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PROLOGUE




Water has always been the lifeblood of humanity, but when a devastating cyanobacteria was unleashed, it signaled humanity’s ultimate downfall. The oceans were choked with deadly gases released by the algae’s toxic bloom. While the source of it remains unclear, the devastating results were all too evident, with billions dead in the first few days and all of earth’s drinking water rendered unpalatable.

Mason Becker, a family fisherman from coastal Massachusetts narrowly escaped the deadliest effects of the algae, though many of his friends and fellow sailors weren’t so lucky. After a violent exchange with a corrupt police officer, he barely made it home where his sister Jodie took care of his two daughters, Lilah and Dory while his wife traveled for business.

Hunkering down in Harbor’s End, Mason desperately tried to patchwork a life together amid his closest neighbors. Their small community was fractured by death, the algae taking hold in even the most unexpected places. After the daring rescue of Mason and Jodie’s mother Lydia, they decided things were safer where they were. But they quickly learned that nowhere is truly safe. After a band of malcontents led by a man named Rick Lyon, poisoned the juice at a community gathering, Harbor’s End descended into chaos.

On constant alert, side by side with Chief Grayson, the only police officer full time in the town, Mason faced down criminals of all shapes and sizes. Unfortunately, that conflict came at a price. As the men responsible for killing hundreds are brought to justice, a protest turned violent, with Mason and the police chief caught in the crosshairs.

Mason took a bullet, shot in the chest because he dared stand up for justice, Mason clings to life, forced to rely on those closest to him for help. Even as his mother’s unsteady mental state continued to deteriorate, Jodie stepped up to the table and prepared to do whatever she can to help the family navigate troubled waters.

Thankfully she wasn’t alone. Jason Short, one of their closest neighbors and friends joined their group, though he still mourned the loss of his father, Sherman. With danger lurking, and their resources quickly dwindling, it falls upon Jodie, Jason and a few key others to help them all survive.

Thousands of miles away, Mason’s wife Shannon desperately travels the broken and desolate world, desperate to get home. Facing down countless threats, Shannon braves violence and bloodshed. Seattle was ground zero for the crisis, yet she and her co-worker Louise somehow made it free, and travel the countryside, desperate to return to the east coast. Taking refuge in a small Native American village, they are caught in a violent conflict over a lone source of clean water, the first oasis they’ve seen since the early days of the disaster.

Realizing nowhere is truly safe. Shannon and Louise set off once more, reluctantly bidding farewell to close friends they’d made during their short stop in South Dakota. There’s a long way to travel and plenty of obstacles in their way, but Shannon has the motivation to keep going, no matter what the cost.

Back on the east coast, Rick Lyon licks his wounds. Things escalated further and faster than he was prepared for, and he found himself caught up in the current of violence. Seeing no other way out, Rick gives in to the darker side of things, cobbling together his forces and preparing to do whatever they can possibly do to carve out a living in the desolate new world.

Side by side with Plemmons, the corrupt police officer with a blood feud against Mason, they form a crew, ready to do anything to survive.


CHAPTER ONE




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 15

8:10 a.m. Eastern

Jodie stared up at the cloud-filled sky from beneath the overhang of her flattened hand. She perched it like a visor above her narrowed eyes, though the sun was choked by clouds and not all that bright, even at such an early hour.

“I wish it would just rain already.” She stood by the edge of the trees, her hand clasped in Jason’s, the damp air settling across eastern Massachusetts.

“We’re not quite ready for it yet,” Jason said.

“Sure we are. Barrels beneath the downspouts by the roof. We’ve got three tarps spread, one over by the garden, two others in the Monnet’s yard.”

“One thirty-gallon barrel and two five-gallon buckets. If it rains hard, those might not be enough. Do we really want to waste all that rainwater if we don’t have the capacity to hold it?”

“You think we’ll end up with more than fifty gallons of rainwater?”

“Not necessarily. But even if we get two inches of rain, with the surface area of those three tarps, it’ll add up quick. We need long term storage of some kind. Something besides used trash cans.”

“If Fiona shows up, we’ll be in better shape.” Jodie arched her neck, peering past Jason, toward the curved road alongside the Becker house. Their tightly packed neighborhood contained five separate houses, a twist of narrow pavement joining them all together. Though it had taken quite some time to get there, all of the neighbors were contributing, offering their help in keeping the small neighborhood up and going.

Brad and Addie had been the latest to join the crew. A young couple in a house that Addie had inherited from her grandmother, they’d been resistant to participate for the first ten days or so. Recently, however, Mason had been able to convince Brad to rethink that mindset. Just in time for Mason to get injured, shot in the chest by Rick Lyon.

“Is she supposed to stop by? She’s been reclusive since the early days.”

“Fiona was just a little wigged out. Not just by the algae, but by what happened to her restaurant. Everyone loved the diner; seeing it ransacked like that threw her for a loop.”

“Threw all of us for a loop. I remember driving past there for the first time. None of us could believe that there were people in Harbor’s End who would actually do that.” Jason untangled his fingers from Jodie’s, then walked to the tree line. Scattered about the narrow leaf-covered branches of the trees were plastic bags, bound and tied. Dew collected within each plastic bag, gathering into a thin layer of water in a corner weighed down by a small stone.

Mason and Sherman had come together on that, and while it worked very well, it also only gathered a few ounces of water per day. Not anywhere near enough to do everything they needed to do. Their water reserves were down to almost nothing. Even as the clouds thickened, however, the stubborn rain refused to fall.

“What sort of magic wand do you think Fiona Gibson is going to wave for us?”

“She said she had food grade storage containers. New ones, too, stuff she hadn’t used yet. Said she’d bring them by so we can use them to collect water.”

“And she’s giving them to us— why, exactly?”

Jodie shook her head and blew out a breath. “This whole thing with Rick, it divided the town. Grayson’s dead. Those killers escaped. Everyone is a little skittish and looking for a larger group to belong to. Thanks to Mona spreading the good word, Fiona decided she’d be on our side, whatever that’s worth.”

“It’s worth a lot, actually. The only way we survive this is as a community. The bigger we are, the stronger we are. The more resilient.”

“It also means more mouths to feed. And water. More pressure, too. It was one thing to have the kids relying on me, but we’ve got this growing group. Not just our neighborhood, but Mona, Fiona, a few others who suddenly want to partner with us. That’s a lot of responsibility.”

“And a lot of extra hands who can help. None of these people are expecting hand-outs, Jodie. They want to help. To be a part of something. I think we can give them that opportunity and it will only make things better for everyone.”

Jodie nodded softly, patted Jason’s cheek, then leaned in and gave him a kiss.

“You’re pretty smart for a city boy.”

“Hey, now. I was raised in Harbor’s End just like you.”

“You just ran off to Boston at your earliest opportunity.” Jodie rolled her eyes, but her sardonic grin faltered, flattening somewhat, lips pinched between teeth.

“What?”

“I don’t know. Just thinking. When I mention Boston I can’t help but think about Dolan.”

“Ah, yes. The infamous Dolan Becker. The older brother who ran off on the family, at least if you listen to Mason.”

“Let’s not stir up that family drama. Mason is still bed-ridden with a bullet wound. Don’t hit the poor man when he’s down.”

“Wasn’t meant as a hit. Sorry. I probably shouldn’t talk about things I don’t know about.”

“It’s fine. Water under the bridge. Mason would welcome him with open arms if he could.”

“He’s never talked about going to Boston to look for him?”

Jodie shook her head, then focused her attention on one of the bags around a nearby branch. She gently unfastened it, then slipped it off, holding the plastic bag upright to silently measure its water level. Crouching, she tipped it up into a nearby bowl, adding water to the mix. Her tongue protruding from between her lips, she steadily wrapped the fingers of the bag around the branch again, fastening it into place, ensuring the stone weighed down the near corner.

“Yay, two more ounces. Wherever will we hold it all?”

“Every little bit helps.”

“Every large bit of it would help even more.” She looked toward the clouds as Jason emptied a bag into the bowl as well. Together they worked along the trees, repeating the process of opening the plastic bags, emptying the water, then sealing them back up again. It was a hard-wired part of their morning routine, a familiar process that came naturally at the start of every day.

Once they were done with the plastic bags, they walked to the steam house, a makeshift distillery that had been built to boil algae-infested water, collect the steam, then drain it back into clean water afterwards. Like the dew collection, it was a long process that generated sparse results, but did what they needed it to do.

“I’m almost surprised Mason isn’t out here trying to help us.” Jason glanced over his shoulder, back in the direction of the house. They walked toward the garden to do their regular check on its status.

“He better not. He’s too stubborn to realize how hurt he still is. Addie did her best, with Lou’s help, but they’re not surgeons, either one of them.”

“Thankfully I think he’s still too weak to even try. That might be the only thing that’s saving him.”

Jodie ducked around the tarp and walked through the gaps between beds of vegetables they’d planted.

“This soil is so thirsty. I don’t know what we’re going to do. Between trying to keep ourselves hydrated, trying to keep the garden hydrated, not to mention the dogs and the chickens.”

“It’s okay. We’ll figure this thing out.” Jason clamped a hand on Jodie’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to wallow. I try to keep a stiff upper lip in front of the others. Especially poor Lilah and Dory. Those girls, I don’t even know how they’re holding it together.”

“Their mom’s missing, their dad almost died. Yeah, those kids are strong. Hell of a lot stronger than I was at their age, that’s for sure.”

“You and me both.”

“I don’t know. Lydia seems to think you were a bruiser back in your day.”

“I had to be. Two older brothers? Way older brothers? Yeah, I didn’t have much choice. But still. That’s nothing compared to what those kids are going through. What pretty much every kid these days is going through.”

“Try not to dwell on that. Things are bad enough in our own backyard. Trying to think of the millions or billions of people suffering around the world is a quick passage to madness.”

“Speaking of our own backyard,” Jodie said in a soft voice. “What do we do about Harbor’s End?”

“What do you mean?”

“Grayson’s dead. Rick and his crew are off doing who knows what. Plemmons is still out there.” Jodie tugged the strap across her shoulder, slightly shifting the rifle on her back. “We’ve got to carry these everywhere we go.”

“Not to mention these.” Jason patted the thick plate of the tactical vest he wore across his chest. “Grayson’s last gift to us, I suppose. Wish Mason had been wearing it when he was at that trial. Left them both home for Brad and Addie.”

“I know. I think they still feel terrible about that. Only have two of them, but I guess it’s better than nothing.”

They finished walking the garden, then made their way across the grass, heading back toward the trees. Chickens jostled and clucked within their makeshift pen, excitedly watching Jodie and Jason as they approached. Jodie made a slight detour to lift one of the bowls from by the trees and carried it over. She leaned over the chicken-wire perimeter of the pen and poured a bit of the water into a bowl sitting in the dirt.

Excitedly, the chickens clucked and surged forward, stabbing at the bowl to drink the water. Meanwhile, Jason scatter fed them with fist-fulls of chicken feed they’d gotten from Tucker’s Tools a short time ago. Jodie carried the water bowl toward the house as Jason followed along. The level of liquid inside seemed pitifully insufficient, but it was better than nothing.

Jodie set the bowl on the porch, then withdrew for a moment, fishing a cigarette from a pouch in her tactical vest. She and Jason stood together as she lit it, pinched between her fingers, blowing out a thick cloud of pale smoke. After a few drags, she handed it off to Jason, who accepted it with a nod, taking a quick drag himself.

“Do I even want to ask how many are left?”

“I’ve been rationing myself. I think there’s still a full carton. Not that I’m in any rush to burn through them.”

“I’ve been impressed with your willpower.”

Jodie laughed. “Don’t be. It’s more about being too busy to stop and smoke. Though I will admit, the thought of bearing the brunt of parental responsibilities does make a difference.”

“Don’t write off your brother yet.”

“I’m not. Just like he’s too stubborn to know how hurt he is, he’s also too stubborn to know when to give up. He’ll be around for a while.”

“But Shannon won’t be.”

Jodie took a long drag, her cheeks sucking inward as she held the smoke in her lungs. She let it slide out, her eyes closed.

“I’ve been trying not to think about that.” She finished her tentative exhale. “But yes. I’m worried Shannon won’t be. Mason’s a fantastic father, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t think he can do it alone. And if he’s going to need my help, I need to be in good health myself.”

“Lung cancer would be rough without hospitals, huh?”

“Yeah.” Jodie stared at the cigarette, only half-smoked, her scowl contorting the lines of her face. Still staring forward, she held it to her left and Jason took it, taking a gentle drag.

“Finish it,” she said and turned away, walking back toward the house.


CHAPTER TWO




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 15

8:45 a.m. Eastern

The inside of the house was surprisingly quiet as Lydia walked to the table, balancing a large, but shallow pan in her hands. Lilah and Dory looked up at her with anxious, curious scowls on their faces as the two dogs huddled around her legs, tails wagging, noses sniffing eagerly for whatever she carried.

“These aren’t for you, Jameson or— whatever your name is.” Lydia used her leg to gently push Tucker away.

“Tucker, grandma,” Lilah said. “His name is Tucker. Why do you always forget?”

“He’s just a puppy. I can’t keep them straight!”

“We’ve had Tucker just as long as we’ve had Jameson, Mom.” Jodie placed a hand on her mother’s back and gave her a gentle kiss. “What’s for breakfast?”

“Something gross.” Lilah angled her neck, scowling at the pan that Lydia placed on the table.

“You’ll like them, dear,” Lydia insisted, briefly mussing Lilah’s hair. “They’re rolled oat bars. Oats, a little honey, some sesame seeds, nuts, raisins. I packed them all into this pan and let them sit overnight to thicken and harden. Way more sugar than I’d prefer, but—” She stepped away from the table and walked toward the kitchen.

“It’ll be nice once we grow our number of chickens and can start having eggs again.” Jason leaned over the table and looked at the rolled oat bars. “Not that these don’t look good.”

Jodie set the water down on the table.

“Let me go get some glasses.” She followed Lydia back into the kitchen, walking swiftly so she’d catch up with her. “Mom?”

“What, dear?” Lydia stood in the center of the kitchen, brow furrowed. “I swear the eggs were on the stove.” She looked at Jodie, her head tilted. “Did you serve the eggs already?”

“No eggs, Mom. Just the oat bars.”

“You ate them? Those were for the girls.”

“No, Mom. There are no eggs. We’re trying to breed more chickens first.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Listen.” Jodie gently rubbed her mother’s upper arm. “Thank you for your help. We appreciate it so much. Do you want to go sit on the couch?”

“You need help. You can’t be expected to do this on your own.”

Jodie reached into a nearby cabinet and pulled down some of the glasses, setting them on the counter. She examined the glass through narrowed eyes. Smudges smeared the glasses, their limited ability to wash them showing in some residual fingerprints. Gathering up the four cleanest glasses, she made her way back out of the kitchen with Lydia tagging along.

“I can handle things just fine, Mom, I promise. I’ve grown up a lot. Come on out with me. Let’s have some breakfast.” Jodie opened a drawer and removed a square of fabric, stacked in with several other squares of fabric before walking out.

Lydia’s expression seemed to almost clarify, her eyes blinking a few times as she nodded and trailed after Jodie. As they reached the table, Jason was already cutting the pan of oat bars into squares, both dogs sitting squarely at his feet, staring up in anticipation. Jodie carefully took the square of fabric and pressed it over the circular opening of the glass and poured the bowl of water through it.

She repeated the motions three more times, evening out the water in the glasses to make sure it was spread equally. Some water remained in the bowl, which she set to the side and then helped Jason dole out the squares of oat bars onto a few different plates. Dory lifted one, looking down at it, her eyes tilting inward above a scrunch of nose.

“It looks good to me,” Jodie said and lifted a bar, then took a chunk out of it with her teeth.

She chewed it, the flavor loosening with each bite. The sweet tang of honey, the mild crunch of oats and the spark of raisins all came together pretty well, all things considered. It wasn’t the highest calorie food for a kid’s breakfast, but they could do worse. Dory and Lilah followed her lead, each taking tentative bites, and their approving expressions confirmed they felt the same way she did.

“I still miss the leprechaun cereal,” Lilah said with a loud sigh, staring at what remained of her honey and oat bar. “Are we ever going to have that again?”

“Maybe if we’re lucky,” Jodie replied. “But I can’t promise anything, kids. I wish I could.” She lifted one of the oat bars and handed it back toward Lydia. “Here, Mom. You made them, you should have one.”

“What is this?” Lydia turned it over in her hand. “Granola bars for breakfast? I thought we were having eggs. Why do we take care of all of those chickens if we’re not having eggs?”

“We’ll have eggs soon. We need more chickens first, then we can go back to eating eggs.” Jodie and Jason exchanged a concerning look across the table.

“Breakfast time?” Addie exited the hallway at the rear of the living room, rubbing some of the sleep from her eyes.

“Pull up a chair.” Jodie gestured toward one of the chairs, then slid her own back. “Let me get another glass.”

“Thanks.” Addie dragged her chair across the floor and settled into it.

“Slept well?” Jason asked as Jodie entered the kitchen. Their voices faded a bit as she retrieved another semi-clean glass from the cupboard and brought it back. Stretching the fabric over it for filtering purposes, she poured some of the water from the bowl, then slid it across to Addie.

“She checked on your brother,” Jason said, nodding his head toward her. “Before she came out.”

Addie was already chewing through a particularly thick and gooey section of an oat bar.

“What’s the verdict?” Jodie lifted a piece of her own and ate it.

“Better. Not great, but better. He’s in quite a bit of pain still. Very sore in the area around the exit wound.” Addie glanced toward the two young girls sitting next to each other at the table. “Are you sure we should talk about this here?”

“They know what happened to their father. Don’t you?”

Their small heads nodded, though they focused their attention on the oat bars in their hands.

“Dory. Do you have questions? You were asking some last night.” Jodie leaned forward a bit.

“Is he going to survive?” Dory glanced toward Addie hopefully.

“Seems like he’s going to pull through okay. From what we can tell, the bullet went all the way through him.” She gestured toward a point on the right side of her chest, near her shoulder. “It went here.” She turned and reached across her body, trying to point to a spot near her back. “And left here.”

“I thought people who got shot died.” Lilah spoke with a mouthful of oat bar.

“Not always, thankfully.” Addie took a bite, chewed, swallowed and washed it down with water. “When I was in nursing school, we reviewed a number of cases of gunshot survivors. It’s more common than you think.”

The girls nodded, then each of them finished their oat bar, washing it down with the rest of their water.

“Do you girls want to go check on the chickens? Jason already fed them and I gave them water, but we didn’t check to see how the eggs were doing.”

“Sure.” Dory nodded, a brightness clearing the solemn gray from her cheeks.

“Take the dogs with you, all right?” Jodie returned her look to Addie. “Where’s Brad, do you know?”

“Last I knew, he was going through some of the stuff in the house next door. He mentioned something about trying to build a water storage tank. Might even yank the bathtubs out of the two bathrooms.”

Jodie nodded, her eyebrows lifting in approval. Dory and Lilah left the table, the dogs sensing their imminent release and scrambled to their feet, following them wherever they went.

“Should I go out with them?” Lydia was already sliding out.

“Sure, if you’re done.” Jodie nodded toward the pan of oat bars, which was still three-quarters full.

“I’d rather have eggs.”

“You’ve got to eat something, Mom,”

Lydia sighed and peeled one of the squares out of the pan. “I’ll eat it while I’m outside.” She disappeared from the table, leaving just Jodie, Jason and Addie sitting around it.

“Everything okay?” Jodie asked.

“It is,” Addie replied. “Listen.” She looked down at the oat bar pinched within her fingers. “I know I’ve been tough to live with. Tough to even be neighbors with.”

“Addie, it’s okay. This has been tough on everyone.”

“It’s not just this. Even before this.” She slid the glass away and gripped the oat bar with both hands. “I don’t know, I think there’s still some resentment, you know?”

“Brad? For forcing you to quit nursing school?”

“He didn’t force me to do anything. That was a decision we made together. But I was about to go back. After about six months away, I think we both knew it was the wrong choice. Then my grandmother died, and we came here.”

“Is that what you resent? Your grandmother?”

“Isn’t that stupid? She gave me a free house. Do you know how many people my age would kill for that? Especially here? And the gorgeous house she left us, even if it is a little old.”

“You can’t control how you feel.”

“Honestly, I’d rather have her here still. My grandmother, I mean. We used to come here as a family every summer. I don’t know if you even remember that. It was my favorite time of year. We’d move in to grandma’s house for a week, take a trip to the Cape, go up to the city for a day. Some of my best memories.”

“Yet you don’t like living in that house where you built all those great memories?”

Addie shook her head and took another bite of her oat bar.

“It’s not the same. I’m grown now, you know? Responsibilities getting in the way. The reality of all the work and expenses that go into a home like that? In a way, it soured those memories. All I can do is picture everything my grandmother was going through, alone. Those fifty-one weeks out of the year when we weren’t there. Without my grandfather.” Addie shrugged and wiped the moisture from her eyes. “I don’t know. It was a reality check I guess. Kinda like social media, you know?”

“I don’t know. I was never a big fan.”

“There’s this small pocket of reality you see. Whatever these people decide to show you, that was my week’s vacation here. Only the good stuff, none of the bad. Then we leave, and grandma deals with all of the real-life garbage.”

“If I remember right, your grandmother was a happy lady. I don’t have many memories of her, but she always had a cheery smile and a happy wave. I don’t think she was miserable.”

“Good.” Addie curled her fingers around her glass. “Brad and I have been having some good conversations. I think all this stuff is making us realize some things. That maybe we’re not so bad off. Especially here, in this neighborhood.”

“I don’t like to toot my own horn,” Jodie replied, leaning back in her chair, “but you could have done a lot worse.” She smiled a crooked smile and Addie laughed, then took another bite and another drink.

“But we’re pretty lucky, too.” Jodie leaned forward again. “You might have saved my brother’s life.”

“It wasn’t just me. Lou helped. Mona’s horse guy.” Addie shook her head in disbelief. “A horse guy. That’s what we had to work with. A nursing school dropout and a horse guy.”

“Mason is alive. That’s a win, no matter what your backgrounds are.”

“He’s a strong guy, your brother. I give him as much credit for pulling through this as I give me and Lou. He’s ready to be up and going.”

“He needs to cool his jets a bit. A little bed rest won’t kill him. Might just save his life.” Jodie turned in her seat, and looked toward the interior of the house. Lydia’s voice carried from deeper within, a conversational tone exchanged with her two grandchildren.

“Is she holding up okay?” Addie nodded in the direction of the voice.

“Okay, I guess. Not great. I think all this worry about Mason is taking a toll on her.” Jodie shrugged and examined her water glass, which stood empty, though she didn’t dare refill it. Brad hadn’t gotten his yet.

“So what’s on the agenda today?” Addie finished her oat square, swallowing what remained of it, then sipped delicately at her water.

“I think Brad has the right idea. Water storage is high on the list, especially since it continues to threaten rain. We collected a few more plastic bags, too, we should tie more off to the trees out back. Boil some more water in the distillery.”

“Distillery. You make it sound so exciting. Like we’re crafting moonshine or something out there.” Addie laughed and swallowed the rest of her water.

“I wish!” Jason exclaimed, leaning back in his chair. “Been a while since I had a nice, stiff drink.”

Jodie eyed him conspiratorially.

“What?” He took her hint and inched forward.

“Mason and Shannon have a secret liquor cabinet. It’s down in the basement. It’s not much, but it’s something.”

“Now, you’re talking.” Jason nodded approvingly.

“I’ve been saving that info.” Jodie pressed a finger to her lips. “Waiting for something to celebrate.”

“It’s liquid, Jodie. We can drink it and save some of the water, can’t we?”

“We could. But we need our wits about us, Jason. Even if we replaced one glass of water with a glass of whatever they’ve got down there, our judgement could be skewed. That’s not a chance we can take, not right now, anyway.”

“Fair point.”

“Is there a way to turn that alcohol into plain water?” Addie furrowed her brows and stood, gathering up her dishes.

“Theoretically, we could distill the alcohol like we distill the algae water out back. Boil it off, collect the condensation. It would work the same way.” Jason stood as well, collecting his own dishes and Jodie followed suit. “How much liquor do they have down there?”

“Not much. You know Mason and Shannon, they’re not exactly big drinkers. But there might be a few quarts, all things considered.”

The three of them walked to the kitchen, dropping their dishes in the sink. Jodie sighed, staring at them.

“We’ll collect some more ash from the fire pit today,” Jason said, placing a comforting hand on Jodie’s shoulder. “Using that and some of the leaves from the trees at least gets most of the food waste off the dishes. It’s done okay so far.”

“Ash?” Addie peered past them, into the sink. “That’s how you’ve been cleaning your dishes?”

Jodie nodded. “Ash is a mild abrasive. It lifts the worst of the germs from the dishes and absorbs whatever oils are left behind. You can use the leaves to try and wipe it clean afterwards. Definitely not perfect, but in the absence of water, it does an okay job.”

“Where do you learn this stuff?” Addie shook her head and walked from the kitchen.

“Mason used to do it when he went on some of those hunting trips with our dad. Learned it from him, I guess.” Jodie followed her out and Jason tagged along behind. As they ventured out into the living room, the front door swung wildly open and Brad stood framed within, a look of wide-eyed shock tugging the skin tight across his face.

“Someone is coming!” He hissed. “And they’re coming fast!”
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Jodie wasted no time. She darted toward the nearby hall closet and unlocked it, yanking the door open. Sweeping one of the rifles from inside, she pulled it close, ejected the magazine, verified it was loaded and slammed it back into place. Jason followed her, grabbing the second rifle and wheeling toward the front door, hot on her heels.

“Tell Lydia and the girls to stay inside!” She twisted back toward Addie and Addie nodded her understanding, the color drained from her taut face.

Jodie sprinted across the porch and down the stairs, weapon held close. Jason followed her out, shutting the door behind him, then took up station on the porch, staying a few paces back from Jodie so he could get a better angle.

“You see the hint of anything aggressive, you know what to do, right?” Jodie shouted up to Jason and he nodded firmly, his grip tightening around the weapon. They both still wore their tactical vests and stood square, eyes focused on the roadway ahead.

Sure enough, the small silhouette of an approaching vehicle angled through the access road. Dust kicked up from around its tires as it came closer, the shape of a pick-up truck forming as it wound around a gradual curve of cracked pavement.

“Must have gone around that tree we knocked down.” Jason lifted his barrel slightly.

“Or they got out and moved it. We need to do something better if we’re going to secure our entrances.”

The truck swung close, easing to the side of the road as it pulled up to the Becker’s front yard. Jodie squinted toward the driver’s side window, though she couldn’t make out who sat behind the wheel. With a rattle, the engine eased, then cut off, silence returning to the small neighborhood. Jodie and Jason maintained their positions, focusing their attention on the white pick-up, which rested just along the untamed grass of the front lawn. The door slowly opened and a figure emerged, lifting a hand.

“It’s just me.” Fiona Gibson stood outside the truck, one hand on the inside handle, the other hand raised, palm showing. “Didn’t mean to surprise you.”

“Fiona!” Jodie released a breath and lowered her weapon. “I didn’t know you were coming this early.”

“I know, I’m sorry. I’d actually hoped to come last night, but it took a little longer to get stuff together.”

Jason jogged down the steps, slinging the rifle across his shoulder where it clung to a strap. Fiona brushed a lock of pale hair from her face, offering an uneasy, apologetic smile. She wore a tee-shirt bearing the familiar logo of Gibson’s Diner, a long-sleeve button up draped over her shoulders, the front unbuttoned. Torn denim pants were stained with dirt at the knees and hung low over a pair of steel-toed work boots.

“How’s your husband?” Jodie asked, giving Fiona a quick half-hug and pat on the back.

“Hanging in there. Still doesn’t know what to do with himself without the restaurant.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “You know, even after two weeks, I can’t get my head around it.”

“What do you think about the rumors going around?” Jodie asked.

“The rumors?”

“That the same guys who poisoned the juice at the picnic were also behind the robberies and vandalism?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me.” Fiona offered a slight shrug. “But that might just be a coping mechanism for people, you know? Trying to blame everything on the same people so they don’t start to think there are more bad apples in town. I hope it’s them, but who really knows. Events like this change people. Change people a lot.”

“Don’t I know it. I was never a big fan of Rick, but the idea that he might actually try and kill my brother? I still can’t reconcile it.”

“I’m sure he felt trapped. His friends were about to go in the noose. There was so much happening, all the gunfire, the raging adrenaline. I’m not sure he was acting like himself.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Result’s the same. My brother’s clinging to life in there and Rick’s in the wind.”

“Clinging to life?” Fiona nodded toward the house. “Your brother?”

“Realistically, it’s not quite that dire. Addie Ferrance has been a life saver.”

“Addie Ferrance? I’m not sure I know who that is?”

“Gloria’s granddaughter. You remember Gloria Ferrance, right? Lived in that house?” Jodie nodded toward the far house that lined the access road.

“Oh, right. Died a year or two ago. She was a regular at the diner for going on fifty years or more.”

“It’s her granddaughter. She inherited the house, been living in it since. Went to nursing school at one point in her life and thanks to her and Lou, he’s actually pulled through okay. We still won’t let him get up and around, we don’t want him to rip out the stitches, and I can tell you, he’s none too happy about that. But he’ll get over it.”

“The Beckers always were a stubborn lot. His dad was the same way. His brother, too.” Fiona tilted her head slightly. “You heard from him? Dolan?”

“Not a peep.”

Fiona shook her head.

“What else is going on in town? We’ve been holed up here ever since the trial. Been a little skittish about going too far.”

“Town is not good,” Fiona replied darkly. “With Grayson gone, a bunch of guys have fashioned themselves Harbor’s End’s law and order. Fire chief leads up the crew, a few other members of the volunteer fire department working with him. They mean well, you know? But they’re pretty hot and bothered about what happened to Grayson. And they’re willing to give almost anyone with a gun a badge. You can’t throw a stone down Main Street without hitting some tough guy carrying a rifle who thinks he’s Wyatt freaking Earp.”

“No sign of Rick or his boys?”

“Nope. They disappeared shortly after the gunfight at the trial. Scattered like roaches under a spotlight, nobody really knows where. I’d like to think they left town, but realistically I don’t expect that. Rick loves this place too much to leave it.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

“Chief McAllister— the fire chief, I think you know him, right?”

“Sure.”

“He’s trying to wrangle together his little band of police deputies, keep them pointed in the right direction. But everyone has their own agenda. The other volunteer fire fighters, they follow his lead okay, but there are some renegades who just want an excuse to put a bullet in somebody. From what I understand, there’s a group of them that are going house-to-house, looking for Rick and his crew. They mean to drag them to the town green and hang them right then and there.”

“Probably what they deserve,” Jason replied sharply.

Jodie gave him an arched-eyebrow look.

“Those guys killed my father, Jodie. Accident or not, I’m not inclined to be a forgive and forget kind of guy. Anyone who takes their side is dead to me.”

“He’s got a point.” Fiona nodded toward Jason. “Listen, I’ve had no quarrel with Rick Lyon. There was a time I even considered him a friend. Came to the diner every single Saturday, ordered the same thing. Bobby sometimes let him get away with not even paying. But what he did to Mason? How he took those murderer’s side over the town’s? That can’t be forgiven and I’ll tell you what, lots of people in town feel the same way I do.”

“I suppose events like this show us who people really are.” Jodie looked toward the truck, still parked alongside the front yard. “What do you have in there, anyway?”

“What I promised you.” The scowl finally left the woman’s face, replaced by a bright smile. Her posture straightened and she walked toward the truck at a rapid clip. Jodie followed, and once she drew near, picked up her pace.

“Woah,” she said, “are those wine barrels?”

“They are indeed. We’ve got six different wine barrels in here, American Standard. Fifty-three gallons apiece.” Fiona yanked down the tailgate. “Did my best to drain the wine from them, there still might be a faint hint of it in there, but certainly not enough to get anyone drunk.”

“That’s too bad,” Jason replied with a sarcastic upward tilt of his lips.

“What is your fascination with alcohol all of a sudden?” Jodie smiled as Fiona climbed her way up into the truck’s bed.

“Hey, it’s been a rough couple of weeks, all right?”

Together, the three of them unloaded the barrels and rested them on the grass. As they went through that process, the door of the Becker house opened and the others flooded out. Brad and Addie came first, with Lydia, the girls and the dogs trailing after.

“Guess she’s an approved visitor?” Brad called from the bottom of the stairs. “Sorry to sound the alarm!”

“I’m glad you did.” Jodie waved her thanks back toward him. “Now come on over and help us get these barrels into the backyard.”

Jason started to tip over the barrels, resting them on their sides so they could be rolled easily. Dory and Lilah giggled as they ran over, the two of them working together to roll one of the barrels across the grass and toward the rear of the house. Lydia looked at the goings-on with mild confusion, though the smile didn’t leave her lips.

“Lydia Becker, is that you?” Fiona jumped down from the bed of her truck and approached the older woman. “It’s been a dog’s age!”

Lydia tensed slightly, almost recoiling as Fiona approached, arms spread wide.

“It’s me! Fiona Gibson! You used to bring your little rugrats down to the diner every week.”

“Fiona?” Lydia’s voice was quiet, but then sharpened into clarity. “Well, I’ll be darned! How’s your Bobby doing?”

The two women embraced and Fiona grasped her arms, pushing back to get a better look at her.

“Oh, he’s still the same old Bobby.”

“We missed you at the picnic.”

“Bobby and I were still hurting over the restaurant. Trying to figure out how we could put the pieces back together. Neither one of us could bring ourselves to potentially come face-to-face with whoever might have looted the diner. It was a tough time. Frankly, still is.”

“You spent so many years serving this town. What a shame for someone to do that to you.”

“Wasn’t just us. Tucker’s Tools, a few other businesses. It felt like a betrayal for sure.” Fiona waved absently at the air. “But that’s in the past. We’re trying to move forward. And we couldn’t think of a better way to move forward than to help out our neighbors, you know?”

“This is— amazing, Fiona,” Jodie said, looking at the scene around her. Brad rolled one barrel while Jason rolled another. The two girls giggled as they jogged back to grab their second.

“Paying it forward. We need to remember what being part of a community was all about. Helping each other. Forming bonds instead of fighting against each other. I keep hoping what happened at the picnic and the trial will make people realize that.” Her eyes moistened and she expelled a breath of exasperation. “But people just seem to get angrier and angrier. They let these things divide us instead of unify us.”

“Maybe it’s up to us to set the example.” Jodie rested a hand on Fiona’s back as they both watched the barrels being rolled, relishing the sounds of young children at play.
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“Can these be removed?” Brad gestured toward the rounded end of the upright wine barrel, which they’d set around the backyard, near the various downspouts.

“Better to cut a hatch, I’d think,” Fiona replied. “You can release the tension on the slats and remove it with a crowbar if you really need to, but that might hurt the structure of the barrel. You have a handsaw or something?”

“On it!” Jason sprinted off, running across the grass, back toward the Becker house.

“I can’t thank you enough,” Jodie said, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Fiona as they surveyed the happenings.

“These aren’t gifts, Jodie. You realize that, right? I’m sure we can work out a trade, though.”

“Of course.” Jodie took a step toward the garden and Fiona followed her. “If this rain will ever fall, we’re in a pretty good spot with our vegetable garden. We’d be happy to spread that wealth. We can even carve aside a certain percentage of the water we collect, if you want. We’ve got a decent system here with our roofs, our tarps, and our gutters and downspouts. With all the surface area in this neighborhood, we have the potential to collect a few hundred gallons of water with the right rainstorm.”

“That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say. I supply the barrels, you share some of that water with me and I think we can work out a great arrangement that benefits both of us.”

“Don’t you have your own gutters and downspouts? A way to collect the water yourself?”

“Sure, I’ve already set a few of these wine barrels out. Just seems like pooling our resources is the best way to do this. Between what I can collect and the large amounts you can collect, we’ll be able to help even more people. It’s a trade I probably don’t need to make, but we’re establishing a trend, right? Showing the rest of the town how we can work together toward a common goal.”

“I hope the rest of the town sees it that way. So many people seem to feel like it’s every person for themselves. They’d rather spend their energy scraping and clawing their own little fiefdom than sharing and trading.”

“I’m afraid the picnic might have sabotaged any chance we had of real unification. From what I understand, everyone was coming together there. Eagerly exchanging not just goods, but services as well. Offering their labor as well as food or other things. Then Rick’s friends did what they did and— ruined it all.”

“Such a shame. All so they could try and raid the Village Market. Once again, every person for themselves.” Jodie leaned and looked around Fiona, nodding toward the truck. “So, if we make this deal, you’re going to drive here once a week or something? To pick up your barrel of water?”

“Sure. Plenty of gas around. One side-effect of all those dead people is that we have plenty of cars sitting abandoned. Just asking to be used as fuel sources. Bobby and I, we’ve already been siphoning and storing. We’ll be set at least for the short term. Until the gas goes bad, anyway. Still haven’t found any fuel stabilizer, I suppose that’s next on the priority list.”

“Listen to you.”

“It’s mostly Bobby. He’s handling the gas and the manual labor side of things. I’m more the deal maker.” Fiona gave Jodie a quick wink of her eye.

“Well, you’re good at it.”

Jason jogged back toward one of the barrels, a narrow handsaw gripped in the tight curl of his fingers. Brad situated the barrel as Jason approached, the two of them conversing as they gathered around it. Stepping around the wooden cylinder, Jason positioned the saw, blade down, estimating where to start the cut. Brad slipped a knife from his pocket, extended the blade, then stabbed down hard, ramming the blade through the wooden lid of the barrel to create a starting point.

Working together, they extended the slice in the wood wide enough so the saw could fit in, then Jason began working it back and forth, cutting through the circular top.

“Give those boys a project, then just step back and watch the magic happen.” Jodie crossed her arms.

“I think that’s true of all men. Certainly true of my Bobby.”

“Talk to me about the diner. Is anything salvageable?”

“Not much, unfortunately,” Fiona replied with a soft sigh. “They stole the food, the pots and pans and kitchen supplies. The only saving grace was they either didn’t know about the basement or didn’t check. That’s where these wine barrels were and we had some decent dry goods down there, too. That’s all back at the house now, but those dry goods aren’t a whole lot of good without water.”

“If you have oats, I can give you a decent recipe for oat and nut breakfast bars.” Jodie stabbed a thumb back in the direction of the house. “Seems like what we might be living off of for the foreseeable future. At least until a few more chicks hatch.”

“How many chickens are you shooting for?”

“It’s a balancing act. We only have three, and I’d love a couple of dozen. Question is, do we have that long to wait. Those oat and nut bars are fine, but the ingredients won’t last forever and they don’t exactly have the protein of the eggs.”

“What about the meat stockpile you guys had? Last time we talked, you said you had quite a bit of air-sealed and salted meats.”

“Meats are for dinner primarily. Lunch sometimes if we have to. We’re still doing okay there. Maybe have a few months of meat left, if we ration it carefully. But I’m worried about what happens next. Animals are going to be just as victimized by the algae as we are. It’s not like we can go out hunting.”

“Mona is breeding her cattle and her pigs. What she has left for chickens, too. She set up a similar water catchment system, which is good because her water supplies are dwindling.”

“Didn’t she have a ten thousand gallon tank on her property?”

“Her own dedicated water tower, yeah. You’d be surprised how quickly you burn through water when you’ve got all those horses, cows, pigs and chickens to take care of. Not to mention irrigation for her gardens. She’s already had to make a pretty difficult decision. She’s given up on watering about two acres of farmland so she can focus on some other areas.” Fiona lifted her eyes toward the tarps that stood along the rear of the yard.

“She’s got a similar set up. With the tarps.”

“Who do you think gave us the idea?”

“She’s actually got a solar powered pump designed to draw the water from the tarp and automatically use it for irrigation for the crops. Problem is, she needs some rain.” Fiona turned her palm over and held it up, as if waiting for it to fall. Gray clouds shifted across the horizon, but the air remained humid, but relatively dry.

“Problem is, we all need some rain.”

“Hand me that crowbar!” Jason turned toward Brad, holding out his hand and Brad lifted a crowbar from the grass and pressed it into his palm. Jason worked it into the section of wood he’d cut partially away, then levered it up, cracking the seal and popping open a shaped cut-out.

“Keep that somewhere. We can use it in the fire.” He tossed the wood away and Brad snatched it up. He ran it directly over to the improvised distillary and set it on the ground near the kettle, which already steamed, a small fire warming the algae-laden water.

“You guys are balancing a lot here, aren’t you?” Fiona shook her head as she surveyed the activity.

“Feels like it sometimes.” Jodie continued looking toward the gray clouds above. “You know, I remember it wasn’t that long ago, Mason would curse the sky when it got like this. There was that time, not that long ago, we had like nine straight days of rain. Mason and my dad were convinced the business was going to go under. Good old dad never did have a whole lot of cash in the bank.”

“I think I remember that stretch. Bobby and I were just getting ready to open our patio for the first time. Outside seating at the diner, we invested a few thousand dollars in new furniture, signage, and a big promotion with a local radio station. Flushed it all right down the toilet. Never again, Bobby said. Couldn’t really blame him either.”

“But you survived.”

“We did. So did your dad.”

Jodie held her palm aloft, fingers ramrod straight, anticipating the small droplets of rain that never came.

“Tell me— these barrels are going to help with collection, right? What’s your plan for long term storage?”

“Sore subject.” Jodie dropped her hand. Nearby, Dory and Lilah shrieked as they rolled one of the wine barrels across the backyard. She smiled at her nieces, glad they were momentarily distracted from their father’s injury and their mother’s absence.

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. We need to figure it out. Best idea we came up with at a moment’s notice was using bathtubs, if you can believe that. Brad was researching how to remove them from some of these houses nobody is living in. But that doesn’t feel like a long-term solution.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Why do you sound like you’ve got an idea?” Jodie raised an eyebrow toward Fiona.

“It’s something I’ve been chewing over. Been a little on the fence about it, especially going alone.”

“Going where alone?” Fiona had Jodie’s attention.

“There’s a place not too far from here. It’s a little ways up Interstate 95. Back in the old days it would have been a twenty-minute, maybe half hour drive. These days it might be a little more challenging.”

“It will definitely be more challenging. I’ve made a drive like that when we went to pick up my mother. It wasn’t fun. Frankly it’s not something I feel especially compelled to try again.”

“Well, you might change your mind. There’s an agricultural supply store up there, a place called Greener Grass. I know the owner. He supplies some of the gear for our restaurant.”

“I’m listening.”

“You ever seen those IBC totes for water storage? Plastic tanks, surrounded by metal cages, square shaped and stackable? I’m sure you’ve seen them, probably just didn’t know what they were called.”

“I think I know what you’re talking about.”

“He sells them. He’s actually a pretty big local supplier. I’ve been thinking of hitting him up since early on in this little adventure we’re having. My only issue was that I wasn’t even generating enough water to use them. You guys, though? If we get a good rainstorm? You’re going to need a way to store it long term.”

“How much do these IBC totes hold?”

“Each one has a 300-gallon capacity. And if we grab six or so and stack them somewhere, that could mean nearly 2000 gallons of water storage. That’s not nothing.”

“No, that’s definitely not nothing,” Jodie said tentatively, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I know you’ve got a lot on your plate here. Last thing I want to do is add more to it. But I’ve got a truck. I’ve got some gas already siphoned. Not sure it’s enough, but I’ve got some. All I need is a few extra hands. Maybe you and Jason?”

“What and leave Mason here? With Addie, Brad and my mother and the kids?”

“It was just an idea. If you’re not a fan, that’s fine. Just figured I’d mention it. I’d hate for the rain to come hot and heavy and end up wasting water because you’ve got nowhere to store it after collecting so much.”

“Between these six barrels and what we already had, we can hold close to five hundred gallons.” Those words sat on Jodie’s lips as she recalled the conversation Mason had relayed to her from Mona about how a tarp with a large enough surface area could collect nearly 500 gallons of water from a single storm.

Jodie sighed and once more looked to the clouds, squinting up at the brightness of the emerging day. She didn’t answer Fiona’s question, not at that moment, but a part of her, deep down, already knew what that answer would be.
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Shannon slowed the Chevy Trailblazer along the right southward shoulder of Interstate 90. In the seat next to her, Louise shifted restlessly, then lifted her head, rubbing her eyes as she stared out through the window.

“Where are we?”

“Nearing Rockford,” Shannon explained. A gleaming mass of stalled traffic barricaded both lanes ahead, yet one more obstacle they’d run into along the way. Since leaving South Dakota, they’d gone through empty stretches and congested stretches, but had always found a way through. Just west of Rockford, that was no longer the case.

“We need a map,” she sighed, squinting across the throngs of stopped cars.

Beyond a first wave of low roofs, she saw a passenger bus askew across both lanes. The bus was wedged into an unmovable wall of surrounding vehicles, crammed into an angular battering ram of metal. Several of the side windows had been opened, used as the only avenue of escape from the stranded vehicle.

Shannon twisted around in the driver’s seat, staring behind her at the expanse of road they’d just traveled. “How far back was that last exit? A couple of miles?”

“Sorry, I was asleep. I make a lousy navigator.” Louise looked out her own window.

To the left was a desolate amusement park, an array of curved tracks and expansive carnival rides left vacant by the state of the world. Shannon could almost hear the chorus of cheerful screams and cries of joy mixed with anguish as the tilt-a-whirl spun fast enough to make even the strongest stomach heave.

Abandoned go carts sat within narrow tracks, concession stands upended, the food stolen from within, much of it left strewn across the midway. Three bodies were visible from where Shannon sat, sprawled about a stretch of smooth pavement between rows of carnival games, food scattered haphazardly around them.

