abandoned the radishes to face him.

“It wouldn’t be the first time, and it won’t be the last, honey. We’ll handle it.”

“You won’t,” Jane said. “I don’t want you involved in a shoot-out. Your heart…”

“I won’t be.” Mike laid his hands on her shoulders. “You know I only advise on this stuff. Jed and Delia will carry the guns for this family, like they always do.”

Bax shifted in his chair. “Dad says I’ll be ready to help soon.”

Jed’s hand landed on his shoulder. “Soon, son, but not this time.”

He nodded, not intending to argue about that. The raids that happened on the town from time to time—when people wanted to get to the community greenhouses they’d built in the commons area—were dangerous. Lloyd had died during one a couple of years earlier. Sarah had moved into town after that and lived with Betty and Naomi. She was doing okay, but they all missed Lloyd.

Doc’s idea of building a commune had morphed over time into something everyone seemed to be happy with. There were the greenhouses, and everyone put in time caring for the plants, then enjoyed some of what grew. Some people shared houses for extra security and to share maintenance work, and people had moved into all the houses encircling the commons area, to provide a barrier around the greenhouses. Most folks participated in target practice weekly to keep their skills sharp for raiders or for when they traveled. They didn’t really have a governing body—if something needed to be decided, everyone in town, including kids, got one vote, and they went with the majority.

A few times, someone had gone through town and stopped, not with bad intentions but because they wanted to join in on the community, finding it incredibly different from other places they’d traveled through across the country. So far, everyone had been denied, but Doc said they might need to entertain the idea at some point, to keep younger people cycling through to do the gardening and security work.

Bax got up from the table and paced to the door wall overlooking the deck, spotting Delia returning, Perry picking her way along slowly. Behind her, riding on a four-wheeler, were Ernie and Evelyn, and a bright smile spread across Bax’s face. It was a relief to have the whole family together whenever it happened.

There was always danger nearby. There might be a raid in the next few days, and folks could die. Someone could attack the homestead next week, and people could die. It wasn’t the world he’d thought he and Delia would grow up in, for sure, but they’d carved a little piece out of it, and that was enough for the time being. He turned to look at the rest of his family, and they returned his smile. It was definitely enough.
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