“Over there,” Louise said, pointing out her own window. “One of those big wholesale stores. If we can get off the exit and make our way there, who knows what we might find.”

Beyond the south-facing shoulder was a stretch of unmanicured grass, long and tangled, a vine-laden chain-link fence barricading the road from the businesses beyond. A thick concrete median separated the south and north lines of traffic, though at least two vehicles had slammed into it ahead, breaking it apart. The tangle of cars and trucks completely blocked every lane of the highway itself.

“All right. Forget looking for another exit. Hold on, okay?” Shannon shifted into reverse and backed the SUV up, swerving slightly to point the hood toward the right shoulder.

“You sure about this?”

“It’s a four-wheel drive, right?”

“Yeah and the last time you went off-roading we popped a tire.”

“Don’t be so pessimistic.” Shannon swallowed, then pounded the accelerator. The Trailblazer left the pavement and thundered across the uneven grass, jostling the two women wildly. Shannon leaned forward, gripping the wheel, accelerating further as they descended swiftly upon the chain-link fence, mostly buried within a wall of green vinery.

Bracing herself, she tensed, just as the Chevy struck the fence, buckling it instantly, tearing a ragged strip of thin metal from its nearest post. Chain-link burst apart, a wide swath of it dragged along with the SUV’s momentum as it broke through and headed directly toward the sprawling amusement park.

Shannon wrestled the speeding SUV under control, guiding it toward a side entrance to the park. Grass transitioned to a stretch of pavement alongside the park, then they barreled across, hurtling toward the entrance itself. A single gate stood across the rectangular space where deliveries were made away from more public entrances and exits.

“Hold on!”

The Chevy bolted forward, crunched into the gate, and tore it free of its housing, sending the wooden slat splintering away from the point of impact. Shannon hit the brakes hard, swerving the SUV in a squeal of rubber, bringing it into a sideways skid.

“Well,” Louise said, looking around them at the colorful peaked roofs, a looming Ferris wheel, and a twisting corkscrew of a roller coaster track somewhere to the east. “That went well.”

Shannon tapped the gas and inched the Chevy along the broad midway, the concrete passage between booths wide enough to accommodate them.

“Let’s get through this park first, then see if we can make it across to that wholesale store you saw from the highway.” She carefully navigated the midway, watching for the dead bodies she’d seen from the road. Two bodies were twisted among each other, resting along the edge of a shooting gallery game. They were a couple, similar age, holding each other, plastic cups resting nearby. Another dead body was up ahead, then a cluster of them surrounded a water fountain, forcing Shannon to move slowly and purposefully, winding her way through.

Soon enough she merged into a curved entryway, an open gate separating them from the parking lot beyond. The main entrance was also littered with around a dozen dead bodies, several of them piled among each other. There had been an attempted mass exodus shortly after people started dying. It was impossible to tell what killed most of the people before them, perhaps being trampled, or perhaps they’d also consumed some of the tainted water.

“Hold on. There.” Louise pointed across Shannon toward a small, blue-colored building just inside the entrance gate. “It’s a visitors’ center. Maybe they’ve got maps?”

“Good call.” Shannon tapped the brakes, stopping the Chevy. She eased open her driver’s side door, drawing her rifle out with her, holding it in two hands as she looked around the desolate amusement park. The faded echoes of joyful screams still lingered in the air, though the lack of life and activity was anything but joyful.

Shannon took a closer look at the nearby rollercoaster. A row of cars stood at the loading area, visible from where she stood, and at least five bodies were still inside, slumped over, arms dangling, heads lolled loosely on their necks. A man in a blue uniform had collapsed close by as well, one arm slung over the other, resting on his left shoulder. Louise exited the vehicle and together they made their way to the visitors’ center, walking slowly, heads swiveling left-to-right.

“I still think of it all the time,” Louise said quietly. “That village. The one with the clean water. I keep hoping maybe we’ll run across another one somewhere. Evidence that maybe there are places left on the earth not consumed by death.”

“The clean water didn’t seem to help Chanko and his family stay clear of death. If anything, it attracted it.”

Shannon reached the visitors center first and angled toward a row of slotted shelves, many of them filled with folded brochures. She leafed through them, most of them related to the amusement park, though she found one, lower down, which mentioned historical attractions in Rockford. She tugged it loose and slung her rifle over her shoulder so she could open it with both hands.

“Here we go. This’ll help.” She pointed the brochure toward Louise who took one as well, then unfolded it into a broad sheet of creased paper. Louise pressed it to the wooden exterior of the visitors center and Shannon stepped closer, examining it.

“Depending on how thick the traffic is and how long that jam up goes, it looks like we can head west and hop on 251 here.” Shannon pointed to a long stretch of pavement. “It runs alongside 90 all the way to Route 20 down here. Then Route 20 heads east alongside 90 all the way to Spring Township. Then 20 starts heading further north and 90 angles south before heading east. Spring Township looks pretty small, that might be a good place to hop back on 90.”

“I’m still a little concerned, Shannon. If traffic is this backed up in Rockford, what are things going to look like in Chicago?”

“Let’s worry about that when we get to it. There are only so many different crises I can handle.”

They folded the map up and made their way back to the SUV, though Shannon stopped for a moment and looked back at the nearby concession stands.

“Wait here for a second.” Her rifle still gripped tight in her hands, she walked toward the stands a short distance away. Elaborate signs for fried dough and snow cones were mounted above several open windows which looked into the small trailers and free-standing buildings. Wrappers and food waste littered the midway, evidence that the concession stands had likely already been looted, but Shannon picked through a few of them regardless, just in case.

Once she verified the coast was clear, she called Louise over to help. Together they came away with a couple of bottles of iced tea, some bags of flour and a few other dry food items that had gone overlooked by whoever had come through here before them. They loaded the items into the back of the Chevy, then faced the gate separating them from the parking lot.

“If you don’t want to do this, that’s fine.” Shannon reached into the vehicle and pulled out a pair of gloves she’d found along the way.

“I can help,” Louise replied grimly. The two of them set to work. They walked toward the gate, then began grabbing the wrists of dead bodies and dragging them away from the entrance to make room for the SUV. Shannon did her best to avert her eyes and hold her breath as she worked, though the putrid stink of decay was almost impossible to avoid.

The skin was thin and almost brittle, the wrists compressing tightly beneath her grip, but she fought back the nausea and dragged limp corpses away from the entrance, one at a time. At one point, she and Louise had to take a break to gather themselves, but after a few steady breaths, several feet from the cloud of decomposition, they returned, going back to their work.

After several minutes, they’d dragged a clear path through the gate and returned to the Chevy, then sat in silence for a moment, mentally processing the grisly work they’d just undertaken. Without speaking, Shannon fired up the ignition and accelerated, driving through the gap in the dead bodies and back out onto the parking lot.

Instead of turning right, toward 251, she turned left, heading below the Interstate 90 overpass so they could check out the wholesale supply store Louise had spotted from the road. They traveled slow, winding through clusters of stopped vehicles, but the path was wide enough for them to move at least, unlike it had been on 90 itself.

Shannon wheeled into the parking lot, swerving left and navigating the scatter of vehicles that filled several of the spaces. More dead bodies were strewn about, mostly in one’s and two’s, and Shannon was careful to avoid them with the tires of the Chevy. They pulled up alongside the front door of the wholesale store which had been broken open by a trash can that rested within a nest of shattered glass.

The acrid stink of stale smoke clung to the building, the air around it an undulating gray haze, shifting like a strange supernatural phenomenon. Cutting the engine, Shannon stepped out of the driver’s seat, her weapon at the ready and Louise did the same. The older woman still preferred not to carry a rifle around, but she had at least agreed to the smaller pistol, which rested inside a baggy hip pocket of her pants.

“Are you ready?” Shannon asked.

“As I’ll ever be.”

Together they stepped through the shattered maw of the front door and into the unknown.
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Broken glass crunched beneath their feet as they breached the entrance and moved into the dimly lit store. The interior was massive, far larger than any of the big box department stores Shannon had back near Harbor’s End. Beyond the sparse entryway there were rows of tall shelves in all directions.

“Watch yourself.” Louise gestured toward the floor ahead. A body lay face down, sprawled on the scuffed tile, the pale-colored floor stained rich with spilled blood.

“Doesn’t look like the water did that.”

“Took the words out of my mouth.”

“I’m going to grab a shopping cart.” Shannon walked toward a row of nearby carts.

She dragged one free and gripped it with both hands, pushing it along the littered floor. Wrappers, boxes, and various detritus coated the floor like a carpet. To the left, an electronics section had been ravaged, televisions torn from shelves and lay broken on the floor. Glass cases that once held computers or video game systems had been shattered, their contents removed.

Even rows of movies were desecrated, mostly emptied, several empty DVD cases lying askew on the floor, devoid of their silver discs. It was difficult to push the shopping cart through the sometimes ankle-deep layer of discarded refuse. They moved toward a row of aisles to their left, navigating around a shelf that had been toppled over, spilling its contents. Ragged bullet holes dotted several of the nearby shelves, some food items vacating their insides, chasms punched into their boxes and plastic bags.

“Something tells me we may not find much here.” Louise warned, and Shannon nodded her agreement. Two more bodies had fallen near another row of shelves, young men in camouflage uniforms, a wash of blood spatter painting the shelves where they’d fallen. Shell casings littered the floor as well, mixed within the spilled food and red blood.

“I can’t say I’m a big fan of this, Shannon.” Louise angled her neck, peering throughout the interior of the store. “It looks like it’s been ransacked already and all these bodies— something bad happened here.”

“Bad things have happened everywhere,” Shannon replied. “It’s a fact of life.”

They continued walking down the wide, main aisle, rows to their left revealing little more than useless appliances or bare metal where the actually helpful stuff had already been stolen.

“Hold on.” Shannon nodded toward an aisle ahead. A rectangular sign mounted to one of its metal supports read First Aid Supplies. They approached that aisle together, forcing the cart through the layer of stuff fallen on the floor. While many of the shelves of the aisle had been emptied, Shannon uncovered some gems. She grabbed some gauze, adhesive tape, some bandages, some antiseptic and rubbing alcohol, dumping whatever she could get her hands on into the shopping cart.

Louise went along behind her, examining other parts of the same shelves. She added to the same pile with hydrogen peroxide, aspirin and some ibuprofen she dug out from a fallen heap of empty boxes. They retreated from the first aid aisle and moved on to a wide-open area in the center of the store. At one point it had been a produce section, though every stitch of edible fruit or vegetables had already been taken.

The floor was wet and sticky with smashed food, squelching beneath the stride of their boots. Shannon kicked through the sludge and pulp, forcing the cart ahead, although it was quickly clear they would find nothing of value there. Moving through the opened area, they passed by the freezer and refrigerator sections. Though the shelves within the coolers had some items on them, they were melted and worn from the lack of power, some of them spewing chunky goo instead of smooth liquid.

For another thirty minutes the two women checked throughout the wholesale store, uncovering a few key items amid the chaos and death. In total they’d run across nearly two dozen dead bodies and Shannon had practiced searching each of their pockets, though that didn’t earn them much. Even the weapons and ammunition had been stolen. As they rounded the rear corner, a sound echoed from ahead, a set of double doors leading to the backroom thumping open slightly.

“Hold up!” Shannon hissed, throwing a palm in Louise’s direction. “Stop.”

Louise obeyed instantly, abruptly halting in mid-stride. Beyond the doors there was a clunk of impact and a rustling shift of motion.

“Stop!” A voice barked and Shannon recoiled, taking an anxious step away from the door.

Suddenly they banged open, and a man lunged through, stumbling forward, pistol in his hand. He swung wildly around as Louise shrieked, dragging Shannon toward the floor. Before the man could fire another gunshot echoed from within the back room, and the pistol-wielding man grunted, one knee buckling before he toppled down, landing roughly on his chest and right shoulder.

“Get up,” Shannon gasped, crawling to her feet, clutching at Louise’s arm. “Come on, get up!”

She dragged her alongside her, using the shopping cart as a lever to stand. The door crashed open again, another figure lurching from within. He wore a camouflage uniform, his face as white as a bar of unused soap. A congealed brown thickness clung to his shirt, adhering it to his torso, one leg shifting out from under him.

He wheeled toward the women but made no attempt to raise the weapon he held, only stumbling back, striking the wall behind him. His breath came in stabbing, rasping gasps, his throat wheezing air.

Shannon lifted her rifle, pointing at the soldier’s chest, his face flinching slightly as he slumped back against the wall. His fingers released, the pistol in his hand thudding softly to the tile floor at his feet.

“I— I think I’m done.” He gasped, then slid down the wall, hitting the floor with his backside. Streaks of blood painted the wall in his wake, his pale face tipped toward his chest. Shannon lowered her rifle and swept forward, dropping down to one knee.

“Is there something I can do?”

The young man shook his head. “My men— are already gone. Dead or left. I thought we’d carve out a little place here. Guys like that had other ideas.” He waved a meek gesture toward the dead man on the ground a few feet away. “Came in droves. Wouldn’t stop.”

“We got some first aid supplies.” Shannon turned and gestured toward Louise who began to fumble through the cart for what they’d gathered.

“Pretty sure I’m beyond that.” With a struggle, he lifted his chin, then the back of his head clunked against the wall behind him. “It’s okay, though. No doubt my wife and kids are gone, too. Family. Everyone I know. I don’t mind.” Each word was a gasp of fading air.

“Don’t say that.” Shannon had no idea why she cared so much about the stranger slumped before her. Her gaze drew toward the stitched name tag on his uniform. “Sardidge? That’s your name?”

The young man nodded as blood pooled in a pinprick at the corner of his mouth. A thin snake slithered loose, working its way down toward his chin.

“Call me Billy. Just—” he coughed, spattering blood into the air. “Just don’t tell my mom. To her— I was always William.” He tried to smile, but even the slightest effort was a struggle.

“Where did the rest of your men go? You said some of them left?”

Sardidge nodded, an uneven upward jerk of his pale face.

“Armory. There’s an old National Guard Armory in downtown Rockford.” He choked and coughed, trying to lift his right hand to catch the spittle, but failing. “Been shut down for decades. But— they had— supplies. They gathered supplies there.” He shook his head, a tear tricking from the corner of one closed eye. “I should have gone with them.”

“Supplies? At an old armory?”

He nodded. “Downtown.” There was a fluttering of eyelids, and he forced them open, staring intently at Shannon, tears glistening. “You should go. Might be help there. More help than here.”

Shannon peered back at Louise.

“Map’s in the car,” she said quietly, staring solemnly at the two of them. She’d gathered some of the gauze from the shopping cart but made no attempt to bring it over. It was too late for that, anyway.

“I want to help you,” Shannon said again, reaching down and grasping the young man’s hand.

“You wouldn’t. If you knew what we’d done.” He looked away from her, more tears falling across his cheeks. “Just glad— my mom never found out.” He coughed again, his head jerking as a red mist dotted the wall next to him.

Voices erupted from close by, coming from the direction of the backroom, though muted by exterior walls. Sardidge yanked his head up, a wince of pain tightening his eyes.

“They’re back— my gun—” he grunted and tried to lean forward. Shannon lunged toward him, scooped the weapon from the ground and thrust it into his hand. A bang slammed from the backroom, the sound of a metal door hammering inward, voices raising.

“Get out of here!” The young soldier hissed the order through clenched teeth. He drew the weapon across his slumped body, trying to straighten his arm to aim the pistol toward the rear door.

Shannon backtracked, lifting her rifle.

“Get out!” The man screamed again, a loud echo, not just at them, but at the intruders as well.

He followed the shout with a rapid pumping of his finger on the trigger of his pistol. It cracked and kicked in his hand, shell casings pinging from the wall to his right as muzzle flashes streaked between where he sat and the opened back door. Voices from within the backroom screamed, gunfire pelting back in his direction. Bullets drilled into his prone and seated form, thick geysers of torn camouflage and misted blood erupting from the impacts, his body jerking with each pummeling round.

Shannon was already several paces back. Reluctantly, they left the shopping cart behind, half filled with medical equipment, sitting crooked on the floor a few feet from where the soldier lay slumped. A figure charged in from the backroom, weapon in hand, swiveling toward the two women.

“We’ve got someone else in here!”

“Down, Louise!” Shannon fired her bolt-action rifle, the crack of the round jerking the weapon in her grasp.

The gunman retreated as the bullet drilled into the opened door, rebounding with a thudding crack of splintered impact. Louise sprawled to the right, leaping down an adjoining aisle, putting tall, metal shelves between her and the man at the rear of the store.

Sardidge rested on the floor, chin dipped low, body dark with spreading blood beneath his camouflage uniform. Shannon scowled at the young man, a sting biting her eyes. Shannon followed Louise, ducking as she jogged forward, moving down the aisle, then cutting right and moving quickly along the far wall.

“We’ve got you cornered!”

“Just keep moving,” Shannon urged, rifle at the ready. She’d loaded another round, though the magazine only held five. Instinctively, she patted the pocket of her pants and felt another mag snug in place. Gunfire echoed again, a chorus of rebounding claps of thunder. A shelf to their right buckled, a jagged hole exploding outward, forcing them to retreat a step.

“Stay here.” Shannon held out a hand, then stepped to the end of the aisle and swung around, rifle lifted.

Two men sprinted toward them, running across a wide expanse of floor where the produce section had been. Shannon fired a shot, aiming between them both. The man to the left tried to stop, wheeling back, and his feet slipped on some rotted fruit and slicked juice. Sprawling backwards, he yelped, his weapon flying as Shannon racked the bolt and adjusted her aim once more. The second man skidded to a stop, too, managing to keep his balance, though he slowed enough that Shannon got her bearings.

“Louise!” She shouted. “Run past me. Now!”

She fired the rifle, and the man went down, though it was impossible to tell if she’d actually hit him. Louise took off running, lumbering past Shannon and out into the gap between aisles. Shannon rushed to follow her, ducking her head as a wild trio of pistol shots fired, careening somewhere high above her head.

“Keep moving keep moving!” Shannon shouted at Louise’s back as they continued running along the next aisle, heading frantically toward the front of the store. Sweeping ahead of the older woman, Shannon swung around the corner of the aisle rifle raised, its barrel directed back toward the produce area they’d passed earlier.

One of the men was gone from view, the other staggering to his feet, using a rounded display counter of rotting apples to drag himself upward. He loped away, searching for cover as Shannon tracked his movements, yet didn’t fire. About fifteen yards stood between them and the various rows of cash registers. Once beyond the registers, it would be a straight shot toward the exit door.

“Get ready,” Shannon whispered, passing the barrel left to right throughout their corner of the store. “Go!”

Shannon side-stepped out, keeping the weapon up and Louise bolted out from behind her, running clumsily toward the registers. Movement flashed ahead and to the left and Shannon wheeled toward it, then fired without aiming. A bullet ricocheted wildly from the corner of another shelf, forcing the silhouette of a gunman back under cover.

But he compensated and came around more quickly than Shannon expected. His pistol clamped with his hands barked loudly twice, but not firing back at Shannon, firing at Louise instead. The first bullet whined past, driving hard into a customer service desk along the far wall. Louise stumbled slightly, but recovered, lunging forward. She vanished behind a register as the second bullet struck its thin, metallic exterior, buckling it beneath a burst of sparking impact.

Shannon fired again, racked the bolt, adjusted her aim and fired a third time, finally knocking the gunman back into a strange, clumsy spin dance. He toppled to the floor amid the layers of refuse and Shannon tugged her weapon close, then followed Louise at her own dead run.

The older woman stood and catapulted herself through the gap between registers, the two women filing out into another aisle perpendicular to the ones they’d used to hide earlier. It was an open path directly to the shattered glass of the entrance and exit doors and they dashed toward it, as fast as they could.

As they neared the door, another gunman burst out from behind a set of shelves, his pistol aimed directly at them. Shannon fumbled with her weapon, surprised by his sudden appearance. She fired, missed, and used the bolt to reload, only the magazine was empty. Whispering a curse, she back-pedaled as the guy adjusted his aim, shifting the barrel of the pistol toward her.

Louise screamed a sudden, bestial roar of rage and threw herself forward, fingers etched into claws. The man turned, but she was already barreling into him, shoving him backwards, full bore into the tall shelf at his rear. She pinned him hard between her charging body and the shelf, striking it with enough force that the shelf whipped back and toppled over. With a shout, the gunman sprawled across the falling shelf, tumbling down alongside a scatter of useless “made for TV” inventions that people hadn’t bothered with even at the end of civilization.

Picking herself up, Louise stood above the man, almost surprised by her own ferocity. He snarled up at her, then realized he’d dropped his weapon and began furiously searching for it amid the fallen items.

“Come on!” Shannon grabbed Louise’s arm and pulled her along, the two women running toward the exit.

They shoved their way through the broken glass of the door and ran to the Chevy parked outside. Both doors slammed as they ducked into the front driver’s seat and Shannon gunned the engine, even as pistol fire chased them from within the store. Flooring the accelerator, she guided the Chevy at a swift clip backwards out of the parking lot, then corrected her steer and took off down the adjoining roadway.
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Louise hunched over in the driver’s seat, the map unfolded in her lap as she leaned close, tracing the diagonal route that cut through Rockford’s downtown.

“Are you sure this is the right idea?” She arched an eyebrow in Shannon’s direction, keeping her finger firmly pressed. “Do we want to go just on the word of one dead soldier?”

“Don’t ask me why, but I trust him.” Shannon gripped the wheel, navigating the Chevy through a clutch of stalled traffic on Route 251. “It’s probably stupid, I won’t deny that, but something about that kid just clung to me. I—” Shannon hesitated for a moment, focusing her attention on steering around a bumper-to-bumper crash between a Volkswagen and an old Ford which filled the slow lane.

“I had this cousin,” she continued, opening up the accelerator some, speeding along once more. “Ten years younger than me, I think? He was in the Army and came home one year. I made a rare trip to see my parents and visit family, and he was there, all bright-eyed and enthusiastic. Said he was looking forward to his next trip overseas. He was being stationed in the Philippines he said, a place called Subic Bay. Within walking distance of the beach.” Shannon flexed her fingers around the steering wheel. She braked slightly and eased around another three-car pile-up.

The driver’s side door of one of the vehicles stood open and a dead body had slumped to the pavement sprawled there, arms splayed. Another corpse was in the passenger seat, leaning against their window, as if asleep.

“He died two weeks later. Never even made it to Subic Bay. Some stupid training exercise he was going through before leaving.” Shannon scowled through the windshield. “For some reason that kid, Sardidge, he just reminded me of my cousin. I don’t even know why.”

“The mind does what the mind does.” Louise shrugged. “That’s the only thing I can say to explain what I did to that last gunman.”

“Oh, you mean wailing like a banshee and whipping his narrow ass? That was impressive, Louise.”

Louise laughed a stilted laugh, her eyes rolled upward. “He could have killed us both.”

“Lots of things could have killed us both. Somehow, they didn’t.”

“Up here,” Louise said, leaning forward, “it merges onto North 2nd Street.”

Shannon steered around another tangle of stopped cars, then glanced across the passenger seat, staring through Louise’s window.

“Uh oh,” she hissed a low, cautionary whisper.

“What?” Louise looked through her own window. “Oh.”

Alongside the stretch of highway, a thick sheet of dark, winding water passed through a thin layer of separating trees. The road bent left for a moment, away from the water, but then curved back around toward it, eventually straightening out, parallel to the river. Buildings thickened along the right side of the road; industrial business buildings crammed one on top of the other.

Dead bodies had increased in number, a few at first, then a few more, and then dozens, most of them stretched throughout the right side of North 2nd Street. To their left, thick rows of trees blocked a small residential neighborhood from view, a blessing, in Shannon’s eyes, perhaps concealing more of the dead. She snapped off the vents and made sure the air circulation system was on, which would only use recycled air from within the vehicle rather than drawing it from outside.

“Windows closed?”

Louise nodded, her hand moving from the map and gripping the handle above the window. Shannon inched the Chevy to a stop, eyeing the road before her. An off ramp led to another street which stretched out into a multi-lane bridge crossing the river, though both lanes of traffic were dotted with stopped cars and trucks.

“Stupid river isn’t even on this map.” She looked down at it. Shannon wasn’t necessarily surprised, it was a high level map not anything detailed. Louise gingerly turned the page and sighed, shoulders slumped. “Oh, wait. Here it is. The Rock River. Apparently the river walk is a big attraction in these parts.”

“Not anymore it’s not.”

Louise angled her neck, searching the myriad of roadways ahead. “I think you can go there.” She pointed toward an empty section of road. “Technically that’s an on ramp leading to 251, but I think you can go the opposite way. Follow a curved road around and we can get on to one of the smaller side streets. There’s another bridge a few blocks south.” She scrutinized the second map she’d found, one with a zoomed in focus on downtown itself.

Shannon did as directed, turning right, weaving through more traffic until she was slowly inching down the on-ramp, gently scraping the Trailblazer against a few cars that had been attempting a hasty escape. Finally, she wedged her way down, turning right at a long, narrow, more residential street. Moments later she was passing through a smaller, tree-lined neighborhood dotted with independent bookstores and smaller businesses.

“Take a right up here, head back toward the river.”

“And we have to do this? Cross the river, I mean?” Shannon tightened her grip on the wheel.

“The armory is on the other side. Unless we just give up on it and head east again.”

“That soldier made it sound like we’d be stupid not to at least check it out. Our supplies are dwindling like crazy.”

“Look at all these dead people. All the businesses around. I gotta think there’s plenty of places we could grab supplies here.”

“This close to the water I think it’s too dangerous to venture outside of the car for an extended period of time. Honestly, I’m not sure how safe we even are inside.”

“We’d have to cross the river quickly. Keep in mind, the armory is on the water as well.”

“Of course it is.” Shannon turned right, cutting once more through another section of larger office buildings and businesses.

Rockford was simultaneously a seemingly bustling metropolis and a ghost town, a conflicted dichotomy forcing Shannon to question her perception of reality. They made their way onto Route 20 heading west and passed a sprawling, square-shaped section of grass, several trees spaced throughout what was apparently a park. An ornate gazebo stood in the center, angular paths cutting diagonal lines through the square, all connecting at that central location.

Bodies littered the grass in droves. At least two dozen within immediate view, likely even more concealed behind trees and the gazebo itself. Death was everywhere they looked, and Shannon pulled her eyes forward again, focusing on navigating the roadways. Louise gripped the map tightly, crumpling paper within her clenched fists.

While vehicles were still slung across the lanes of traffic, there was more room to maneuver, thanks to a pair of wide carpool lanes along each side of the road.

“The river is just up here.” Louise pointed ahead but didn’t need to. The dark sheet of water spread out before them, bisecting the city, traveling north-to-south, as far as their eyes could see.

“Hold on, okay? I’m going to do this fast.”

“Hopefully there’s no traffic jam.” Louise leaned back, gripping the handle above the window.

Boats floated aimlessly along the Rock River before them, a trash barge listing at a strange angle, smaller boats riding the surface of still, deadly waters. Shannon drew in a breath and held it firmly between pressed lips, then hammered the gas.

The Trailblazer sped forward, wheeling around a stopped car before venturing into a broad expanse of empty roadway. Shannon accelerated further, then steered into the opposite lane, traveling into the carpool lane to get around another bumper-to-bumper accident. She accelerated, crossing the halfway point of the river at speed before jerking the wheel right to avoid a sedan that had punched into a guardrail.

With a muffled crunch, the Trailblazer pounded its blunt fist through a close pair of vehicles ahead, striking with enough impact to push them aside and force its way through. Back in the normal lane, Shannon straightened out and accelerated again, crossing the river at around forty miles per hour. They swept by a small office building surrounded by a parking lot of still vehicles and even stiller bodies, then passed within the shadow of an eight story building of stone.

“Take a right!” Louise gasped, releasing the breath she’d been holding.

She lurched forward, pressing her palm into the vinyl dashboard. Shannon steered sharply, angling around the tall office building and onto the next road. They traveled a darkened, narrow stretch of pavement between that same office building and some sort of performing arts center to the left. More bodies were strewn about the sidewalks. Another park passed by on their right, stretched out between the road and the river, and somehow Shannon managed not to look, focusing her attention straight ahead. The tall, cylindrical spire of an apartment building stood out among other more angular structures, rows of evenly spaced windows running up the sides of the building in pairs.

“Here!”

Shannon was already punching the brakes. Even without a sign, the old brickwork and stone-arched building stood out from the rest of downtown Rockford. A slightly curved stone wall extended out from both sides, even asphalt paths leading from the sidewalk to a trio of different entrances.

A car had run up onto the grass and slammed into one of the stone walls, its hood crushed into an accordion of buckled metal and composite material. Its driver’s side door was open, another dead body slung carelessly across the grass as if a child had dropped its toy.

Bullet holes stitched the exterior of the armory, ragged, pock-marked lines of impact craters, and at least half of the street-facing windows were broken. A prefab structure had been erected near the left entrance as well, a trailer filling a large section of the grass, its siding also riddled with bullet impacts. Two corpses lay face down just outside the opened door to the prefab structure, the grass flattened beneath them.

“I don’t think the water killed them,” Louise observed astutely. Shannon didn’t reply, her gaze transfixed on the four story building ahead. Glass shards glittered on the front lawn and another body, which she’d missed the first time, was sprawled on one of the asphalt paths, bent at an awkward angle as if they’d fallen from a tall height.

“This is the armory?” Shannon turned toward Louise, eyes narrowed in inquiry.

“That is,” Louise pointed out, jutting a finger toward a larger building the next lot over.

It was a massive, stone structure, a bit shorter than the building they’d stopped outside of, but with thicker stone columns along its exterior. Narrow windows filled the spaces between columns and like the other building, bodies were splayed along wide sets of stairs just outside the armory entrance.

“Let’s try the trailer first,” she whispered, nodding toward the prefab FEMA trailer outside the taller structure. “We’ll check the armory right after.”

Shannon reached into the back seat and unzipped her bag, then fished through it, removing one of her old T-shirts. Strips of fabric had already been torn from it and she held it up, examining how much of the cotton remained.

“Something obviously happened here,” Louise said. “Given what went on at the store, do we really want to find out what it was?”

“I think we should. FEMA was obviously here at one point.” Shannon gestured toward the prefab trailer, ravaged by bullet holes. “They might have left something behind.”

“That word ‘might’ hangs heavy in that sentence.”

“I know.” Shannon exhaled.

She gripped the tee-shirt and tore it lengthwise along another seam, ripping a strip of fabric free from what remained. Resting it on her leg, she repeated the motion, tearing another strip free and handing it off to Louise. She returned the shirt to her bag, then removed a bottle of water about half-full of translucent liquid. Jostling the bottle, she silently measured the liquid’s level with a pensive gaze.

“How much of that do we have left?”

“Not enough. Which is exactly why this is a chance we have to take.”

“How many stores around here might have some?”

“Judging by what we saw in that wholesale store? I wouldn’t hold your breath.”

“What makes this place any different?”

Shannon closed her eyes, her back teeth grinding softly, deep in her mouth.

“I don’t know, Louise. You can stay here if you want, but I need to at least check this out.” She tipped the bottle and dropped water on the fabric, then tied it around her nose and mouth, securing it at the back of her head.

Louise didn’t press the matter. She accepted the offered bottle and repeated what Shannon had already done, securing it over her face. Shannon left the rifle in the car, but checked to ensure her pistol was where she’d left it as she stepped out into the world.

Stepping to the back door, she opened it up and retrieved an empty gym bag, looping it over her shoulder. Louise exited the passenger side and the two of them converged, walking toward the stark, white structure, which stood out against the drab, gray-skied backdrop of Rockford, Illinois.
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Shannon held the pistol in her hand, the light weight of the empty gym bag bouncing along her side as she approached the white, prefab trailer ahead. Louise had removed her pistol from her pocket as well, the two women tentatively approaching the squat trailer.

Gingerly walking around the two dead bodies, Shannon stepped to the front door and pushed it open, standing just outside to survey the sparse furnishings within. It wasn’t a residential trailer, that much was clear, the interior carved out like office space. A desk and swivel chair stood just inside the opened front door, with a small area, deeper within, set up like a situation room.

Shannon stepped carefully inside, angling left, then right, searching the trailer’s interior for anything out of the ordinary. The situation room she’d spotted earlier fell into clearer view, a large map pressed on one wall, with a trio of folding chairs set up around it for better viewing. Free-standing cabinets stood in various places, filling whatever sections of wall weren’t filled by furniture or other items.

Her pistol in hand, Shannon crept forward and opened each cabinet she came across, hunting for anything of value. Finding nothing in the first two cabinets, she strode around a thrust out counter, then stopped in her tracks. Within the situation room, previously hidden from view, another dead body lay sprawled, its camouflage uniform soaked through with blood.

It was a woman, her hair splayed out along the floor in a darkly colored halo, her blood soaking the vinyl flooring in a rich, dark stain. Her head was slung left, her eyes closed, her colorless face slack and emotionless in its final expression. Pushing aside one of the chairs, Shannon walked toward another cabinet and crouched, opening its doors.

Beneath the stretched cotton of her makeshift mask, she smiled, staring into the cabinet’s contents. Boxes of N95 masks were stacked within the cabinet, lined one on top of another, six boxes in total. She swept them out eagerly, thrusting them into her gym bag. She hesitated for a moment and tore one box open, fished out a mask, and quickly replaced the cotton swath she’d been wearing with a more effective filtered covering. Turning toward Louise, who’d followed her inside, she held up another mask.

“Want to switch?”

Louise nodded eagerly and accepted the mask, then tugged the cotton strip free and pulled the elastic around the back of her head, securing the mask in place.

“After we used all our other ones, I wasn’t sure we’d find them again.”

“Whoever shot their way through here wasn’t looking in the right places, I guess.” Shannon shrugged and stood, hoisting the slightly heavier bag over her shoulder once more. Together they made their way outside of the trailer and back out onto the front yard facing the three story, brickwork structure. Instead of heading toward that structure, they circled back around the trailer and crossed a narrow alley, making their way toward the huge armory ahead. Another interior story was visible just beyond the stonework exterior, lined by a gradually peaked roof and sections with windows.

Shannon stared down the length of the alley. Bodies were littered about, surrounded by spent shell casings, the walls of the armory peppered with a patchwork of bullet holes.

“Let’s check down here. This looks like where the action is.”

“Don’t we want to stay away from where the action is?” Louise asked.

Shannon ignored her point and continued forward, clutching her pistol with two hands. Together, they followed the thick, brick wall to their left, stepping over and around the myriad of dead bodies. Blood stained the pavement beneath them, the evidence of a fierce gun battle visible wherever they happened to look.

Small fragments of blown apart brick crunched beneath their stride and Shannon took care to try not to step within the bodily fluid that had leaked from dead bodies, even though most of it had long since dried, absorbed into the pavement they strode on.

A large set of double doors was pressed into the brickwork, a flat, square NO TRESPASSING sign clearly showing expected boundaries. They continued onward, following the path toward a set of concrete stairs near the rear of the building. Slowly they approached, step-by-step, then angled toward the stairs, gingerly walking up their narrow incline. One of the back doors stood ajar, revealing the darkened caverns of the armory just beyond.

Using her shoulder, Shannon pushed the door open further, then stepped within, pistol clutched. The moment she breached the doorway, she swung right, elevating her weapon, sweeping it throughout the interior, staring along the length of its barrel. She saw no one and heard nothing, one foot crossing the other as she side-stepped deeper into the building.

Louise followed along behind her, the two of them stepping into a storage area where shelves lined the walls, mostly cleared of their contents. Cautiously, they moved through the storage room, weapons sweeping left-to-right, narrowed eyes searching the darkness for anything of value.

“Okay. That’s far enough.”

Shannon halted abruptly, her back rigid, the voice driving a long stake of ice through her spine.

“Lower those weapons, ladies.”

Shannon swallowed, nodded, and dropped her hands, pointing the barrel of her pistol at the floor instead of outward. Louise followed suit, the two of them slowly angling around to face the source of the voice. A middle-aged man stood before them, wearing a camouflage uniform, his own weapon still raised, pointed in their direction.

“The fact that you’re a couple of middle-aged women is the only reason I didn’t just shoot on sight. What the hell are you even doing here?” His steely eyes glinted in the low light, leaking in through sparse, upper level windows. Blonde hair coated his scalp, two weeks’ worth of uneven growth riding the jutted angle of his jawline.

He wore a mask like they did, his tufted beard visible beyond its edges. Sergeant’s stripes were stitched into the fabric of his uniform, though the position of his arms concealed any nametag Shannon might have otherwise seen.

“We ran into someone. Over by that wholesale store. Young guy named Sardidge.”

The man in the uniform flinched ever so slightly. He did his best to conceal it, but there was a telltale shift of his gun barrel.

“He still alive?”

Shannon shook her head with the soft sideways movement of remorse.

“No idea how many are left.” His voice was a low whisper. “Maybe I’m the only one.” He spoke in an absent tenor, as if talking to someone who wasn’t there. Shaking that loose, he refocused his attention on the two women. “He told you to come here?”

“He said there might be supplies here. Said that FEMA was using it as some sort of refugee center in the early days.”

The sergeant nodded, finally lowering his rifle. “Back when we actually thought we could keep things together. But it was like holding together the Fordham Dam with scotch tape and bubble gum.”

“What happened here? We’ve seen so many dead bodies.” Shannon’s shoulders slumped.

“That damn algae. It got bad in the river. Killed hundreds of people that first day, maybe thousands if you look further north and south. The ones who didn’t die went totally nuts. We tried to throw together something quick, a local refugee station to help as many as we could. But demand started outweighing supply and then people thought they could just take what they wanted instead of waiting for re-supply drops to come. It got violent, as those things always do. But that wasn’t even the worst of it.”

He blew out a breath and slipped his pistol into a hip holster, dragging his fingers through his blonde hair.

“The worst of it was when Chicago fell.”

“Chicago— fell?” Shannon and Louise shared a tentative, concerned look.

“Oh yeah. All that water in Lake Michigan? All those people in the city? Chicago fell quick and it fell hard. Those who managed to escape came in droves. Hundreds at first. Then thousands. Frightened, traumatized, angry. You name it, they brought it. We managed to hold our own against the Rockford folks, but once the Chicago refugees swept through here, all bets were off.” He wandered toward a nearby wooden crate, then sat down upon it, leaning forward.

“Is Chicago passable?”

“Passable?” He shook his head. “Military tried to barricade it off. Didn’t go well. Just brought more violence, more bloodshed. Chicago and the area around the coast of Lake Michigan’s a wasteland now.”

“After two weeks?”

The man barked a laugh. “Chicago had essentially fallen by dawn of the second day. Since then, they’ve just been looting its corpse.” He glanced up at them from where he sat, lifting both eyebrows. “Don’t tell me you’re from Chicago.”

“No. Massachusetts.”

“Massachusetts?” He drew back. “What are you doing way out here?”

“Trying to get home. We were in Seattle when this happened. More or less at ground zero.”

“And you two old ladies made it this far?”

“Excuse me,” Shannon said, giving him a stern look.

“Sorry. No offense. Hell, I’m not any younger.” He shook his head and once more returned his gaze to the floor.

“Do you— live here?” Shannon looked around the empty room, shifting her balance from one foot to the other as she returned her pistol to where it belonged.

“I suppose I do. At least I have for the last few days. Living off some of the meager rations that remain, fighting off the few remaining people on the streets.” He shrugged and glanced up at Shannon. “Did he tell you there were supplies here? Sardidge, I mean?”

“He did.”

The sergeant groaned and stood, stretching briefly before gesturing toward the two women.

“Follow me.” He crossed the concrete slab of floor and made his way toward a far corner of the storage room.

Pale sunlight slashed through cracked and broken windows, spreading a patterned light across the floor. Dirt and dust clung to wooden supports, a scattering of blood spatters discoloring the pale texture of cracked concrete. The sergeant walked with an unsteady gait, his back stiff and left leg buckling slightly with every shift of weight. They followed him over to a section of wall beyond a closed off door. For a moment, he fumbled with a lock of some kind, then drew the door open, revealing a darkened alcove beyond. Removing a flashlight, he shone it into the dark room, drifting it across stacks of crates, each one stamped with the stenciled logo of the United States Army. Shannon and Louise stood framed in the doorway, both glancing at each other for a moment, before following the sergeant into the room.

“I’m not making any promises here. No wealth of food stores or water.” He hooked his fingers into a gap of a wooden lid and wrenched it up, sending it toppling to the floor. Within the crate, swallowed by straw and other packing material were several military-issue gas masks.

“Quite old, but still functional, far as I know.” He held one out to Shannon, who took it and shoved it into her duffel.

She took a second, a third, and then a fourth, putting them all in the gym bag she toted around, already holding several N95 masks. The sergeant used both hands to dig through the straw and came up with some boxed filters, offering them to Shannon, who put them in the bag alongside the masks.

“Work with me?” He gestured toward the crate, which sat on top of another, and Shannon nodded, moving toward the other side.

Together, they heaved the top crate off and settled it onto the concrete floor next to the bottom one. The sergeant dug through the straw with both hands and lifted out a pair of MREs.

“I hope you understand, I can’t spare many of these. Just in case—” he paused, eyes darting toward the door. “In case my men come back.”

There was no confidence in his voice, but Shannon understood. They transplanted four total MREs from the crate to the gym bag, but she didn’t pressure him for any more. Several other crates were scattered about, several on top of each other, others lying on their own, tops removed.

“Weapons have already been cleared out. Vests, helmets, grenades. All that stuff is already gone, not a whole lot left.” He took a step forward, then paused, glancing over his shoulder. “You have any water left? Any at all?”

“A couple of bottles.”

They’d traveled through so many desolate stretches of road from South Dakota to Illinois, they’d not had much luck with finding water. Chanko had allowed them to fill some from the clean water in his village and they’d taken others from various rest stops along the way. Still, they always had just a little less than they truly needed.

“Where are you heading from here?”

“South to Route 20. Then east, back toward Massachusetts.”

“There’s a truck stop just off of Route 20, a short distance from where 251 intersects. Don’t go into the truck stop but check one of the trucks. There’s a trailer in lot fourteen.”

“Lot fourteen.”

The sergeant nodded. “It’s back in the corner, mostly unnoticed. It belonged to a spring water distributor. Last time my men were there was three, maybe four days ago. Hundreds of bottles left. Probably less by now, but you should check it out. All that I ask is you leave some behind for others.”

“Sure.” Shannon nodded abruptly, her excitement showing through. “Any other helpful advice?”

“Only one more thing I want to tell you,” he said, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “Just one piece of advice about going East.”

“I’m listening.”

“Don’t.”

Shannon blinked at him. “Don’t?”

“Chicago isn’t just dangerous. It’s deadly. The algae in Lake Michigan has likely killed tens of thousands by now. Maybe hundreds of thousands. Anyone who’s left— they’re broken inside.”

“How would there even be anyone left?”

The sergeant gestured toward the gas masks inside the crate. “We used to have a lot more of these. Some of those people who bum-rushed us from Chicago? They have family there. Property. They were looking for a way to go back. Those people, far as I know, are probably still lurking around. No offense, I’m sure you ladies can handle yourselves all right, but you’ll want to steer clear of Chicago and the surrounding areas. And when I say the surrounding areas, I mean the surrounding areas.”

“We’ll take that under consideration.”

The sergeant tilted his head slightly. “No, you won’t.”

“We both have family in Massachusetts.”

“Go south. St. Louis, maybe Nashville. Go south before you go East if you know what’s good for you.”

Shannon nodded and extended her hand. The gruff sergeant clasped his calloused flesh against hers and shook.

“Thank you.”

Moments later, she and Louise were making their way back toward the Chevy Trailblazer.

“You’re not going to listen to him, are you?” Once they reached the vehicle, Louise spoke across the hood.

The streets around them were stark and silent, the masks suppressing the scent of smoke and putrid reek of decomposition.

“Going south to St. Louis or Nashville? Do you know how long that would take? We’d be adding weeks to our travel and there’s no guarantee those cities are any safer than Chicago. Just because he’s far away from them doesn’t mean the same thing happening in Chicago isn’t happening there, too.”

Louise nodded, her palms pressed to the sloped hood of the car.

“I don’t want to put us in any danger, Louise. Believe me. We’ll continue east but go slow. Take our time. Make sure things are safe. We can always swing south into Indiana, then move east from there, a little further from Chicago, but not down to St. Louis. That’s craziness.”

The two women stood there for a moment longer, Shannon watching the shifting expression on Louise’s face. Eventually the older woman lifted her shining eyes.

“You know I trust you, Shannon. I trust you with my life.”

“I know. I hope I don’t let you down.”

“You haven’t yet.” Louise smiled softly, though it was a flat line without much expression of joy. She opened the door and slid into place. Shannon shoved the gym bag into the rear of the SUV, then joined Louise in the front and moments later they were on their way.


CHAPTER NINE




Freetown, Massachusetts

Day 15

3:10 p.m. Eastern

“Nothing! A whole lot of nothing!” Matt Plemmons slammed the cabinet door so hard the glasses rattled.

His breath stabbed from flared nostrils, his shoulders bunched, clawed fingers scraping against the Formica surface of the kitchen counter. Each intake of breath lifted his shoulders, then settled them back into place, his rigid spine a firm spike of rebar. Lips pulled back, revealing a scant line of his yellowed teeth and he sniffed gently, scowling at the smell. Plemmons took a step back and turned in the kitchen, his glance passing across the living room where the bodies were splayed. Iona, the wife, still slumped on the couch, her blood soaked deep into the worn fabric of the cushions, the smell of her thick and sweet in the air. Her husband Lane was on the floor at her feet, face-first on the threadbare carpet, a dried clump of his gray matter still clung to the patterned wallpaper next to the couch.

Just beyond Lane and his wife, Chuck sprawled along the rear of the living room wall, his hand stretching outward in an attempt to snatch a rifle that was no longer there. His own blood stained the carpet as well as his own shirt, thick and coagulated, a dull crimson glue holding things together. Meanwhile, Plemmons was falling apart. He stalked into the living room, shaking his head furiously as he looked at the dead bodies surrounding him.

“Some help you were,” he hissed, nearly spitting the words at Chuck, who stared back with empty eyes. “No water. No food. Nothing in this damn trailer but flies!” He swung his foot and kicked Chuck hard in the chest. The body jerked with the impact, a single rib snapping loudly from within the slowly decaying chest cavity.

“And you!” Plemmons wheeled around, scowling angrily at Iona, slumped onto the couch. Her face stared back at him, skin bloated and bruised from the steady approach of decay. Blood vessels had broken within her face, flesh turning rigid first, then starting to sag. Foul, organic smells filled the air within the trailer, its tight confines trapping the acrid stink.

“You smell so bad I can’t even live here anymore. What’s the point?” He shook his head derisively and stepped over Lane’s fallen body. A cloud of buzzing insects swirled around the chasm in the back of his head, a ragged mass of splintered bone, vacated gray matter and dried blood clotting his hair.

“Won’t even tell me where you found those pheasants. That’s all I want. Some bird meat. Birdy birdy bird meat. Is that too much to ask?” Sweeping into the kitchen, he knocked over a chair with a ragged snarl of rage. “Nowhere to go. Nothing to eat, nothing to drink, nowhere to go.” Words spilled relentlessly, one chasing the other, a footrace of jumbled utterances.

Pressing a hand to his head, he continued on, walking deeper into the kitchen. He stood by an in-counter sink, staring through the window facing the backyard, eyes searching the gray-clouded skies. Plemmons leaned forward, pushing the blinds aside to get a better look.

“Bird?” One eyebrow lifted, though the gray clouds remained empty. The ex-cop cursed and slapped the blinds back in place, whirling around, his hip bumping the table. As the table settled back into place with a soft thump, he froze, arms out, eyes darting throughout the interior of the trailer.

“What was that?” He asked nobody, in particular. Craning his neck to the right, he peered at the corpses in the living room. “Is one of you playing dead?” He fished a pistol from a holster at his hip and stormed forward, brandishing the weapon as he barreled back into the living room. “Which one of you did it?”

He waved his pistol around, pointing the barrel at Iona first, then drifting left to point it at Chuck. Backing up and swiveling left, he pointed the weapon at Lane last, the barrel trembling slightly as he directed it toward the man’s already-ruined skull.

“Was it you?” he shouted, thrusting the barrel at the man’s skull. “It was you, wasn’t it?” His finger trembled, then inched from the trigger guard, moving toward the trigger itself.

His teeth clenched as the curved metal touched the pad of his index finger, gently moving the trigger. Crunching gravel carried from outside, the undulating churn of an approaching engine reaching him through the glass window. Plemmons recoiled, snapping his head around, staring toward the front window of the trailer as his finger jumped away from the trigger. Propelling himself forward, he reached the window and pressed a palm to the glass staring out through wide eyes.

A cloud of dust worked its way along the road, broadening as it coiled toward him, shrouding a darkened shape within. Engine growing louder, a car made its way along the dirt-covered road, coming closer with each passing moment. Plemmons remained there, huddled tight against the window, lids so wide, his eyeballs might have touched the glass.

“Keep going,” he whispered, an all-but-silent rasp slicing from between clenched teeth. The car slowed as it neared, the dust starting to settle and then clear. As Plemmons’ heart raced to a jostling sprint, then lurched in his chest, the car turned right and angled its way into the driveway outside. Plemmons tightened the grip on his pistol and stormed toward the door, the acid of violence burning his throat.


CHAPTER TEN




Freetown, Massachusetts

Day 15

3:25 p.m. Eastern

Plemmons reached the front door and stood, shoulder against it, holding the pistol close to his body. His ear pressed tight to the faux wood, his knees braced as a car door slammed outside, loud against the silenced engine.

“Who is knocking on my door?” Plemmons asked, a lopsided smile lifting his lips. He took one step back, then another, lifting his pistol, both hands clasped around its grip. “Who?”

Soft footfalls signaled a visitor’s approach, the soles of boots scraping against the walkway. Only one set of two feet coming. Shades were pulled down over the windows alongside the door and Plemmons didn’t dare peel them open for fear of the visitor spotting him inside. The doorknob turned, jerking left, then right, but it was locked and whoever was coming to visit couldn’t get in, at least not without breaking it down.

“That’ll be the last thing you ever do,” Plemmons whispered, too low for anyone outside to hear. He stood near the far end of the kitchen, his pistol pointed squarely at the entrance. Sweat slicked his neck and his palms, the contoured gun handle tacky against his wet flesh.

A shadow passed before the curtain-shrouded window, the silhouette of someone trying to peer inside. Plemmons turned, swinging the weapon toward that darkened shape on the other end, his finger twitching, almost touching the trigger. After a moment, the shadow peeled back and stepped away, returning to the door.

THUMP THUMP

Plemmons jerked in surprise, very nearly pulling the trigger, barely holding himself back. A fist hammered on the door again, rapid-fire.

“Hey! You in there, Plemmons?” A hoarse shout of a voice came from the other side of the door. “Rick’s lookin’ for you!”

Plemmons’ rigid arms faltered somewhat, the gun barrel dipping a little lower, his finger sliding back to the trigger guard.

“Plemmons! Come on!”

He took a careful step forward, separating his hands, pistol held at one side while he reached toward the doorknob with his left. One step toward the door, then another, finally reaching it, his fingers curled around the knob. Gently, he pinched the lock and twisted it sideways with an audible click. Scrambling back, he gripped the weapon with both hands again, pointing it toward the door. The doorknob turned, the lock disengaging as the door swung open, a rectangle of light illuminating the floor ahead.

“Plemmons?” A tentative voice led the first footfall, a gradual forward stride as a broad-shouldered figure appeared from beyond the door.

Plemmons followed the movement with the barrel of his pistol, shifting left, squinting at the intruder ahead.

“What the hell are you doing?” Yates drew out from behind the door, scowling hotly in Plemmons’ direction. “Point that hand cannon somewhere else.”

“Right. Yeah. Sorry.” Plemmons shook his head and unclamped his hands, lowering the pistol to his right hip. He clawed at his scalp with his opposite hand, scrubbing a disheveled pile of hair atop his head. “Wasn’t expecting anyone.”

“Believe me, it took us a while to figure out where you might be. We were running out of hidey holes.” Yates closed the door and stepped deeper into the trailer, then narrowed his eyes, his nose curling. “What is that smell?”

“You can thank them.” Plemmons shot a gesture toward the living room and Yates’ eyes widened, tension drawing the skin of his neck taut along his tendons.

“What the hell, Plemmons.” Yates stood rooted to the spot.

“How did you find me here, anyway?” Plemmons dropped his pistol on the counter and leaned back against it as if he was talking to a friend over a cold glass of beer.

“The pheasants.” Yates still stared at the living room, eyes twitching like fly wings. “Rick remembered talking to Lane about pheasant hunting. Always said the best birds were found around his property.”

He stayed fixed on the grisly scene, even though he only saw a fraction of the carnage that rested in the next room.

“Huh. Go figure. I never tapped Rick for a detective.” Plemmons shrugged his narrow shoulders.

“What I want to know,” Yates asked, shifting his attention from the death next door to Plemmons, “is what you’re doing out here? All alone, in this trailer with— them?” He nodded toward the bodies. “You’re driving yourself nutty.”

“Come on. I’m public enemy number one out there. I popped Grayson. Started that whole gunfight at the church. Everyone loved Grayson, right? They’re going to make me the scapegoat.” He stabbed a thumb toward himself.

“Who cares? Scapegoats don’t matter. Who loved Grayson doesn’t matter. We’re heading out into the woods, and we need you with us. We need all the help we can get.”

“Out into the woods?”

“There’s a lake just north of here. Still technically within the town limits, but off the beaten path, even more than Harbor’s End already is. There are a few lake houses, one that Rick’s grandfather used to own. I’ve got a hunting cabin out there, too.” Yates pointed at Chuck’s dead body strewn along the far wall of the living room. “So did he.”

“Okay. So we go in the woods. What then?”

“What then? Nothing what then. We live our lives. Get outta town. We’re already figuring out how to stockpile supplies. Rick’s practically an Eagle Scout for crying out loud, he can help figure out what we’re going to eat out there. Rick seems to be the only one who’s figured out that you can boil swimming pool water to drink. We’ll be good. Have our own little community out there. These Harbor’s End shmucks can fend for themselves.”

“You think they’re going to just let us walk away?”

“They’re not going to let us do jack. We’re going to do what we want. We’ve been pussy footing around with these people long enough. Trying to play by the old rules of law and order.” Yates took a few steps forward, leaning in. “You figured it out first, Plemmons. There is no law and order anymore. There are no rules we have to abide by. That fight at the church proved it. You don’t like a decision someone makes? Shoot ‘em dead and do whatever you want to do.” Yates drew back and laughed.

“Do whatever we want to do,” Plemmons whispered, his own head nodding.

“Come on. Back to town with me. We need you, okay? You’re the kind of guy who is actually useful during times like this. You don’t compromise. You’re willing to do the hard thing because you know what you want. The rest of the town?” He gestured vaguely in the direction of Harbor’s End. “They’ll be dead in six months no matter what. I don’t know about you, but I want to live.”

“You’re sure about this? About me coming back with you? Even Rick didn’t seem to like me much.”

“Rick’s the one who let you out.”

“I’m sure he regrets that now.”

“He won’t regret it when the angry people come after him. Because there will be angry people. I’m not saying we’re getting out of this Scot free. That’s another reason we need you. All of us have to be on the same page, because when the mob comes knocking, we’re going to have to answer.”

The corner of Plemmons’ mouth lifted into a sly smile. Yates pressed a hand to his shoulder and stepped in the direction of the living room.

“Clearly,” he said, “you know how to answer.”

Plemmons twisted around and acknowledged the dead trio on the floor and couch in the next room.

“I know what it’s like to be in the crosshairs,” he said. “I know what it’s like to have everyone against you. The public, the press, even your own co-workers. I’ve been there.” Plemmons lifted his hand and scratched restlessly at his tangle of hair. One eye narrowed, twitching spasmodically.

“Exactly. No more masks. No more pretending. We’re going to do what we want to do, and who cares who tries to stand in our way.”

Plemmons licked his lips. “What are you hearing about Mason Becker?”

“Haven’t heard a thing.”

“He alive?”

“I don’t know. He dropped when Rick shot him, and we took off. We’ve still got ears in town, and from what we know, he got whisked off back toward home. Nobody seems to know if he’s alive or dead.”

“I don’t like unfinished business.”

“That business is finished, Plemmons. You won out. Don’t look too deeply at it. You’re still standing, he’s not.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“It’s exactly that easy. Look what you did to his friends. Does it really matter if you do the same to him? He’s at home, licking his wounds. His little back-alley deal with Grayson doesn’t mean jack anymore. Appreciate what you’ve got.”

“All right. That’s fair.”

“So, you’re coming?”

“Sure. I’m coming.”

“Good. We need a guy like you on our side.” Yates stepped aside, making a path toward the front door. Plemmons gave the dead trio a last, lingering look, then stepped away, crossing to the door. A moment later, they were both walking to the parked car outside.

“Before we go too far,” Yates said, breathing in the outside air, “we’ll want to take whatever we can from this place.” He nodded toward the trailer and the surrounding area. “I don’t think we should come back here.”

“We’ll want to check that garage first.” Plemmons pointed toward a squat, square-shaped building along the rear of the driveway. “These guys had some fuel stashed away.”

The two men crossed the driveway and approached the garage. Plemmons had already busted open the lock and pulled the door open, the backlit sun shining a pale light throughout its inside. There was no floor in the garage, just an uneven slab of dirt, some of it stained with motor oil. Thick tire tracks filled the dirt within the garage, signs of vehicles moving in and out.

Plemmons lifted a pair of gas cans which were concealed in the shadows of the garage’s interior, then carried them out, depositing them in the grass. “There are two ATVs and a snowmobile out back. I’m betting there’s more gas there we can siphon. We’ll want as much as we can get.”

“What about this?” Yates smiled a crooked smile, nodding toward a case of beer against the far wall. He opened the flaps and stared inside, a mixture of full and empty bottles looking back at him from within. “At least a few of these are full.”

“Load ‘em up,” Plemmons suggested.

Yates didn’t need his encouragement. He picked up the case of beer and brought it over to the car, then opened the back seat and slid it inside. Plemmons watched the larger man work, then wandered off, angling up the slope of grass beyond the driveway. An old, ramshackle tool shed stood crooked and worn in the shadow of the garage. Plemmons peeled open the door of the shed and rummaged through the supplies within. It only took a moment to find a funnel and a coiled length of rubber hose, and he pulled them both out of the shed, looping the hose over his shoulder.

Yates held out a hand, gesturing with his fingers. “Tell you what. Hand me that hose and funnel, I’ll siphon the gas. You go in that trailer and find whatever might be useful. Anything, okay? Clothes, dishes, guns and ammunition, of course. Whatever you can find. I’d do it, but I can’t stand the smell of it in there.”

Plemmons shrugged. “Isn’t so bad. I suppose once you’re on the scene of a few murder scenes, you get used to it.”

“I’m not sure I’ll get used to it. Not sure I want to get used to it.” Yates made his way toward the back yard while Plemmons headed back to the house. He went inside and to the kitchen first, following Yates’ suggestion to remove all the dishes and supplies he could find in the kitchen. He hauled out a cabinet drawer and dumped everything out of it, then went through the pile, picking out anything useful.

Kitchen knives, a can opener, a few stray batteries were returned to the drawer, then the rest was filled with silverware and other kitchenware. He stacked the drawer by the front door, then slid open another, filling it with plates, glasses and bowls. As Yates continued siphoning whatever gas there was, Plemmons made his way through the trailer, digging out kitchen items first, then carrying the drawers to the car and placing them in the trunk.

As he returned to the trailer after delivering the kitchen supplies, he hesitated alongside the gas oven, pale in color, wedged within the counter. Plemmons twisted the dials of the gas stove, clicking them on and opening the valves, then gently sniffed the air. The slightest tinge of rotten egg lifted from the gas burners, the sign that pressure in the gas lines was still present even without power.

Gas lifted into the kitchen, the smell lingering alongside the fetid stink of death and blood from the living room. Plemmons opened the refrigerator and looked inside, but found nothing, slamming it closed once more. Stepping through the living room, he once more gazed at each of the corpses piled within the small confines of the living room. Thin, pale maggots churned along the edge of Iona’s bruise-colored face, tangled within her hair, a slow, undulating movement shifting through the dark strands of her hair.

“Got something in your hair,” Plemmons sneered, chuckling. He stepped into the center of the room and looked around. Clouds of flies buzzed wildly around the room, thick tufts of humming insects, hovering close to each motionless corpse.

“You all paint such a lovely picture,” he said, then sniffed the air. “In a few minutes it’ll be like a Jackson Pollock painting.” He snorted and laughed, then strode past the corpses and made his way to the bedroom beyond. Plemmons made some trips back and forth, his arms full of clothes, depositing them in the trunk of the car outside. On his last trip through, the smell of gas was so thick, his eyes watered, his throat raw with breathing the fumes.

Yates stepped into the front door as he neared the exit.

“Is that gas?” His brow knitted beneath the thick tufts of his eyebrows, which stood out stark against the bald slope of his head.

“Damn skippy.” Plemmons stepped past him, walked outside, then to the car, putting the rest of the clothes in the vehicle. The gas cans sat on the back seat, freshly filled from the siphoning. “How’s the gas supply?”

“It’ll do.” Yates stood at the front stoop of the trailer, studying Plemmons with a sort of odd, sideways look that Plemmons couldn’t translate. “Everything squared away inside?”

“Clothes, dishes, bathroom supplies. Some first aid stuff. Found some ammunition in the back closet. That boy Lane had a hell of a knife back there, too. Hooo doggy. I could fillet all three of them with this thing.” He bent low and withdrew the long-bladed knife from an ankle sheath, rotating it. Refracted sunlight gleamed sharp and bright along the length of its blade, shining like a beacon before he slipped it back into its sheath.

“So, now what?”

“I dunno, Yates. You got a match?”

Yates studied Plemmons, then turned toward the trailer, considering the question closely. Finally, he shrugged and reached into a pocket, fishing out a book of matches. He tossed it to Plemmons as Plemmons walked toward him, the ex-police officer catching it within the flat of his palm.

Restlessly scratching the side of his head with his left fingers, he used his thumb to push open the match book, then plucked one of the matches free. Striking it with a flick of his wrist, he ignited it and stood, facing the opened door. He tossed it, almost absently, sending it tumbling into the kitchen, then turned away from the trailer, putting it at his back.

There was a moment of silence, a string of heartbeats, and then the trailer erupted with a sudden whoosh of wind, heat and flame. Plemmons stumbled slightly as the shockwave slammed him from behind, though he kept his balance. Vinyl shrapnel burst from the sudden explosion, a swift blossom of blinding light opening up a chasm of heat in mid-air.

Flutters of ash and singed detritus floated in the air as Yates stepped into the driver’s seat and Plemmons walked around the car, joining him from the other side.

“You’re a weird dude.” Yates started the car, his left fingers coiled tightly around the steering wheel. Plemmons didn’t reply. He sat in silence as the vehicle ambled its way down the driveway and pulled out onto the dirt road. What was left of the trailer spiraled in the thick, boiling heat of flames, a blackened gash on the earth bleeding dark smoke instead of blood.
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Mason couldn’t stay in bed for another minute. Clawing at the covers, he swept them off himself, wincing at the stab of pain that went with the motion. Kicking at the sheets he lay there for a moment, staring at the familiar ceiling, waiting for the burning agony to dissipate. Leaning right, he used his elbow to prop himself up, then swung his legs from the bed, dangling them over the edge as he sat upright. A rush of dizziness swarmed his head, dizziness he tried desperately to blink away. His throat tightened, the muscles of his neck clenching into firm coils as he struggled to catch his breath.

His strength seeped from his shoulders, slipping down the slopes of both arms as the bed settled beneath him. Each breath was like inhaling razor blades. Each swallow coated in acid. But he forced himself to inch toward the edge of the bed, used the wall to keep him propped up, then stood, settling into his upright position.

The floorboards creaked as he stepped toward the door, framing himself within it for a moment, slightly turned. Voices whispered from deeper in the house, a passing conversation he could barely hear. Mason slipped open the drawer to the nightstand next to the bed and retrieved the pistol that rested there. He removed it, checked the magazine, slipped it into his waistband and stepped out into the hallway.

Framed photographs hung on the wall alongside the hall, spaced between the doorways to various rooms. There was a photo of Mason and Shannon, standing together in a sparse, grass field. Dots of trees were visible in the distance, Mason with his arm around his wife’s shoulders, the bulge of pregnancy visible beneath her powder blue shirt.

Mason pressed his palm into the wall and stared at that picture for a long while. His eyes followed the gradual curve of Shannon’s cheek, the gentle slope of her shoulder, the hang of cloth on her pale-colored shirt. Her smile was effortless, a simple, joyful reaction to the world around her, an appreciation for what she had. It was one of the things Mason loved most about her, that unfiltered, unconcerned love of life.

“Where are you?” He leaned forward weakly, using the wall to keep himself upright, reaching forward to gently touch his wife’s cheek through the glass. Faded light shone through the windows, another day bleeding away while he’d been shut away in bed for the sake of healing.

Physically, he supposed, the healing process was doing what it needed to do, but mentally he was a long way from whole and even a hundred more days locked in that bedroom wouldn’t change that. He needed his wife, he needed his brother and his family, but most of all, he needed some sense of normalcy. The day that photograph had been taken was one of those seemingly normal days that had become in such short supply.

Shannon had an appointment in Boston. There were some minor complications with Dory’s pregnancy, nothing serious, but enough that her local physician had suggested a trip to the larger hospital. Mason had gone with her to visit the supposed expert at the big city hospital.

After a few gut-wrenching hours of examinations and reviews of results, it was decided that Shannon’s case of gestational diabetes was manageable. They’d finished their appointment and much to Mason’s surprise, as they’d walked out of the hospital that bright, Boston afternoon, his brother Dolan had been waiting for them on the sidewalk.

Mason had been surprised, but also taken aback, his hard feelings for his brother seemingly always simmering. Managing to conceal how he really felt, Shannon, Dolan and Mason all had a late lunch together and walked along the Boston Common.

“Dolan.” Mason’s lips flickered into a smile. It had been Dolan who had taken that picture of him and Shannon at the edge of the common. His face burned warm with the memory, that single photograph a rare unifying point between his old life and new. A reminder that he still had family out there, somewhere.

Mason lowered his hand and sighed, wincing again at the pain breathing brought him. A sharpened ice pick wedged between the muscle fibers of his back, shoulder and deltoid. Straightening himself, he walked out toward the conversation that continued, emerging into the living room.

Addie stood by a window, looking out across the backyard, her arms crossed while his mother, Lydia sat on a nearby chair, one leg over the other. Addie was turned somewhat, as if she’d just said something to the older woman, but Lydia’s eyes were fixed on him. She pressed a wrinkled hand to the arm of the chair and pushed herself upright, the other hand moving toward her chest.

“Mason! You’re up.” She hobbled to her feet, then made her way across the living room as Addie turned toward him as well.

“Hey,” she said, a slight edge to her voice. “Are you okay? Do you need to use the bathroom?”

“Fine,” Mason said, “I’m fine. Sick of being in bed.”

Lydia reached him first, cupping the side of his face with her narrow fingers, her other hand gently wrapping around his wrist.

“How is my boy?” She looked into his eyes, and he looked back into hers.

“I’m okay, Mom.”

“We were so worried about you. Your father and I—” her voice trailed off, lips pursed slightly. Her eyes squinted as if trying to read words that were a bit too small. She lowered her hand back to her side and cleared her throat. “You’re okay?”

“I’m okay, Mom,” Mason repeated.

“Can I get you something to eat? To drink.”

Mason coughed gingerly, the acid burn scalding his throat. “I could use something to drink.” His eyes drifted toward Addie. “Anything?”

“There’s a tiny bit of water left over from this afternoon’s collection. It’s not much.” She wandered over to the dining room table. For the first time, Mason spotted the metal basin sitting there, near the corner of its wooden surface.

“Where is everyone?”

“Outside. Brad’s trying to improve some of the downspouts, and they’re still prepping the wine barrels.”

“Wine barrels?”

“Fiona’s here. Your cousin.” Lydia smiled and tipped the bowl to empty some of the water into a freshly retrieved glass.

“Fiona?”

“Gibson,” Addie said, once more staring out the window.

“Mom, Fiona Gibson isn’t my—” Mason didn’t finish the sentence, he just let it go. Lydia returned to him with the glass partially full of water and Mason took it with a grateful nod. “Why is she here?” He directed that question at Addie, worried it might further confuse his mother.

“Helping with the water collection. We needed more containers, trying to be as ready as possible for the storm that never seems to come.”

“Still no rain?” Mason wandered toward Addie, taking a sip of the water, relishing the tepid slide of liquid down his dried and stinging throat.

“No.” Addie glanced toward him, her eyes focused on his chest. “You should be in bed. That gunshot wound was no joke.”

“I’ve been in bed long enough.”

“You’re pale, Mason. Starting to sweat already. We’ve got things handled out here.”

“I don’t like being a prisoner.” He took another drink of water.

“It’s better than being in the grave.”

Mason drew back, lifting an eyebrow. “That’s some bedside manner.”

“I helped save your life,” Addie replied sardonically, “that absolves me of being nice to you.” A wry smile creased her lips. “Though I’m glad you’re okay. And—” she hesitated for a moment. “I’m glad you took us in.”

“I didn’t take you in.”

“Look. We were jerks. Brad and I. Me probably even more than him. We didn’t know what we wanted, didn’t know what the hell was going on. We took it out on you when you were just trying to help.”

“Everyone responds to crisis differently.” Mason took another drink of water, his cheeks tightening as the latest sip brought a bit of pain to his throat.

“Well, we responded like punks.”

Mason nodded. “Yeah, you did.”

“Now who has crappy bedside manner?”

“I’m the patient. I’m allowed.”

“I suppose that’s valid.” Addie glanced away. “Listen,” she continued quietly, turning slightly back, “this whole thing with the bullet-proof vests⁠—”

“Don’t. I made a judgement call. When it comes to the potential safety of my girls, that always comes first. I’d make the same decision again, leaving the vests with you and Brad. I sure as hell don’t blame you for anything and you shouldn’t blame yourselves.”

Through the window, his daughters worked together to hold a wooden wine barrel still as Jason struggled with a saw, trying to cut through its wooden lid. Behind him, Fiona dragged another barrel toward the free-standing tarp next to the larger garden. Brad stood on a step ladder, rigging up another section of gutter to funnel water collection toward a single downspout.

“Look at Brad go, huh?” Mason muttered.

“He’s a regular Bob Villa.”

“How do you even know Bob Villa? You’re younger than my sister.”

“Are you kidding? My grandmother loved him. I swear if she could have gone back in time and married him instead of my grandfather, she would have. Every time I came over to her house, Bob Villa was somehow on the television. Don’t ask me how. I think she taped his shows and watched them on her old— what do you call it?” She turned toward Mason, an inquisitive look on her face.

“VCR?”

“Right. VCR. Old school.”

“Not that old school,” Mason grumbled. He leaned forward, staring more closely at Brad as he worked. “What is that? PVC pipe?”

“Oh. Yeah. This whole water catchment thing. We’re trying to be as efficient as possible. At first, he was removing gutters from the roofs to put in the distillery and around the tarps, but the roofs are good for water catchment, too. So, he decided to start using PVC pipe. The Monnet’s house had pretty modern plumbing, tons of PVC pipe in their basement carrying water from one place to the next. Nobody living in there these days, so Brad started tearing it out a day or two ago. Uses a hand saw to cut it in half lengthwise. Turns it into makeshift gutters, so now we have plenty around each roof and the tarps.”

“Impressive.”

“With the wine barrels Fiona brought, we’ve been able to place containers at most every downspout. All five houses and the three tarps. Once the rain starts falling, we should be in good shape.”

“Whenever that happens.” Mason leaned forward, angling his gaze to search the cloud-filled sky. As he searched for any sign of rain, the front door opened and Jodie stepped in, closing the door behind her.

“Mason? What are you doing up? For crying out loud, you’ll tear out those stitches. It’s not like they were professionally done.” She strode across the house, pausing for a moment to greet her mother, who sat back in the chair, hands folded over her lap.

“I’m feeling fine, Jodie, thanks for asking.” Mason adjusted the posture of his shoulder, turning toward his sister.

“I didn’t ask.” She rolled her eyes, though concern pinched the lines at the corners of her eyes and pursed her worried lips. “You really should be lying down.”

“I’ve been lying down for what? Two days? Three?”

“You were shot in the chest.”

“Closer to the shoulder than the chest.”

“I give up with you.” Jodie walked toward Addie and leaned in for a brief moment, whispering conspiratorially into the younger girl’s ear. Addie nodded, forced a smile, then walked toward Lydia.

“Hey. You want to go outside for a minute?” Addie crouched next to the woman. “See how Dory and Lilah are doing?”

“Is Dolan out there? I haven’t seen him in so long.”

“No, I’m sorry. Dolan is out of town.”

Jodie fired Mason a worried look and he nodded his silent response.

Lydia nodded uncertainly but grabbed Addie’s hand and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. Together, they walked toward the front door, then stepped outside, leaving Jodie and Mason alone in the house.

Mason leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”
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“I’m sure you’re wondering why Fiona is here.” Jodie stepped away from the wall and over to a nearby chair. She settled into it, then gestured for Mason to join her. He did his best to hide his wince of pain as he moved from the wall toward the other chair and sat down across from her, leaning slightly forward.

“Actually, Addie told me. Said she brought you guys some wine barrels.”

“She did. We made a little deal with her. A portion of the water we collect is hers.”

“Seems fair.”

“Our thoughts exactly.”

“Why do I get the impression that’s not the only reason she’s here?”

“Well, we’ve got a problem, Mason. If and when the rain really starts to fall, we’re good in the short term. These barrels and the other buckets we have scattered about will each hold a decent amount of water. But it’s not a long term solution.”

“Let me guess— Fiona has an idea for a long term solution?”

“She does. IBC totes. They’re these plastic totes encased in steel cages. Stackable, each one holds like three hundred gallons of water. Using like six or eight of those would really help us store some of the water longer term.”

“Makes sense to me.” Mason shifted slightly in the chair, not concealing his pained grimace. “What’s the catch?”

“She knows where to get them, she’s even offered to take us. It’s a place called Greener Grass and it’s⁠—”

“Yeah,” Mason said curtly, interrupting her. “I know the place. It’s like thirty miles away, Jodie. You have to head to 495 to get there. No way.”

“I wasn’t asking permission.”

“Doesn’t matter if you’re asking for it, I’m not giving it.”

“Mason. I’m a grown woman.”

Mason blinked back at her, breathing steadily. “Okay. Fine. I’ll go.”

“No, you won’t.”

“Now who isn’t giving permission?”

“I’m not giving permission. You can barely stand upright, Mason, you’re in no condition to travel. It’s not happening.”

Mason gripped the arms of the chair with the tightened curl of his white-knuckled fingers.

“Listen,” Jodie continued, “it’ll be okay. Fiona has agreed to drive me and Jason there. She’s got plenty of gas, she’s got her big pick-up truck, the one she used to deliver the barrels. She knows the owner, says he’s a decent guy, we’ve got nothing to worry about there.”

“It’s not the owner I’m worried about. It’s the getting there. The last time we went out into the world it almost didn’t end well.”

“I’m not arguing with you there. But I think between the three of us, we can handle it. Brad, Addie and mom will stay here with you and the girls. Brad’s really doing great. He’s come a long way, I trust him to look after things here.”

“Look after things. Look after me, you mean. You’ll leave him in charge because I’m incapable.”

“Don’t be a jerk, Mason. Look at you. You’re still recuperating. Brad is a strong kid. A tough kid. He’s realized the error of his ways from earlier and he’s been really helpful while you’ve been— under the weather.”

“Under the weather. That’s a nice way of putting it.”

“Between him and Addie, you should be fine.”

“What about Mom? You heard her. She’s losing her grip a bit.”

“Don’t use those words, Mason. She’s not losing her grip, she’s got a medical condition. Addie can manage her and you.”

“The same Addie who kicked us off her property two weeks ago? Basically, told us to go pound sand?”

“The same Addie who helped save your life, Mason. Yes.”

Mason parted his lips to reply again, but eased them gently closed, pressing them together. “That’s fair.” He leaned a bit, unclenching his fingers and resting his arms across his lap. “I don’t know.”

“You’re going to have to learn to let go, Mason. To realize that there are other people around you who can help. You don’t have to do it all. It doesn’t all rest on your shoulders.”

“I never said it did. It’s just— you’re my kid sister, Jodie.”

“I’m not a kid anymore.”

“You’ll always be a kid in my eyes. Sorry, it’s just the truth.”

“I can accept that. As long as you can accept that your perception isn’t reality. Jason and I have been practicing dry-firing the rifles. Pistols, too. We didn’t want to waste any ammunition, but we’re getting more comfortable with them. I know it’s not the same as actually using them, but we can handle ourselves.”

“Look at what happened in our own town, Jodie. Harbor’s End. Chief Grayson is dead. A hundred others. Probably more we don’t even know about. Rick’s out there somewhere, so is Plemmons. The world was already a dangerous place, but it’s practically a combat zone now.”

“Then we’ll deal with it. We need to find a way to store water long term. These IBC totes will work, and Fiona is willing to help us get them.”

“Why?” Mason squinted his eyes in inquiry.

“What?”

“Why is she willing to help? After her restaurant got ransacked, she basically went into hiding. Didn’t even come to the picnic.”

“She’s had a change of heart. The gunfight at the church, I think it made her realize she can’t just hunker down. She felt compelled to pick a side and thankfully, she picked ours.”

“Our side? So, what, it’s us against Rick? Are those the two sides?”

“It’s not that easy. But Fiona has agreed to help us, and that’s a good thing. Don’t treat it otherwise.”

“Okay. I’m sorry. The Gibsons are good people, I don’t mean to insinuate they’re not. This is just a lot to deal with right now, Jodie.”

Jodie leaned over and grasped her brother’s hands, clamping them within her own.

“You’re right. It is. Which is why we’ve got to lean on each other. Not as big brother and little sister, but as equals. It’s okay to rely on others for help. Isn’t that the whole point of this little community we’re building?”

Mason nodded, his eyes directed back toward the windows. A shrill scream of joy came from the backyard, and he could barely see the top tuft of Lilah’s hair as she sprinted from one place to the next.

“We’ve got a good crew,” Mason acknowledged. “We’ve got a decent plan.”

“We do.”

“So why does it feel like it could all fall apart at any minute?”

“Both can be true. I think it’s going to be that way for the foreseeable future. At least for as long as Rick and Plemmons are out there.”

“No word about them?”

“Not that I’ve heard, but we haven’t really been asking. I know you still have that radio Grayson gave you, but there’s— nobody to call.” She lowered her eyes.

“I still can’t get my head around that. Grayson’s gone.”

“There are some others filling the void.”

Mason jerked his head up, eyes narrowing into straightened, scant slits.

“What do you mean?”

“Some self-appointed law and order people. Fire chief kicked the idea off. Recruited a few of his volunteer fire fighters to serve as acting deputies.”

“Sam? Sam McAllister?”

“Yeah.”

“That sounds like trouble, I hate to say.”

“Well, they’re determined to bring Rick and his goons to justice, for whatever that’s worth. They’ve been looking for them since what went down at the church.”

“Looking for them? So, they’re— what? Gone to ground?”

“Nobody seems to know where they are. We hear the occasional snippet here and there, but we’re also trying to stay out of it if possible. Small town power struggles were a big enough pain in the rear end before. They’re almost unbearable now.”

“Tell me about it.” Mason gingerly touched his chest.

“How are you feeling?”

“Between you and me?” Mason lowered his voice. “Like garbage. But if I tell nurse Addie that, she’ll probably tie me down in bed. I had to get up and move, Jodie. I can’t just lie there for the rest of my life.”

“You need to heal.”

From somewhere in the distance a dull, roaring rumble of thunder echoed within the gray clouds. Mason lifted his head and looked toward the window once more, leaning slightly to get an angle on the sky.

“We’ve been hearing that. Still pretty far away. Still not even the slightest hint of rain.”

“It’s coming.”

“I think we all agree. Which is why we want to take off first thing in the morning to try and get some of these IBC totes.”

“First thing in the morning? Tomorrow morning?”

“Yeah. Fiona is planning on spending the night here tonight so we can all get up bright and early and get on the road.”

“I’m still not sure how I feel about that.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Mason, but I wasn’t really asking your permission.”

“I know. As your older and wiser brother, I felt it necessary to make my feelings known regardless.”

“You always do.” They sat together in the chairs, both of them staring aimlessly out the nearby window. Another shout of glee echoed forth and Lilah came into view, chasing after Tucker who barely kept out of reach, ears flat as he sprinted.

“How’s mom? I know I’ve only been out of it for a few days, but that look I saw on her face worried me.”

“She has her ups and downs still. Asked about Dolan earlier.”

Mason looked at the floor, linking his fingers together in a clasp between bent knees.

“That picture hanging on the wall with me and Shannon, the one where she’s pregnant? I spontaneously remembered today that Dolan took that photo. I don’t know why that sprang into my head, it just did.”

“He’s a missing piece. Another one, anyway.”

“But he’s been a missing piece for years.”

“This feels different. Even after he moved to Boston, he always showed up for family events. This feels like a family event, and he’s not here.”

“I’m sure it’s not by choice.”

“Are you?”

Mason lifted his chin. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know. You don’t often have good things to say about your little brother.”

“He’s family. It’s not like I hate him.”

“You just don’t agree with his choices.”

“It just would have been nice to have had his support is all. With the family business, after dad died. I don’t know. He’s my brother, Jodie. I talked to him every day. Then he just— left.”

“Mason Becker,” Jodie said, leaning forward and slapping her brother gently on the leg, “you are a big softie.”

“Don’t ever say that again.” Mason sculpted a look of fierce anger on his face, though a crooked smile turned his lips slightly upward.

“Come on,” Jodie said, standing from the chair and inching forward to get into a better position to help Mason up. “Let’s go outside. See what everyone’s up to.”

Mason nodded and tensed, bracing himself with one hand as he allowed Jodie to hoist him from the chair, letting him lean heavily on her for support. Together, they walked across the floor and headed toward the door.

As it opened, Fiona stopped walking, turning toward the door, lifting a hand in greeting to Mason.

“Fiona.” Mason nodded his own greeting, wincing as Jodie helped him move toward the stairs.

“Use the railing,” she instructed, guiding one of his hands toward the downward slope of wood.

Mason obliged, leaning heavily on the railing as Jodie moved down beside him, coaxing him along on the other side. He gritted his teeth as he shuffled down the steps one at a time, pain stabbing his back, his ribs, his legs and his chest. Finally, they reached the grass and Jodie pulled slightly away, holding a hand against his back.

“Good to see you up and about, Mason. It’s been a while.” Fiona gave him a gentle embrace. “Jodie filled me in on the situation with Shannon. I’m so sorry. We always loved seeing your whole family in the diner.”

“Lilah and Dory asked if she brought any French fries with her.” Jodie jerked a head toward the sound of screeching voices.

Mason laughed, then winced, the jostling of his chest like sucking in pushpins.

“Sorry. Shouldn’t make you laugh.” Fiona stepped back, her hand still pressed to his shoulder.

“It’s fine. I don’t apologize about Shannon. I still believe she’s out there somewhere. Fighting her way back home to us.”

“I’ve known Shannon for a while. I bet you’re right.”

Jodie lifted a hand toward the backyard. “Lilah! Put that chicken down!” She jogged off, leaving Fiona and Mason alone.

“I was a bit surprised to see you out the window,” Mason said. “Ever since this all started you’ve been under the radar.”

“Bobby and I took it hard. What happened to the restaurant. It felt like a betrayal. We spent so much of our life giving back to Harbor’s End. Not just the meals, but time, money. It felt like a close friend robbed our home. We didn’t deal with it well.”

“Everyone deals with trauma in their own way.”

“When we heard about what happened at the green, and then what happened at the church after that, we decided we’d spent enough time hiding. We needed to pick a side.”

“And you chose ours?”

“It’s not that easy, really. There aren’t only two sides. I guess, from what we heard, you and Grayson were on the right side of the law. Trying to dole out justice for what happened. Rick and his crew were just the opposite.” Fiona’s expression shifted into darkness as she glanced away. “Bobby and I— we suspected that Corbin was the guy who ransacked our restaurant. So, when we heard he might have been involved in what happened at the picnic⁠—”

“Pete Tucker felt the same way about what happened at his place. But he gave Rick the benefit of the doubt.”

“I don’t think there’s room for that anymore. Rick doesn’t deserve it.”

“He’s in a tough place.”

“He shot you, Mason.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not letting him off the hook. He aligned himself with some terrible people and now he’s got to deal with the consequences of it.” Mason gently rubbed the left side of his chest.

“Jodie told you my idea?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t look crazy about it.”

“I’m not.” Mason turned toward Fiona. “Did she tell you about us going to get mom out of the home?”

“Yeah, she did.”

“And that didn’t change your mind?”

Fiona shrugged. “Danger is everywhere, Mason. I’d argue it was more dangerous to go to that large group picnic than it was to try and get your mother. We need water storage. It’s not optional, and I can’t think of a better place to find it.”

“Certainly, there’s a place in town. Certainly, there are some other ideas?”

“Maybe. But this guy I know, the owner of Greener Grass, he’s going to be someone we want on our side. He’s smart, he’s tough, he— he expected something like this to happen.”

“Is he one of those prepper types?”

“Don’t be derogatory. Look around you, Mason, are you saying building your life around being prepared for something like this was something to be ashamed of?”

“No.”

“Too many people use that term as an insult. It shouldn’t be. Preparation is the foundation of survival, and we all need that right now. Look at what you’re doing with these tarps, gutters, downspouts, all that PVC piping that Brad is digging up. I could call you a prepper.”

“We’re reacting, not preparing.”

“Perhaps it would have been easier for more of us to react if we had been prepared.”

“That’s a fair point.” Mason softly rotated his left shoulder. “And this guy— what’s his name?”

“Hank. Hank Rawlins. Greener Grass isn’t that far, it’s⁠—”

“I know where it is, Fiona. A month ago, it would have been a thirty-minute drive. These days? You’ll all be taking your lives into your hands.”

“Just as we are every single day no matter what we do.”

Mason’s left knee bent slightly, threatened to buckle, but he tapped into his reserves of strength and held it straight.

“Sorry. Last thing I wanted to do was stir up trouble.”

“You’re trying to help. I can’t be mad about that.” Mason rubbed his palm across his forehead, pushing back his hair. “Just do me a favor, okay?”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t let anything happen to her.”

Fiona smiled a thin-lipped smile. “I’ll do my best.”
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Traffic thickened as they moved east, the overhead sky smearing to an inky darkness in the wake of the retreating sun. Shannon guided the Trailblazer through gaps in traffic just barely large enough for the SUV to fit, though her headlights caught on a thickened glut of stalled vehicles not too far away.

“We’re getting close.” Louise looked down at the map they’d found in the visitor’s center.

“It’s also getting late. If what that soldier said about Chicago is true, I’m not sure we should be pushing our luck after dark.”

“That’s actually music to my ears.”

Shannon eyed the left shoulder of the busy road, searching the shrouded buildings for a place to pull over. Trees mostly filled the left side of the road, though the right was dotted with large buildings and scattered business, separated from the highway by a concrete abutment. A massive, multi-story chain hotel stood tall above the surrounding civilization and Shannon fixated upon it.

“That looks like a good place.”

“That hotel?”

“Plenty of beds. Big enough that we can hopefully get in and out without being seen, even if others are around.”

Louise didn’t appear convinced but sat in her seat as Shannon continued east on the Chicago-Kansas City Expressway. Interstate 90 had been too congested, so they’d taken a number of meandering back roads to merge onto 88, which was busy, but not quite as busy. The road transitioned to an overpass, the concrete wall still to their right, but as they passed beneath a grid work Interstate sign, the wall stopped, a grass-covered shoulder rising to meet the side of the road.

“Hold on.” Shannon tapped the brakes and turned the wheel, swerving the Chevy onto the uneven shoulder of grass. They jostled across the ground, riding the slope down toward the road that passed beneath the overpass they’d just come from.

“Watch out!” Louise braced herself against the dashboard, a length of sprawling, chain-link fence spreading before them, filling the windshield of the SUV.

Shannon accelerated, driving even more quickly, plowing through the fence, uprooting it from the ground, tearing it loose, then thundering across, tires vibrating over the diamond-shaped metal. She twisted the wheel, angling the SUV through more stalled traffic before her, managing to find the gaps between cars wide enough to slip through. Two lanes of perpendicular traffic later, she thudded over a curb and swept onto the parking lot outside the massive hotel.

“Sorry.” Shannon steered around the right side of the darkened building, her gaze probing the shadows as she did. Following the pavement around the back, she inched forward slowly, headlights passing across trash-strewn pavement, a few abandoned vehicles, and the pitch darkness of the hotel itself.

As they came around the rear of the hotel, she cut the lights, drowning them in blackness, guiding the Trailblazer into a parking spot simply by instinct. Sweeping left, she backed the vehicle in and killed the engine. It settled back into silence, the black silhouette of the twenty-story hotel looming before them, a black, silent monolith perched in stoic residence.

“Let’s get inside.” Shannon threw open the door and stepped out, pausing for a moment to taste the air. “How far are we from Lake Michigan?”

Louise stabbed the interior cabin light of the SUV on to get one last decent look at the map unfolded before her.

“Twenty miles, maybe? Far enough that we should be safe.”

Shannon sniffed again. There was an acrid tanginess to the air, a lingering metallic taste, like licking an old penny. That all-too-familiar sour stink of decay drifted softly into Shannon’s nostrils, a presence, but not significant enough to make her sick.

Louise stepped out as well, pausing to test the air herself.

“You smell it, too?”

“Yes. I don’t like this. Twenty miles away and we’re still getting a scent?”

“Lake Michigan is pretty big.”

“What do you suppose it’s like out on the ocean at this point?”

“That’s a horror story I have no interest in reading.” Shannon made her way around the back of the SUV and opened the hatch.

She unzipped her duffel bag and rifled through it, removing a flashlight and two of the N95 masks, then eased the hatch shut again. From the back seat, she grabbed her rifle and strapped it across one shoulder, her pistol still tucked neatly in the waistband of her pants. Pulling out a smaller backpack they’d found along the way, she shifted some supplies from the gym bag and the duffle. One of the MREs, a few magazines of ammunition, two sets of new clothes and a couple bottles of water. She slipped that small backpack over her shoulders and rebalanced herself afterwards.

“Are you sure about this?” Louise took a step toward her.

“We need to sleep. This seems as good a place as any.”

They walked on the sidewalk, circling back around the large hotel, and headed toward the front doors leading to the lobby. Other vehicles were parked nearby, slipped within the lines of their varied spaces. For the first time in a while, there were no dead bodies in sight, just a vast emptiness that surrounded them.

Passing beneath a canopy over the front entrance, Shannon navigated their way using her flashlight. At the entrance, the two sliding glass doors had been forced open, wedged apart, the glass fractured within their panes. Broken shards crunched beneath their feet as they moved ahead, slipping into the lobby. A shuffle of sound drew Shannon’s attention and she spun toward it, bringing her flashlight in its direction. Caught within the glow, a lone figure recoiled, lifting a hand to block its gaze. Pleading eyes burned out from a mask of pale, dirt caked skin, the figure retreating into a narrow hallway. Voices carried from further down the corridor, but beyond a scuffle of hasty movement, Shannon saw nothing of interest.

She followed the beam of her flashlight toward another hallway, the two of them moving from the lobby into a broad corridor. They walked a few paces down the corridor, then Shannon stood, turning left, her flashlight diffused through a full-glass wall.

“Do you see what I see?”

Louise came up next to her, both women standing shoulder-to-shoulder. Beyond the glass wall, a full-sized swimming pool stood surrounded by faux-stone and pale-colored tile. It was partially empty, but still almost half-full of opaque, green-tinted water.

“Stay here for a moment.” Shannon gestured toward Louise, who was only too eager to follow her instructions. Following the glass wall to a door, Shannon tested it and found it unlocked. It opened with a suction of trapped air, then she stepped in, immediately braced by a wall of humidity. Careful strides carried her across the tile and onto the imitation rock. Her nostrils flared as she drew in the surrounding air, smelling nothing but acrid chlorine and moist oxygen. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of algae in the air, and the water was relatively clear as well.

She turned and beckoned for Louise as she made her way inside, eyes wide as she delicately crossed the slick surface of the stone walkway.

“Is that— drinkable?”

“Technically yes, though drinking too much of it won’t make your stomach feel great. If we could boil it and filter it, though, that would be another story. It would be as good as any other water. Maybe even a little cleaner than normal tap water.”

“So, what do we do?” Louise looked around, as if the answer might be sitting right out in front of her somewhere.

“First things first,” Shannon said, excitedly striding away from the pool and past Louise. “The water level is definitely lower than usual, so people know about the water and have likely been drinking it. We need to set up shop somewhere else. Out of the way, right?”

Louise trailed Shannon out into the hallway. Then bent left and followed the corridor past a business center, a breakfast buffet area and a scattering of other administrative offices.

“Here.” Shannon pointed up ahead toward a narrow door near a sign showing a downward staircase. A sign on the door read Authorized Personnel Only. Shannon tested the door and it opened freely, revealing a poorly lit downward staircase. Brightening their path with her flashlight, Shannon led the two of them down the stairs and into a darkened, cavernous basement area. She passed the beam of light throughout the darkness, revealing hidden corners, shelves lined with tools, and a litany of water heaters and plumbing equipment, sitting still and silent without the power to run them.

“Concrete floor. If we keep the door opened up there for ventilation, we can start a fire.”

“A fire?”

“So, we can boil the water.” Shannon set down her backpack. “Stay here for a minute, okay? I’m going to run back upstairs.” She stepped onto the bottom stair, then jogged up them, ignoring the strain in her legs as she propelled herself back to the main level. It only took her a moment to return to the breakfast buffet area where she found tin containers meant to hold eggs, sausage, or other freshly cooked items.

Bypassing the counters, she walked to a door once more labeled for only authorized personnel, then stepped inside, at once moving into a kitchen. Smiling broadly, she rummaged through a few cabinets, digging up some pots of various different sizes. Gathering them all up, she returned to the basement and set them down on the cracked concrete floor. She made a few more trips to the kitchen, bringing back several larger jugs with her. Two of them filled with vinegar, one of Italian salad dressing and a fourth one meant to hold a gallon of ranch dressing, though it was empty.

“Here!” She pointed toward a far corner and guided herself there with her flashlight again. Shelves of tools and maintenance equipment lined the wall, but three five gallon plastic buckets stood empty alongside a wheeled mop bucket and handle. “If we grab these buckets and bring them up to the pool, we can fill them with water and bring them back down. We’ll boil the water in these pots, maybe use one of our t-shirts to filter the water, and strain it into some of these gallon jugs.”

“You never cease to amaze me.” Louise shook her head slowly left-to-right, gaping at Shannon.

“Well stop being amazed. Let’s get to work!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Naperville, Illinois

Day 15

9:20 p.m. Central

The fire softly crackled on the concrete floor, a pair of broken chairs from the upstairs breakfast buffet dining room fueling the flames. Smoke twisted from the fire, drifting up the stairs and through the propped open door.

Water filled a few of the pans Shannon had retrieved from the upstairs kitchen, water steaming and boiling within. They’d gathered several gallons, boiled some off and filled a few of the jugs. Louise had stumbled upon a few spools of rope and wet clothes hung from makeshift clotheslines in the basement, the outfits they’d dirtied the last few days since leaving the South Dakota village.

The air smelled faintly of detergent. They’d found bathrooms upstairs as well and squirted some of the liquid soap into a bowl, bringing it down to the basement so they could wash themselves in some of the filtered pool water. It was a far cry from the showers they’d taken back in South Dakota, but it was good to be relatively dirt free, cool moisture coating their skin.

Shannon lifted one of the bottles of water they’d filled, gently sipping it. “It’s not going to be cold, but it’s still wet. That’s good enough.”

“You brought one of those MREs in, didn’t you? One of the ones that the soldier gave us?”

“Sure did. Hungry?”

“Starving.” Louise pressed her hand to her stomach.

Shannon stood, holding her hands over the fire for a moment to help dry them a little better. The mixture of smoke and faint chlorine soured the air, but the ventilation at the top of the stairs helped keep it tolerable, at least. Crouching near the backpack she’d brought in, Shannon unzipped it and removed one of the Meals Ready to Eat that the sergeant had given them at the old National Guard Armory. She hadn’t even looked at the flavor, she’d just accepted it eagerly and stuffed it in the bag for later. Removing the plastic pouch from the backpack, she stared at the black words stenciled upon the pale, brown exterior of the bag.

“Shredded beef in barbecue sauce,” Shannon said, lifting the bag. “Hope you’re not a vegan.”

“Hell, no I’m not a vegan.” Louise reached out toward Shannon. “I’m so hungry I’ll chow that raw like an animal.”

“No need for that.” Shannon peeled back the double stick seal of the bag, grunting quietly as she yanked, separating the bag and exposing the sealed contents within. She removed a secondary plastic bag from the exterior and tore that open as well.

A package of tortillas came out next, a bag with electrolytes powder for mixing with water, a pouch of cheese spread, some black beans, barbecue sauce, a surprisingly large chocolate chip cookie, a small pouch of various accessories for the meal, and the beef pouch itself. Louise sat captivated by the items as Shannon pulled them out, one at a time, setting them on the concrete floor.

“Do you have the slightest idea what to do with this stuff?”

Shannon lifted another small pouch, then pointed to a small slip of white paper within, clearly outlining the instructions for preparing the food.

“This is a heater it says.” She lifted another small pouch. “According to these instructions, we place the heater in the pouch I just tore open, then fill it with water. That activates the heater and warms whatever we put inside.”

Shannon folded open the exterior MRE pouch and placed the heater in the bottom, then grabbed one of the jugs of water they’d filtered and boiled from the pool. She poured the water in and set the pouch aside, leaving it slightly elevated.

Then she placed the tortillas, the beef, the beans and the cheese sauce into the exterior pouch with the water and did her best to fold it shut to seal in the steam.

“What’s in that accessory pack?” Louise leaned over and lifted it up, tearing it open to expose its contents. “Coffee. They’ve got instant coffee in here!” She snatched the small pouch up and shook it in front of Shannon. “Come on. While we’re waiting for that to cook.”

“Settle down, Louise.” Shannon chuckled. “Let me run back upstairs, see if they’ve got a coffee cup. I’m sure they do. Maybe I’ll check for an extra set of plasticware, too.”

“Plates! You should look for plates.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Shannon gave a mock salute, then stood and made her way to the stairs.

Smoke wafted up the staircase, drawn by the opened door into broader ventilation upstairs. Shannon squinted her stinging eyes, but followed the gray column of smoke until she reached the next floor, returning to the kitchen. There were indeed plenty of insulated Styrofoam cups for coffee and she grabbed four of those, two for the coffee and two for the electrolytes drink. She grabbed another set of plasticware and a small pile of plates, balancing it all in her hands as she navigated the downward slope of stairs.

Louise eagerly took one of the cups, tore open the coffee pouch and poured some in, then held up the pouch to estimate how much remained. Shannon took it from her and poured the rest into her own cup. Water already boiled within one of the pans and Shannon took a scrap of cotton they’d used for filtering water, then stretched it over the mouth of the cup. Steaming water went in next, carefully poured so it didn’t splash onto her bare hand. Louise held her cup over and Shannon filled that for her, and moments later they were both enjoying their cups of somewhat weak coffee.

“Do you take sugar?” Louise asked.

“Sometimes. But that’s artificial sweetener. Take all you want.”

Louise smiled and tore the pouch open, emptying the entire contents into her mug. She used a plastic spoon to stir it up, then drank it, tipping her head back as she sighed.

“This is the weakest coffee I’ve ever had, but I’ll take it.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers.” Shannon drank some of her own cup, sipping the hot liquid as it coated her throat and warmed her tongue. They took some of the cooler water next and used two other cups to mix in the electrolytes powder, stirring them into a pink, frothy mixture.

“Let’s save that for the meal,” Shannon said. She glanced toward the pouch, which leaned upwards against the duffel bag she’d brought in from the car. Tendrils of steam rose from the partially folded lip, the heater working through its chemical process.

“What’s this again?” Louise grabbed another circular pouch and read the text. “Oh, right, a cookie.”

“Split it?”

“Dessert before dinner? You rebel.”

“Don’t you dare tell my kids.”

The women shared a laugh as they tore open the cookie and removed the thick, sweet dessert. Louise snapped it in half and Shannon chose who got which, then they both steadily began crunching through the cookie, teeth biting into its hard texture.

They ate slow and methodical, taking their time to enjoy the unusually sweet food, saying nothing, the only conversation the steady crunch of their teeth. A light, whispered hissing emanated from the pouch nearby, steam intensifying as it exited the top.

“That’s sounding pretty warm.” Shannon swallowed the last of her cookie and rose to a crouch, approached the heating sleeve and brought it back over. As she did so, Louise set a couple of the plates aside, about a foot apart. Peeling the pouch open, Shannon drew back, a wave of steam unfurling from within, the air tinged with the smell of beef and beans.

“Well, that’s better than the chlorine, anyway.” Louise inched forward. “I must be starving because it actually smells good.”

Shannon gingerly reached in, pushing through the pouches until she finally found the tortillas, then removed them, tearing them open. She placed one circular tortilla on her plate and a second on Louise’s plate.

“Even comes with two tortillas.”

Louise rubbed her hands together, looking just a little too eager for whatever passed for food within the MRE pouch.

“Cheese next, how about that?” Shannon lifted the cheese from within the heater and brought it over, tearing the pouch open. She squeezed some on her tortilla, though some liquid oil drooled out with it, coating the shell. She and Louise shared a downturned grimace, but Shannon repeated the process on Louise’s tortilla as well.

Grabbing a plastic spoon, Louise began to mix the oils and the cheese, combining it into a congealing mass of yellow and orange, spreading it across the surface of the tortilla. Shannon borrowed the spoon and did the same with her own, the oily cheese sauce solidifying slightly as they went through the process.

Moving quickly so the ingredients didn’t cool too much, Shannon tore open the beef pouch and poured its contents onto a third plate, letting it spread throughout the entire surface. Both women used their own spoons to dig into the shredded beef and pile as much as they could on their individual tortillas. The same process came next with the beans and then Shannon tore open the barbecue sauce. Each woman dusted their tortilla with a helping of the sauce and Louise studied her conglomeration, her tongue dragging hungrily across her lips.

“I’m almost ashamed to say how good this looks.” Clutching the tortilla, she folded it together as best she could, lifted it over her plate and took an enthusiastic bite. The tortilla smashed closed and tore partially free, dumping some of its contents onto the plate, though Louise got a good mouthful.

Her eyes widened as she chewed, her lips managing to curl into upward smiles even as she greedily chewed through the thick meat and beans. Shannon did the same, a surprisingly flavorful rush of barbecue and spice shooting into her mouth with each bite.

They said nothing. They each ate through their tortillas, their meat and their beans, devouring the contents as if they’d eaten nothing in weeks. Each of them paused momentarily to wash it down with the pink electrolytes drink, but still managed to consume them within the span of a few minutes.

They each measured the beef and beans that remained - there was too much to fit even in two tortillas - then evenly spread the remaining ingredients across each of their own plates. Shannon scooped her spoon into the pile and chewed, closing her eyes as she worked through the rest of her meal.

“Almost good enough to join the Army,” she said, her mouth full.

“Took the words right out of my mouth.” Louise mumbled more than spoke. Together, they polished off the rest of the MRE beef and beans, scraping their plastic ware against the plates to get every last ounce.

Louise sat back on the concrete, her hands splayed to support her. Smoke swirled from the fire, twisting up, then riding the breeze up the stairs and out the door at the top. “Do you even realize what a badass you are?” She looked over at Shannon and shook her head admiringly.

“What?”

“I think you take it for granted. How smart you are. Quick-thinking. If I was on my own in this mess, I would have been dead in the first day.”

“Stop. You would have figured it out.”

“I’m not so sure.” Louise lifted her hands then leaned forward, crossing her legs. “It just comes so naturally to you, Shannon. Like this with the MREs.” She waved at the remains of their meal. “You just jumped in, read the instructions and got to it.”

“It’s like I told you— it was my dad. He never had a son, so I was it. He just treated me like it, and I loved him for that. The hunting, working and living outdoors, gardening all of that. I never knew anything different back then.”

Louise lifted one eyebrow as she leaned a bit, bracing her arms on her crossed legs.

“What?” Shannon saw a flicker of something in the older woman’s eye. “Let me guess— you have some story about your dad you don’t want to tell?”

“Maybe.”

“I thought your mother paraded you around like some sort of model of femininity?”

“She did. But there were a few times—” Louise chuckled. “Oh, my mother would freak out if she knew.”

“What?”

“My father was a snowplow driver for the city of Brockton. It’s just south of Boston. Worked for the city, drove one of those huge plows.”

“Okay?” Shannon crossed her arms, tilting her head slightly in inquiry.

“It all started when my mom was gone one stormy weekend. She sold make-up. One of those marketing things, you know. I don’t want to call it a pyramid scheme, because it actually did put some food on our table, but⁠—”

“I know what you mean.”

“She was away at a conference one weekend, and we got a freak snowstorm. Must have been two feet, it was crazy. They called in everyone, including my dad. Only problem was, he had nobody who could watch me.”

“He took you on in his plow?”

Louise nodded. “Biggest truck I’d ever seen.” She held her hands up and spread them far apart. “Massive.” I slept for part of it, but those times when I did wake up, I was hypnotized by it. Snow flying ten feet in the air, the plow scraping the road. The way he operated that thing, it was like he’d been born to do it.”

“That’s pretty cool.”

“That wasn’t the only time.” Louise’s mouth lifted into a secretive smile. “I’ve never told anyone this.”

“That’s okay, I doubt the City of Brockton is within earshot.”

“Almost every single bad storm after that, Dad would bring me with him. Sometimes mom knew, sometimes she didn’t. Like some of those middle of the night blizzards. Dad would shake me awake, ask if I wanted to help, and of course, I always did.”

“Sounds like a nice bonding moment.”

“It was.” Louise stared off into the distance. “He even let me drive it a few times when I got older. Mom never knew that. I mean, he’d keep his hand covering mine, make sure I didn’t screw up the plow. Those were good times.” Louise focused on the fire, which had settled into more a simmer than a crackle.

“Sounds like it, Louise.”

“I miss him. Both of them, of course. My mom and my dad.”

“How long have they been gone?”

Louise blew out a long breath. “Mom, maybe fifteen years now? Dad went shortly afterwards. It’s like they say, sometimes when one spouse dies, the other just doesn’t want to keep on going. I never really believed that, but I saw it with my mom and dad.”

“I’m sorry, Louise, clearly they were important people in your life.”

“Worst thing is, you don’t always realize how important they are until they’re gone. And by then it’s too late to tell them.”

“I’m sure they knew.”

Louise lifted her Styrofoam cup which still held a small bit of the electrolytes drink. She shook it back and forth, mixing what remained of the powder within the liquid.

“He’s dead, you know?”

“Who? Your dad?”

Louise shook her head. “My husband.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Louise shrugged. “We’ve been married over forty years. Probably longer than you’ve been alive. I can tell.”

“So, if I can’t tell, what does that mean? Because I’ll be honest, I have no idea what’s going on with Mason back home. I wish I had that intuition like you do.”

“It’s nothing you can turn on or off. You might just wake up one morning and know.”

“No offense, but I hope that never happens.” Shannon exhaled and stood from where she’d been sitting, walked around the smoldering remains of the fire and crouched near the duffel bag. “We should think about going to bed,” she said, looking back at Louise over her shoulder.

“That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a long time.” Louise shuffled to her feet as well and began going through her own bag.

Shannon pushed her hands through the duffel, her fingers finally brushing the recognizable texture of tufted fur. Closing her grip around it, she retrieved the small bear from the bag and clutched it tight to her chest. Bud Bud perfectly fit the grip of her fingers, resting against her palms, its weight and material transporting her back to Harbor’s End.

Tears stung the corners of her eyes as she sat back, facing Louise, hugging the small animal to herself, rocking gently as the older woman prepared to sleep. Silently, Shannon begged for some sort of sign, some indication that her family was safe back at home, but there was nothing. Just her gently rocking form and the mottled and patchy stuffed animal which filled the coil of her embrace, hardly a replacement for either of her two daughters.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 15

10:20 p.m. Eastern

“Are you sure that’s where he’s been staying?” The young man crept forward, down in a crouch, perched just next to the middle- aged man next to him.

“That’s what chief McAllister says.” The middle-aged man clutched the rifle in his meaty hands, squeezing thick fingers around the weapon. “And I trust him.”

“Isn’t a person in town who doesn’t.” The young man held his own weapon in both hands, covered in gloves dark enough to match his black hooded sweatshirt and wind pants. “You seeing this, Travis?” He craned around and spoke to the third man in their trio.

“Yeah, I see it, Enrique.” Travis Clifford inched forward, his weapon still slung over his shoulder. “And yeah, this is where Rick’s been hanging out. Buddy of mine saw it with his own eyes.”

“Oh yeah? And didn’t think to say anything?” the older man asked.

“Rick hadn’t done anything wrong then. No reason to rat him out.” Travis stepped up next to Enrique, then moved around him. Night had fallen, the quiet street draped in the darkened shadows. Houses lined the street, spaced apart, separated by thin side and back yards. It was a small town road like any other, though no lights were on inside any of the houses. The lack of sound matched the lack of light, a void of noise or other activity.

Even the house stood in darkness, shadows upon shadows, no sign of life.

“I’d be shocked if he’s still in there.” The older man took another step, freezing by the corner of the house they were using for cover. “He has to know everyone’s out to get him by now.”

“Guys like him, sometimes they think they’re above the law, Walker.” Travis rested against a tree, planted in the middle of the house’s front yard.

“There is no law these days,” said Enrique, “not since Rick’s thugs shot Grayson dead.”

“Far as I’m concerned, whatever Fire Chief McAllister says, goes. He’s the law these days, at least in my mind.” Walker peered across the street, searching the shadows.

“Just because he’s got chief in his title doesn’t mean he knows anything about law and order.” Travis gritted his teeth.

“And you do? A police academy drop out?” Walker snapped the words like the crack of a whip.

“Look, old man. You asked me to tag along, okay? Last I looked, I was doing you a favor.”

“McAllister told me to. The same guy you’re talking crap about thinks pretty highly of you. Though don’t ask me why.”

“Can you guys settle down a little?” Enrique waved a hand in both of their directions. “We’re all on the same side here.”

“Only side I’m on is the ‘kick Rick Lyon in the teeth’ side,” Travis replied. “Unfortunately, that means I’m aligned with you guys, I guess.”

“McAllister didn’t have to take this on. He didn’t have to step forward in Grayson’s absence. Nobody thinks he’s an expert lawman, but he’s doing what nobody else will. That earns him some credit in my book.” Walker tentatively stepped out from behind cover, slowly approaching the street.

Enrique followed behind him and Travis brought up the rear. Two of them carried bolt-action rifles, though Travis clutched his personal AR-15, the trio forming a small line on the sidewalk across the street from the two-level house.

“So, what are we doing?” Enrique studied both men with brief glances. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s inside.”

“We need to figure that out for ourselves.” Travis stepped from the sidewalk and crossed the street at a slow jog, his back bent.

“Dude thinks we asked him to come because of who he is.” Walker shook his head. “Only reason we asked him was because of that hand-cannon he’s got.”

Travis tucked the AR-15 close as he crossed to the opposite sidewalk, then approached the front door of the house.

“Let’s follow him before he gets himself in trouble.” Enrique ran slowly forward, and Walker joined him, the two of them trotting to the front yard across the street.

As a trio they moved onto the front yard, spreading out slightly to cover a broader area. Travis angled left, circling toward the opposite side of the house, while Enrique and Walker veered right. None of them entered, they covered the outside first, slipping in and out of shadows. Enrique’s heart pounded hard in his ears, the race of adrenaline tightening his muscles. Pressing his left shoulder to the clapboard siding, he moved along the house’s edge, rifle at the ready. As he approached the rear corner, he held up a hand to halt Walker, braced himself, and swung around, lifting his weapon, swinging it back and forth.

“Take it easy, Rambo,” Walker hissed at his back. “This isn’t a video game.”

“I know,” Enrique almost snapped back at the older man. His blood burned hot, his racing heart a whiplash thunder in his chest. “Guess I was tired of sitting around trying not to die. At least I’m actually doing something.”

“Let me guess.” Walker drew up next to him, his own rifle at the ready as they came into the backyard. “Joined the volunteer fire department because you crave action? You like it when your blood’s pumping?”

“Maybe.” Enrique shrugged and lowered his weapon, reaching into his pocket to retrieve a flashlight.

Across the back yard, Travis had already fished his out and stabbed it on, a spear of light brightening the shadows behind the house. Enrique followed his lead, the two men working together to illuminate the rear section of grass that separated the house from a small row of trees. More houses stood just beyond, as dark and as silent as the others.

“What’s all this about?” Travis asked.

A wheelbarrow stood in the middle of the lawn alongside the charred remains of a decent-sized bonfire. Several garbage bags were piled up next to it along with a few five gallon buckets. Large, industrial-sized saucepans rested on the grass, gathered in a large group.

Enrique crept forward, leaning close to the wheelbarrow, sniffing softly.

“Smells like chlorine. Like a swimming pool or something.” He glanced up toward Walker, who nodded, his own nostrils flaring.

“Yeah,” Travis agreed. “That’s what my buddy was saying. When he saw him, he was wheeling buckets of water back and forth from a house a few doors down. I think he boils it off back here.”

“Keeping that little detail to himself. Nice.” Walker relaxed, his weapon lowered. “The guy likes to say how much he cares for his town, but sure wasn’t doing much to share his little stockpile of water here.” Travis kicked one of the buckets over with a muttered curse.

“Maybe this is who Rick was all along. We should check the house, too. Make sure nobody’s inside.” Enrique stepped back from the fire and the wheelbarrow, then turned toward the house, weapon ready.

Travis placed a hand on Enrique’s shoulder, slowing him a bit so the other man could walk past him. Enrique opened his mouth to protest but focused his gaze on Travis’ cobalt-colored AR-15, looking large and deadly in the other man’s grasp and pressed his teeth together, keeping his complaints to himself.

He followed Travis and Walker brought up the rear, the three of them heading back toward the front of the house in a series of cautious strides. They brushed alongside a row of hedges, once neatly manicured, but falling into uneven tufts of green and brown leaves. Travis circled toward the front of the house first, barrel elevated, then moved toward the front door. Enrique and Walker followed, scanning the areas of the front yard with their flashlights.

“Place sure seems empty,” Travis whispered, crouched by the front door. He reached out and tested the lock, but the knob didn’t turn.

“Locked?” Enrique asked.

Travis nodded.

“What do we do?” Walker stepped back and turned, checking the street to make sure they weren’t being watched.

“Is McAllister the acting police chief or not?” Travis asked.

“I suppose he is.” Enrique nodded his head, the dark hood shifting along with his movements.

“Did he give us the order to check this house or didn’t he?” Impatience sharpened the soft edges of Travis’ words.

“Yeah, of course he did. We wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.”

“All I need to know.” Travis surged forward and slammed his booted foot into the door.

It was a swift and sudden movement, his boot blistering into a section just below the doorknob. Wood splintered and the door hurled open, slamming back into the darkness beyond. Travis followed its swinging movement, sprinting ahead, shining his flashlight into the pitch blackness of the home’s interior. He angled left, Enrique angling right, their flashlight beams painting the shadows with a stark white glow.

Walker barreled in after them, trying to cover any areas they weren’t covering. Travis crashed through the house, moving through an opposite corridor as Enrique circled toward the kitchen. His light probed the darkness ahead as he pressed it to the side of his rifle, carefully hunting for any sign of movement or activity.

“Place is a tomb,” Walker whispered from just behind Enrique, choosing to follow him over Travis.

“It’s like Travis said, it’s empty. Nobody home.” They moved into the kitchen, pausing every so often to open cabinets and check inside the pantry. Passing through the kitchen, they made it out into a section of living room on the other side. Travis was already crouched near the fireplace, his flashlight glowing from within its darkened depths.

“Find something?”

“Ash is fresh in here. Hasn’t been here for long. If they left it was pretty recently.”

Enrique walked through the rest of the living room and passed into an adjoining office, small and square shaped. A few framed photographs stood on a desk, stacks of books neatly pressed, in alphabetical order, within wall-mount shelves.

Travis pushed past Enrique, stepping into the office, and slung his rifle over his shoulder, lifting one of the photos. His beam of light shone across the framed image, revealing a younger Rick Lyon standing next to a slightly older woman, a young boy standing between them.

“This is them, right? His wife and kid?”

“I guess.” Enrique shrugged.

“You heard those rumors, right, kid? About what happened with him when he got back from the war?”

“What? About the drunk driver or whatever? The guy who killed his family?” Enrique checked over his shoulder for Walker, spotting him a few paces away.

“Yeah. You know, I always thought that rumor was overblown. That there was no way he’d actually done it. It was all some big coincidence.” Travis tossed the picture back on the desk and it clattered, finally resting on its back. “But knowing what I know now? Oh, yeah, man. He’s guilty. Rick definitely killed that dude, no doubt in my mind. Or had his buddies do it, anyway.”

“Can you blame him?” Enrique left the office and returned to the living room. His flashlight walked a meandering path around the large room’s perimeter, finally settling on an upward staircase near the rear corner which led to the second level.

“Didn’t say I did.”

“Killing the guy who mowed down your family when he was blind drunk and massacring a hundred innocent people before shooting your way out of the trial for it are two different things.”

“I’m just saying he’s always had that killer instinct. That innocent president of the historical society image is all a front.”

“I’m not sure I buy that.” Walker settled onto the arm of a nearby couch. “Rick didn’t kill those people. From what I heard, he helped a lot of folks at the picnic. And he could have interfered when they first tracked down Corbin and the others, but he didn’t.”

“Wait,” Travis said, tilting his head as he studied Walker. “You sound like you still think Rick might be innocent?”

“He’s not innocent,” Walker replied with a firm sideways head-shake. “But there’s a big gap between innocent and mass murderer. I just think he fell somewhere in that gap. Doesn’t have to be two extremes, does it?”

“I dunno.” Travis shrugged his narrow shoulders, making his way around the couch and walking toward the stairs. “He helped his three bonehead cronies escape. He stood by while another of his friends shot Chief Grayson dead. Lot of people are saying Rick is the one who set that psycho cop free when he was locked up in the first place. In my mind, doesn’t matter much whether you’re pulling the strings or pulling the trigger, you’re just as guilty.”

He halted by the stairs, his flashlight angled up into the upper level shadows.

“You guys coming or what? Still got a whole other level to clear.”

“Yeah.” Enrique walked toward him, and Walker sighed, pushing himself up off the couch. He swung around the backside of the furniture and trailed behind the younger man as they walked toward the stairs.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 15

10:30 p.m. Eastern

The car idled softly as it coasted to a stop on the side of the quiet road. Yates killed the headlights, the left tires gently riding the curb with a soft bump of impact. He cut the engine entirely and the undulating idle silenced, the vehicle rolling forward until it settled into place, the two-story house within view.

“Well, that’s not good.” Yates gripped the steering wheel and leaned forward, peering toward the house.

The sweeping probe of flashlights passed by second-floor windows, brightening the darkness as they moved left-to-right, then up and down, angling throughout various windows.

“Let me guess. That’s not Rick?” Plemmons leaned on the dashboard.

“Rick usually lit the place by candlelight or lantern. Besides, he told me he wasn’t coming back here. He’s holed up, waiting for the right time to head out to the lake. He just asked us to come pick up some stuff on our way.”

“Looks like someone else is already doing that.”

“All Rick’s guys are with him.” Yates jabbed a thick finger toward the windshield. “Whoever that is, it ain’t our crew.”

“So, what are we going to do about it?” Plemmons looked over at Yates and even in the darkness, there was a steely glint in the man’s narrow eyes. His lip curled in a snarl of something other than anger, something that approached hunger.

“Settle down, just a little.” Yates whispered.

“Settle down? Rick didn’t send you to get me so I could settle down.”

“I have no idea why Rick sent me to find you. Let’s wait to talk to Rick before we just make assumptions.”

“Honestly, I was surprised to see you at that trailer. I thought you and Rick were on the outs a little bit. Didn’t seem like you guys were on the same page.”

Yates closed his eyes, his grip tightening around the steering wheel. “I didn’t agree with Rick’s perspective on Corbin and the others. Rick came around. Far as I’m concerned, we’re in lock step now.”

“Except when it comes to me.”

“Do we need to get into this right now? Shouldn’t we be focusing on the task at hand? Like the men that seem to be digging around in Rick’s house?”

“What is there to find?”

“I don’t know, but Rick wouldn’t want them snooping.”

“Is there something worth finding?”

“I already told you what Rick wants us to do. He’s got a couple of family photographs in the office. He wants us to grab those, then torch the place. Those were our specific instructions. If he wants the place torched, I have to think there’s a reason for it.” Yates opened the driver’s side door and stepped out, then fished a pistol from his waistband.

“Tell you what,” Yates said, leaning back down to look into the car. “You stay out here and cover me. I’m going to go inside and get those pictures. Those goons with the flashlights are on the second floor, his office is on the first. I’ll grab those pictures, then we can do whatever we want with the intruders.”

“Whatever we want?” Plemmons smiled a tooth-filled smile.

“Just get ready to cover me.” Yates eased the door closed and crept toward the sidewalk, his pistol held tight within both hands. He took just a moment to check the street, then sprinted across, moving onto the grass-covered front yard.

Hesitating for a moment, he eyed the front-facing windows. Light still shifted along the upper level, flashlight beams sweeping throughout the darkness. On the lower level, the windows still stood dark and black. Yates pulled a flashlight from his pocket and ran toward the front door, already standing ajar. The frame was splintered apart, the lock bent inward, offering unfettered access to the home’s interior.

Yates’ lips curled in a silent snarl as he squinted up through the floor, white-hot rage burning his narrowed gaze. Floorboards creaked overhead, the shifting, unpracticed movements of the intruders revealing their location. Cutting diagonally through the living room, Yates moved swiftly, but silently, angling toward the kitchen, sticking to the outside periphery.

Creaking floorboards above him signaled the intruders seemingly converging, all of them heading toward the opposite side of the house. Perhaps even back toward the staircase leading down. Yates hurried his pace, sweeping forward, passing through the kitchen and back into the sprawling living room. He twisted left, eyeing the stairs as he charged toward Rick’s office.

Voices carried from the stairs, whispered conversation passing between the intruders. Floorboards settled again, the undulating creaking shifting to the wooden stairs. Yates hissed a whispered curse, then slipped into the office. He wore a small backpack slung over his right shoulder and dropped it with a soft thud, yanking the zipper apart. He swept the photographs from the desk inside, clutched them together, then stuffed them into the backpack, zippering it closed.

As he hoisted the bag up onto his shoulder again, whispered voices came louder, the shifting creak of approaching footfalls angling in his general direction. Yates tightened his grip on the pistol and started to stand.

“What the hell?”

Yates jerked upright, whipping left, but found himself staring into the business end of a stark, black AR-15, the rifle pointed directly at his face. A flashlight burned his eyes, forcing his head to turn, a sudden splash of blinding light a disorienting burst.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t Donnie Yates.” A voice came from beyond the blinding light. “Come on over here, boys, we got ourselves a live one.”
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The moment Yates crossed the road, Plemmons hastily exited the car and circled toward the rear. One eye staring at the silhouetted form of Yates, he tugged open the trunk and shone his own small flashlight within. There were several items piled inside, all taken from the trailer when they’d left hours earlier. The first thing his gaze settled upon was the case of beer and he pried open the flaps of the box, quickly finding a few empty bottles.

One-by-one, he tugged out four of them, glass clinking softly as he stacked them on the grass next to the car. He pulled out the two full gas cans next, each one heavy in his grip, requiring two hands to haul it out of the trunk and set it next to the empty beer bottles. His lips curled into a malevolent smile as he tipped the gas cans up and let some of the gas spill through the nozzle and into the open-neck beer bottles.

Some sloshed out, spilling across his boots and the exterior of the bottles, but he moved quickly, shrugging off whatever wasted fuel there was. It only took a moment to fill all four bottles, then he set the gas can aside and returned to the car. Plemmons rifled through some of the stolen clothes, lifting out a threadbare, cotton tee-shirt with a motorcycle logo and more holes than intact fabric.

Gripping the shirt, he began hastily tearing it, ripping through cotton, reducing the already shabby shirt into little more than narrow strips. Bunching the strips up, he tossed them on the grass at his feet. Crouching near the bottles, he soaked each strip in gasoline and pressed it through the mouth of the beer bottle, using a little extra force to squeeze the wet cotton inside.

The smell of gas was acrid and rich, stinging his eyes from such close proximity, but he shrugged it off, still going through the rapid motions. Across the street, the lights moved throughout the house, collecting together on the second floor before they began moving back left again. As Plemmons stuffed the rags into the beer bottles, he watched the lights traverse the length of the second floor, then grow dim as they moved down.

“Uh oh.” His voice was a whispered singsong as the lights dimmed, withdrew, then began to softly brighten back on the first level. “Yates is in trouble.” He chuckled wildly, then clutched one of the bottles in his hand, checked his pocket to verify the matches were still there, and crept toward the sidewalk, closer to the house ahead.
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“Travis Clifford? Is that you?” Yates squinted into the blinding light, turning his head slightly.

“You’re not talking your way out of this, Yates. Just put down that gun, we need to have a chat, you and me.”

“Go ahead. Chat.”

“Put down that gun.”

“Come on, Travis. I know you like to play soldier, but you’re not one. Whatever you think you’re going to accomplish here, you’re not.”

“Who is it?” Another voice came from deeper in the living room.

“Travis? Is someone here?”

“Caught a rat!” Travis shouted. “A red-handed rat!”

“Travis, don’t make this worse than it already is.” Yates took a tentative step forward.

“Worse for who? Worse for you? Why should I care if it’s worse for you?”

“It’ll be worse for everyone. Just trust me.”

“Sorry, Yates. After what happened at the picnic and the trial, I’m a little short on trust at the moment.”

“Holy crap.” In the backsplash of Travis’ light, Yates could barely make out a young man in the living room.

“Enrique?”

“Shut up, Yates. Put down that damn gun!” Travis’ voice rose in escalation. “I’m not going to ask you again.”

Yates sighed, a third faceless figure joining the other two, moving laterally, but keeping his distance. There was nowhere for him to go. Bending his leg, he knelt down, lowering his weapon toward the floor, moving slowly, his eyes darting throughout the living room, trying to peer past the blinding glow of the flashlight in his face.

A sudden burst of shattered glass exploded from near the front of the house. Yates hesitated, turning slightly, pointing his ear toward the noise. For a moment, he thought he’d imagined it, a trick of the mind.

“What was that?” The older man twisted away from Travis, looking back toward the front. “Did you hear that?”

The whoosh of igniting flame came a moment later, a sudden surge of orange light from the front living room. One of the windows blew inward, a sudden burst of broken glass and an object struck the living room’s interior, exploding outward in a blue splash of heat and light.

“Fire!” Enrique sprinted toward it. “There’s a fire!”

Travis twisted slightly, the barrel of his rifle jittering away from Yates’ face. Yates launched himself from where he knelt, uncoiling his knees like springs, pounding the full force of his body into Travis’ chest. There was a jolt of sudden impact, and Travis was propelled backwards, the AR-15 flying from one of his outstretched hands.

A third eruption of shattered glass burst from the living room, yet another sheet of flame painting the floor and one wall, suddenly igniting. Yates swept from the office and darted left, running at a low sprint. Travis groaned from where he’d been tossed, but Yates wasn’t focused on him, he was focused on the AR-15 he’d dropped. Snatching it from the floor, Yates held it tight to him, circling around the perimeter of the living room and running back toward the front door. Fire clawed at the interior wall of the first level of the house. Narrow, bright fingers tugged at the fabric curtains, drawing them into its hungry maw. Thick smoke soured the air and stung Yates’ narrowed eyes,

“Stop him!” Travis screamed.

Enrique back-pedaled, waving at the smoke-filled air as flames scorched the ceiling, flooding through the aged wood of the floorboards and roaring like a hungry animal. Yates burst through the front door at speed, losing his balance as he went wildly out into the front yard. He’d shoved his flashlight in his pocket, held the AR-15 in one hand, his pistol in the other, and somehow managed to keep hold of both of them.

Plemmons cackled wildly by the sidewalk outside the house, gripping one last Molotov cocktail in his hand. He laughed maniacally and lumbered forward, launching it into a high arc. The flaming bottle tumbled through the air, then exploded onto the front slope of the roof, shooting a wide blanket of fire across the shingles.

“Are you crazy?” Yates screamed through a chorus of chest-burning coughs. “You could have killed me!”

“You made it out, didn’t you?”

“There he is! Stop him!” Travis came sprinting out first, carrying a pistol he must have had as a backup weapon. Plemmons had a pistol, too, appearing from seemingly nowhere. He pulled the trigger three times and Travis spilled to the ground without firing a single shot. Screams echoed from within the house, frantic and desperate.

“We have to get outta here!”

Plemmons stood, stock-still, holding his weapon toward the front door as Yates tried to crawl to his feet, coughing out smoke. He slumped to the grass, rolling over, rubbing at the sting in his narrowed eyes. Another figure burst through the opened front door, stumbling over Travis’ fallen body.

Plemmons fired again, two bullets, and the old man who had appeared wheeled around, slamming back against the house. Enrique came out last, a nice young man who served on the volunteer fire department. Yates had never had a bad experience with the kid, but Plemmons shot him dead just as he’d shot the others, leaving all three bodies in a heap just outside the front door.

The house burned, fire racing throughout the lower level even as the roof was swiftly consumed. Plemmons clutched Yates by the left arm, hauling him to his feet, helping him stand.

“You’re welcome.”

Yates shook his head, his throat raw and chest clenched tight in a thorny fist.

“Come on. You get those pictures?” Plemmons half-dragged, half shoved Yates across the street.

“Yeah,” Yates gasped, then coughed, almost losing his balance. “Yeah, I got the pictures.”

“Mission accomplished!” Plemmons shoved him toward the car. “Want me to drive?”

“No!” Yates almost screamed. “No.” He shook his head, settling his voice into a more normal tenor. “Just— just get in. I’ll drive.” He coughed again into a closed fist.

As Plemmons got into the passenger side, Yates pulled open the back door and tossed his AR-15 and the backpack in. He slammed the door, returned to the driver’s seat and gunned the engine. Across the street, the two-story house was fully engulfed in roiling flames. Rick’s old home was little more than a charred silhouette, caught within the snarling mouth of flames, devoured moment by moment and memory by memory.

Yates shook his head, tapped the gas and pulled away, leaving the flaming wreckage behind them both.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 15

11:20 p.m. Eastern

Yates checked the rear view mirror, once more wiping the blurred vision from his smoke-stung eyes. A second set of headlights trailed behind him as they navigated the darkened back roads of Harbor’s End. They’d spotted the truck the three men had used to approach Rick’s house as they’d pulled away, its red paint and logo of the Harbor’s End Volunteer Fire Department reflecting in the glow of the headlights. Against his better judgement, Yates had Plemmons get out of the car and hot-wire the truck, then follow close behind him as they moved through the myriad streets. Trees grew thicker than houses as they continued onward, passing through the dark shroud of night.

Finally, a pale gleam of flickering light shone in a clutch of nearby trees, the slightly undulating illumination cast by a low, but persistent flame. Yates glanced in the rearview mirror again as he tapped the brakes, guiding the car toward the right side of the road, inching near a gap between trees. The pick-up truck behind him matched his reduction in speed and trajectory. Moments later, they both turned, tires crunching over loose stone and dirt, merging onto the narrow path of a side road.

On the left, a cabin formed within the embrace of the forest, the windows backlit from the ripple of firelight. Shadows passed by the windows, moving toward the door even as Yates slotted the car into a narrow section of rough driveway. Two other vehicles were parked there already, three horses fenced in a pasture caught in the backsplash of headlights.

Near the far side of the fence, a makeshift shelter had been built, uneven supports holding up a sloped, tin roof, wide enough for the three horses and potentially even a few more. As the truck crunched across gravel, parking alongside the car, Yates stepped out of the driver’s seat. The night was awash in silence, without even a backdrop of birds or insects, just a vast void of sight and sound.

His only beacon was the flickering light within the window of the cabin, and a moment later, the flashlight he stabbed on, walking the beam across the driveway ahead. A second door slammed and Plemmons appeared, falling in step with him as they walked toward the residence.

“Stop.” A steel-edged voice called to them from the shadows ahead, another flashlight burning to life. Beams crossed over them, catching in their eyes.

“This is the second time tonight someone has flashed a light in my face. Not a fan.” Yates gripped his pistol, threatening to tug it loose from his waistband.

“Yates? That you?”

“Who else would it be?”

“Gotta be careful these days.” The flashlight wavered, then shifted, probing the darkness to Yates’ left. “Who’s with you?”

“Plemmons. Rick told me to go snatch him, so I did. Any time you want to let us in and not make us feel like intruders, that would be great.”

“Chill out, Yates.” A shadowed figure shifted ahead, stepping away from the wall, the light drifting low. “Things are dangerous out there, you know that. We gotta be careful.”

“There’s a thin line between careful and paranoid. Don’t cross it.” Yates strode forward, Plemmons joining him as the two men walked toward the front door of the cabin. Another shadowed figure pushed the door open, stepping outside to make room for Yates and Plemmons to walk inside.

“We’ve got some supplies in the car. You wanna make yourself useful and unpack them?”

“Yo!” A voice cried out from the darkness, near where they’d pulled in. “Is this a fire department truck?”

Yates didn’t answer. The interior of the cabin was lit by well-placed kerosene lanterns, the dance of pale firelight sending shadows sliding along the inside walls. The bottom floor was mostly wide-open space with a few doorways leading to other adjoining rooms. Three men stood, gathered around a fireplace, slowly crackling with flames, adding more light to the surrounding lanterns. Rick Lyon stood in the center of the trio, arms crossed, staring intently at the gently dancing firelight. To his left, Gregory turned toward Yates, nodding curtly as he made his way deeper into the room.

“A legit bearskin rug? Are we on a movie set?” Yates kicked restlessly at the head of the bear rug. His humor fell flat, the three men showing no signs of reacting to his poor choice of joke.

“A movie set?” Rick angled slightly left. Half of his face was masked in shadow, but the unmasked section was taut, skin pulled into a look of anger. “You think this is a movie, Yates? That this is all pretend?”

“That’s not what I meant, Rick and I think you know that.”

“That’s good. I’m glad to hear it. Because in the past week I flushed sixty years of my life down the toilet and I’d hate to think one of my friends was cracking jokes about it.” He pushed past Yates and walked to the nearby kitchen, a separate part of the living room carved out, with a wooden bar separating the two rooms from each other. Rick lifted a glass from a concealed cubby on the other side of the bar and set it down with a clatter, then retrieved a bottle of whiskey and poured himself a few fingers.

“Don’t talk to me like I caused all of this, Rick. You can blame your friend Corbin for that.”

“Corbin knows how I feel.”

“Where is he?” Yates searched throughout the cabin but saw no sign of the man who’d instigated the whole conflict in the first place.

“He’s hanging out with Jonny and Sam. Scouting out our new home base.” Rick slid a glass toward Yates.

“New home base. The lake?” Yates gripped the glass and Rick tipped some whiskey into it. Yates took a quick swallow and set the glass back down, half empty. “Doesn’t that strike you as a little dangerous? Considering the water’s poison and all?”

“That’s why they’re scoping it out. Trying to find a place that’s far enough away that we won’t all die in our sleep the first night we’re there.”

“That’s comforting.”

“My grandfather’s old place is about a quarter mile from the lake up there. That will be plenty far. We’re heading there first, but Corbin and his little buddies are scoping out the rest.”

“Your grandfather’s place? And you don’t think the rent-a-cops in Harbor’s End will think to look there?”

“Maybe they will.”

“They’ll regret it if they do.” Plemmons sidled up to the bar next to Yates and jerked his head toward the whiskey bottle. “Got enough of that to go around?”

“No.” Rick shook his head. “Not for cop killers, anyway.”

“Cop killers?” Plemmons hissed through gritted teeth. “I saved you. You think I wanted to do that? I was a cop for crying out loud!” He slapped the palm of his hand down on the bar.

“What the hell, Rick? You asked me to go grab him, now you’re going to treat him like this?”

Rick closed his eyes, slipping his fingers from around the glass, closing them into a fist, pressed hard into the wood texture of the bar. “You’re right,” he whispered. “Sorry.” He opened his eyes, staring back at Plemmons. “Things are— moving quickly at the moment. I’m just trying to hold on.”

Plemmons crossed his arms, his look not flinching away. The glass still stood on the bar, halfway between him and Rick. Softly clearing his throat, Rick lifted the bottle and poured Plemmons some whiskey, then set the bottle down again. Gingerly, Plemmons gripped the glass and lifted it, going extra slow. He tipped it to his lips and drank deep. The whiskey funneled through his pursed lips, disappearing from the glass before he set it roughly against the bar.

“So, how did things go? At the house?”

“We did what you asked. But we ran into some trouble.” Yates shrugged.

“What kind of trouble?”

“Looking like those rumors of Sam McAllister taking the law into his own hands are accurate.”

“What makes you say that?” Rick’s teeth were gritted, his quarter-full whiskey glass hovering a few inches from his rictus grimace.

“Travis Clifford was there snooping around. That young kid, Enrique was there, too. Both of them were with the volunteer fire department. A third guy was there, too, older, I didn’t get a good look at him.”

“Walker Landkill?” Rick’s grip around the glass tightened.

“Maybe. About the right body type.”

Rick’s eyes settled closed, his grip so tight it might have shattered the glass in his hand.

“And what happened?”

“They got in the way,” Plemmons replied without hesitation.

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“What do you think it means?” Plemmons tapped his glass on the bar and nodded toward the whiskey bottle.

“Hey. Why don’t you excuse us for a minute?” Yates turned toward Plemmons. “More whiskey later.”

Plemmons exhaled through flared nostrils, his narrowed gaze probing the expression Yates held sculpted to his face. The larger man did his best to keep it flat and expressionless, giving away nothing.

“All right. Fine. I’ll go help unpack the car.” Plemmons pushed himself away from the bar and walked toward the front door.

“You should have had me waste him, boss. I could have done it. It was me and him in that trailer, all alone.”

“I still think he can be useful. He’s a weapon, we just have to point him in the right direction.”

“And how many people are going to be caught in the crossfire in the meantime?”

Rick stared into his glass. “So, they’re dead then?”

“Who?”

“Enrique? Travis? Whoever the third guy was?”

“Yeah, Rick. They’re dead.”

Rick’s knuckles whitened. Without warning, he whirled to the left and chucked the glass at the wall behind him. It struck and exploded, a sudden shatter of fragments bursting outwards upon impact. A misshapen blob of whiskey clung to the wooden texture as the glass shards clattered to the floor, a few specks of pointed fragments embedded within the wall.

Rick remained in that pose, back to Yates, both fists at his side, closed tightly, nearly pushing against his hips.

“I don’t know what else we could have done, Rick. They surprised us.”

“And the house?”

“Burned.”

“And the pictures?”

“In my backpack. In the car. I didn’t bring them in, but I’ve got them.”

The only sound in the cabin was the haggard, uneven breaths coming from Rick’s direction. His shoulders heaved slightly with each one, his fingers clenching, then flexing, relaxing bit by bit.

“We heard anything about Mason Becker?” Rick released a breath, turning back toward Yates, the crimson color slowly retreating from his flushed face.

“Licking his wounds. Beyond that, I haven’t heard anything.”

“But he’s alive.”

“Rick. It’s like I said— I haven’t heard one way or the other. I don’t have some secret spy in the Becker household. From what we’ve heard, he survived the initial gunshot, but there are no hospitals nearby. No doctors. Hell, if I know if there are even any antibiotics. Even if he survived, he’s got to be a walking time bomb.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“Is that why you set him free? Plemmons, I mean? As your personal weapon against Mason Becker?”

“Plemmons could be useful in other ways.”

“He’s a battering ram, that’s for sure. Saw it with my own eyes back at your place. Saw the results of it at the trailer, too.” Yates turned to make sure Plemmons hadn’t returned to within earshot. “Chuck. Lane and his wife Iona? All dead. Been that way for a while, far as I can tell. When I got there, Plemmons was just standing there inside. Hanging out with three decaying corpses. Dude’s unhinged, Rick.”

“We can use him.”

“Only if we can control him.”

Rick blew out a breath and nodded, his eyes lifting toward the ceiling. “Where did it all come undone?”

“I think it was around the time when a hundred people died.”

Rick dug out another glass and set it on the counter, then layered a bit more whiskey inside.

“I’m not pointing fingers. The whole thing was a terrible accident. But that’s where the division started, for better or worse. And you know as well as I do, we couldn’t just let Corbin and his boys hang for it. We did the right thing, boss. I think you know that.”

“And how many people have died because of it?”

“Seems to me, back in the day, the right thing was the right thing, no matter who got hurt in the process.” Yates leaned forward, fixing Rick with a hot, narrow-eyed stare. “You remember that, right? I’m sure you do.”

The color returned to Rick’s cheeks, a flush of deep red.

“Let’s get some sleep tonight. First order of business tomorrow is stocking up on supplies. We’ll follow our original plan.”

“You’re still on board with that?”

“I’m not crazy about the idea, but it makes sense. Our crew needs to eat and needs to drink. We listened to the town, we tried doing it their way and look what happened.” Rick stared down at the bar, his hands pressed into the polished wood.

“We need to watch out for ourselves. That much is crystal clear.”

Rick didn’t reply. “After we stock up our supplies, we’ll head out toward the lake. Get to my grandfather’s place and figure out what happens from there.”

“What do we do about water? We don’t have a swimming pool within walking distance anymore.”

“Three houses at the lake have their own pools. My grandfather used to make fun of them— a third of a mile from the lake and they built their own in-ground pools. People with more money than brains. But that’s typical for folks who can afford a lake house.”

“Are we sure they’re safe? The pools, I mean?”

“No. But that’ll be one of many priorities, I suppose.” Rick tossed the drink back, sucking the entire glass down in a single, wide-mouthed swallow. The cup slammed down at the bar and slid down toward the wall as Rick wheeled around and stalked away, returning to his spot at the fireplace.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Downer’s Grove, Illinois

Day 16

12:55 a.m. Central

The fire had gone out, the smoky air thinned and Shannon stirred restlessly on the basement floor, unable to grasp the elusive prey of sleep. Usually, the stress and the exhaustion of the day was enough to propel her tumbling into slumber each night, no matter how uncomfortable her sleeping arrangements were. But resting on the hard basement floor of the chain hotel, she did nothing but shift and stir, trying to find a comfortable position.

Grunting, she pushed upright, sliding back so she rested against a nearby wall, her legs bent, head lowered, arms draped across her knees. Louise breathed softly, closer to the extinguished fire, using her duffel bag as a pillow, wormed within one of their stolen sleeping bags. Shannon stared at her hands, fingers hooked into claws, gripping the small teddy bear. She hadn’t been able to release it that night upon retreating to her quiet corner for sleep, she’d clutched it tightly to her chest, soaking in its warmth. Her eyes drew up, staring across the dimly lit basement, her surroundings barely visible though her eyes had long since adjusted to the darkness. She caressed the animal in her palm, gently massaged its matted fur.

Louise had told her that she somehow knew that her husband was dead, there was just this feeling that told her what she couldn’t possibly know for real. Over the last several hours, Shannon had felt compelled to be closer and closer to the bear her daughter had snuck into her suitcase before leaving. Touching it had become mandatory, holding it close a compulsion. That desire, rather than being a comfort, unsettled her deeply. She opened her mouth and almost spoke. Words rested on her lips, an inquiry that would likely wake Louise, but she closed her mouth again and settled her weary gaze upon Bud Bud the bear.

“They’re okay, aren’t they, Bud Bud?” She gently stroked the animals misshapen head, flattening one of its ears. “You’d tell me if they weren’t?”

The bear, of course, didn’t answer.

“Good,” Shannon replied, shaking her head. “Stay quiet. If you do speak to me, that means I really lost my marbles.” She rested the bear on the bag nearby then rose to her feet, a deep stiffness stabbing her back and a bone-deep exhaustion gripping her legs in a thick, iron grasp. Struggling, she managed to stand, leaning against the nearby wall for support, fighting not to fall into a darkened state beyond sleep.

Reaching into her duffel, Shannon dug out one of the gas masks they’d been given at the National Guard armory and slung it to the strap of her smaller backpack. She packed a few essentials inside, gun magazines, a single bottle of water, one of their empty plastic jugs, a coil of rope and some material she could use to start a fire.

Dragging the backpack across her shoulders, she tightened the straps, then stared down at Bud Bud. Bending low, she lifted him up and used some more rope to tie him to the other strap of her backpack, opposite the gas mask. She still wasn’t clear on why she needed the bear so close, but it was a comfort to have him there and she rested her hand upon his threadbare skull.

A pistol went in her waist band, and she lifted her bolt-action rifle, doing one last check of the magazine in the process. They were running low on ammunition all around, but the rifle ammunition especially. She hooked a flashlight through a strap on the work pants she wore, its weight settled against her leg. Moving carefully across the floor of the basement, she circled around Louise, then crept silently up the stairs and back to the main level of the hotel.

She walked through the hallway and out toward the lobby, then stared through the glass windows into the outside world. Crossing the lobby, she stepped through the front doors, out into a gently slicing wind, a coolness that pressed against her, forcing her head to lower against its bracing chill. It wasn’t cold, but abrasive, a brash breeze that, if they were closer to Lake Michigan, might have carried death on its wings.

Shannon wasn’t looking for anything specific, she just felt the need to search. Her stomach was settled and unusually full from the MRE she’d split with Louise, but it wouldn’t be that way forever. Water from the swimming pool had filled their bellies as well and by all accounts, she should have been more comfortable there, not less.

Circling around the hotel, following the angular path of the surrounding sidewalk, she crossed the parking lot, heading toward a row of bushes that lined the far side. An ornate, hexagonal shaped building stood nestled within an adjoining parking lot, signs for a fitness facility and salon adorning its exterior. Forward facing windows were shattered open, revealing a deep darkness inside the building. Glass crunched underfoot as Shannon strode by, gaze lingering on what would have been an expensive facility to join a month ago but was just a relic of a forgotten age.

Just beyond the fitness center a massive office building loomed tall. At least twelve or fifteen stories high, it rose up toward the cloud-covered night sky. Shannon felt dozens of eyes on her, as if people squatted within each and every one of those offices, staring at her as she moved through the parking lot. Wind sliced through nearby trees, the only sound against the penetrating, silent backdrop of night.

She saw her first dead body a moment later, corpse strewn, face-down along the side of a curved access road ahead. Slowing her pace, she angled left, giving the body a wide berth, two more bodies were face up a short distance later, heads resting sideways, one arm slung across the narrow concave of a young man’s chest. Four more corpses were visible just ahead, prompting Shannon to stop and sniff inward, testing the air.

A lingering waft of decay twisted into her nostrils, a sweet sickness that stung her throat and softly soured her stomach. Reaching across her body, she untied the gas mask from her backpack and strapped it over her face, tightening the straps around the back of her head, pressing thick hair to the slope of her skull. Her rapid breathing settled into an uneven hiss of inhale and exhale, battling to settle her racing heart. Her fingers closed tight around the rifle she held.

Slowly walking forward, she followed the curve of the road, stepping around the dead bodies as she peered to her right. A few paces later, the water came into view. Some sort of manmade body of water surrounded the spout of a fountain, a figure-eight shaped pond for ornamental purposes. The entire surface of the pond was coated thick with a dark green and brown sludge, a churning layer of muck congealed like gel across the water’s surface.

Shannon turned on her flashlight for a better look, passing the beam across the algae-choked water. Grass coated the far edges of the artificial pond, and more bodies were visible beyond it, at least a dozen she could see with her own eyes, the light pushing away the shadows and revealing death around her.

Fighting a chill, she stabbed out the flashlight, returned it to the loop on her pants, then moved stridently across the nearby street. It took all of her effort not to break into a run, but she kept her pace regulated, making sure nobody else was nearby. She threaded her way across the multi-lane mass of Route 56, vehicles packed through it like sardines, forcing her to slip between narrow gaps in the vehicles.

She shoved sideways, moving between the front grill and the rear bumper of cars, at one point she had to actually crawl across a roof to make it through the traffic. Once she crossed the wall of vehicles, she stepped into the parking lot of a familiar chain convenience store. Shadows moved within it, whispered voices coming from inside. Every window was already broken, the forced-open door sitting ajar.

Shannon exited the parking lot to the right, crossing a patch of grass before moving onto a parking lot alongside a massive beverage depot. As she’d expected, only jagged teeth of glass remained in the front-facing windows, a crunching, uneven layer of glass fragments resting atop the paved parking lot.

On the sidewalk outside the beverage depot, a group of people huddled together, one of them rifling through a trash can, the others standing by, withdrawn into shadows. Shannon drew the gas mask from her face, tested the air, then returned it to the strap of her backpack. Beyond the beverage depot was a large home supply store, one of the familiar big box stores Shannon recognized everywhere she went. A couple dozen cars littered the parking lot, long since abandoned, and more people sat just outside the building, some of them sitting on the asphalt walkway in the shadows of the massive structure.

Shannon followed an access road to the right of the store, its winding path moving around and beyond the familiar orange exterior of the building. As Shannon made her way along its northwest trajectory, a few more bodies came into view, all of them slumped along the left side of the two-lane access road. She returned her gas mask to her face, securing it tightly as she made her way by.

Just beyond the bodies a long strip of water formed a makeshift barricade between the home supply store and a housing complex that filled a massive section of pavement. Three separate buildings formed an upside-down “U” shaped complex in the center, each one six stories high and dotted with dozens of evenly spaced windows. People milled all throughout the parking lot, hunched over shadows and narrow silhouettes grouped together.

A fire crackled in a nearby barrel, illuminating a trio of bent figures, who basked in the fire’s glow. Shannon removed her gas mask once more and made her way closer, heads turning to look at her, fixing her with their vacant, penetrating stares.

Passing by groups of masked silhouettes, she crossed in front of the housing complex, staring at the dozens of cars resting in their spaces, as if it was just any other normal night.

“Excuse me,” she whispered, walking toward a nearby group of huddled people, standing around the flaming barrel. “Have you been to Chicago?”

The shadows turned toward each other, then back at her, one of them focusing their attention on the weapon in her hand.

“Nobody’s been to Chicago, lady. At least nobody’s been there and come back.”

“It’s a dead city,” someone else said, her head shaking. “I’ve seen enough death here, why would I wanna see more there?”

“I’m trying to head east.”

The trio actually laughed, chuckling softly among themselves.

“Not through Chicago you’re not.” One of them said, a statement flat with fact, not opinion.

Shannon nodded her silent thanks and continued walking. She halted a few strides later, her gaze focused on a small form standing in the center of the pavement ahead. Her heart skipped when she saw it, a familiar silhouette, just the right height and slope to her shoulders. She fumbled desperately for her flashlight, tugged it free and stabbed it on, staring at the silhouette ahead.

A young girl recoiled slightly, lifting a hand to shield her eyes from the sudden light. She wore faded pajama pants and shoes without socks, a jacket tugged over a powder blue tee-shirt that proclaimed her Grandma’s Favorite.

“Hey,” Shannon whispered, lowering the light. “Hey there, kiddo.” Warmth rushed through her. The girl had to be close in age to Lilah, her hair the same color, the slice of face Shannon could see an all-too-close match. The girl took an uncertain step away as Shannon moved toward her.

“It’s okay,” Shannon reassured her, slinging the rifle over her shoulder and extending a free hand. “I won’t hurt you.”

The girl sniffed, head twisting left to right. There were no other adults in view, just Shannon and the girl and she swept forward to close the distance, approaching with caution.

“Where are your parents?”

The girl sniffed again as Shannon lowered to one knee, holding a hand to her shoulder. There was fear in the young girl’s eyes a stiffness to her posture, slanted slightly away from the stranger’s touch.

“Is anyone here with you?”

The girl remained silent, her eyes following along the contours of Shannon’s bent over posture. Her gaze shifted as it drew lower, settling on a spot near Shannon’s right hip. Instinctively, Shannon lowered her hand, her fingers brushing the familiar threadbare fur that covered Bud Bud’s scalp.

“The bear?” She untied the rope and lifted the bear free, holding it up to show the little girl. “His name’s Bud Bud. He belongs to my daughter. She’s a little older than you, though her sister is just your age.”

A flicker of a smile passed across the young girl’s lips.

“You like him?”

“He’s cute,” she finally whispered, her voice cracking. “Can I have him?”

“I’m sorry, you can’t.” Shannon shook her head. “I need to bring him home to my little girl. She’d be very disappointed if I didn’t.”

The little girl nodded and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Where are your parents?”

The scant slice of her teeth pinching the girl’s lower lip.

“Darleen?” A voice shouted from the direction of the trio of buildings over Shannon’s shoulder. “I swear, Darleen! Where’d you get off to?”

Footfalls scuffled toward her, and Shannon stood, keeping a hand on the little girl’s shoulder.

“Get away from her!” A rail-thin woman stormed forward, rushing toward Shannon, caught momentarily within the glow of Shannon’s wheeling flashlight. “She ain’t yours!”

“I’m not yours either!” The little girl shouted and started to step away.

Shannon tightened her grip on the girl’s shoulder, holding her in place.

“You are mine, sweetie. I know you wish you weren’t, but you are.” The woman crouched low as she approached, her scream faltering into a plaintive plea. “I wish your mama was still alive, too, Darleen. Wish it with everything I have.”

Shannon took a step back, watching as the woman comforted the child. She hugged Darleen’s shoulders, her wet eyes lifting toward Shannon, almost gleaming in the backsplash from Shannon’s flashlight.

“You stay away from her,” she hissed.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to— I saw her standing here alone, I thought she might need help.”

The woman stroked the young girl’s hair.

“She’s my niece. My sister’s girl.” The woman closed her eyes and tears worked free, tracking down the curve of her cheeks.

“I— I’m sorry.”

“Just leave us be, okay? We don’t want trouble, just leave us be.”

The woman hoisted the child up, wrapping her in her arms, then turned and made her way back toward the apartments. Shannon stared at her back, moving deeper into shadow, a hot ache filling her chest. She fumbled with the rope as she tied Bud Bud back to the strap on her backpack, securing the small stuffed animal in place. The little girl and her caretaker had been fully consumed by the darkness surrounding one of the apartment buildings, swallowed by the six-story structure.

Shannon hoped they had a home in there, hoped there were at least some familiar surroundings for the young girl who was facing an uphill battle in life at so young an age. Sighing, she continued walking along the parking lot, away from the apartments, the silhouettes, and the penetrating stares of those who inhabited them.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Downer’s Grove, Illinois

Day 16

1:40 a.m. Central

Rather than move through the tightly packed residential neighborhood to the west and north of the apartments, Shannon had gone around them, doubling back and crossing Interstate 355 to head toward a downtown business district. Buildings clutched tightly together, separated only by narrow streets and even narrower alleys. The big box department store she passed smoldered, smoke lifting out from beyond the shattered windows, and two dead bodies were sprawled outside the nearby fast food restaurant, their deaths not from algae, but from something more damaging.

Bullet holes stitched the brickwork interior of the restaurant, the elongated cowboy hat logo resting askew, all but unrecognizable from the shattering impact of incoming rounds. A state rehab facility was just across the street, it’s square-shaped sign promising recovery, though there was no sign of that recovery from the outside. More bodies littered the parking lot, sprawled between vehicles and across paved sidewalks. The air tasted of acrid smoke and the coppery scent of spilled blood.

Shannon slowed, regret tightening her chest, an invisible tug drawing her back toward the hotel. But she fought past it, another invisible, stronger compulsion propelling her forward. She was so blinded by that strange compulsion, she didn’t even see the scrawny young man in the shadows, concealed within a thicket of trees, until it was too late.

He charged for her, head lowered, a ragged, wet and broken hiss escaping his pursed lips. Shannon sucked in a breath, back-pedaling, wheeling toward the man, but a moment too late. He struck her headlong, lifting her from her feet and sending her sprawling as he shouted an angry, violent, spittle-laden curse.

“Give me what you got, lady!” He stalked toward her, fingers hooked into claws. “Give it all!”

The rifle had stumbled to the ground a few feet away, her back bent over the pack she wore as she sprawled on the pavement. Shifting her aching spine, she pushed herself a few feet away from the skinny man who stared lasers of unbridled heat from his eyes.

“Just walk away,” she said, her hand moving toward the waistband of her pants. “Please, just walk away. Whatever I have isn’t worth dying over.”

“You don’t scare me. The stuff I’ve seen? Give me that backpack!” His voice curdled as he screamed, an almost choke of rage-fueled words.

He lunged, but Shannon swung her pistol from her waistband, bringing it around, the barrel pointed directly at his bare, tattoo-etched chest. His charge halted abruptly, his outstretched hands frozen in a bent, clawing gesture. Knees buckled slightly, his pale, bare legs thrust out at odd angles.

“Oh, so you’re a tough one, huh?” He took an uncertain step backwards. “You’re one of those? I’ve seen plenty of those, too. They die just like the rest.”

Shannon kept her weapon trained on the young man, pushing herself upright so she stood once more.

“I’ve got no quarrel with you.” She straightened her back, blading her body sideways, her arm straightening. “And I’ve got nothing here worth dying over.”

“But you’ve got something worth killing over. Is that right? You’d rather put a bullet in me than share what you’ve got.”

“You attacked me.”

“I’ve tried the other way. It doesn’t work.”

“This won’t work for you, either. Eventually you’ll run into someone who’s not as nice as I am.”

“Nice. Right. Says the lady pointing the gun at my face.” He shook his head, then waved a dismissive hand at her and stepped back into the trees.

Shannon bent low, lifted the rifle from where it had fallen and slung it back over her shoulder. Straightening herself, she cleared her throat, trying to work the clench of fear from her chest. She stared at where the man had vanished, a white heat flooding her face, her eyes narrowed in pure rage.

“You handled that well.”

Shannon twisted around, bringing the pistol to her rear, clamping her second hand over the first. A woman stood on the sidewalk a few paces away, her own hands lifted in mock surrender.

“Just paying you a compliment.”

Shannon remained there, her grip firm, arms ramrod straight, her eyes looking down the barrel of her pistol. The woman stood on the sidewalk, still lifting her hands. She was shorter than Shannon, her stout frame making up for her lack of height. She wore what appeared to be a uniform of sorts, though not a police officer’s uniform, something similar. Her dark hair was tugged behind her ears, her eyes gleaming from beneath a slash of angular bangs.

“You have any clue what a bad idea it is for you to be walking around here at night? You’re lucky you just got bum-rushed by an addict. There are men out here a whole lot worse than him.”

“I’ve seen my fair share.”

“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

“Why are you out here tonight, if the streets are so dangerous?”

The woman closed one hand into a fist, extending her thumb before she stabbed it back, over her shoulder.

“This is my place.”

“Your place?”

“Well, my business. But it’s a hell of a lot safer than my home, that’s for sure.”

Shannon remained fixed in place, still pointing the pistol at the woman.

“Come on inside for a minute. It’s safe. I promise.”

Shannon tilted her head dubiously, even as the woman took a step back and turned, gesturing toward the building behind her. It did indeed look safe. A stout, square-shaped structure with a concrete exterior, whatever windows it had appeared to be shielded by metallic shades. There were a few scattered bullet holes that dotted its exterior, tiny, circular impact craters, a dusting of rock fragments resting on the outside sidewalk.

“Come on inside. I’m not after anything. You just look like you could use a cup of coffee and a rest.”

“Coffee?”

“I’ve got a hot plate inside. Battery operated.” She lifted her eyebrows.

Though the lingering taste of the MRE coffee still rested on her tongue, she lowered the weapon and tentatively followed the woman. They circled around the building and as they did, Shannon spotted a metallic sign bolted to the outside wall.

SAFETY NET SECURITY SERVICES

The woman pushed a key into a metal-lined locked door and twisted, unlatching the security bolt. Shannon followed her inside and the door slammed shut behind them. The interior of the office was relatively spacious, an open central area with a reception area and four desk and chair combinations inside. A door to the right led to what was apparently a bathroom, while another door near the rear remained fastened securely closed.

A small kitchen area sat along the left-side wall with a counter, a refrigerator, a microwave and a small set of cabinets. A few mugs sat on the countertop, a hot plate resting next to them with five industrial sized cans of coffee lined up just behind them.

“I’ve got my priorities,” she said with a chuckle.

“Where are you getting the water from?” Shannon shoved her pistol back into her belt.

“YMCA swimming pool, mostly. Taking it out of the toilet tanks of the nearby businesses. Believe it or not, there aren’t many people who think of that. And those that do don’t really want to.” The woman walked toward the counter. “Lita, by the way,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Lita Fernandez.”

“Hey, Lita. I’m Shannon.”

“Nice to meet you, Shannon. You gonna tell me what you’re doing out in this area on your own tonight?”

Shannon exhaled. “Believe it or not, I’m not really sure.”

“What? You don’t strike me as someone who might just roam around aimlessly, looking for trouble.”

“That is pretty much the opposite of who I am.”

“So?”

“We’re just passing through. Me and a friend. Trying to head east. We found a nearby hotel and sheltered there for the night, but I couldn’t sleep. I felt restless, I guess. Something my friend said that stuck with me.”

“Restless is fine. Risking your life isn’t. You have to be more careful.” Lita poured some of the coffee grounds into a screen filter. She opened the refrigerator and removed a semi-transparent gallon jug, pouring some of the water into one of the mugs. She set the mug on the hot plate and turned it on.

“I’m usually much more careful. I don’t know. Still trying to find my way.”

“Where east?”

“Excuse me?”

“You said you were heading east. Where you off to?” Lita turned and rested back against the counter.

“Massachusetts.”

“Damn. You have a long way to go.”

“I’ve come a long way.”

“Where from?”

Shannon lowered her backpack from her shoulder with a slumped sigh of sound and motion.

“Seattle, believe it or not.”

“And you made it this far? Even though you’re prone to walking around in dangerous cities at night?”

“I wouldn’t say I’m prone to doing that.” Shannon slid one of the chairs out from the desk and sat down. “Like I said, I’m restless for some reason.”

“Can I ask you something?” Lita crossed her arms. “You heard about Chicago, right?” She looked down the slope of her chest at Shannon, who sat a few feet away.

“Yes. I’ve heard all about it.”

“Whatever you heard? It’s worse. If you can go around Chicago, you really should.”

“Chicago’s a big city.”

“Girl, I grew up there. You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.”

Shannon looked around the small office space. As she’d noticed from outside, the windows were shielded with metallic blinds, the thick walls creating a barrier between the woman inside and the horrors outside.

“Listen.” The woman drew her fingers through her thick, dark hair. “I haven’t been to Chicago myself, I can only go by what I hear. And I’m not the one to tell a strong woman she can’t do something.”

“I appreciate that. I’ve been hearing a lot of that lately, and honestly, someone telling me I can’t do something kind of makes me want to do it more.”

Lita laughed, her broad shoulders shaking. “I live and breathe that.”

Steam wound from the lip of the mug and Lita took the screen filter filled with ground coffee and rested it into the hot water.

“They’ve blocked the city off. Barricades all around it. At one point, there were military checkpoints there, barricades reinforced by soldiers. Those soldiers weren’t messing around. But, to tell you the truth, last I heard, most of those soldiers were gone. Relocated. Chicago’s a no man’s land these days. Streets filled with bodies. No way to drive through it.”

“But you can walk?”

“Don’t think you want to, but I suppose you could. Especially with one of those.” Lita nodded toward Shannon’s backpack, the gas mask resting on the floor, still bound to one of its straps. “But there are other people who have those, too. When the military vacated, they moved fast. Left a lot of gear behind. Didn’t take long for the wrong sorts of people to get their hands on it.”

“Seems to be the way of the world these days.”

“I suppose it does.” Lita lifted the filter from the mug and walked it over to Shannon, handing it to her.

Shannon accepted the warm mug eagerly, then took a long sip.

“Listen.” Lita filled a second mug with water, then set it on the hot plate.

She held up a hand toward Shannon, had some sort of internal argument, then walked toward the rear of the office. She rummaged wordlessly through a desk, then returned with a folded map.

“I don’t want to fill you with false hope, okay? But here’s a pretty detailed map of Chicago. It gets into the nitty gritty, all right? Not just streets but walking paths and railroad tracks. I’m not going to sit here and tell you it’s all safe but if you’re determined to try, and you look pretty determined, this might help you out.”

“Thanks, Lita.”

“But if you get yourself killed, that ain’t on me.” She shook her head. “My conscious is clear.”

“I promise I won’t curse your name.”

“Best not. I’ll know.” Lita tapped a finger against her temple and flashed Shannon a knowing wink. “What’s the big deal about back east, anyway? What is it about Massachusetts makes you willing to risk your life?”

“What else? Family. My husband. My two daughters. My whole life.”

Lita swallowed hard, her expression shifting for a moment, a strange shadow passing across her normally stoic features.

“Do you have anyone?”

“Not anymore.” It was all she said on the subject and was all she really needed to say. Shannon didn’t pry, she gently sipped on her hot coffee, the tension in her shoulders relaxing with each sip.

“It was something my friend said,” Shannon finally said, lowering the mug.

“What’s that?”

“We were talking about our family, my friend who I’ve been traveling with. Said she woke up one morning and just knew her husband was dead. Back home, I mean. He’s been ill for a while, but she said she just knew.”

“Sometimes people have that connection, they’ve been around each other long enough.” Lita examined the warming mug and filled the filter with more coffee. “You get one of those feelings?”

“I don’t know. I had a feeling. I don’t know if it was that feeling.” Her eyes darted toward the backpack, though Bud Bud the bear wasn’t visible from where she sat. “I couldn’t really explain it. I just knew I wasn’t going to sleep, and I needed to— just do something I guess.”

“And that something was wander around in a strange city at night?”

Shannon shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a smart idea.”

“Understatement of the year right there.” Lita turned back toward Shannon and pressed a fist to her mouth, a yawn opening up beneath it. “Listen. You’re a tough woman. I can tell just by looking at you. Even if you hadn’t chased off that addict, I would have known. But you’re not invincible, all right? All throughout my life I ran into folks who thought they were. Thought rules applied to everyone else. They don’t.”

“I know. I’ve had some close calls.”

“Sometimes that’s worse. Gives you a false sense of security.”

Shannon nodded, leaning over, staring at the mug clutched in her fingers.

“Do me a favor, would you?”

“What’s that?” Shannon looked up.

“Once you finish that coffee, head back to that hotel. Do whatever you can to get some sleep.”

Shannon nodded and took another drink.

“Take that map with you. Be prepared for anything.” Lita nodded toward the weapon in Shannon’s waist band. “How much ammo you got for your two pea-shooters there?”

“Not nearly enough.”

“Well, that might be something I can help with.” Lita lifted an eyebrow and Shannon leaned back in her chair, lifting her mug in a mock toast.

“A woman after my own heart.”

“Drink your coffee, Shannon. From the sounds of things, you’ve got a long road ahead of you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 16

7:05 a.m. Eastern

Breakfast was oat and nut bars for the second day in a row, though nobody complained. Jodie and Jason worked together, carrying the large chiminea between them, the ceramic fire pit they’d borrowed from Lane and Iona several days ago.

“Make sure you pack up some of that salted meat we’ve got left,” Mason said, lifting a hand as he supported himself on the railing of the porch stairs. “We promised some of that in trade for the use of their fire pit.”

Jodie grunted as she heaved alongside Jason, pushing the chiminea up over the edge of the truck and settling it into the flat bed. She stared into the extended bed, the large section of empty space behind the cab. Coils of rope and bungee cords rested along the far wheel well and Fiona lifted them, tossing one end of the rope to Jodie. She snatched it out of mid-air and the two of them tied down the ceramic chiminea, binding the rope to a few tie-down hooks along the edge of the truck’s bed.

“I’ll go grab the meat,” Jodie said, patting Jason on the back as she walked past. “How much did you offer?” She approached Mason at a quick stride.

“No concrete amount. You know Lane, realistically he probably won’t even hold us to it, but I don’t want to do that to him.”

“Understood.” Jodie skipped up the stairs, crossed the porch and went into the house. In the living room, Tucker and Jameson scrambled up to see her, claws scrabbling at the floor in their excitement. Her mother stood by a front window, looking out across the yard at the activity happening beyond the large sheet of glass that separated her.

“You boys want to go outside? Promise you won’t get underfoot?”

Tucker bent his head and twisted, dropping to roll on his back on the floor.

“Tummy scratches later, you big goof. Too much to do right now.” Jodie reached back and opened the door, the two dogs taking the hint and sprinting out into the world. She stood within the frame of the opened door for a long moment, watching as the dogs bolted from one person to the next, tails thrashing wildly. Jameson charged toward Mason in excitement.

“Hey! No!” Jodie shouted, stepping back outside, her hand shooting up. “Jameson! Down!”

The dog hesitated and withdrew, cocking his head and staring back at her in confusion.

“It’s okay.” Mason slowly bent and ran his fingers along the slope of the animal’s head, digging into his fur. “He doesn’t know any better.”

“I don’t want him knocking you down.”

“We’ve got it covered.” Jason approached the dog and crouched near him. “Where are the girls? Go find the girls!”

Jameson’s tail resumed its frantic wag, and he sprinted off, hunting for Dory and Lilah, who were feeding the chickens in the backyard. Closing the door, Jodie retreated back into the house.

“So much activity.” Her mother continued staring, almost aimlessly, through the window. “Busy, busy day.”

“Things will settle down after we leave, Mom.”

“Where are you going?” Lydia turned, her head slightly tilted.

“We’ve got to go get the IBC totes, mom, remember? Heading toward Raynham. There’s an agricultural supply store that Fiona knows about there. We talked about this last night, Mom.”

“I know we did. Don’t talk to me like a child.” Lydia pressed her hand to Jodie’s shoulder. I’m not a child.”

“I never said you were. I just— I worry about you a little.”

“Well, don’t. I’m fine.”

“Okay.” Jodie walked across the living room and into the kitchen, then opened the refrigerator door.

Even though it wasn’t running, they used the fridge to store the airtight packages of salted meat to keep them as fresh as possible. Crouching slightly, she rifled through the packages they had left. A rapid sprint of her heart rate fluttered in her chest, a desperate creature thrashing around, trying to escape a cage just a little too tight.

The meat had dwindled over the past couple of weeks. They’d done their best to be careful and to ration it tightly, but it was still shrinking far faster than was comfortable. Staring at it for a short time, she considered ignoring Mason’s request and not bringing any of it to Lane or Iona. She wasn’t convinced they even remembered or would even care.

But she shook that thought away and reached in, grabbing four of the packages and pulling them out. All four were fish of various kinds, which she tucked under her arm and closed the door, then walked back out to the living room. Lydia had returned to the window, staring out of it as if trying to solve a complicated puzzle with just her eyes.

“Come on out, Mom, if you want. We’re going to leave soon.”

“Are you going to find your brother?”

“What?”

“Dolan? He still hasn’t come home. I just thought maybe if you were going that way, you could⁠—”

Jodie swallowed hard, tightening her arm around the bundles of meat. She walked over to Lydia and stood next to her, staring out through the window.

“Mom, I’m not sure Dolan is coming home.”

Lydia just blinked, her eyes fixed on the happenings outside.

“Come outside with me.”

“I’m trying to remember.” Lydia shook her head, her eyes narrowing slightly.

“Trying to remember what?”

“The last Christmas. The one we all spent together as a family. Her eyes pinched almost closed, and a single tear worked loose from her left, marching a steady, winding path down her cheek. “I can’t remember, Jodie. The last one before your father died. Why can’t I remember it?”

“It was a long time ago, Mom.” Jodie rested her hand on her mother’s back, gently rubbing in a sweeping, soothing circle. “I think we still have some of the photo albums. Maybe you and the girls can look through them later. Would that help?”

Lydia nodded softly but didn’t reply.

“Come on. Let’s go outside.”

“We were a family,” Lydia replied, her lip quivering into a smile. “We were, weren’t we?” She turned toward Jodie, taking her daughter’s free hand and squeezing it.

“We still are,” Jodie replied.

Lydia released her grip and Jodie lifted her hand, pressing it to her mother’s cheek, using one thumb to wipe away the stray strand of tears from her eye.

“I know Dad’s gone. Dolan, too. But Mason and I are right here. Dory and Lilah are, too. We’re still family, same as always.”

Lydia smiled and sniffed softly. “What about Shannon? What about Mason’s Shannon?”

“Mason’s Shannon is doing her best to get back.”

“Do you think she’s with Dolan?” There was a hopeful tilt to the old woman’s voice.

“I don’t know. When she gets here, we can ask if she’s seen him.”

Lydia nodded, then wiped her wet face with the back of one hand.

“Come on.” Jodie guided her mother toward the front door, the two of them exiting together. She angled Lydia toward the nearby porch swing and helped settle her into it, then stepped away, going down the stairs and walking toward the truck. Mason turned and Jodie held up the four packets of salted fish.

“Is that all you’re bringing?” Mason asked.

“I’m not sure how much more we can spare.” Jodie kept her voice low. “Supplies are getting low in there.”

Mason nodded, his jawline twitching subtly. Jodie moved past him and walked to the truck, then opened the door and placed the meat inside. Jason crouched near a trio of camping backpacks, the flap open as he made one last check of its contents. One of the AR-15s rested on the side of the truck alongside a pump-action shotgun, and both Jodie and Jason had their pistols in their waistbands.

“You taking both vests?” Mason hobbled toward them, cradling his ribs with a slung hand across his mid-section.

“We should leave one here for you.”

“Take them both. You’re more likely to see action than we are.”

Jodie and Jason exchanged a concerned look, then Jodie stood, turning back toward her brother.

“Mason. Plemmons is still out there somewhere. We’re not going to run into him on our way to Raynham. But he could come here, looking for you.”

“And I’ll protect myself if that happens.”

“You can barely stand.”

“Well then maybe a vest won’t make much difference, anyway. Is that what you want to hear?”

“No, Mason, that’s not what I want to hear.” Jodie’s voice hissed angrily through her clenched teeth. “Why are you being such a jerk?”

“I don’t like this. I don’t like you going off all half-cocked.”

“Just because you’re not coming, doesn’t mean we’re going half-cocked. I’m an adult. We can handle ourselves.”

“You’re my little sister.”

“I’m not so little.”

“Don’t remind me.” Mason glanced away from her.

“Mason. You trust me, right?”

“Of course I do, Jodie.”

“Then trust me on this. Trust me that I can take care of myself. Trust me that I won’t do anything stupid.”

Mason nodded. “I don’t do the bystander thing very well.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

He turned and looked back toward Lydia, who swung gently on the porch swing, hands folded in her lap.

“She doing okay?” Mason asked. “Saw you guys talking through the window.”

“She’s having a hard time.”

“What’s going on?”

“I think she realizes she’s starting to lose things. She was saying how she couldn’t remember that last Christmas we all had as a family. Before Dad even died.”

“That was like fifteen years ago, wasn’t it? I can barely remember it.”

“That was the example she used, but I think she was talking more broadly. She’s starting to realize something’s going on.”

Mason’s nostrils flared gently. “I wish Dolan was here. That would make things a lot better for her.”

“Let’s not dwell on that, okay? We’ve got enough of our own problems without worrying about our hothead brother.” Jodie hesitated for a moment. “Well, the other hothead brother.”

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Mason turned toward her, an eyebrow lifted.

“Was it?”

“Not really.”

“I guess it depends on who you ask.” Jodie leaned forward and swept her arm around Mason’s shoulders, gently embracing him, widening her stance to help him keep his balance. “We’ll be okay.”

“You better be. I’ve already lost Dolan and Shannon; I can’t lose you, too, okay?”

“You haven’t lost Shannon.”

Mason blinked hard, the faint, cloud-filtered sunlight gleaming briefly on the moisture in his eyes. The rapid beat of his eyelashes swept it away and he firmed his jaw, somehow keeping himself from crying.

“I know,” he finally replied. “If anyone can make it back, she can. I just have those dark days sometimes where I wonder a little bit.”

“We all do. Best we can do is focus on the good. Be thankful we’re still here when so many others aren’t.”

“See! I told you they hadn’t left yet!” Dory came running in from the backyard, twisting to shout back at Lilah who followed behind her. The dogs sprinted out as well, eagerly weaving around the two children.

“Do you really think I’d leave without saying good-bye?” Jodie squeezed Mason’s shoulder, but stepped aside, crouching to greet her nieces. “Never!”

“Where are you going?” Dory peered around Jodie’s crouching form, leaning to look at the truck. Jodie followed the direction of her stare.

Jason and Fiona stood alongside the truck, clearly waiting for her to say her farewells. Fiona nodded softly at Jodie’s unspoken question.

“We’re going to Raynham, okay? You remember Raynham?”

“Is that where that big flea market was?” Dory looked up into Jodie’s eyes.

“Great memory, kid. Yeah. Same place. We haven’t been there in a while, though.”

“Do they still have it? That flea market? Last time we went, we both got dolls. Mom even bought us each huge stuffed animals. They were this big!” Lilah spread her arms out wide.

“I don’t think they have it anymore,” Jodie replied with a laugh. “But if they do, I’ll see what I can do, okay?”

“No big stuffed animals, though.” Mason hobbled toward them, his head shaking. “You’ve got way too many of those already.”

“I need a new Bud Bud,” Dory said. “I gave Mom mine, remember?”

Mason’s throat tightened visibly, and Jodie reached out, grasping his hand.

“Like I said, I’ll see what I can do.” She released his hand and put both palms on Dory’s shoulders. “Listen. Both of you. I need you to do something for me, okay?”

Both girls firmed their expressions, lips pinching closed, back slightly straightening, their shoulders pushing back as if they were soldiers awaiting orders.

“You need to take care of your dad, all right? He needs a lot of help. Brad and Addie will be here. Your grandma, too. But if your dad needs help, you need to step up, okay?”

“We will.” Dory nodded firmly, her voice thin and serious. “I promise we will.”

“We will, Aunt Jodie,” Lilah contributed, her voice a quiet whisper. “We’ll be good.”

“Oh, I know you’ll be good. You always are. I’ll be back soon, all right?” Jodie leaned forward, giving Lilah a kiss on the cheek, then Dory one as well, complementing it with a brief embrace in both cases. “Go play for a few minutes.”

The girls slowly retreated, then ran back into the backyard, though the dogs lingered, sensing some sort of change their brains didn’t fully comprehend. Brad and Addie made their way over, coming from the direction of the Short’s backyard.

“You going to be okay, big brother?” She fixed her eyes on Mason, and he shrugged her off.

“Yeah. Of course, I am.”

“Okay, good. Take care of yourself. Don’t do too much.” She leaned in, getting a better angle at his face. “You’re flushed, Mason. Already sweating a little just standing here. Be careful.”

“I’m fine, Jodie.”

“Watch him, please.” Jodie spoke firmly, glancing toward Addie as she approached. “He’s too stubborn to be trusted with his own health.”

“I’ll take care of him. We both will.” She nodded haphazardly toward Brad.

“Thank you,” Jodie said. “I appreciate everything you guys are doing lately.”

“Gotta make up for how we treated you guys before.” Addie shrugged, not meeting Jodie’s eyes.

“What’s done is done. You’re here when it counts.” She stepped away and began walking toward the truck. “We’ll be back. Sooner than you think.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Jodie, Jason and Fiona worked together to load the backpacks into the rear of the truck, then all three of them filed into the cab. Fiona sat in the driver’s seat, Jodie in the passenger’s seat and Jason squeezed into a narrow rear seat behind them. Jodie inched down the window and lifted her hand in a wave, then the truck pulled away and rolled down the narrow street. In the rear view mirror, Mason stood on the front lawn, watching them go.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Freetown, Massachusetts

Day 16

8:30 a.m. Eastern

Jodie stared through the open passenger window at the passing trees as the truck rolled its way along the dirt road. Tires thumped through the ruts and uneven heaves that distorted the muddy road, the truck bouncing along as it traversed.

“Remind me what we’re doing out here again?” Fiona gripped the wheel tightly, wrestling the jostling vehicle into control. “I wasn’t planning on off-roading today.”

“We need to return that chiminea firepit in the rear of the truck. We borrowed it a while ago to cook up the meat before it went bad. Promised them we’d bring it back, along with some of the meat.”

“Duly noted.” Fiona gently accelerated, riding the steep slope of the narrow road at an angle, the truck lurching forward in spite of the change in grade. “Good thing this baby has four-wheel-drive, I suppose.”

They crested the slope and approached a flattened section of dirt road.

“Jodie?”

She turned from staring out her window as Fiona, who was leaning forward, gestured through the windshield.

“What’s that about?”

Columns of thin, twisting smoke coiled the air up ahead, a low-slung fog, centralized into a narrow section of horizon.

“I don’t know.” Jodie’s chest tightened as the smoke curled and twisted, stretching its grasping fingers toward the thick, gray cloud cover.

The truck slowed, though continued onward, Fiona’s fingers curling even more tightly around the contoured curve of the steering wheel. Tires gripped the undulating road, and they banked around a gradual curve, then straightened.

“Oh no.” Jodie pressed a hand to her chest as Lane and Iona’s property came into view along the straight stretch of dirt-covered road.

A fire still burned, though it was reduced to a glowing smolder within a blackened char of ravaged grass and dirt. Chunks of structure were scattered across the road and into the trees across from the lot. Strips of blackened and torn vinyl siding rested within the dirt and on the grass, a few fragments even caught within the branches and leaves of surrounding trees. Where the trailer had once stood, a boiling churn of dark smoke lingered, the permeating glow of flames burning from within, further fueling it.

“Don’t tell me that’s their place,” Fiona whispered, turning the truck slightly to avoid a large, misshapen chunk of debris.

“That’s their place,” Jodie confirmed quietly.

The truck approached slowly, and with caution, clinging to the far side of the narrow road. Fiona finally pulled over, settling the driver’s side tires into an uneven rut, cutting the engine as the three of them stared in disbelief at the remains of the house.

“Do you think anyone was inside?” Jason leaned forward for a better look.

“Should we check?” Jodie tugged the inside handle of the car door.

Nobody immediately disagreed, so she pulled it toward her, unlatching the door so she could step out into the world. Embers floated in the cool, morning air, which was thick and acrid with smoke and char. A buckled and ravaged refrigerator stood in the road a short distance away, one side of it melted and twisted into a form Jodie barely recognized. Near the left side of the lot the frayed remnants of a burned mattress leaned against some trees, far from the smoldering remains. Wooden fragments of shelves and dressers dotted the grass surrounding the smoke columns.

“Looks like an explosion. This wasn’t an ordinary fire.” Jason carefully strode across the road, navigating the bumps and divots with caution.

Jodie reached into the truck and lifted out her rifle, holding it in both hands as she used her hip to close the door. She followed in Jason’s footsteps, rifle at the ready, eyes scanning the blistered remains of Lane and Iona’s small, rural lot where their trailer once stood. The surrounding lawn was burned, a broad, blackened char flattening much of the grass in the immediate vicinity of the fire. The roof of the nearby garage had lost several of its shingles, the other roofs simmering with smoke, a few stubborn flames clinging to the upward slope of asphalt. Windows had been blown out and a small tool shed in the backyard caved in from the apparent shockwave.

Jodie swiped away some of the smoke as it twisted toward her, darkening the air even more than the overhead clouds already were. She coughed, turning slightly away as she blinked through the stinging choke of foul air. Jason was already making his way around the vast section of blistered earth, angling a wide berth, looking into the smoke through squinting eyes.

Fiona held her shotgun in one hand, though Jodie suspected neither of them would need their weapons. There was nothing living within the boiling mass of heat and smoke, that much was for certain. Still, she kicked some loose debris away as she stepped toward the heat, the air rippling as fire smoldered and smoke clotted the cool air. Getting closer, the shattered remains of the trailer were visible within the smoke, though there was very little left. A skeletal corpse, bones broken and burned, lurked within the smoke, some small remnants little more than a scalded reminder of the building that once stood.

“Oh my—” Fiona gasped and took a clumsy, uneven stumble away from the left side of the yard. She turned, her head shaking repeatedly back and forth.

“What is it?” Jodie angled toward her, walking along the front of the burned and flattened yard. Heat baked her skin from the continued flames. Even the grass smoldered with lingering smoke, though thankfully the trees were far enough away to not spark a forest fire.

Fiona pointed at something in the grass, her eyes still averted, and Jodie slowed her forward progress. An uneven mass had been tossed into the yard several feet from the home’s explosion. Unlike the sharply snapped shrapnel from the building itself, it was a formless, chunk of char and ruin. Her stomach boiled as she approached, a sour undulation of bile and recently digested oat and nut bars.

It was impossible to make out the specific details, though there was enough left for Jodie to tell that the item she was looking at used to be human. Both legs were gone as was one arm completely and the other partially. It appeared to be a broad-shouldered torso, small scraps of floral fabric melted into the twisted remains of its flesh, blackened by searing heat.

Part of its head was still intact, though a large section of it had been caved in and melted into a fist of boiled tissue. Jodie closed her eyes, her rifle lowering as she turned away from the sight, as if just seeing it was some form of disrespect. More debris was embedded in the grass and dirt surrounding the body.

“I think this is where the explosion happened!” Jason shouted over to them from the back side of the trailer, his eyes narrowed from stinging smoke. “There’s a pretty big crater here!”

“Gas line?” Fiona asked meekly, holding a hand to her belly.

“Possible.” Jason nodded, his gaze suddenly lingering on Jodie, who stood slightly stilted, still in some eternal form of mid-recoil from the sight she’d witnessed. “Jodie? You okay over there?”

“No,” she replied honestly.

Jason’s expression hardened and he swept along the rear of the trailer, moving toward her.

“What is it?”

“Someone was inside,” she replied, still not looking at the burned and melted remains before her.

Jason stopped short, his wide gaze falling upon what was left of the body. He took an uncertain, unsteady step forward, then turned, spotting something else resting in the turf a short distance away.

“There’s more over here,” he whispered, nodding toward the lump of char in the grass ahead.

Jodie shook her head, then pressed her palm to her forehead, brushing back her hair.

“It could have been just an accident,” Jason offered, approaching her, giving the remains a wide berth.

“They helped us,” Jodie said quietly. “They helped us with Plemmons.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. Don’t jump to conclusions.” Jason placed a hand on her shoulder. “Everything is telling me this was just an accident.”

“Maybe that’s how they wanted it to look.”

“Jodie—”

“I don’t know.” Jodie waved him off. “Maybe I’m being paranoid.” Slowly she turned back toward the body’s remains resting on the grass a few yards away. She took a tentative step toward the mass of burned flesh and fused bone, one cautious stride before the other.

“Jodie, don’t. Please. You don’t need to see that.”

Jodie shrugged him off, approaching the body, tensing her stomach muscles, bracing herself against the horrors that lay before her. She drew closer, throat tight, a sour burn lacing her guts. Bending slightly lower, she lifted a chunk of charred wood from the ground and gently probed the human remains, rolling what was left of the body over onto its misshapen back.

Half of the head stared back at her, flesh blistered to a rough, black texture, both eye sockets empty, mouth peeled wide in a rictus, toothless scream of horror. Jodie swallowed the acid back down her constricted throat and leaned forward. There was enough of the skull remaining that she could see a section of forehead just beneath the frayed strands of burned-off hair.

A smaller wound was pressed into the thick bone beneath the hairline, a circular pucker punched into the skull, cratered into a narrow puncture. Jodie was far from a forensics expert, but an unsettled slosh mixed with her already soured guts.

“Jodie?”

“I can’t be sure,” she replied quietly, then turned from the body and looked back at Jason. “But I think this body has a bullet hole in its head.”

Jason closed his eyes, letting a long, ragged breath slip from pursed lips.

“You know what that means, don’t you?”

“It means someone killed that person before the explosion did.”

“If that’s even a bullet hole you see.” Fiona called over from a distance away, showing no interest in coming any closer. “When was the last time you took a forensics class, Jodie?”

Jodie stood with a soft grunt, using her thighs as leverage.

“Never have.”

“For all you know a tiny chunk of shrapnel could have done that.”

“You’re right.” Jodie stared down at the body, her balance shifting as she looked across the broken and blackened earth surrounding the spot where Iona and Lane’s trailer once stood. She lifted the rifle from the ground, scanning left, then right, her penetrating gaze searching the trees.

“Even if they did get killed, who’s to say it was Plemmons? If I was him, I’d be back home by now.”

“That’s what we said before. And Chief Grayson paid the price for those assumptions.” Jodie turned from the body, the sickening burn cooling in her stomach.

“Does this change our plans?” Fiona walked forward, coming in at a wide angle to meet them at the truck.

The thick, gray clouds clenched tighter above Jodie, threatening the onslaught of rain.

“I don’t think we can afford to delay. No change in plans. Let’s head to Raynham. We can fill my brother in when we get back.”

The trio filed into the cab of the truck and moments later, they backed away from the smoldering wreckage and continued on their way toward Interstate 495. Jodie stared out the window, a sheet of gooseflesh coating her arms and running down the length of her spine. Plemmons had been there, she was almost sure of it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Downer’s Grove, Illinois

Day 16

9:15 a.m. Central

Despite her night of restless sleep, Shannon awoke feeling somewhat rejuvenated and ready to continue their journey. Louise rested on her side, near where the fire had burned down, showing no immediate sign of waking.

Stoking the fire back to life, Shannon set some more pool water near the flames to start boiling it, then stood, stepping over Louise and making her way to the stairway. She climbed the stairs carefully and quietly, her backpack and rifle slung over one shoulder, a jug of already filtered water in her other hand. Climbing with caution, she kept her back pressed to the upward slope of wall.

Silence greeted her from above as she breached the top of the stairs and glanced down the hallway, seeing nothing. Crossing the patterned carpet, she slipped into a rest room they’d passed the night before and closed the door behind her, snaking a deadbolt into place. She used the toilet, but didn’t flush, the presence of toilet paper a welcome, unexpected surprise.

Even the hand soap dispensers still held some of the white, foamy substance and after disrobing, she set about giving herself a quick wash. A hand soap scrub with a water rinse from the jug did the trick, though it left a bit of a mess on the tile floor at her feet. Pulling a length of paper towel from the nearby dispenser, she did her best to dry herself off, applied a tiny bit of the deodorant she’d taken from her hotel room and then dressed in a clean set of clothes.

It was a small, but welcome luxury. Shoving her dirty clothes back into her backpack, she stepped into fresh socks and her boots, then strode back out into the hallway and down the stairs. Louise was starting to stir as she descended, rubbing the smoke and sleep from her eyes.

“Hope I didn’t wake you.”

“It’s bright,” Louise said, still blinking. “It’s late.”

“After nine.”

“Wow. How did I sleep that late?” She followed Shannon with her eyes. “How did you sleep that late? Usually, you’re up at the crack of dawn.”

“I had a bit of a restless night.” Shannon dropped her backpack on the floor, then unzipped it and removed the dirty clothes she’d placed inside.

“Do I smell soap?”

“Still some left in the dispenser in the bathroom by the stairway door. Get it while it’s hot.”

“I think I will.”

Louise stood and removed some of the clothes from the clothesline they’d strung up, feeling the dampness. Tucking them under her arm, she accepted the backpack that Shannon handed to her, then made her own way up the stairs. Even once she’d returned safely from her journey into town the night before, Shannon had slept only restlessly. Her thoughts roamed, focusing on the words Lita Fernandez had told her, the dire warnings about the city of Chicago, but also the advice she’d offered. Lita had been very clear— Chicago was a dangerous place. But she’d also given her a map and some friendly words of encouragement that made the idea of traveling through the city not as hopeless as it once had been.

Shannon went up and down the clothesline, removing each garment in order, folding it neatly and setting it in her duffel bag. Focusing her attention on routine tasks kept her moving, it focused her mind and helped filter out the nonsense. It took a few moments to empty the clothesline, her clothes going in the duffel, Louise’s clothes stacked neatly off to the side. They’d emptied some of the jugs since taking them from the upstairs pool, so Shannon grabbed them by their handles and walked toward the stairs. Louise was coming down as she was going up and they slipped past each other.

“Just going for a refill.”

“If you want I’ll check and see if the other pot is boiling. If it is, I’ll start filtering it through the cotton.”

“That would be great.” Shannon walked up into the hallway, then turned right, walking softly along the patterned carpet.

As with the day before, nobody else was immediately within view. Shannon still crept forward in tentative steps, moving toward the pool. She halted by the glass walls, peering into the pool, spotted nobody there, then ventured inside and quickly filled the jugs she’d grabbed from the kitchen the previous day. She returned to the basement a moment later where Louise was just finished pouring the boiled water through the cotton tee-shirt, further filtering the water as it slipped into an empty container.

“So, I woke up at one point last night,” Louise said quietly, lowering the pan and shaking the water about. It looked like you were just coming back from somewhere.”

“Ah. Right.” Shannon crouched, setting the jugs down on the ground. “I’m sorry. I hope you weren’t too worried.”

“Well, I would have been. But then you returned.”

“I was feeling a little stir crazy.”

“So, you went out? Out there?”

Shannon nodded. “Wasn’t the smartest decision I ever made.”

“Why did you do it?”

“I don’t know.” Shannon poured some of the chlorinated water into the empty pot, starting it simmering again. “Actually, I do know.”

Louise looked at her expectantly.

“It was what you said. About knowing your husband had died. Sensing it somehow.”

“Oh? And did you sense something?”

“No. I mean, not really. It’s hard to explain. I was restless, I couldn’t sleep, I could only find comfort in that dumb bear that Dory sent with me.” She nodded toward the duffel bag. Bud Bud sat on the floor, resting back against it, staring at them with his empty eyes.

“Did it help? Going for your walk?”

“Actually, it did, but not in the way you might think.”

“Oh?”

“It was pretty bad out there. Lots of displaced people. Lots of— dead people.” Shannon drew her eyes from Louise and focused on the bubbling water in the pot. “There was a woman named Lita. She saw me out on the street and decided to give me a hand. Gave me some fresh coffee, let me pick her brain a bit. Turns out, she was born and raised in Chicago.”

“Chicago? The place that people are calling the Wasteland?”

“Yeah. That Chicago. Anyway, she gave me this.” Shannon stood and walked alongside the fire, then withdrew the map from her backpack. She was unfolding it as she returned and spread it out on the floor in front of Louise.

“Look at this.” Shannon pointed to various sections on the map. “She marked it up for us. Told us some ways we might be able to make it through the city.”

“By car?”

Shannon nodded. “See this right here? It’s a break in the barricade. She’s been back and forth a few times. She’s got a gas mask like we do. She admits it’s not a pretty sight in there, but if we’re careful, she thinks we have a shot at this.”

“Is that a chance we can afford to take?”

“Is it a chance we can afford not to?”

“I don’t know. We’re talking about a delay of a few days versus risking our lives.”

“So far the biggest risk to our life we ran across was driving across no-name South Dakota. Who knows if it’s any better south of here? This woman— this Lita, she acknowledged how dangerous it might be, but she also thought we had a chance.”

“Then I guess if you trust her, I trust her.” Louise leaned forward, looking at the map through narrow, scrutinizing eyes.

Shannon stood and lifted the pot of boiling water. As Louise had done earlier, she poured it through a stretched cotton tee-shirt doing her best to filter whatever might be left after boiling. They filled what jugs remained, then finished packing up the duffels and backpacks. Together, they stomped out the fire, snuffing the flames and spreading out the kindling as much as possible to prevent it from re-igniting.

They loaded up, shouldering their bags, Shannon grabbing her rifle, then made their way gingerly up the stairs, struggling somewhat with the increased weight. Shannon took the lead, balancing the rifle in both hands while she wrestled with the bags, fighting to keep her balance. They came to the lobby and stopped, staring at a small crowd of people who were milling about, talking in quiet whispers among themselves. One of them turned toward the two women, studying them.

“Haven’t seen you here before.” A skinny man separated from the other group, taking an uncertain step forward. “Where’d you come from?”

“Just passing through,” Shannon insisted. “Leaving right now.”

“Leaving where?”

“Heading back home. East.”

A flicker of darkness narrowed the man’s eyes, though he didn’t protest her decision.

“We’re from there.” His voice was quiet. “East, I mean.”

“Chicago?”

The man jerked his narrow head into an unsteady nod. His clothes were ragged and threadbare, almost hanging off his skinny shoulders. Stains darkened the fabric of his light-colored T-shirt which swam across his body. His legs trembled slightly, askew and narrow.

“How is it? Really?”

The man shrugged. “We’re here because we can’t be there. Dead bodies in the streets. The air’s gone sour. That lake. Killed everyone. Everyone who didn’t make it out, anyway.” There was a haunting tenor to the man’s voice, a sort of absence of consciousness that drew long claws across Shannon’s back.

“You going there? Chicago?”

“No. We’re going past there. Further east.”

“Good. Nothing’s alive in there. Chicago’s gone. The only place I ever knew and inside a week—” the man waved a dismissive hand, his hollow eyes shining.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Nothing special about me. I’m just one voice in the biggest chorus mankind’s ever heard. We don’t sing no happy songs, though, I’ll tell you that much.”

The gathered crowd shook their heads in silent agreement.

“I heard the government is trying to salvage things. Heard it, but I’m not sure I believe it.”

“Salvage things? How so?”

“Pulling back to a few bases throughout the states, I guess. It was just whispers I heard. When the military pulled out of Chicago they were all over the place here. Heard some talking about Twentynine Palms in California. Fort Bliss down in Texas. Even heard some talk about Fort Liberty. They’re abandoning the cities, it’s a battle they can’t win. Starting from ground zero.”

“Twentynine Palms,” Louise said, turning toward Shannon. “I’ve heard of that one. Big Marine base in the middle of the Mojave Desert.”

“Makes sense. Military bases away from water? I could see that.”

The skinny man shrugged his shoulders.

“I won’t pretend to understand why they do what they do. We’re just trying to survive.”

“You’ve chosen a good place.” Shannon turned and gestured behind her. “That swimming pool should keep you hydrated, at least for a little while. We left some items in the basement. Kitchen pots, the remains of a fire we started last night. I’m not sure if you’ve been boiling that water or not but might not be a bad idea. The chlorine won’t kill you, but it probably makes your stomach hurt.”

The man nodded with a soft wince, reflexively placing his hand to his narrow stomach, buried deep within the drape of his t-shirt.

“Thanks for sharing your home with us.” Shannon offered a soft smile, then led Louise through the lobby and out onto the sidewalk. Sun beat down from the sky above, heating the air and forcing them to squint their eyes against it. They crossed the parking lot and made their way back to the Chevy, which remained where they’d parked it, seemingly undisturbed. In silence, they loaded their gear back inside the Trailblazer, then slipped back into the front seat, Shannon resting her curled fingers around the steering wheel.

“I need to know you’re with me on this, Louise. That you’re really with me, not just trying to pacify me.”

“Do I want to go to Chicago?” Louise sighed, resting back against her seat. “No, of course I don’t. Everything we’ve heard tells us how bad it is.” She shrugged softly, still staring ahead. “But it’s bad everywhere. It’s like you said, we could drive a hundred miles south to get out of the way and just as easily run into trouble. Might as well go where we know there’s trouble and just get through it as quickly as possible.”

“Okay. You’ll tell me if you change your mind?”

“Have you known me to keep my mouth shut when I had something to say?”

“No.”

“Why would I start now?”

“Fair enough.” Shannon smiled and started the engine, then backed out of the parking space and headed out of the lot. “Get that map out, would you? Something tells me we’re going to need it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Chicago, Illinois

Day 16

10:25 a.m. Central

Interstate 290 was a vast ocean of immobile vehicles. A ragged path had been pushed through the sea of cars and trucks during the evacuation, allowing Shannon to cautiously traverse that same gap, heading into the city instead of away. Cars, trucks, and all manner of other vehicles were pointed back in their direction, headlights askew, metal crumpled and twisted, vehicles slammed back into each other. Something big and heavy had carved an uneven path through the masses, just wide enough for a single-lane convoy to escape.

Shannon tightened her grip, her arms locked straight as she steered the Trailblazer through that narrow passage. Along the right-side of the Dwight D. Eisenhower Expressway, a long subway stood still, resting on the train tracks, windows dark. At one point Shannon spotted a figure milling about within the cars, peering toward them for a second before withdrawing back inside.

Smoke clouded the entire eastern horizon. Thick, choking clouds roiled upward from the broken city, a vast, almost impenetrable curtain of gray and black. Louise’s fists were closed tight, pressed into her lap, her throat pulled taut below clenched teeth. They drove beneath an overpass, stretching from one tightly condensed neighborhood to the next, both flanking the expressway. Vehicles were stopped bumper-to-bumper on the overpass as well, a blockade in every direction.

A sprawling, grass-covered park expanded off to the left, a kidney-shaped pond separating the sheet of green in the northern corner. Corpses were scattered across the park in various places, too small to see much detail from the road, but their shapes were clearly visible against the backdrop of natural grass. A soccer field and a baseball field were side-by-side in the southeast corner, both of them littered with bodies both on the fields and around them.

Cars remained slotted into a dozen parking spots in a small lot next to the baseball field, a few more corpses sprawled across the pavement alongside them. Smoke slowly twisted from what appeared to be a small, neighborhood hospital just to the east of the park, its broken windows staring down across the choked expressway. More corpses sprawled along the sidewalk and roads surrounding it.

“We’re not even downtown yet and there are bodies everywhere.” Louise shook her head, averting her eyes from their surroundings.

“What’s the map say? I’m thinking we have to get off 290 at some point.” They were in the westward lane, driving against traffic, since the east lane was choked full of stopped vehicles.

“There’s an on ramp just ahead. After these next few overpasses. From there, we merge onto Central Ave and head south for a while. That seems to be the best way to go around the barricades, at least according to your friend Lita.” Louise focused her attention on the map sprawled across her legs, the designated route marked heavily in ink.

Shannon followed her lead, moving toward that ramp, then using it to leave the highway. Like the highway itself, the on-ramp had been forcibly cleared, though the road beyond was slightly thicker with stopped traffic, forcing Shannon to navigate around it, riding a sidewalk as she angled around. Finally, she made her way through, merging onto Central Avenue as Louise had shown, crossing one of the overpasses they’d traveled beneath as they made their way toward the city.

Tall spires rose in the distance, shadowed towers clouded by the thickening smoke. Bodies increased in number along with the traffic, forcing Shannon to slow her pace, cautiously picking her way through the myriad streets of Chicago suburbs.

“Keep heading east for two blocks, then go south again. This should move us along the outskirts, just outside the barricade until we can find a way through.”

Shannon steered around a sharp, right-hand turn. One of the many elevated train tracks stood before her, yet another stalled line of train cars sitting idle atop it. Shannon veered around a fender-bender, making sure she avoided two dead bodies slung across the pavement alongside them. More corpses were on the sidewalk to their left. Chicago was indeed a city of the dead.

Smoke clouded the windshield, thickening as they traveled further east. Shannon cut the vents in the car, shutting the intake of outside air. The faintest hint of organic sweetness kissed the inside curve of her nostrils and she double checked, finding one vent still open higher on the dashboard. She closed that one off as well.

“That won’t be enough if we get a little closer.”

“I know,” Shannon replied, then jerked her head toward the back seat. “Grab those gas masks. Bring them up to the front.”

“Are you going to be able to drive while wearing one?”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

The thick row of endless towers rose before them, closer and more tightly pressed than they had been before. Tops of the skyscrapers disappeared into the gray thick of cloying smoke, which collected in the air like early morning fog. Shannon continued through the abandoned patchwork of city streets, buildings thick along each side, rising taller as they continued.

“Two blocks from the barricade,” Louise whispered, pressing an index finger to a spot on the map. “Be careful. You’ll need to take the next right to go south. Another three blocks from there should be a gap, at least according to Lita.”

Just ahead, the elevated train tracks bent south and crossed over the narrow street, the long strand of the abandoned train still perched on it, looking down. Tracks snaked through narrow spaces between buildings, winding through the myriad urban density like string. Shannon accelerated, moving into the next lane to move around a collision between two vehicles that clogged the lane.

A shadow fell over them as they passed beneath the elevated tracks, a momentary darkness filling the Trailblazer. As they pulled through, the shadow just starting its retreat there was a sudden, shattering bang of impact, the entire vehicle jerking as the roof bent inward. Windows exploded in a bursting shockwave of safety glass, erupting out, the roof caving in so low, it nearly crushed their skulls.

Shannon slammed on the brakes, swerving wildly, the Trailblazer pounding headlong into a passenger van, buckling its side as the grill caved in, jerking both passengers sharply forward. Airbags detonated, filling the empty space, shoving them both hard against the seats. A moment later, they deflated, seat belts tugged taut, restraining both Shannon and Louise in place, trapping them in their seats.

“What happened?”

“Someone dropped something,” Shannon gasped through a hard bite of her teeth. “We need to go!”

“What?”

Figures appeared from the shadows between buildings ahead, sloping silhouettes, slipping between stalled vehicles, angling toward them.

“We need to go!” Shannon screamed.

She fumbled for the gas mask next to her, tugging it tight over her face, pulling the strap to fasten it in place. Louise did the same next to her, battling with the gas mask, her fumbling fingers struggling to take hold. Reaching toward her hip, Shannon managed to unhitch her belt and tore her way free, kicking open the driver’s side door and lumbering out. Her rifle came with her, and she twisted toward the approaching figures, pointing the barrel in their direction.

“Stay back!” She took a backwards step and opened the rear passenger door, still clutching the rifle tightly in two hands. A few of the approaching people were masked, but not all of them, signaling the air was at least still somewhat clean. That did little to settle the racing heat of anxiety that burned in her chest, fueled by the rapid pump of blood from her heart.

“Louise!” The front passenger door swung open, and Louise exited, still tightening the mask over her face. “Grab your backpack!” Shannon kept the bolt-action rifle pointed at the approaching figures, shifting left-to-right, her waist swiveling sharply.

Shannon didn’t dare release her two-hand grip to grab her supplies, worried that even a short moment of relaxation would encourage the intruders to converge. At the moment, they were holding back, kept at bay by her rifle, though there was no telling how long that might last.

“Can you get my duffel bag?” Shannon called to Louise, taking a step to the left for a better angle on the intruders. She glanced toward the Trailblazer. A cinder block had been dropped from the elevated tracks, caving in the roof. Metal had been buckled and twisted, pulled into a concave pit surrounding the dropped chunk of concrete. She and Louise had been lucky to survive.

“Give us your gear, lady!” One of the men shouted, taking a daring step forward.

“Stay back!” She screamed, her throat raw.

“We haven’t seen anyone drive through here in days. Not since the Army tucked their tails. You got some guts, lady!”

“More guts than brains, that’s for damn sure!” Another man yelled, his words echoed with a soft chorus of laughter.

“What duffel bag?” Louise asked, tightening the straps on her pack as she came around the rear of the crushed SUV.

“Mine. The one I took from the hotel. That backpack, too.”

Louise pulled the small backpack out first and tossed it on the ground at Shannon’s feet. Then she tugged loose one of the duffel bags and rested it on the pavement.

“Unzip it,” Shannon said. “Make sure Bud Bud is in there.”

Louise crouched and drew back the zipper, then pointed to the stuffed animal, nodding her head.

“Thank you.” Shannon angled slightly, peering through the opaque lenses of her gas mask. “You have your pistol?”

“Y— yeah.” Louise’s nod was uncertain.

“Take it out. Point it at them.”

“What?”

“Just do it, Louise.”

Louise fumbled for her waistband, then tugged out the pistol, clutching it in two hands as she pointed it at the gathered crowd.

“Stay right where you are!” Shannon ordered. She crouched a bit, still clutching her rifle in one hand, then hooked the backpack, dragging it up and over one shoulder. She somehow managed to loop it over both shoulders and tug the strap tight, even as she pointed the rifle in the crowd’s direction.

Louise kept her pistol aimed at them as Shannon bent down and lifted the duffel bag across her shoulders. The weight dragged her down a bit, but she firmed her stance and held herself upright.

“We’ve got another duffel bag in the car!” She nodded toward the SUV. “It’s got some water in it. Boiled and filtered and completely drinkable.”

Two of the figures glanced at each other hungrily.

“It’s yours if you want it!” Shannon took a step sideways, rifle still elevated, her shoulders turning as she side-stepped, keeping the weapon directed at the crowd. Louise still held the pistol as well, stepping toward a nearby sidewalk. They moved along the narrow strip of asphalt, staring at the crowd ahead, weapons pointed.

“Up ahead,” Shannon whispered. “There’s an alley there. Once we get to the corner, let’s make a break for it. I’m pretty sure they’re going to head straight for the duffel bag that’s still in the Chevy.”

“How sure are you?”

“I think it’s a chance we’ll have to take.”

Louise nodded, then stopped at the corner, frozen by the entrance to the alley. Shannon drew up alongside her, the eyes of the gathered crowd following their every move.

“Go!”

Shannon shouted and Louise sprang forward, twisting left, and lumbering into the alleyway, swallowed moments later by encroaching shadows. Shannon propelled herself after her, launching into a labored sprint, doing her best to manage the heavy duffel on her shoulders. Voices shouted in their wake, a thunder of footfalls pounding on pavement.

But the footfalls weren’t in pursuit, they were heading toward the SUV, away from where they were. Together, Louise and Shannon stumbled down the alley, eyed another intersection, turned right, then continued deeper into the clustered city, braced for what might come next.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Chicago, Illinois

Day 16

10:50 a.m. Central

There was a reason why Chicago was being called the Wasteland. Smoke clung to every building, coiled its thick, choking fingers throughout the stone and glass, grasping the spires like the handles of sheathed swords. A vast sea of silence drowned every street, building and alleyway, a city of millions reduced to nothing but phantoms.

“There.” Louise pointed forward, down the street ahead.

Concrete barriers had been drawn across both lanes of traffic, several cars crammed bumper-to-bumper beyond it reinforcing the blockade deeper into the city. Corpses piled the streets between them and the barrier, some of them stacked atop each other, others sprawled shoulder-to-shoulder. Shannon halted, drawing back slightly, angling to the right. Continuing straight would mean walking ankle-deep through dead bodies.

A few military vehicles remained visible beyond the barricades, the elongated barrels of fifty caliber roof-mounted weapons dipped low. Blackened char coated the vehicles, much of their familiar contours reduced to a buckled mass of melted and distorted metal.

Shannon approached with caution, Louise tagging along behind her, both of them with weapons at the ready. They moved along the road with caution, Shannon’s gaze darting from within the goggles, firing from one spot to the next, searching for threats. Her breath came in stale, sharp inhalations through the filters of the gas mask. It was no doubt her imagination, but the air was foul, just by sight, a spoil to the smoke, tinted almost green through her goggles.

Angling around the piles of dead bodies heaped up across the barricades, they moved onto a nearby sidewalk, then slipped down a side alleyway. Two more corpses were sprawled ahead, an opened dumpster beyond disgorged its belly, a spew of spilled trash coating the far end of the alley. They trudged through, then turned left, heading east once more, toward the barricades.

“What is happening to our world?” Louise asked, her voice hissing through the mask.

“It’s already happened. It’s just up to us to deal with it.” Shannon stepped over the outstretched leg of a dead body, purposefully drawing her eyes away from the rest of it.

A woman and a man were tangled together, draped across the nearby sidewalk, whether they were in battle or in the final throes of love impossible to tell. The roadway leading to the barricades was a bit clearer further south, spaces between bodies that they could at least trudge through. Smoke thickened so strongly it was difficult to see, like moving through a pea soup fog. Reaching the barricade, Shannon took a moment to look ahead, her gaze drifting throughout the clouded silhouettes before her. Pressing her hand to the rough texture of the concrete barricade, she hoisted herself over, crawling along the top and setting down on the opposite side.

“Can you make it over?”

Louise nodded, slipped her pistol back in her waistband, and crawled over as well. It was far from graceful or elegant, but she made it across and joined Shannon in the midst of a clot of burned out military vehicles.

“What happened to these? Was there some sort of battle?”

“I think if the Army is forced to leave their vehicles behind, they’ll burn them, just so the enemy can’t use them.”

“Is that what civilians are now? The enemy?”

“Some of them.”

They filed between the blackened husks of Humvees and transports, stepping over camouflage-garbed corpses. Shell casings dusted the pavement, tinkling under foot with the shuffled stride of their boots. They clawed through the smoke, head down as they moved forward, stepping around another layer of corpses strewn along the roadway ahead.

A building to the left coalesced through the smoke, a stitching patchwork of bullet holes dug through the brickwork. Dozens of round punctures were chewed into the brown exterior, the sidewalk dusted in shrapnel shards, crunching beneath the weighted press of their boots. Shannon ran her gloved fingers over the wall’s uneven surface, bumping through the divots of bullet holes punched in the brick.

“Something definitely happened here at some point. Something besides the algae, I mean.”

They continued walking, pushing through the thickening smoke. It swarmed around them, swirling and choking, an almost impenetrable curtain, shielding their view. They moved in tandem, doing their best to avoid the dead bodies, which thickened in number and proximity as they continued east, moving toward the lake.

Louise fished out her flashlight and turned it on, carving the pale beam through the darkness of soot that lingered thick in the air. Birds were littered about as well, pigeons, crows and even a scattering of gulls. Wings splayed broad from the narrow contours of their feathered bodies, beaks caught open in silent birdsong.

Shannon threaded through a gap between dead birds and dead humans, a growing carpet of corpses that covered the pavement like bare floor. Outstretched leaves fluttered and rustled, drawing Shannon toward it, swiveling, her weapon drawn and ready. Debris fell to the ground, spilling from an upward level, clouded by smoke, crashing to the pavement.

“Over there.” She gestured toward a military transport wedged within a side street. Unlike the others, it hadn’t been burned, its camouflage tarp intact, covering the rear. “We left most of our water in the other duffel. Those scavengers have it now. We’ll have to replenish.”

She made a beeline for the transport, moving a little quicker, Louise tagging along. Together they crossed the street, moved through the smoke, following the pale beam of the older woman’s flashlight. Silence drew deep and dark, the soft lake wind slipping through the outstretched leaves of sparse, street-side trees.

Ducking alongside the transport truck, Shannon rounded the rear and peeled open the canvas flap, looking into the insides. The rear of the truck stood empty, a cargo bed devoid of actual cargo. She released the flaps, letting them close again and drew back, focusing her attention elsewhere throughout their surroundings.

A convenience store stood on the corner, its front windows blown out, a darkened fist of smoke curling from within. Head lowered, Shannon dashed across the street, pressing her shoulder to the shattered front doors of the small store. Glass crunched underfoot as she pressed inward, separating the two doors and breaching the interior of the chain store.

It was clear instantly that nothing was left to recover inside. Coolers were pried open and toppled over, shelves knocked aside, boxes, cans and other detritus covering every inch of the floor. Dead bodies sat about as well, some prone, others sitting upright, heads dipped low. One in particular was stretched into a pained, sideways posture, neck taut, mouth open in a silent scream. Green gore caked the decaying skin of their lower face, a beard of mottled sludge coating the upward slope of jawline.

“There’s nothing here.” Shannon shook her head, returning to the front door and shouldered her way back out. “Chicago truly is a wasteland.”

Pressing onward, they struggled to see through the smoke, though up ahead, a familiar series of shapes appeared from beyond the choking gray. They walked alongside the street, the shadows clarifying, revealing what Shannon had already realized.

Three military Humvees were stretched across the street, flanked on each side by a canvas-topped transport. Two larger, armored vehicles were parked behind the first, shielding a section of street ahead. As the two women moved closer, green tents appeared, a small village of them set about the edge of a park just beyond, the opened area repurposed as a small military enclave.

Rounding the vehicles, Shannon hesitated in the space between the transport and the armored truck, peering between the gap in the vehicles. Even through the settled smoke, corpses were visible along the other side. A few dressed in camouflage, a few more in hazmat suits, though their pale faces were exposed, looks of horror forever sculpted into their endlessly staring faces.

“What happened here?” Louise brought up the rear as Shannon squeezed between the vehicles and came out into the open, grass-covered area beyond.

Along with the free-standing tents and the two dozen dead soldiers, several stacks of supply crates were piled in various areas. Rectangular, wooden boxes had been mostly pried open and toppled over, their contents removed.

“Some sort of supply area the military had set up?”

Shannon approached one of the wooden crates and lifted the lid, already separated from the box. Tufts of straw came out with it, but nothing else was in the crate. A young woman stared up at Shannon, her pale eyes peeled wide, her lips parted. She wore a full hazmat suit from the neck down, though her face and head were unusually uncovered. Divots of bullet impacts chewed up the grass, broken up dirt thrown in wide arcs around the small craters. Some of the crates were splintered as well, torn up by incoming rounds. Military vehicles wore the stitches of bullet holes, too, their armor dented in places, the canvas tops torn and restlessly flapping with each shift of lake wind.

“Looks like they were attacked. Ambushed or something. Check out that vehicle.” Shannon pointed toward another Humvee, which showed considerably more damage. It had been swatted aside, the blunt grill of another vehicle pushing it askew.

“One Humvee attacking another? Looks like that one was used as a battering ram.”

Shannon nodded. “Seems maybe there was some in-fighting among military detachments. Maybe some disagreements?”

“Maybe some of them were just running out of supplies and got desperate? It does look like a few of these bodies were likely robbed of their masks.”

“Whatever happened, we have to be on our toes.” Shannon lowered the rifle a bit and looked over at Louise. “If there are soldiers out there with gas masks and military grade weapons, it could mean trouble. Especially if they’re not afraid to attack their own.”

“Great. One more wrinkle in this illustrious plan of ours.” Louise took a step forward, but Shannon intercepted her, clutching at her arm with the tips of her curled fingers.

“Louise.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why?” Louise sounded legitimately uncertain, her voice rasping from within the gas mask.

“This was my idea. I was the one who was adamant that we could make it through the city. That map⁠—”

“That map didn’t take into account the psychos who were still around. Psychos are everywhere, Shannon, not just Chicago. We could have easily gotten a cinder block dropped on our heads somewhere else.”

Shannon nodded, then turned, looking off toward the east, almost invisible beyond the thickening wall of converging smoke.

“We should keep going. Move as far as we can as fast as we can. The sooner we get through the city, the better I’ll feel.”

“You and me both. We should stay on our toes. I think it’s pretty likely that the people who did this are still out there somewhere.” Louise gestured toward the dead soldiers scattered about. “Not only are their masks gone, but so are their weapons.”

“Maybe they won’t care about two ladies.”

“That’s a chance I’d prefer we not take.”

“Amen, sister.”

The two of them made their way through the village of tents, taking stock of any supplies they could find before continuing east, toward downtown Chicago.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 16

1:20 p.m. Eastern

The engine of the volunteer fire department pick-up truck idled into silence and Yates removed the key, gripping it in his palm. He glanced over at Plemmons, then angled around, spotting Rick and two others in the rear bed of the truck. They’d parked the truck in a quiet, off-the-beaten path side street, an overhang of branches draped over it, at least partially concealing it from view. Yates had pulled it off the road, nestling it onto a patch of grass, drowned within thickening foliage. Rick vaulted out of the back of the truck, Gregory close behind as Plemmons and Yates exited the front. Together, they fished their weapons out of the back as well, each of them checking their magazine load outs.

“First stop,” Rick said, eyeing each one of them in turn. “If we can help it, no one gets hurt. You got me?”

Plemmons sighed and rolled his eyes and Rick wheeled toward him.

“You got me, Plemmons? Control yourself.”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it, boss.”

“If we go through here, we can approach from across the street.” Yates pointed toward a section of trees that ran along the perimeter of a small, quiet neighborhood. “This place was tranquil before the algae. I’m betting it’s downright deceased now.”

Gripping his rifle, he swept into the trees and filed through the scant wilderness, slipping between trunks and pushing through the tangles of branches. One clawed twig scratched at his face, and he murmured a curse, sweeping the branch away and ducking lower, circling around the broad, weathered oak tree.

They moved from a section of trees to another narrow street running behind a small row of offices and businesses that had been all but abandoned in the wake of the algae crisis. Yates darted across the street, ducking behind the repurposed house where Doris Fletcher ran her law firm, back when she wasn’t an old coot who wanted to string his friends up by their necks.

Hot rage flushed his neck, burning his ears and coating his cheeks in a red warmth. For a moment, he pictured old Doris Fletcher in her office, sitting at her mahogany desk, perched there like a princess, ready to dole out punishment. His gaze settled on the back door, which stood just a few feet from where he did. Yates pictured himself kicking that door down, storming inside and catching old lady Fletcher by surprise. Maybe he’d see how she felt being dragged up by her neck and left choking.

“Yates. You with us?” Rick huddled behind a nearby tree, jerking his head toward Yates, who still has his shoulders pressed to the house’s exterior.

“Yeah. I’m with you.” He inched to the left, approaching the corner, then filed along its right side, cutting between the empty parking lot and the structure itself.

Walking several paces, Yates held up a hand as he reached the corner of the building, looking out across the street at the familiar structure. The Harbor’s End police station stood within its lot, a sidewalk running alongside, the paved parking lot occupied by a pick-up truck and an old station wagon. Two men stood watch outside the station, each of them carrying old bolt-action hunting rifles. The man on the right wore insulated camouflage pants and an old hunting parka, also etched with a familiar woodland pattern. On the left, a larger, more pot-bellied man wore flannel and denim.

“What did McAllister have to say this morning?” Asked the man wearing the denim pants.

“Nothing good,” the other man replied. “Three of our guys dead. You believe that? House went up like a book of matches.”

“They figure out what happened? Was it their fault?”

“I don’t think we know yet. Bodies were burned something fierce, and we don’t exactly have access to a forensics lab.”

“You ask me, it was them. Those psychos who poisoned the picnic. Corbin and his cronies are a menace, I’ll tell you what. Wish we’d gotten the chance to hang ‘em.”

“It’s not our job to worry about that. McAllister doesn’t want any of that talk. You heard him say it just like I did. We’re here to enforce law and order, not revenge.”

“Right. Hundred people dead and we’re not supposed to let it guide our thinking. Whatever you say, McAllister.”

“Do I need to tell him to take you off guard duty, Hitch? I don’t want to, but I will. I don’t know about you, but I’m taking this pretty seriously.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. Man, where did this law and order streak come from? A month ago, you were crossing your fingers that you didn’t get given a breathalyzer after you left the bar six beers in.”

“We’ve got a responsibility, Hitch. Chief Grayson died doing this duty, it’s the least we can do to take up where he left off.”

“And this is taking up where he left off? Sitting on our butts outside the police station?”

“We’re here if someone needs us. Also here to watch the place, just in case.”

“I don’t know about you, but I didn’t ask for this gig. McAllister more or less told me I was doing it. Last time I checked this fire department was volunteer, not voluntold.”

“If you’re going to get that worked up over it, take a hike. I’ll watch this place myself. This is the sort of job you have to take seriously. If you can’t do it right, you might as well not do it at all.”

“Chill out, Farnham. Chill out. I’m here. I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing. I promise I won’t step on your toes as you play Dirty Harry.”

Yates muffled a chuckle as he backed away from the building, his back pressed to the near side of the clapboard siding. The voices of the two men continued, but softer and more difficult to hear since he’d moved further away.

“That the best they can do?” Plemmons asked, leaning a bit to get eyes on the station. “What cereal box did they scrape those chumps out of? That’s what passes for badge wearers these days?”

“Calm down, Plemmons,” Rick hissed.

“Disgrace to the profession.”

Yates bit back the words he wanted to say and remained at the corner of the building, shrouded in creeping shadow.

“So, what’s our plan?” Gregory hung back, peering around the corner. “We’re not just going to charge in I hope.”

“I was hoping they might leave the station unguarded. Probably stupid of me to hope that.” Rick shook his head. “But I’ve got a backup plan.” He turned toward Gregory. “You head back to the truck. Start it up and drive it around, pull it up to the two men outside. It’s a volunteer fire department truck, they won’t be on guard.”

Gregory nodded, seemingly enthusiastic about being further away from potential conflict. He vanished into the trees, his footfalls fading as he ran back in the direction of the parked vehicle.

“We all stay right here,” Rick said, stabbing an index finger at the ground. “Give Gregory a minute.”

Yates nodded and took a step back toward the corner of the building, peering across the street at the station. The two men were still engaged in conversation, though Yates didn’t focus too much attention on the words they spoke. It didn’t take long before the engine sounds came from the left, the trademark red pick-up coming around a far bend, merging onto the street that separated them from the police station.

“Hey! Who’s that?” Farnham called out, jerking an upward nod toward the approaching truck.

It trundled closer until it came up abreast of the house they were using for cover.

“Go!” Rick hissed, waving his hand forward, the moment the truck stood between them and the station, shielding them from view.

Yates took off first, head down, darting across the street, ducked behind the truck as it continued slowly. Plemmons followed and Rick came last, the three of them following the path of the slow-moving vehicle.

“Who’s in there?” Hitch shouted, taking a step forward, though he showed no intention of lifting his rifle. “Garmin, that you?”

“Ain’t that Walker’s truck?” Farnham asked, the faintest edge of suspicion cutting his words.

The truck’s brakes squeaked as the vehicle slowed, coming to a gradual, halting stop. Yates didn’t wait another moment. Lunging forward, he swept around the front of the stopped truck and headed directly for Hitch, who was looking away. Grasping his arms, he wrenched them back and yanked the weapon from his hands. Plemmons had followed him around the vehicle and charged toward Farnham, slamming him in the chest and knocking him off his feet at the same time as Yates wrestled Hitch into submission.

Farnham shouted in surprise and pain, hitting the ground hard and sliding backwards, his rifle tumbling from loose fingers. He rolled, sprawling, the road digging at the flesh on one palm as he tried to regain control of his movements. Plemmons took two long steps, then swung a leg out, driving his boot into Farnham’s jaw, snapping his head back.

“Yo! Take it easy!” Hitch grunted as Yates pushed him down onto one knee and pinned his arms behind his back.

“Gregory! Get those zip ties outta the truck!” He jerked his chin toward the truck as Rick came around, reaching toward Plemmons.

Plemmons wheeled back for another kick, but Rick reached him first, grasping his arm and holding him.

“That’s enough.”

Farnham moaned softly on the ground, a hand pressed to his cheek, blood coating his lips. Gregory handed the zip ties to Yates, who twisted one around Hitch’s wrists and tugged it tight, forcing his shoulders painfully back. He handed them off to Plemmons, who knelt on Farnham’s back, knee pressed hard between his shoulder blades.

Aggressively grasping his wrists, Plemmons pulled them so hard, Farnham’s chest was forced from the ground, agony sculpting his facial expression. Plemmons wrestled with his wrists, pressing them together so he could tug the zip-tie around them, securing them tight.

“You sons of⁠—”

Plemmons kicked Farnham again before he could finish. The boot struck ribs and doubled him over, knocking him to the sidewalk.

“You know, I wanted to believe that maybe there was some misunderstanding.” Hitch shook his head, scowling at Rick through narrow, pained eyes. “But there’s no misunderstanding. You guys are the punks they’re making you out to be after all.”

“It’s every man for himself, Hitch, I’m sorry. You’re just on the wrong side of it.” Yates forced Hitch up, half dragging him toward the front door of the station. “Bring Farnham, too, Plemmons! Drag him if you have to, but lay off the steel-toed boots, would ya?”

“Aw, come on, dad, you never let me have any fun.” Plemmons snickered and wrestled Farnham up then guided him toward the door, half shoving him from behind.

“This isn’t personal, Hitch,” Rick said. “It’s just business.”

“Business? What kind of business? Stepping on others so you can get yours? Sounds about right.”

Yates dragged Hitch the last couple of feet toward the front door, then pulled the doors open and pushed him hard inside. Hitch stumbled forward, tried to keep his balance, though his ankles tangled, and he skidded across the floor on his left shoulder.

Plemmons came up next with Farnham, whose chin was painted in fresh, wet crimson, his lips swelling from the impact of Plemmons’ boot. The ex-cop shoved him inside next, sending him sprawling forward, much rougher than Hitch’s entry. Farnham struck the floor, jaw first, a sharp crack of snapping bone echoing from within the silent station, a stray tooth flying in the air, skidding across the smooth floor.

Rick sighed and glowered at Plemmons, but held his tongue, entering the station with Gregory just behind them. They shut the door, closing everyone inside.

“Throw them in the cell and take whatever you can,” he said, his lips flattened into a straight-lined grimace. “Just be quick about it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 16

1:45 p.m. Eastern

Rick stood in the station, waiting for Yates and Plemmons to return from depositing the two would-be cops into their prison cell. His balance shifted as he stood there, scanning his surroundings, the station’s interior simultaneously familiar, yet foreign.

“It’s not the same, huh?”

“What’s not?” Rick looked over at Gregory.

“This place. Without Grayson. He was a fixture, right? Being inside of here without him— it doesn’t feel right.”

“Dwelling on Chief Grayson isn’t going to do any of us any good.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Rick. I know you blame yourself, but you shouldn’t. There was no way you could have known what that psycho was capable of.”

“That’s the problem, Gregory. I did know. I just thought he’d focus his attention on Becker. I misjudged the situation. Drastically. And now we’re stuck with the consequences.”

Gregory looked toward the door leading to the holding cell for a moment, assessing it before turning back to Rick.

“You have regrets?”

“I don’t know what I have, Gregory. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this is all.”

“What wasn’t?”

“Any of it. This stuff with the town— the stuff with Plemmons. My life in general.” He looked away from Gregory, both hands closing into tight fists. “I keep trying to figure out how I got here.”

“You experienced some bad stuff, Rick. In the war and back home. Stuff no man should be expected to face. Honestly, I think you did pretty well for yourself to get as far as you did, all things considered.”

“And then this happened.” Rick waved a hand vaguely in the air, his absent gesture needing no clarification.

“Then this happened.” Gregory nodded and sighed, his gaze drifting throughout the station’s interior. “What happens next, do you think? Is this what life is now? Breaking and entering? Stealing? Setting stuff on fire? Killing if we have to?”

“That’s why we’re going out to the lake,” Rick replied. “To get away from all that. We need to separate ourselves. Put some distance between us and the rest of this town. I don’t want any more violence. I’m done with it.”

“It may not be done with you.”

“Never seems to be. No matter how I try, it follows me everywhere.”

The door pushed open, and Yates stepped through, scowling at the two men.

“You just going to chew the cud there or are we going to actually grab this stuff?”

Rick stepped away from Gregory and walked directly toward the wall-mounted weapons lockers near Grayson’s desk. He punched in the familiar combination he’d already memorized, and the lockers opened, revealing their contents. A few gas masks hung on hooks within the cabinets, some pistols and ammunition standing there as well. A Remington shotgun and boxes of shells were pegged in place and Plemmons rushed to remove it, examining it with a smile as he clutched it in both hands.

“Guess we’re lucky old Sammy McAllister didn’t know that combination, huh?” Yates smiled broadly. Stepping forward, he yanked out a couple of black duffel bags which were bunched into the bottom of the locker, then began stuffing the gear inside.

“We’re missing a couple of rifles and flak vests,” he said after loading a bag with the gear that remained.

“Pretty sure that’s what Becker was carrying around with him at the trial.” Rick spat the words. “More evidence that he and Grayson had some secret agreement.”

“What are we going to do about him, anyway?” Plemmons peeled the bag open and studied its contents. “Becker, I mean. Sounds like he survived the bullet wound.”

“He’s alive for now,” Rick replied, “at least far as I know. But I doubt he lasts long. Mona Deering’s little veterinarian friend isn’t a trauma surgeon. He’ll die of a complication or infection or something in the next days or weeks. I’d almost guarantee it.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Plemmons looked up from the bag as he zipped it back up.

“Then you’ll deal with him.”

A crooked grin split the bottom section of Plemmons’ face and he nodded his silent approval.

“We’ve got a bunch of radio gear here.” Yates walked toward the dispatch area, lined with stacks of functional short and long range radio equipment. “We should bring it.”

“Start loading it up,” Rick confirmed.

Plemmons shouldered the bags of weapons and walked toward the front door.

“Drop those in the truck and come right back. We’re going to need help with the comms gear.” Rick spoke harshly as Plemmons approached the front door.

“Chill out, boss. It’s not like I’m running off with this stuff.”

“Just don’t want the temptation to be there.”

“No temptation.” Plemmons shook his head adamantly. “Are you kidding me? For the first time in my life, I feel like I’ve found my people.” He tugged the bag higher up on his shoulder and opened the door, exiting the office.

“His people?” Yates turned toward Rick, one eyebrow arched. “Did he just call us his people?”

Rick nodded solemnly. Yates shook his head dismissively and walked to the dispatch area, unplugging various cables connecting the components together. Rick and Gregory shared a worrying look.

“If Plemmons thinks we’re his people, what kind of people does that make us, Gregory?”

“You can’t sweat that, Rick. Plemmons is a maniac. He has no clue who his people are or aren’t.”

Rick stroked his chin, still staring at the door Plemmons had closed in his wake.

“You want to help me lift this stuff, boys? They’re heavy!”

“On my way.” Gregory gave Rick a reassuring slap on the shoulder, then crossed the floor to aid in dismantling the communications equipment.

Rick turned away, letting Gregory and Yates handle the radio gear. Walking past Grayson’s desk, he paused for a moment, eyeing the stacks of paper that were strewn about. He lifted a small pile of message paper, eyes tracking across Maureen’s scrawling handwriting, a darkened pit opening up in his belly.

Plemmons had killed Maureen after Rick had set him free. A short time later, Plemmons had killed Grayson himself, shooting first without even hesitating to ask a question. His grip tightened, the paper crumpling within his fingers, slowly bending inwards, paper folding upon itself. The words themselves blurred into a smudged mass of dark on light, smearing together into something undecipherable and inconsequential.

Spine rigid, his muscles pulled taut as piano wire, he forced his fingers to unclench, drew them open one at a time and tossed the paper down forcing himself to look away. As the front door opened and Plemmons returned, he went into the small break room and opened a few cabinets, searching for anything of value. Pulling out some ground coffee and coffee filters, he set them on the counter, then dug up some salt, sugar and a few tin cans of brand-name beef stew.

The refrigerator and freezer were already empty, the temperature inside tepid without power. Rick liberated whatever supplies he could, trash bags, cleaning supplies, paper plates, bowls and cups, some plastic ware as well. A box of recycled paper rested on the floor, and he upended it, dumping the paper out, then used the box to hold what he’d recovered thus far, bringing it back into the central station area.

Yates and Plemmons returned, walking back through the front door, the desk already cleared of several pieces of radio equipment. Stray cables slung across the desk like dead snakes, Gregory hoisted another piece free and made his way past them, heading toward the door.

“Anything good?” Yates surveyed the box that Rick was carrying.

“Not a whole heck of a lot.”

“Can you answer something for me?” Yates stepped away from Plemmons, who was returning for more electronics. “What’s the point of grabbing all this gear without a way to power it?”

Rick nodded toward the door. “Follow me.”

Yates did as he was asked, following Rick out to the truck where he set down the box alongside the stacks of radio gear. Shoving it to the side, he took a gas can from the rear of the truck along with a metal tackle box and led Yates away. They walked around the police station and into a narrow alley just beyond the parking lot where the two vehicles were parked.

“There she is.” They stopped near the rear of the building and Rick nodded toward the large, box-shaped generator perched in the shadows of the station’s brickwork.

It was on the larger side, but not huge, about a five foot square box of industrial steel and combustion engine.

Its once vibrant green paint had long since faded to a mottled rust, a testament to years of moderate neglect. Yates stood nearby, scanning the mouth of the alley for any signs of trouble. Rick unclasped the tackle box and opened it, revealing elevated shelves holding an assortment of handheld tools.

“How long ago did I help him install this thing?” Rick wiped a shine of sweat from his brow. “Surprised it’s still running.”

“Is it worth us taking it?”

“Better than nothing.” Rick bent down by the generator, giving it a once over. “Let’s get this done quickly. First, we need to shut her down.”

Yates nodded, stepping forward to the control panel. He turned the key to the off position and held the stop button until the engine sputtered and died, the silence penetrating after the constant hum of the generator.

“Next, we need to disconnect the fuel supply,” Rick continued, moving to the side of the generator. He grabbed a pair of pliers from the tackle box at his feet and loosened the clamps on the fuel line. Diesel dripped onto the ground as he carefully removed the hose.

“Yates, grab that fuel can. We can’t afford to waste any.”

Yates quickly retrieved the empty can and held it beneath the fuel line. Rick tipped the hose, draining the remaining diesel into the container. Once the fuel line was empty, he secured it.

“Alright, fuel’s empty. Still need to deal with the electrical.” Rick walked over to the terminal box, opening it to reveal a tangled mess of wires. “We need to disconnect the battery first. Hand me a wrench.”

Yates handed Rick a wrench from the tackle box, and he carefully loosened the nuts holding the battery cables in place. He removed the negative cable first, then the positive, ensuring there were no sparks. With the battery disconnected, Rick set it aside.

“Main power lines next,” Rick said, examining the thick cables that connected the generator to the police station’s electrical system.

“Do I have a multimeter in that tackle box?”

Yates rifled through the box, his head shaking.

“Not that I can see.”

“All right. Throw a three-quarter inch socket on that ratchet and hand it to me. Cross your fingers while you’re at it, I guess.”

Yates did as asked, pressing the ratchet into Rick’s palm and he used it to loosen the bolts securing the cables. One by one, he disconnected them, coiling the cables neatly to prevent any tangling.

“Let’s move on to the exhaust,” Rick instructed.

He moved to the rear of the generator, where the exhaust pipe extended out like a metallic snake. Using the same three-quarter inch socket, he removed the bolts securing the exhaust manifold to the engine. With a grunt, he and Yates lifted the heavy pipe away, setting it down gently to avoid damaging it.

“Just the mounting bolts left,” Rick said, his voice betraying a hint of fatigue.

He and Yates positioned themselves on either side of the generator, each taking a side. They swapped the socket for something a bit larger, then took turns, removing the bolts anchoring the generator to its concrete pad. The generator groaned as it was freed from its moorings, tilting slightly as the last bolt came out.

“Whew.” Rick wiped a fresh sheet of sweat from his forehead and stretched his back. “You think that will fit in the back of the truck?”

Yates turned and looked down the alley, as if he might be able to see the truck from where they stood.

“I’m betting it will. But it’ll take more than the two of us to lift it.”

“Then I guess we wait until Plemmons and Gregory are done. Hopefully between the four of us, we can handle it okay.”

“You rang?” Plemmons appeared from behind them, startling Rick as he wheeled around, one curled fist lifting as if he might strike.

“You almost got a fist in the face.” He shook his head, slightly relaxing his battle-ready posture.

“Wouldn’t be the first time.” Plemmons shrugged his shoulders.

“Get Gregory, would you? Tell him to back the truck up in here, then help us load this beast into it.”

“That thing?” Plemmons stared at the generator, wide-eyed.

“Yep. We’re taking it with us. This and whatever diesel we can salvage along the way. Speaking of which, those two cars there.” Rick nodded toward the vehicles belonging to the men locked up inside. “We want their gas, too. As much as we can possibly carry.”

“Whatever you say, bossman.” Plemmons nodded, his mouth lifting into an off-kilter smirk. He stepped away, already shouting even before he went inside. “Yo, Gregory! Back that truck up!”

Rick blew a breath from pursed lips.

“Yates, man,” he said clasping his friend’s shoulder with a firm grip, “what have we gotten ourselves into?”
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Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 16

3:15 p.m. Eastern

Dana Stewart cradled her injured arm close to her ribs as she stood outside the Village Market, surveying what remained of her life’s work. Boards had been nailed up over the windows and the formerly glass-encased front doors. One of those doors stood ajar, and two men hovered just outside, weapons at the ready. A third man leaned on the left corner of the brickwork building, his arms crossed as he stared down the quiet street running alongside Harbor’s End’s only grocery store.

Tiny flecks of glass glittered in the passing sun, blending with the pavement underfoot. They’d swept and swept and swept some more, but some stubborn speckles had remained, forever a part of the ground. Dana’s eyes fixed on a small stain discoloring the pavement just outside the opened door. Without surplus water at their hands, they hadn’t tried too hard to scrub it away, so it stood as a persistent reminder of what had happened.

Her arm was another reminder, the radiating ache of the bullet wound digging its nails into her flesh, a coil of barbed wire wound tight around her bicep, pulled into constriction, her limb burning and underlying agony. The gunshot itself hadn’t been painful, much to her surprise, but the removal of the bullet had nearly broken her. Lou, Mona’s old friend and household veterinarian, had done his best, but without localized anesthesia, anyone’s best wouldn’t quite be good enough.

“Everything back where it belongs, Phillipe?” Dana asked one of the men standing outside the front door.

He turned and brushed a hand through his close-cropped brown hair, an eyebrow lifting above the upper curve of his glasses.

“Those idiots broke a few of the shelves when they tried to empty the place. We did our best to put them back together, but it’ll need more work. The food itself is back where it belongs.”

“I appreciate you holding down the fort while I was incapacitated,” Dana added, taking a few steps closer to Phillipe.

He shrugged his acceptance of her thanks. “Just remember who your friends are.” A knowing glint flickered in his eye, the corner of his mouth lifting into a slight smile.

“You know I will.” Dana placed her free hand on his arm. “All of you.” She looked toward Ryan, just to Phillipe’s left, a thirty-something young man with pitch-black hair and an even blacker sweater, its sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

“Some of us are more than friends, Dana. Or did you forget about your lonely cousin?” The man leaning up against the building gestured toward himself.

“I wouldn’t forget, Freddy.” Dana crossed the parking lot, walking gingerly, her arm pressed tight, wrapped within a makeshift sling.

Each stride jostled her shoulder, shooting pain through her chest and into her back. Drawing up next to Freddy, she stared down the empty street one way, then turned and looked down the next.

“Uncle James helped remodel this place back in the day. Your dad was a good one. Guess the apple didn’t fall far from the proverbial tree.”

Freddy shrugged his broad shoulders, squinting in the afternoon light, which remained lightly filtered by the thickening clouds.

“I should have been here before you got attacked. Maybe I could have done something then instead of helping put the pieces back together.”

“That wasn’t your fault. You were at the picnic with everyone else. Things were a little crazy that day. It was pure bad luck that I was here myself, I’d only come back looking for some way to help. All I found was the wrong end of a bullet fired by Corbin Benson.” Dana sneered, showing a few teeth.

“They never should have tried for a trial. They should have just strung them up and been done with it. Right on the spot. Idiots were asking for trouble.”

“Come on, Freddy. They were trying to do the right thing.”

“The problem is the bad guys never play by the same rules. Puts the people trying to do the right thing at an immediate disadvantage.”

“The right thing is the right thing, disadvantage or not. Bad things are going to happen in the world, especially these days. You have to hold on to the moral fabric somehow, even if you’re outmatched doing it.”

“Guess maybe we’ll have to agree to disagree on that.” Freddy rotated his shoulder gently, dragging it along the uneven brick of the market’s exterior. “I’ll tell you one thing. Anyone tries anything like that again, I’m not waiting for a trial to decide how to handle their punishment.”

“You and I are in agreement on that. Lockstep. This store is just about all I’ve got left, I mean to defend it by any means necessary.”

Freddy gently lifted the shotgun in his hands, nodding his silent agreement. As he looked at Dana, his eyes narrowed even further, not while looking at her, but while looking past her. Pushing off from the wall, he leaned a bit to get a better glance at something Dana couldn’t see.

“What?” Dana stepped back and swiveled on her heel, following the direction of Freddy’s intense stare.

She froze as she faced the road, glowering along its approach. Off in the distance, a shape moved toward them, traveling the road at a low, steady rate of speed. Dust kicked out from its tires, the faded growl of the engine soft, but getting louder moment by moment. The front of an approaching truck formed in the distance, edged by the churning dust its tires created along the paved road.

“Who is that?” Dana stepped down the gradual slope of pavement outside the front of her market.

“Took the question right out of my mouth.” Freddy joined her, clutching the shotgun tightly in both hands.

“It’s red.” Phillipe stepped away from the store front, pulling a pistol from his waistband.

Ryan, standing next to him already had a bolt-action rifle out and ready, the three men converging at the edge of the front parking lot.

“Looks like a fire department truck,” Freddy said, his folded hand shielding his eyes from the gray light.

Dana’s shoulders slumped slightly, her rigid spine gingerly flexing into a state of moderate relaxation.

“McAllister? Or some of his boys?” Dana and Sam McAllister didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but she’d been reassured by his determination to pick up where the late Chief Grayson had left off.

“Don’t let your guard down,” Freddy warned, shooting a firm look toward Phillipe first, then Ryan standing a few feet away. “I don’t care what they’re driving.”

“Just don’t go off half-cocked. It could be nothing.” Dana reached into her own waistband and pulled out a pistol as well, fingers flexing around the grip.

The truck continued closer, its engine even louder as it navigated the gradual curve of its approach. Brakes squealed slightly as the red-colored pick-up drew even nearer before it finally stopped at the edge of the lot, pulling up near the sidewalk. Two men were in the front seat, shielded by reflecting light playing across the sloped windshield.

A man sat in back as well, his head barely visible beyond the cab of the pick-up. It wasn’t just a man in the back, either, there was a large, box-shaped item back there as well, colored in a mixture of steel, faded green and rust brown. Dana stood in front of the three men, squaring off as the truck’s engine died, returning the road alongside the market into silence.

“Something I can do for you?” she shouted, not moving any closer.

The passenger door eased open on un-oiled hinges, sweeping wide as a figure stepped out, perched on the metal step that ran the length of the truck. A head appeared, rising tall above the opened door, arms slung across the top of the rolled-up window.

Dana scowled, the corners of her mouth drawing down, her grip around the pistol squeezing tightly as her steel gaze burned into the eyes of Rick Lyon.
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“Get back in your truck, Rick.” Dana’s voice was as hard and sharp as freshly chiseled stone. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

“Dana, listen⁠—”

Dana swung her pistol up and pointed it at him. In the rear of the truck, figures shifted but Rick bent back, barking a hold order. His arms pressed to the angled top of the door, helping prop him up while keeping the door between him and the others outside the market.

“Stay where you are. You hear me?” His own hard eyes drilled into Yates, who was huddled in the rear bed, a weapon clutched in his hand.

“You gonna let her talk to you like that?” Yates asked.

“It’s only talk.” Rick turned back to face Dana again. “Come on, Dana. Don’t be like that.”

“Don’t be— are you insane? After what you and your friends did?”

“I had nothing to do with what my friends did. What happened after— I think we all got caught up in the moment.”

“You shot Mason in the chest, Rick. That’s a little more than being caught up in the moment.”

Rick’s teeth ground together. He’d hoped the market would be unguarded. When Corbin had made his move, he’d put a bullet in the woman’s arm, and in Rick’s mind she should have been incapacitated for quite some time. Yet, there she was, stubborn as an ox, her same old usual self.

“Shouldn’t you be off your feet?” He asked.

“That’s exactly what you wanted, isn’t it? You expected to roll up here, open season on my store. Walk in and take whatever the hell you wanted.” Dana looked back at the three men standing with her, each of them with a weapon in hand. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

Rick leaned over the passenger door and sighed. Stepping down from the running board, he slammed the door closed and stood, fully exposed as he stared them down.

“We don’t have to be enemies in this. There’s still room to come together.”

“I’ve got no interest in coming together with you. Now or ever.”

“You see this truck?” Rick gestured toward the red truck parked alongside the road. “How do you think I came across that? Sam and I came to an agreement. No reason why you and I can’t do the same.”

“What kind of agreement?” Dana made no move to relax her combat-ready stance.

“Sam doesn’t have enough guys to hold things together. Not long term. With my help, we can restore law and order to Harbor’s End.”

“And how exactly does stealing food from my market restore law and order?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Seems pretty straight-forward to me.”

Rick took another step forward, his hands on his hips, pushing back the fabric of his flannel shirt. He wore his own pistol tucked into his belt, near his left hip, its butt revealed as the plaid cloth moved aside.

“This doesn’t have to be a fight.”

“If you’re here to take food from my market, you’re getting a fight whether you like it or not. We’ve been through this before, Rick. You couldn’t convince me then and you sure as hell won’t convince me now. Not after what you and your cronies did.”

Rick took a step forward. Dana swept toward him, her pistol coming up, the barrel pointing, only a couple of feet from Rick’s face.

“Stop.” Her voice was a firm, throaty tenor. “If you really think I won’t shoot you⁠—”

“I know you will. Thing is, you won’t get the chance.”

Dana’s eyes darted toward the truck, the driver’s seat first, then the head in the back.

“What are you playing at here?”

“I’m trying to do this the easy way,” Rick said. “Just let us grab what we need. We won’t even take it all. We’ll be gone before you know it, and everything will be fine.”

Dana’s finger twitched along the curve of the trigger guard, the barrel still level with the bridge of Rick’s nose.

“I never wanted any of this,” Rick said, gesturing around himself. “The violence? The bloodshed? Since day one, I only wanted to come to a mutually beneficial agreement. It was the rest of you who couldn’t deal with that.”

“And by mutually beneficial, you mean mostly benefiting you. That’s what you can’t seem to grasp, Rick. None of us owe you anything. You see yourself as some sort of bastion of order in this town. Like you’ve earned our respect and admiration for something you never did. We don’t owe you anything, Rick.” She took a step forward, her pistol inching closer to Rick’s face. “Now get the hell off my property or I’ll put a bullet in you and drag you off.”

The rifle shot echoed, a sharp, whiplash crack of sound reverberating across the silence of the street. Dana whipped back, her head jerking in an almost approving nod. Hair tufted out from her head, a slight shift of black blur and she went down to the pavement, striking with her left shoulder, a dusting of blood painting the parking lot.

Rick stood frozen, his arm reaching across his body toward the pistol in his waistband. The three men staring at him were frozen as well, eyes wide in disbelief, the echoing of the rifle shot still carried on the afternoon wind.

“Take ‘em down!” Yates swung up from the rear of the truck, rifle in hand.

He fired once, and Freddy lurched back, ankles tangling as he sprawled, dropping the shotgun to the asphalt with a clatter. Another rifle shot split the air from across the street, forcing Phillipe and Ryan to retreat, heads lowered. Rick drew his pistol, clamping both hands around the handle, and targeted Ryan first, who had his rifle at the ready. Pumping the trigger three times, he knocked the young man down before he could even fire a shot.

Two rifles converged at Rick’s back, Yates from the rear of the truck and the slightly distant weapon from across the street. Caught within the center of both weapons, Phillipe wheeled wildly, shouting in surprise, then tumbled to the ground and lay still.

Rick’s breath stabbed in his lungs, each jagged inhalation in rhythm with the rapid hammering of his unsteady heart. The trigger guard was firm and cool against his extended index finger, the lingering stink of smoke tugging his nostrils, leaving an acrid residue in the air. Dana’s vacant eyes stared up at the gray cloud-filled sky, absent of life, her arm still slung tight to her ribs, her chest still.

Rick blinked away a stinging blur, drew a deep, rattling breath, his throat tightening around his desperate inhalation. A sudden bark of victorious laughter echoed from across the street and Rick turned as Plemmons appeared, the scoped bolt-action rifle in his hands.

“Did you see that? One shot— bang! Down!” He strode across the pavement, his boots scuffing the road as he approached. “She never had a chance.”

“I asked you to watch from a distance. To provide cover just in case.”

“That crazy woman was about to put a nine-millimeter round in your head. Would you rather I waited until she did that? Just stood there and watched from a distance as she blasted your face off?”

Rick stared down at Dana’s lifeless eyes, his own sweat stinging his gaze. His chest heaved with the intake of air that Dana would never have again.

“He’s right, Rick. I don’t always agree with Plemmons, but Dana was hopped up on adrenaline or something. She was ready to put you down.”

Sour acid burned Rick’s stomach, a finger of bile tracing its way up his narrowed esophagus. Swallowing it back down, he stepped over the splayed legs of Dana Stewart and headed toward the boarded-up front door of the market.

“We can debate this later,” he said, shaking off the rage and shame that coated his body in a bone-deep heat. “If anyone heard those gunshots, they’ll be coming. Let’s load up. We’ll need as much food and drink as we can get out at the lake house.” As he pushed the door wider, he glanced back at Dana Stewart, his regret seeping into the depths of his mind, slowly overwhelmed by anger.

“She brought this upon herself, Rick. She didn’t need to be so aggressive. That was on her.” Yates spoke in a low whisper.

Rick nodded his silent agreement, the slack-jawed shock firming into clamped teeth, his parted lips closing into a thin, down-turned sneer.

“You’re right,” he hissed. “This is on her.”

The other men filed into the market, and he followed close behind, shutting the door on the bloodshed outside.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 16

4:00 p.m. Eastern

Mason sat perched on the edge of the bed, back slightly bent, fingers laced across his bent knees. Exhaustion drew his shoulders down and forward, pain etched its sharpened nails along the muscles of his neck, his head thick and heavy on his shoulders. His chest burned with a radiant heat, a rippling and undulating burn that reminded him of the day he’d forgotten his sunscreen at home before working a full ten hours beneath the mid-summer sun.

A scorching heat had coated his entire scalp for the next few days, the sort of raw and unfiltered burn that came from way too much sun. It was as if he’d gotten the worst kind of sunburn, but inside his body, a strange, disconcerted feeling that put him off-balance. He’d dozed off shortly after lunch and managed to sleep for several hours, wasting yet another invaluable day.

Using the nearby wall for leverage, he managed to work himself upright and hobbled toward the door, standing in the hallway and looking toward the living room. Lydia sat in one of the chairs, staring through a back window, out into the yard. Her narrow, bony fingers laced within each other, her eyes absent and unfocused.

“Hey, Mom.” Mason entered the living room on a slight, uneven hobble. “Doing okay?”

“Doing fine, dear.” She nodded toward the window at Dory and Lilah, who were throwing sticks for the dogs. “Who is Jodie’s friend? I don’t recognize her.”

“That’s Dory and Lilah, Mom. They’re your granddaughters.”

“My grand— Jodie had a daughter? Why can’t I remember that?”

“They’re mine, Mom.” Mason pressed a calming hand to his mother’s shoulder.

“Yours.” Lydia nodded softly. “Of course they are.” Her gaze lowered, head shaking softly. “Such a shame about their mother.”

Mason’s throat hitched.

“Breast cancer. And to take her so young.”

Mason swallowed through the constriction locking his windpipe and squeezed her shoulder just a bit more gently.

“That was my first wife, Mom. Shannon’s still alive. Their mother is on her way home, okay?”

“Shannon.” Lydia nodded. “She’s a great mother, isn’t she?” Lydia looked up at her son, her expression sharpening, a gleam of lucidity clearing the vagueness in her stare.

Mason settled himself into the chair across from her, closing her laced fingers within his own rough hands.

“She is. A really great mother.”

“Where is she?”

“On her way home, Mom. She’ll be here.”

“Hope she doesn’t miss dinner. I was going to serve pork loin and onions. That was always your father’s favorite.”

“We don’t have any pork loin, Mom. We’ve got fish. Still about thirty or forty pounds of it.”

“I’m so sick of fish,” she replied with a scowl. “Every day, it’s fish. My whole life it’s always been fish, fish, fish.”

“That’s what happens when you marry a fisherman. And when your son is a fisherman, too.”

“Oh? You’re a fisherman?” Lydia drew back, smiling broadly. “Your father would have been so proud.”

Mason stifled a cough, nodding curtly at her statement, his hands still pressed tightly around hers. He hoped his father would be proud, though even if his father was still alive, there’d be no way to know.

“Are you going to be okay? I need to head outside for a minute. Talk to Brad and Addie.”

“Brad and Addie?” Lydia nodded through the window at the young girls in the back yard. “Is that Brad and Addie? Brad is such an odd name for a little girl.”

“No, Mom. I don’t know where they are, but they’re probably around somewhere.” Mason stood, still clasping her hands until he’d risen from the chair. Giving them one last squeeze, he set them back down in her lap.

“I’ll be right back, okay?”

“Okay. Tell Dolan to come in for dinner. It’s almost time.”

“I will.” Mason walked across the living room, glancing back over his shoulder at the old woman his mother had suddenly become in such a short span of time. She’d been fiery and defiant even two weeks ago.

Opening the front door, Mason stepped out onto the porch, wincing in pain as the tepid, humid air swarmed around him. He held a hand out from beneath the overhanging canopy, anticipating a patter of raindrops that didn’t come. The air was thick, the sky dark with cloud cover, the omnipresent storm swirling all around them, but refusing to open up.

Leaning on the railing, Mason made his way down the stairs, one agonizing step after another, finally reaching the grass and letting out the breath he’d had closed in his lungs. Voices carried from next door, echoing from the backyard beyond the Short’s house. Mason tensed for a moment, listening intently for any sign of discontent. He’d become accustomed to the brash, vocal arguments from Addie and Brad over the past few weeks, but the voices were light and airy. More conversational than argumentative.

“Can you pass me that duct tape? I need to get this tarp fastened to the downspout a little tighter. Make sure there’s no gap for the water to leak out!”

“Here!”

As Mason walked along the grass, he saw the silvery gleam of a duct tape roll arc through the air and vanish behind the house next door.

“Did you see that catch? One-handed. Mookie Betts couldn’t have made that catch!”

“Mookie Betts is with the Dodgers now, Brad! Find another outfielder on the Red Sox to worship!”

“I would if they had a decent one. I swear, ownership is determined to flush that team down the crapper.”

“Does it matter at this point? Are any of them even still alive?”

“Ouch. That’s a harsh dose of reality, Addie. Why you gotta do me like that?”

Mason crossed the open space between their two houses, walking slowly and gingerly but with a bit more strength than he’d had that morning. Although it had wasted the day, the rest had done him good. He lifted a hand to Brad, who spotted him and returned the greeting.

“Hey! Up and about?” He dragged a strip of duct tape across a space where the tarp met a section of cut PVC pipe. Pressing them tightly together, he angled his head a bit to get a better look.

“Mason! How are you feeling?” Addie walked toward him from his right, tugging strands of long, dark hair from in front of her face.

“Hanging in there. I think.” He gingerly moved his shoulders. “Definitely some lingering pain, but I’m feeling a little bit stronger.”

Heat flushed his neck and painted the interior walls of his chest, but he didn’t mention that. The last thing he wanted was for Addie to order him more bedrest. He made his way toward the free-standing tarp mounted on supports next to the garden that Sherman and Marie had put together. He stared long and hard at the garden, the soil not as dark or rich as it should be, though the growth of plants continued to make stubborn progress.

“I know it’s not in great shape.” Addie stood at his shoulder, staring at the garden with him.

“I think we’re doing the best we can.”

“It’ll get better once it actually rains.” Brad elevated the volume of the last word of the sentence staring accusatory up at the sky.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Addie said. “We don’t want too much before they get back from Raynham. Long term storage isn’t a thing right now.”

“Long term storage is only a problem if it rains hard. We could use a good sprinkle. The garden could, the chickens could. Hell, I’ve been a little parched myself.” Addie grasped her throat. “What about you, Mason? When was the last time you drank something?”

“I’m okay.” Mason hadn’t had a drop to drink all day. His throat clawed with a dry itch, thick and scratchy, desperate for even the slightest drip of water.

“You’re recovering. You need water.” Addie nodded toward the retrofitted distillery built out of the toolshed and Mason followed her over.

Water boiled in a small kettle, steam rising toward the slanted windows, condensation slowly snaking down the sloped glass. Addie bent down and lifted a cup stacked nearby, then dragged it through the scant layer of water in an underlying bowl, handing it to Mason. He held it up, looking at the two inches of water at the bottom of the glass, hesitating to drink it.

“Mason. You need to drink. I know you want to conserve as much as possible, but water will help heal you. You need to stay hydrated.”

“All right, all right.” Mason tipped the cup and slurped down the scant two inches of water, the moisture vanishing far more quickly than he wanted. He licked the dampness from his lips and reluctantly put the cup down, his eyes lingering on the little bit of water that remained in the bowl. As he watched, more small droplets broke free of the condensation, rolled down a length of PVC and spattered wetly into the clear liquid.

Addie scrutinized Mason, narrowing one eye while the other widened, her trademark nursing school student inquiry.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” She pressed the back of her hand to his forehead. “You feel a little warm.”

“I just got out from under the covers. I’ll be fine.” He drew his head back and Addie dropped her hand back to her side.

“Daddy!” Dory screeched, apparently spotting Mason for the first time.

She sprinted over, trailed by Jameson, Tucker, and Lilah in that order. Mason dropped to a crouch, opening his arms and accepting her embrace. He tensed for a moment, preparing for Dory to launch herself up, expecting him to hold her, but his older daughter held back, gently releasing him so Lilah could get her affection in.

“Are you still hurt?” Lilah stared up at him as he stood.

“I’ll be okay.”

“Of course he’s still hurt, dummy. He got shot with a bullet.” Dory whispered intently at Lilah.

“Don’t call me a dummy.”

“Hey, hey, come on, girls.” Mason bent down again, placing one hand on each of their shoulders. Tucker wedged the slope of his head into his right hip and shoved, but Mason managed to stay upright. “Let’s not fight. It’s more important than ever for us to work together.”

“They’ve been doing great,” Brad said. “Helping with the chickens. Getting things ready for the horse.”

“Is the horse still coming?” Mason craned his neck around and up.

“That’s the plan. Not sure exactly when.” Brad shrugged. “That ball was in Jodie’s court. Suppose I should have gotten some clarification on that before she left.”

Mason remained crouched, using his own bent legs to hold himself upright. An emptiness drew within him, a widening chasm within his chest. It was as if a fault line opened up inside him, a vast pit of darkness revealed by the shifting of tectonic plates and he was teetering on the edge, close to falling.

“How long has it been? Since they left?”

“A while. Close to eight hours.”

“Raynham used to be a thirty, forty-minute drive at most. Eight hours and no word.”

“I’m not necessarily surprised. The normal routes between here and there are likely tough to navigate. They’ll have to get creative. It might be best to expect them not to be back until tomorrow.”

Mason nodded, grunting as he stood. A sudden wave of dizziness swarmed through him, his stomach lurching as he re-set his feet to keep his balance. One hand reflexively jerked toward his upper ribs, a stab of pain shooting through him like a hot poker.

“Mason?” Addie swept forward and pressed one hand to his back, the other holding his arm. “You okay?”

“Fine. Just stood too quickly.”

“You should go back to bed. You’re not healed. Not by a long shot.”

“There’s still so much to do.”

“And we’ve got it all under control.”

“What about the bags on the tree? The dew collection?”

“Already done. We ran the water through some last filtering and bottled it.”

“Chickens?”

“All fed and watered, or as much as we could, anyway. Did some fence repair with the girls’ help.”

“You said you’re getting ready for the horse. What does that mean, exactly? We should build some kind of shelter for it. A stable or even just a lean-to. It needs a pasture with a fence.”

“We mapped out the location for the pasture. It’s in that empty section of grass behind your house. It’s not huge, but it should be good enough. We also cleared out the garage from the rental next door. We figure that’ll work as a makeshift stable until we can think of something better. Mona is supposed to bring some hay when she delivers the horse, so we’ll fill out the floor a bit when she arrives.” Brad turned Mason slightly and pointed toward the garage.

The tangle of crashed vehicles remained on the road just outside Mason’s house. Much of it had been scavenged for parts, but the frame of the pick-up and the New Bedford Police car were still right where they’d been left weeks prior.

“What about the wreck?”

“It’s fine where it is for now. It’s not hurting anything. We’ll clear it when there’s time, but it’s not high on the priority list.”

“Security?” He turned toward Brad, who offered a haphazard shrug.

“We’re on alert, best we can be. We can’t post anyone full-time or anything.” He tugged the strap of the rifle slung over his shoulder. “I’ve got this if we need it.”

“Plemmons is still out there, somewhere.”

“He is, you’re right. And he would be whether you were resting or not. You need to heal, Mason. We’re better off having you gone for a week then with us long term, than overworking yourself now and being down and out for months after.”

Mason braced himself momentarily for the argument but released the tension in his back and his arms, flexing his fingers, his knuckles lightly cracking.

“Okay,” he acquiesced. “You’re the boss.”

Laboriously, he strode away from Addie’s side, using the railing to haul himself up the stairs, taking one step at a time. Once he reached the porch, he settled into the contoured slats of the swing. Somewhere out of sight, his daughters shouted, and a dog barked, and he leaned back into the curved wood and allowed himself a moment of peace and relaxation.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Middleborough, Massachusetts

Day 16

4:30 p.m. Eastern

It had been a long time since Jodie had traveled Route 44, but there was a hint of familiarity to their trek east through rural Massachusetts. Their delay at Lane and Iona’s trailer had set them back a short amount of time and traversing the back roads had proven to be a slow-moving challenge. Route 44 was littered with traffic, though the gaps were at least wide enough for them to pass through at slow speeds.

Jodie watched the familiar businesses pass by, though several of them had been replaced with newer industries like Cannabis dispensaries and even a pair of tattoo parlors, which seemed odd, given the rural nature of their location. Her fingertips pressed the glass. Although she recognized their surroundings, there was an edge of alien landscape to the world as well.

A vast emptiness surrounded them, the countless vehicles sitting idle, the people all but vanished, a subtle, but overwhelming sense of disquiet settling across the once-familiar landscape. Death was around each gentle bend in the road and lurking within every section of wooded terrain alongside them.

In some cases, there were human corpses, splayed face-down in the grass or clumped together by twos and threes. Birds were everywhere as well, resting on the shoulders, wings splayed, sprawled across the roofs of stopped vehicles, or even in the middle of otherwise empty sections of pavement. Fiona did her best to navigate around them or to straddle them with her tires, though she wasn’t always successful.

It wasn’t just the birds either. Squirrel deaths were numerous, a groundhog here and there, and at one point a deceased bear was slung along the wooded edge several feet from the side of the road. It was as if some great cosmic being had snapped their fingers and extinguished most life on earth, a thought that drove spikes of chilled ice deep into Jodie’s marrow.

On the left, a pair of chain hotels loomed above the narrow stretch of route 44, a winding cloverleaf of intersections leading to the angular trek of Interstate 495. Cars were jacked bumper-to-bumper all along the length of the interstate, an endless stream of vehicles as far as the eyes could see.

“What do you think our chances are of traveling that way?” Fiona leaned over, steering her truck around an SUV, which sat askew in the slow lane.

“Route 44 goes over,” Jason said, “it’ll connect to a rotary, which⁠—”

“Wait! Stop!” Jodie turned left, grasping the steering wheel and Fiona slammed on the brakes. The trees had slightly separated, and Jodie peered through the narrow gap. Pale smoke drifted on the wind, thicker than it had been moments before. “Something’s wrong with the overpass.”

Fiona nodded and eased on the accelerator, guiding the truck gently forward, bringing it around the right-hand turn before she pounded the brakes again and stopped them short. Route 44 gave way ahead, a patchwork of jagged cracks cutting through the pavement. Just beyond the series of fractures, the overpass had folded inward, collapsing down atop the glut of Interstate 495 traffic below. Jagged pavement peeled loose from the cracks, jutting up at awkward angles, a scattering of fragments peppered throughout the hastily stopped vehicles.

“We can’t cross.” Jodie shook her head.

Jason twisted around in the back seat, looking through the rear window.

“Reverse,” he said, pointing toward a section of trees. “There’s a side street over here. It’s hard to see.”

Fiona obeyed, shifting into reverse and gently guiding the truck backwards through the choking traffic. She navigated the vehicle with surprising ease, even moving in reverse until they came parallel to a narrow gap in the overgrowth along the right shoulder of route 44.

“Here,” Jason continued, pointing toward the street. “Turn.”

Fiona turned the wheel and moved her truck across the traffic and onto a side street. Trees crept close along each side of the narrow road, draping shadows across the unoccupied street. Jodie’s eyes began to softly water, her throat itching, a lingering, decaying sweetness filling the cabin.

“Vents! Cut the vents.” She slashed at the dial in the dashboard, snapping her vent closed, then reached over, doing the same near the center. Fiona followed her lead, closing the other two, cutting off that trademark smell that had begun to leak into the interior of the truck.

“Where’s the water?” Jodie angled her neck, staring through the surrounding trees.

“Oh crap,” Jason hissed, pressing his hand over his mouth.

“What?”

“This road. It’s an access road that leads to a processing plant and corporate headquarters. I should have thought of that.”

“Processing plant for what? Corporate headquarters for who?”

“It’s a national company. They make cranberry juice.”

“Do they grow the cranberries here?”

Jason nodded, his watery eyes staring into the surrounding trees.

“It’s a huge facility, but I’m pretty sure they’ve got their own natural irrigation through here. There’s a huge water source on the property.”

“How do you know all of this?”

“From a friend of mine. His dad worked here as an executive.” Jason laughed humorlessly. “Actually, put in a good word for me at that firm down in Boston. Turns out getting a recommendation from a C-level exec of a national company goes even further than an actual degree in the field.”

“It’s all in who you know,” Fiona said, staring intently through the windshield.

Up ahead, the narrow access road opened up into a vast, multi-sectioned parking lot. A tangle of vehicles were mashed together near the entrance and Fiona swiftly cranked the wheel, barely swerving around the wreck. Half a dozen vehicles had been smashed together, oil and fluids staining the pavement beneath them. Several dead bodies lay sprawled across the parking lot in a strange halo around the accident, several of them still dressed in business attire.

Fiona steered through a gap between corpses and parked cars, working around the perimeter of the large parking lot. Dozens of vehicles remained slotted in place, perhaps over a hundred, even more dead bodies peppered here and there within view. Angling around the exterior of the lot, Fiona guided the truck deeper into the compound, reaching a secondary lot, and then the road outside the corporate headquarters itself.

At least two dozen corpses were strewn about the stairs leading from the double-front doors of the corporate headquarters. Their position and proximity told Jodie that they’d been trying to desperately escape the building as the algae bloom threatened to overtake them. None of them had been fast enough and they’d died in mid-stride, pushing and crawling over each other out of desperation.

Beyond a thick tuft of free-standing trees surrounded by a circular section of pavement, the huge, c-shaped structure loomed tall and wide, its almost immaculate exterior standing in stark contrast to the dozens of rotting dead bodies pooled at the base of its entrance. Bodies were strewn across the road ahead as well, blocking their approach. Fiona tapped the brakes, the tires squealing briefly as the truck halted a few feet from the dead.

“What do we do?” She flexed her fingers around the steering wheel.

“Go over them?” Jason leaned forward, staring at the bodies. “Pretty sure they won’t feel it.”

“I don’t know if I can.” Fiona swallowed, her already pale face shifting to a shade of unsettled green.

“We need to move past the corporate headquarters that way,” Jason said, pointing toward a narrow stretch of pavement that led through some overgrown trees. “It’ll take us past the growing fields, but once we get by there, we can take route 28 to a road that runs right along Interstate 495.”

“You’re talking about running people over,” Fiona hissed.

“They’re not people. They’re bodies. Meat and bone. That’s it.”

“They crunch like people,” Fiona whispered, the blush of green darkening at her throat.

“Okay,” Jason said with a soft nod, “you guys stay here. I’ll run out and move one of the bodies. Make a path.”

“Jason don’t be stupid. We had to close the vents. There’s water out there. You could die.”

“I can hold my breath. It won’t take more than thirty seconds, maybe a minute.”

“Jason—”

“I’ve got this.” He was already grasping the handle of the door. “Hold your breath. Both of you.”

“Please,” Jodie whispered, “please don’t⁠—”

“Hold your breath.”

Jodie closed her stinging eyes, drew in a long, languid inhalation, then clamped her teeth closed, locking it in. Fiona did the same just before the door hinged open and slammed closed, a deafening boom within the tight confines of the truck’s cabin.

Jodie yanked her eyes open. Jason sprinted from the truck, running along the pavement until he reached the sprawling line of dead bodies. He bent over, his hands grasping the splayed arms of a motionless body dressed in an expensive looking suit and tie. Jason’s neck tensed as he hauled back, wrestling with the dead weight of the corpse. He stumbled, his ankles tangled and dropped the arms, then fell, barely catching himself with one hand.

“Jason—” Jodie hissed through clenched teeth, inching forward in her seat, pressed inches from the windshield.

Outside, Jason recovered, standing and once more clutching at the outstretched wrists of the dead body. He planted his feet and pulled, back-pedaling, dragging the body across other piled bodies nearby. Even from a few yards away, his face was beet red in the low light, his neck taut with the tension of holding his breath.

He yanked, stepping backwards, pulling the body across the others, finally clearing a path wide enough for the truck to fit through. Fiona banged on the gas, jolting the truck forward, tires squawking as it lurched ahead. She braked again alongside Jason, giving him as short a distance as possible to come back. He sprinted toward them, yanked the door hastily open, then plunged inside, closing it in his wake. Once the echoing slam of the closing door faded he gasped, desperately releasing the breath he’d been holding, choking and coughing, doubling over in the back seat of the truck.

“Are you okay?” Jodie twisted in the front seat, nearly crawling over to grasp at Jason. “Jason! Are you okay?”

“I— I’m okay,” he whispered through staggered gasps of desperate breaths. “I’m okay.”

Fiona accelerated, moving the truck through the widened gap in bodies, picking up speed as she headed toward the creeping growth of surrounding trees. Shadows fell upon them as Jodie clutched Jason’s hands, holding them tightly.

“Don’t ever do that again.”

“I’m fine,” he reassured her, swallowing hard, his color slowly resuming its normal shade.

Ahead, the trees already fell away, revealing a wider open space beyond. A huge swath of greenery took up a massive section of real estate in all directions, narrow trenches of water cutting the cranberry plants into angular sections. Jodie delicately sniffed the air as they rode the narrow street past. With the vents closed, the air remained relatively breathable even as she stared intently through the passenger side window.

Intersecting gutters of water were littered with the mottled brown algae, a congealing scab of poison covering the waterways. Although scab was the word that came to mind, the effect was the sheer opposite. Instead of healing the wound, these green and brown clots were actively poisoning it.

Abandoned machinery littered the cranberry bogs along each side of the road, complex equipment sitting unmanned and desolate, relics of a bygone age. A few trucks were parked alongside a narrow dirt-covered perimeter, though no bodies were visible, at least from Jodie’s vantage point. Moments later, they’d crossed over the cranberry bogs and were swallowed once more by trees, the truck accelerating as it passed through the scattered shadows of overhanging branches.

“We should mark that on a map somewhere,” Jason said, turning to look out the back window.

“Why’s that?”

“They process cranberries and make cranberry juice. I’m betting they’ve got massive reserves of sterile water in there. Probably hundreds if not thousands of gallons worth. We’re not equipped to check it now, but maybe we could come back at some point.”

“Good call.” Jodie opened the glove compartment and fished out the map they’d been using to that point.

It took her a moment to find where they were, but she etched an ink-laden star to identify the location of the cranberry processing plant. Up ahead, the road bent left, then merged with route 18. Fiona didn’t need to ask for directions; she took an immediate left and began heading north. They passed through more rows of trees and wove their way through the gaps in traffic, soon crossing over Interstate 495 further east. Jodie stared out the driver’s side window. The overpass to the west had indeed collapsed, slamming down onto stalled traffic beneath, crushing vehicles and the poor people stranded inside.

The smoldering wreckage of a fuel truck churned pale smoke, a blackened smear across both lanes of traffic signaling some sort of explosion or fire. Though the fire had been extinguished, the lingering clouds of pale smoke remained, hanging low throughout the crumbled roadway. Traffic had slammed to a stop in both directions, smaller pileups further blocking both the north and south lanes of 495.

Continuing north on route 18, Fiona picked up speed as they approached the circular twist of a roundabout, with a squat chain restaurant on the left, and a coffee shop on the right. Windows were broken out in each building, and a few dead bodies rested outside the restaurant, though the coffee shop sidewalk was empty. They circled smoothly around the roundabout, swerving around a stopped vehicle before finally continuing straight, still on route 18.

“First left up here,” Jason said, leaning over the seat back. “Across from that distribution center on the right.” He pointed toward a massive structure, barely concealed by trees, several tractor trailer trucks parked near a vast sea of concrete loading docks.

“Mark it,” Fiona advised, but Jodie was already doing it. The temptation to stop and check it out was high, but they had other priorities, and considering the physical condition of her brother, she wanted to get back as soon as possible. As it was, they’d been on the road the majority of the day.

Fiona followed Jason’s instructions, turning sharply left onto a narrow side street, which passed through another section of trees. The road snaked through a trio of fairly expensive looking houses, then bent right, the trees separating into a slightly wider span of road. Along the left side, through the thinning trees, Interstate 495 continued on, the bumper-to-bumper logjam filling both lanes with no end in sight.
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Middleborough, Massachusetts

Day 16

6:40 p.m. Eastern

Fiona leaned over the steering wheel, guiding the truck along another narrow stretch of back road, trees shrouding them in deepening shadow.

“Are you sure about this?” She turned slightly to glance back at Jason, who continued to lean forward. “Seems like every bit of progress we make west, we end up going north, back-tracking, then having to find another way around.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve been through this area. I’m sorry. What’s the map say?”

Jodie spread the map along the dashboard tracing their approximate location with a gentle press of her index finger.

“Twelve hours to make a forty-minute drive.” She shook her head, then rubbed her fist into her left eye. “This world sucks.”

“We’re doing the best we can.”

“I was hoping we wouldn’t have to spend the night out here.”

Fiona turned right, accelerating further, the truck picking up speed as she wound around a farm tractor half blocking the slow lane. A man in a baseball hat was slumped over the steering wheel, one arm hanging low along his left side. As they continued ahead, Jason stretched forward, pointing through the windshield.

“There! Look. The Taunton River.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“That means we’re heading in the right direction. Follow this road. It’ll pass over the river in a short while. Once we get to the next neighborhood, take a left, that road south will bring us back to 495. It’s a roundabout way, but once we’re there, it’ll be relatively smooth sailing.”

“Don’t ask me why, but I’m trusting you on this one.” Fiona nodded toward the vents on Jodie’s side of the truck. “Those still closed?”

Jodie double checked and nodded. Fiona turned her attention to the gas gauge.

“Been a few hours since we topped off the tank. Jason, you remember how much gas was left in that can?”

“Not a whole heck of a lot.”

“Great. Add that to our list of worries. We’ve got just over a quarter of a tank. We’ll probably need to stop and siphon again before we get too far down 495.”

“Let’s worry about that later.” Jodie looked out her window.

Just as Jason had said, the trees peeled back and revealed a long serpent of dark water beneath a narrow bridge. Thick clumps of sludge clung to the water’s surface, a congealing mass of mottled muck, almost completely obscuring the water from view. Wedged within the thick sludge were two fishing boats within view, bodies slumped over within each of them, lying prone and motionless, their poles draped across their lifeless corpses. Jodie found herself holding her breath, even though the vents were closed, until the truck crossed the bridge and continued along.

Moments later they crossed into a quiet neighborhood, a quaint section of rural Massachusetts that reminded Jodie of home, only the houses were larger and considerably more expensive than the typical Harbor’s End residence. A few more corpses rested in the grass of various front and backyards, forcing Jodie to peel her gaze away from the side window and focus ahead.

It only took a moment for the left-hand turn to create a break in the grass and trees, and before Jason could even tell Fiona to turn, she was cranking the steering wheel. With a sweeping turn, the truck veered onto yet another narrow side street, swallowed by the unending field of wilderness. Not long after, they crossed over another bridge spanning the Taunton River, then propelled southward, accelerating to nearly fifty miles per hour, a crazy speed given the rural road they traveled.

Fiona swerved around stopped cars, but they were few and far between, the long stretch of straightaway a mostly empty blanket of stretched pavement. Jodie allowed herself some measure of relief, easing back in the seat, watching as the trees blurred past, the truck speeding south, toward 495. Fiona turned with the bend of the road, the street pressing out from beneath a curtain of overgrown trees, tires humming along the uneven pavement. To their left, 495 fell into view, still dotted with traffic, but no longer congested to the point of being impassable.

“Is there an onramp coming?”

“Not that I can see.” Jodie leaned down, further scrutinizing the map. “Jason?”

He smiled a crooked smile. “Look there.” He reached over the seat and pressed a finger to the paper.

“A weigh station?”

“Exactly. The trees thin out all through here. We should be able to cut across the grass here and get onto the weigh station. From there, we can merge back onto 495. It should be relatively clear sailing to Raynham.”

Fiona’s eyes darted left, scanning the thinning trees that blurred past. She was drifting close to sixty miles per hour, moving briskly through the narrow road parallel to 495.

“There!” Jason stabbed his finger ahead and at an angle.

The trees parted, revealing a gap between them, a view of the highway beyond spread out before them. Purely by instinct, Fiona hauled the wheel left, steering the truck through the trees, thudding roughly over grass and uneven terrain. They hurtled out onto pavement, swerving right, following the exit ramp from the weigh station. A row of traffic cones spread out before them, signaling the weigh station’s closure, but Fiona simply sped through them, tossing one in a wild cartwheel to the left while the other thudded and twisted beneath her spinning tire.

Seconds later they were on 495, ironically slowing down as the traffic was a bit thicker than it had been on the side street running next to it. Cars smeared past them on both sides as they drove, an almost smooth weave in and out, bending the truck through the gaps between vehicles. For a time, they trekked over open road, the engine roaring as they ebbed and flowed down 495, mixing in and out of throngs of traffic. A long stretch of empty road emerged before them and Fiona gently accelerated.

“Hey,” Jason said, leaning forward, squinting through the windshield. “Did you see that?”

“What?” Fiona tightened her grip, drawing more upright.

“Something in the road. It caught the light just right. I could have sworn⁠—”

“Swerve!” Jodie screamed, jamming a finger toward the right shoulder. “Swerve right now!”

Fiona hauled the wheel right, tapping the brakes, a squat shriek signifying rubber gripping pavement. The truck kicked out slightly, then recovered, propelling itself toward the right shoulder.

“Spike strips!” Jodie pointed across Fiona’s taut arms at the line of jagged, sharpened stakes that was pulled across both lanes of eastward travel. The tires of the truck thudded and shuddered as they barreled over the rumble strip shoulder, Fiona fighting to get the vehicle back under control.

“Who would have done that?” Jason turned in his seat to get a better look.

“Them, maybe?” Jodie shrieked, recoiling left as she turned to look out her window.

Motorcycles charged through the trees to their right, two of them, then three, their shrill whine splitting the air all around them. One broke loose, slicing between trees and hopped to the shoulder, increasing its throttle. A man on the bike leaned sharply over the handlebars, head shrouded by a pitch-black helmet with reflective visor.

“Ambush!” Jason screamed, then reached toward the floor, lifting the AR-15, cradling it in his hands.

Jodie had her pistol out, clamped between both hands in her gunfighter grip.

“What do I do?” Fiona screamed so loud it almost drowned out the whining pitch of approaching motorcycles.

“Just keep driving!” Jodie’s finger hovered near the window switch, halted a few centimeters above.

Jason checked his magazine, slamming it back home, holding it close to his chest. The motorcycle rider alongside them swept a pistol from a holster, holding it with one hand while the other gripped the handlebar. He fired, the weapon kicking in his grip, a jolt of muzzle flashes swallowing the barrel in white light. Fiona braked reflexively, the front of the truck dipping as tires squealed, the motorcycle shooting forward.

“Don’t stop!” Jason shouted and Fiona accelerated again, closing the distance on the speeding bike. A second motorcycle struck an upward slope of grass and went airborne, held for a moment before it thudded down, shock absorbers compressing as tires hammered onto the shoulder.

Jodie forced the window down with a press of the button, then reached her pistol out, tracking the first rider, still a few feet ahead. She centered the barrel on his back, somewhere between his shoulder blades and squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession. The rider jolted left, then over-corrected, going over the handlebars, the bike slamming hard to the pavement, dragging sparks in its wake. Swerving frantically, the second rider tried to avoid it, but struck the fallen bike, jumping briefly into the air before the front tire turned. Landing at an awkward angle, the second motorcycle spun away, jettisoning its rider off onto the shoulder in a flail of sprawling limbs.

Two more motorcycles closed in from the right, hurtling in blackened blurs, closing on the highway at speed. They breached the shoulder, moving closer, both of them drawing pistols. Fiona twisted the wheel wildly to the right, so swiftly that Jodie lurched sideways in her seat, unprepared for the change in direction. With a muffled clang of impact, the front panel of the truck collided with the lead bike, halting its momentum, its rider launching from an upward tipped seat, sprawling across the hood of Fiona’s vehicle.

She corrected her steer and straightened, the back end swerving around, then accelerated forward. Two more motorcycles converged at the rear, closing in fast, weapons drawn. They fired a steady tug of single-shot semi-automatic, forcing Jason’s head down as bullets hammered into the rear of the truck.

“Get down!” His scream was drowned out by the sudden shattering of the rear window, blowing inward in a gasp of broken glass. Fiona withdrew to the left, her hands going with her motion, steering the truck off course.

“Stay where you are!” Jason barked at Jodie, who had started to rise. He hefted his rifle up and pointed it out through the smashed rear window. Rapidly pulling the trigger, he sent a handful of 5.56-millimeter rounds at the pursuing riders. They veered apart, one of them wobbling, but managing to stay in control.

“We’ve got trouble!” Fiona screamed, drawing Jason’s attention back toward the front.

A car was closing ahead, driving across both lanes, acting as a makeshift barricade to halt their progress. The brakes screeched, positioning the long Cadillac across both lanes of passable traffic, leaving little margin for error. Driver’s side doors opened, and gunmen stepped out, clutching bolt action rifles.

“Right shoulder right shoulder right shoulder!” The words flooded from Jason’s lips in an endless parade of shouting.

Fiona immediately complied. Rifles cracked, sending bullets sprinting toward them but Fiona swept the truck right, veering away. Jodie almost threw herself out of her open passenger window, leveling her pistol across the windshield. She emptied the magazine in a flurry of rapid trigger pulls, and though she didn’t appear to hit anyone, she sent them both scrambling desperately for cover.

The truck slammed hard into the rear of the Caddy, a jolt of impact almost spilling Jodie from her perch through the opened window. Jason lunged over the seat back and grasped her belt in his clawed fingers, tugging her back in before she could spill out onto the road at forty miles per hour.

“Switch!” He continued to pull, jerking her back toward the back seat as he scrambled to crawl over the front.

Fiona yanked the truck back onto the road, moving past the makeshift Cadillac barricade. One of the motorcycles screeched to a sideways halt, barely avoiding slamming headlong into the stopped car, but the second bike swept past, closing toward them. Jason dropped into the front seat on his shoulder, grunting as he struggled to re-orient himself in the cramped space. Reaching up, he grasped the bottom of the opened window and pulled himself toward it, taking the AR-15 with him.

Only a single man on a motorcycle pursued, almost a car length behind them, but closing fast. Jason shoved himself through the opened window, the rifle clung tight to his chest. Bracing his back against the interior of the door he leveled the rifle with both hands, pointing it at the approaching rider. He aimed down at the pavement in front of its spinning blur of black tire. He pulled the trigger once, then twice, then a third time. The barrel jerked up as he shot, kicking in his hands. The road burst apart under the volley of gunfire, spraying hot asphalt up into the engine block of the motorcycle. Its rider twisted in desperation as Jason continued firing, aiming for that front tire, but missing. Another burst of sparks erupted from the engine of the bike, a bullet ricochet or flying debris, Jason wasn’t sure which. The bike jolted right as the rounds struck around it, then over-steered, bending left, and toppling wildly. Moving at nearly fifty miles per hour, the motorcycle and rider went violently tumbling, their momentum rolling them over and over, limbs flailing, a weapon arcing high into the air from slack fingers.

Jason drew himself back inside, gasping for a desperate lungful of air. Silence fell within the cabin, a silence shrouded by the persistent ringing in Jodie’s ears. Her heart slammed hard, working its way up her throat as she slumped back down into the rear seat and closed her eyes, willing the world to slow down, if only for a moment.
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Chicago, Illinois

Day 16

7:30 p.m. Central

Shannon sucked in air through the hissing respirator of her gas mask, studying the clogged streets ahead. Whatever she’d been imagining or anticipating, the reality was a hundred times worse. The entire city, especially the downtown region, had been painted in corpses. Death filled every block, every street corner and every intersection. Vehicles stacked bumper-to-bumper, one on top of another, side-to-side and front-to-back. Whichever narrow gaps remained between the stopped cars were clogged with lifeless humanity.

The gas masks were a blessing in more ways than one. Not just keeping them alive in the spoiled air surrounding Lake Michigan, but also shielding them from the rancid stink of thousands of dead bodies. She peered out across the nearby intersection, a crumpled mass of vehicles pressed together into a misshapen conglomeration of steel, plastic and shattered glass.

Bodies heaped over and around the vehicles, a knee-deep layer of corpses, decaying flesh peeling from underlying bone, the discolored pallor of lifeless faces staring up into the endless sky above. Shannon and Louise did their best to walk around them, but it wasn’t always possible.

“Are you okay with this?” Shannon turned and glanced over her shoulder.

Louise nodded unsteadily, her eyes fixed on the intersection littered with bodies.

“Just keep facing forward, eyes up. Don’t think about what you’re walking through.”

Clouds of flies filled the air, an undulating buzz of scavenger insects. Both women wore long sleeves and long pants, their hands and feet adorned with gloves and boots.

“How’s your tape?” Shannon stepped forward and tugged a strip of duct tape wound tightly around Louise’s wrist.

She checked Louise’s other wrist, then bent low and checked her ankles as well, making sure the tape was fastened tight and not coming loose.

“When there are this many dead bodies, there’s lots of bacteria out there. Could be dangerous. We need to be as protected as possible.”

Louise went through the same process, checking Shannon to ensure every seam and gap was carefully covered. She gave Shannon a thumbs up and the two women made their way toward the blood soaked intersection. Where possible, Shannon stepped over splayed legs or sprawled arms, trying to avoid contact as much as she could. Occasionally they had to make their way around multiple bodies stacked atop each other or use their boots to kick one aside to make a path.

It was unpleasant work, but necessary and one of the main compromises Shannon had been willing to make to get back to her family. Bodies shifted around their lower legs as they made their way through, boot soles sucking on pavement tacky with various bodily fluids. Her eyes lifted, Shannon focused her attention on the roadway ahead, an eastward trajectory that took them closer to downtown.

Smoke filled the air thick with its choking gray, in some cases obscuring their vision entirely. Crossing through the intersection, they made their way to another area of road, then drew to a stop. To the right, a towering skyscraper rose high, littered with shattered windows. Cracks etched the stonework exterior of the building, a dusting of broken fragments coating the sidewalk beneath. Smoke clung to the feet of nearby buildings, drawing a dark curtain across the roadways in all directions. The air was hot with recent fires, the world a darkened, charcoal mass where they stood. Shannon took a cautious step forward, squinting into the blackened churn, but couldn’t make out anything ahead.

“We should go around,” Louise offered, craning her neck for a better view.

“Around where?”

“I— I don’t know.” Louise tugged the map from her thigh pocket and unfolded it, trying her best to study it.

Shannon joined her, blinking through the fogged lenses of her gas mask, but to no avail. It was almost impossible to make out where they were or where they needed to go, at least not from that vantage point.

“Follow me.” Shannon stepped up onto the sidewalk. She left sticky, rust-colored boot prints in her wake, but did her best to ignore them.

Louise tagged along, closely following her friend until they made their way around the base of the skyscraper and reached the front entrance. Three bodies rested next to and on top of each other, wedged within the opened double doors of the building. Shannon gingerly stepped over them as best she could, using her hip to shove her way through, making it into the lobby. Louise reluctantly followed, the two women moving into a relatively open space within the building. There were more corpses scattered about, but there was at least some room to walk.

“Let’s head up a few flights.” Shannon gestured toward a set of emergency stairs to their left, near the outside perimeter of the ornate lobby and reception desk.

“Is that a good idea?”

“I don’t have a better one. We need to figure out where we are and where we need to go. We can’t do that from ground level, at least not with all this smoke.”

“We don’t even know where the smoke is coming from.”

“Then let’s find out.” Shannon walked to the narrow, metal door which sat next to a rectangular sign with angular lines signaling a stairwell.

The bang of the closing door echoed within the narrow confines as they started up the steep set of metal stairs. It didn’t take long before they spotted the first body, slung down a length of stairs on the second flight up, face down, arms spread. Shannon stepped over them with Louise close behind. There were more where that came from, a few dozen of them all told, making navigating the narrow stairs somewhat difficult. By the time they reached the tenth floor they were both gasping for breath, their desperate inhalations rasping through the filters of their gas masks. Shannon pressed a hand to the wall to help her stay upright, her legs aching and chest burning with exertion.

“Louise? You— you okay?”

Louise bent over slightly, her hands pressed to her legs, just above her bent knees. She nodded unevenly.

“How much further?”

“Let’s try— fifteen.”

Louise nodded, then cast her weary gaze downward again, focusing on the stairs at her feet. After taking another moment to gather her breath, she lifted her eyes, then trudged back up, aching step after aching step. By the time they rounded the landing for the fourteenth floor, all Shannon wanted to do was sit for a moment. She wasn’t in bad shape, but they’d been on their feet for several hours and daylight was dwindling, sapping the life from their already exhausted muscles. A moment later she reached the next level, a small sign reading 15th Floor engraved on a plaque next to the metal door leading to a perimeter corridor.

Grasping the door, Shannon hauled it open, then almost spilled inside, the shifting momentum of her duffel bag threatening to pull her off balance. She widened her stance and somehow remained upright, moving into a wide corridor. The hallway ended a short distance ahead, a door against the right wall leading to an office space.

A large, plate glass window announced the office as belonging to the Midwest Regional Office of an international finance conglomerate that Shannon had never heard of. The door was locked, but she slammed the butt of her rifle through the plate glass and seconds later they’d made their way inside.

Facing them was a dark wood receptionist table, a flat screen monitor toppled over onto the carpeted floor. A young woman rested, slack-jawed and lifeless, sprawled across that same pale carpet. It was stained a mottled green beneath a bunched section of her formerly blonde hair. They passed the reception desk and made their way toward a nearby corner office, belonging to the Regional Director of the same finance conglomerate listed on the main door.

Shannon drew the door open and stepped inside, finding herself staring at a broad expanse of east-facing windows that made up the entire far wall of the elaborately decorated office space. Smoke drifted past in pale, twisting columns, but it was thinner from that height, not nearly as restrictive as it had been closer to street level.

Shannon stepped over yet another dead body, a well-dressed, somewhat portly man, his outstretched fingers within inches of an expensive looking crystal decanter. Mystery liquid had spilled free, staining the carpet a lighter stain than the mottled brown that crusted its texture beneath his slumped head.

She stood at the wall-sized windows, palms pressed to the glass, staring out, breathlessly, across downtown Chicago. They were only on the fifteenth story and were surrounded by other, taller buildings, but still had an effective vantage point of the world immediately surrounding them.

Her eyes widened as they took in the world that confronted her from outside a single pane of glass. Tall, skyward towers loomed before her, though a gap between them revealed the broad, horrifying expanse of Lake Michigan beyond the downtown glut of city buildings. From her vantage point the water didn’t shine so much as curdle. Its mottled texture was thick and clumpy like watery oatmeal, its color a dull sort of green, swirled with mixtures of brown.

Tendrils rose from the uneven surface of the muck, pale, green wisps of strange steam, swirling and following the wind. From the fifteenth story, that green fog lingered throughout, creeping around each rigid structure, coiled fingers grasping exterior walls. Boats dotted the water’s surface, more than Shannon cared to count, abandoned and unmoving.

From fifteen floors above the street, Chicago was indeed a wasteland, a city of the dead as so many had told her. Making her way left along the window, she angled her eyes, looking down the adjoining street. Halting suddenly, she gasped, her gloved fingers curling slightly, squeaking against the window.

A block away from where she stood, a vast, ragged gash had been hacked out of the city skyline, the wreckage of a passenger plane buried in the wound like the blade of a hatchet. Deep, dark smoke billowed out from around the smashed remnants of the aircraft, its broken wings cleaving a path of shattered stone and glass in its wake. That section of the city was unrecognizable as a place where humanity once lived, it was a blistered boil of ruin, smoke and fire.

After hammering its way through a chunk of coastal downtown, the plane came to a rest against a massive building just across the street from where Shannon stood. Its rigid shape was partially consumed by smoke, dark and choking. Arteries of fractures cut into the edifice, a vast network of cracks. For the first time Shannon stared up toward the top of the building and noticed with horror that it was leaning.

Windows were shattered along its lower section, a large chunk of stone exterior broken away and crumbled into spilled particles. A soft, whining groan escaped the surrounding buildings, an agonized moan of pain as if the earth itself was dying. Smoke roiled in a curling, dark fist, and the building shifted slightly, windows cracking further, glass vomiting downward from an upper floor.

Shannon took an uncertain step back, her wide eyes taking in the sight through the fog of her lenses. Behind her, Louise rummaged through desk drawers and cabinets, searching for something. One boot passed along another as Shannon moved backwards again, even more glass fragments spilling past the fifteenth story window and down into the smoke below.

“Louise?” Her voice was a strained croak. “I think we should go.”

“What? I’ve only checked a few desks. Found three bottles of water already!”

“Louise—” Shannon stepped back again and the building, almost filling the entire window from her new angle, jerked downward and jolted sharply, spilling another flood of glass and stone fragments.

“What is it, Shannon?” Louise appeared at the opened doorway, staring past Shannon and out through the window at the building across the street.

“We need to go,” Shannon reiterated. “We need to go right now!”
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Chicago, Illinois

Day 16

7:50 p.m. Central

The undulating groan from outside the window sharpened and grew louder, scraping into a sudden scream. Stone shattered throughout the exterior wall of the building across the street, blasting broken glass into an outward shockwave. A sudden eruption of dust swarmed out from the structure as the entire upper level seemed to collapse straight down. It jolted toward the street, its steel infrastructure buckling as massive sections of the skyscraper accordioned into nothing.

Dust swarmed out in a clouded wave, obscuring their vision, blotting out the world across the wide panes of glass. Groaning sharpened, cracks snapping in a ratchet, rapid-fire drumbeat. One thick slab of rock hammered through the windows where Shannon had been standing moments before, cleaving a wide gash across the surface of the building, shaking the floor beneath their feet.

“Run!” Shannon surged forward, shoving Louise back through the door to the office she’d been framed by.

Louise almost fell, but recovered quickly, wheeling with the momentum of Shannon’s shove. She fell into lockstep, the two women sprinting across the maze of cubicles, threading in and out of desks and chairs. A groan became a roar, a deafening bellow of straining structure. The floor shifted beneath them, their own building surging as the one next to it began its inevitable collapse.

“Stairwell! To the stairwell!”

Smoke and dust rushed through the fractured windows, filling the interior spaces, clawing at the lenses of their masks, drowning out the world. Shannon moved almost purely by instinct, darting forward. Her hip smacked hard into a desk she didn’t see, throwing her off target, but she bumped into a second cubicle and straightened, running directly toward the reception area.

She darted past the desk, leading with her shoulder and barreled through the doorway out into the hall. Her momentum sent her sprawling, colliding roughly against the far section of sheet rock. Grunting, she recovered her balance and twisted around, ensuring that Louise was close behind. The older woman plowed out, chased by a roil of dust and smoke which filled the office space they’d just been in.

Shannon grasped Louise’s wrist and tugged her along, the two of them running toward the door to the stairwell they’d used to climb up a short time before. A massive shifting groan sent the building shuddering, a fresh roar of deafening destruction slamming through the skyscraper with bone-shaking force.

“Down! Down the stairs! Down!” Shannon propelled herself down, two stairs at a time, running with a leg-pained fury.

Louise stumbled slightly, but continued behind her, both women racing as fast as they were able. Shannon nearly threw herself down another flight, her knee buckling at the next landing, her movement sending her crashing shoulder-first into an adjoining wall. The surrounding roar filled their ears, a dust and grit coating the air and obscuring their vision.

Sheet rock buckled around them, a network of cracks etching their way along the once-smooth surface of the hallway interior. Chunks of ceiling broke loose, tumbling down throughout the stairwell. Shannon lunged back, flattening herself against the wall as chunks of stone and plaster spilled down, tumbling through the gaps between angular staircases.

“Keep going!” Shannon shouted, reaching back to touch Louise to make sure she was still with her.

Together, they rounded another bend and then another, taking the steps as fast as they dared without risk of fall or injury. Walls listed, a shuddering slam of something crashing above jolted their feet. They circled another landing and then another, the flights bleeding past through the thickening fog of dust, smoke and soot.

“Talk to me, Louise! Talk to me! You still with me?” Dust filled the corridor, blinding Shannon as she continued racing down the stairs.

“Still here!” Louise’s rasping voice escaped the gas mask, though louder and closer than Shannon had expected.

“Just keep going!”

The building didn’t just shudder, it shook, an unexpected sideways shift that yanked the stairs out from under Shannon. She lurched and toppled, spilling forward. Grasping desperately with her left hand, her palm struck railing and she closed her fingers, gripping tightly, her arm jerking painfully as she barely kept herself from tumbling the rest of the way down.

Correcting her stance, she continued running, the faint thud of Louise’s own footfalls continuing along just behind her. They circled another landing and then one more, chest burning with the effort of running, especially trying to breathe through the filters of their masks. Darkness clouded all of reality, the grasping tendrils of smoke thick and black, drawing them down into their depths.

“Shannon?” Louise’s breath gasped. “I don’t know how much longer⁠—”

“Just keep going! We’re almost there!” Shannon had lost count of the flights but forced herself to keep going. A thundering crack of noise split the air above and Shannon risked a quick look up. A vast section of the upper floor of the building was swept away in a violent surge of rubble. Reality itself dropped suddenly, then bent left, almost knocking them both from their feet.

Shannon struck ground, her knees bending sharply, the sudden fall throwing her forward and sending her spilling across debris-laden pavement. She grunted, blowing out a fierce, pained breath, her duffel bag bending her shoulder upward. A sudden impact thudded behind her as Shannon desperately crawled to her feet, hoisting the bag over her shoulder, making sure she could find her rifle.

“Louise? Louise!”

A rasping cough of sound came from the darkness, a shift of scant movement following.

“Here,” she gasped. “I’m here.”

“We’re on the bottom floor! Come on!” Shannon groped for Louise in the blackened smoke-filled space but couldn’t find her.

“Just go! I’m with you!”

Shannon did as Louise asked, charging forward, shouldering through the door leading out into the lobby. As the space expanded, the smoke and dust thinned, but only a little. She scanned the lobby area, tracking the swirl of gray as it swept toward the front door and escaped out into the city. Shannon used that to navigate, following the swirls of dust even as the world around her continued its relentless roar of impending doom.

She stepped over the same bodies they’d stepped through to enter, turning and spotting Louise as she made her way through the smoke, waving her hands to navigate.

“Over here!” Shannon gestured toward Louise, and she nodded, approaching.

Both of them stumbled back out into the street, which was littered with more debris than it had been moments ago. Broken rock, chunks of concrete and sheets of broken glass littered the sidewalks and roadways, a continuous plume of layered smoke and dust expanding throughout the grid work of streets.

“We need to get some space! We need to keep going!” Shannon stumbled forward, nearly tripping on a corpse at her feet.

“What was happening?” Louise gasped, clutching at her chest, stumbling along after Shannon as they crossed the street.

“Airplane crashed. Must have happened early on. But— I guess it weakened the foundation. We just have— impeccable timing like usual.”

They navigated onto the sidewalk across the street and Shannon paused for a moment turning left to try and peer through the smoke. Another shuddering gasp of movement shifted the ground beneath their feet, nearly knocking Shannon off balance. An undulating roar escalated once more, a screaming howl of shifting superstructure.

Thunder exploded around them, a surging wave of wind and dust shoved them hard against a nearby van. Air rushed from Shannon’s lungs as she struck the metal exterior of the vehicle, her knees buckling. A showered avalanche of dust and debris slammed down through the smoke, crushing a delivery truck across the street, pelting it with a barrage of jagged wreckage.

“Keep moving!” Shannon shoved herself off the van and lumbered forward. The world shook, more like an earthquake than a collapsing building, but more debris slammed hard onto the road behind them, a deep tremor shuddering through their knees.

“That building was a hundred stories! If it comes down and we’re out here, it doesn’t matter how far we run!” Louise darted up onto the sidewalk, moving around a mailbox.

Corpses were heaped in scattered piles, the two women doing the best they could to navigate through and around them. Another massive section of building broke loose, a shattering rifle-crack of sound signaling a sheet of stone work sloughing from its foundation. It wheeled to the right, falling through smoke, trailing dust like contrails as it toppled before them.

Shannon stumbled backwards, grasping for Louise as the rubble hammered into a trio of buildings ahead, the ensuing collision a rush of heat and grit. The sudden surge of air and dust nearly knocked the women over, but Louise slumped against the nearby mailbox and helped Shannon stay upright.

“This way!” Shannon coughed, stabbing a finger toward a narrow gap between buildings. “We need to find somewhere— somewhere safe!”

Another shattering jolt of falling rubble barraged the road nearby and carved a jagged trench in the exterior of the building they’d just been in.

“There is nowhere safe! That’s what I’m trying to tell you! If that building falls⁠—”

“Run!” Shannon shouted and catapulted forward, running down the alley.

Machine gun cracks of splintered stone and broken glass filled the air, more rubble streaming through the dust and slamming onto the ground nearby. They moved through the alley, and navigated to another, shadows falling around them, darkening the world. Sections of rock hammered into a line of small businesses a block away, pummeling them into nothing. The ground shook and trembled with each forward stride, the air swimming with smoke and heat. Another ground-jolting explosion of dropping debris rocked the sidewalk.

“Shannon! What about that?” Louise stumbled from an alley, shoulder striking a lamppost, the only thing that kept her upright.

Shannon pressed a palm to the same light post, holding herself up as well. Louise pointed frantically toward a circular plate in the street.

“The sewers?”

The ground shattered again, a swaying, crashing motion swarming from the rear, coughing another surge of dust around them.

“We need to do something! We can’t run fast or far enough to outpace it!”

A deep rumbling rocked the ground, every building in their immediate vicinity shaking violently, threatening to tear themselves apart.

“It’s coming down!” Louise screamed.

Shannon bolted toward the manhole cover, kneeling down and grasping it, back arched, lifting with every ounce of whatever meager strength she had left. Louise fell beside her, doing her best to help, trying to wedge her fingers into the narrow gaps.

“Hold on!” Shannon swept the rifle from her shoulder and wedged its barrel into a small, circular gap in the rounded edge of the cover. She used the rifle like a lever, pushing down on its butt, propping the manhole cover up, creating a tiny gap.

Louise lunged and got her fingers wedged within, then Shannon helped, the two of them working together to force it up at an angle.

“Get in!” Shannon screamed, her neck bulging with taut tendons. Louise removed her backpack and slid it through the opening between the cover and the pavement, dropping it down into the unseen depths. She crawled on her belly, swinging her legs through, forcing herself in and dropping down. A light splash of impact sounded from below.

“I’m okay!” She shouted up, her voice echoing. “It’s not that far!”

Shannon used her shoulder to prop it up, the ground buckling again from the collapsing building. A fresh ocean wave of dust crashed over them, Shannon lumbering beneath its relentless shove. Grasping the strap of her duffel, she swung it around and sent it spilling down into the opening, then did the same with her backpack.

“There’s a ladder! Use the ladder!”

A thundering crash rocked Shannon where she knelt, almost knocking her over. She barely recovered, broadening her kneeling stance to hold the manhole cover barely aloft. Its weight settled across her shoulder, a crushing force dragging down her left side. She managed to thread her body into the circular opening, her groping foot striking the rung of a nearby ladder. She took one step down, then another, lowering the manhole cover inch by inch.

The ground erupted, an unending, relentless howl of buckled steel and fractured stone. Shannon jerked sharply down, releasing her prop of the manhole cover. It hammered into place, forcing her swiftly down, her grasp on the ladder faltering. Clanging closed, the cover drowned them suddenly in darkness, sending her into a blackened freefall.

Her stomach lurching, she twisted, grasping outward, searching for some sort of handhold. Before she could even start to orient herself, she struck the water with a rough, outward splash, plunging down, shoulder bashing into the concrete just beneath the liquid’s surface.

Pain shot through her arm and back, fingers clawing at her, tugging her up and out, lifting her into an awkward, angular stance, resting against the brickwork tunnel. Breath gasped through the filters of her mask, her aching chest burning with the effort.

“Shannon! Shannon!” Dust drifted from the roof of the tunnel, the entire world reeling from the impact of collapsing buildings. Shannon stumbled, groped further, then finally found a brick-lined platform resting just above the water’s surface. Hoisting herself on top of it, she rolled, back striking the wall.

Louise clambered up beside her, crawling on all fours, bracing herself as reality seemed to list and bend. A deafening thunder boomed overhead, an endless storm crashing time and time and time again.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the thunder settled, the falling dust and small chunks of brick floating on the shallow surface of the water, caught within the beam of Louise’s liberated flashlight. They sat still and quiet, the darkened sewers echoing back with the rasping hiss of their desperate breathing.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Raynham, Massachusetts

Day 16

9:20 p.m. Eastern

“Gas is running low.” Fiona steered the truck toward the shoulder, tapping the brakes to slow their forward motion. “I know none of us wanted to spend the night out here, but I’m not sure we have a choice. We’re not far from Greener Grass, but by the time we siphon fuel, it’s going to be late. And I’m not sure Hank would appreciate a late night, unexpected visit.”

“So, what do we do? Just pull over and find a place to sleep?”

“There’s a rest area up here,” Fiona said, nodding beyond the pale glow of her headlights. “Should be off the main highway enough so we can be at least somewhat unnoticed.”

She continued steering right, riding the uneven jostle of the shoulder, making her way around a slightly angled delivery truck. Rather than merge back, she continued along the grass until a section of pavement veered away, heading beyond a line of trees toward the rest area.

Fiona circled around the small building, traversing the parking lot and curving around to the rear in an effort to conceal them from passing traffic. Three other cars were in the parking lot as well, dead bodies slumped beside two of them, the other standing solo in another space several yards away.

The rear of the parking lot was lined by trees, and she guided the pick-up toward it, pulling it up onto a section of grass. Moving deeper across the lawn, she killed the engine, the vehicle swallowed by a thin clutch of outward forest. The lights extinguished, they were surrounded by the darkness of night, a soft wind rustling the needles of the encroaching pine trees that surrounded them.

Fiona opened the driver’s side door and stepped out, then stopped and stared at the front of her truck, head shaking. Jodie opened her own door on the passenger side and came around to join her.

“What’s the verdict?”

“Not great. Smashed in the headlight, bent up the bumper.” She crouched by the front, pulled out a flashlight and used it to study the front panel of the truck. “This is a mess.” She ran her fingers along the dented and buckled metal.

“Yeah I don’t think that’s going to buff out.”

“We’re going to want to nail some boards over that rear window if we can. I wonder if Hank has any plywood at his place.” Fiona walked toward the rear and shined her flashlight on the shattered rear window.

“Going to be tough to see out the back.” Jason peeled himself from the front of the truck.

“Better than driving back over Taunton River with that gaping hole in our cabin.”

“Fair point.” Leaning over the bed of the truck, he opened the zipper of his backpack and reached in, fumbling for something.

A moment later, he withdrew a canteen which sloshed with a scant amount of water. Unscrewing the cap, he took a short swallow, then handed it over to Fiona. Nodding her thanks, she took it and drank just a bit, then passed it along to Jodie who did the same. It did little more than softly coat her throat in moisture, but it was better than nothing.

“Who do you think those guys on the motorcycles were?” Jason asked, taking the canteen back from Jodie, screwing the cap on and placing it in the backpack.

“Does it really matter? They could have been almost anyone, I suppose.” Fiona shrugged. “Probably all up and down 495, hunting for supplies.”

“Someone should tell them about that distribution center back in Middleborough. Or the cranberry juice factory. Maybe they’d leave the rest of us alone.” Jodie shuffled through her own bag as Fiona lifted a folded tarp from the base of the truck’s bed.

“People like that, it’s all about the lowest common denominator. They don’t want to do the work, they want to wait until someone else does and just steal from them.”

“The more things change, the more they stay the same.” Fiona carried the tarp around the back of the truck and rested it on the edge of the bed.

Bending toward the ground, she found three heavy rocks and lifted them up, then unfolded the tarp and rested the rocks on one end, holding it to the floor of the bed. Jason and Jodie came over to help, the three of them tugging the other end of the tarp up and out of the bed, spreading it toward a few nearby trees.

“Hold that.” Fiona nodded toward Jason who had one corner of the tarp, which was punched with a reinforced eyehole.

She returned to the bed, rummaged through a built-in toolbox and came back with a spool of cord. Tying it through the eyehole, she fastened it to one of the nearby tree branches, holding the corner of the tarp aloft. Working alongside the edge, she tied off the rest of the holes, evenly spaced apart along the tarp’s perimeter. Finally, it was pulled taut and straight, a makeshift roof over a section of ratty, green grass.

“Not as nice as an expensive tent, but it’ll do the trick,” she said, tapping the tarp to ensure it remained fixed in place. “Did you guys bring some sleeping bags?”

Jason and Jodie both nodded, lifting their individual backpacks and setting them on the ground beneath the makeshift covering.

“Good. I’ve got some protein bars in my bag. Is that going to be enough for dinner?” Fiona peeled her pack open and retrieved some high-density, high-calorie protein bars, holding them all up. “I used to buy these by the case, believe it or not. It was an easy meal when we were rushing through dinner and lunch hour at the restaurant. Doesn’t help when meal time is your busiest time of day.” Fiona crouched, staring off into the distance.

“We grabbed some oat and nut bars, too. Same stuff we’ve been eating for breakfast for the past two days, but they’ve done the trick. Looking forward to that garden finally giving us some vegetables. Anything to spice up our food choices. Before everything went sideways with the picnic, Dana had given us a nice stockpile of groceries, but those are just about gone, too. We’re truly living hand-to-mouth already and it’s only been a few weeks.”

“Should we start a fire or something?” Jason crouched by his own bag, looking at the trees behind him.

“It’s not that cold. We don’t need to cook anything, and I’d hate for the glow of a fire to attract those psychos on motorcycles who are evidently roaming 495.” Jodie took the offered protein bar from Fiona and placed it in her backpack.

“Speaking of those psychos,” Jason replied, “are any of us actually going to sleep knowing they could be lurking around out there?”

“We should rotate watch.” Fiona nodded toward the rifle that leaned against a nearby tree. “Each one of us takes that in like a two or three hour rotation. Make sure nobody takes us by surprise overnight.”

“Solid idea,” Jason agreed. “I’ll take it first if you want. Doesn’t matter much to me.”

“Sure. Wake Fiona for second shift.” Jodie looked over at her. “That’s okay, right? I figure that gives you some uninterrupted sleep later for the drive in the morning?”

“I’m not sure how well I’ll sleep anyway, out here in the middle of nowhere. But yeah, that works fine for me.”

“Then it’s a deal.” Jason stood and walked over to the rifle, lifting it onto his shoulder. “I need to go see a man about a horse.” He walked into the trees and vanished a moment later.

Fiona took a bite of her protein bar, leaning slightly to watch Jason make his way into the woods.

“So— you and him, huh?”

Jodie rolled her eyes, heat coating her cheeks as she smiled a half-hearted smile.

“Yeah, I guess so. Don’t ask me how it happened, it just sort of happened.”

“That’s good. We all need someone. Especially during times like this.”

“How’s Bobby holding up?” Jodie started with her oat and nut bar, taking a careful bite, relishing the sweet rush of flavor watering her mouth.

“You know, I think he’s doing all right. He misses the work. The diner was almost more his baby than it was mine. It kept him busy and he’s the kind of guy that needs to be kept busy.”

“And he was okay with this trip you’re taking? He wasn’t worried about you at all?”

“Oh sure. But I’m a big girl. Didn’t exactly give him the choice.” She chuckled and took another bite. “He’s used to it, though. I’ve always been a bit spontaneous and outgoing. Or as much as I could be, helping to run the restaurant. Me and my girlfriends were always trying to get out of town as much as we could.”

“You don’t strike me as being a party girl.” Jodie crossed her legs, leaning forward a bit.

“Party girl isn’t the right word.” She rested her protein bar on her leg and leaned back, pressing her palms to the grass behind her. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Harbor’s End. It’s like I said, the town is family. But every once in a while I needed a bit more excitement in my life, you know? Sometimes that was Boston. Went down to the casino a couple of other times. It’s just good to remind yourself there’s life outside your hometown.”

“I don’t know,” Jodie replied, “when I tried to do that, it didn’t go really well.”

“I forgot about that.” Fiona lifted a hand from the grass and took another bite of her protein bar. “Anything you want to talk about?”

“No. Not worth talking about. It was a long time ago.” She lifted an eyebrow. “You said you forgot about that? I didn’t realize you knew in the first place.”

“Shannon mentioned it. Just offhand, no details.”

“I guess I didn’t realize the two of you had those conversations.”

“Me and Shan? Oh, Jodie, sure. She was a good friend of mine. We used to talk a lot.” Fiona leaned forward, her eyes narrowing as she smiled softly. “She even went to the casino with me one of those weekends.”

“What?” Jodie’s mouth dropped open. “You’re joking.” She placed a hand to her chest in shock.

“Not joking. You should have seen her. She was like a whole other woman. She was at the blackjack table for three solid hours. Came out of there a good four hundred dollars richer than she went in. Blew our minds.”

“Go, Shannon, Go.”

“She’s a great woman.” Fiona sighed, looking at the ground for a moment before lifting her eyes again. “No word from her at all?”

“None. But we keep hoping. Hoping and praying.”

“Good. Keep doing that. She’s a tough one, Shannon is. Tough, strong and determined. Something tells me, she’s doing everything in her power to get back to Mason and the girls.”

“No doubt in my mind.” Jodie ate the last of the oat and nut bar then tugged the canteen from her bag again and quickly rinsed a slosh of water down her throat.

Fiona finished her protein bar and Jodie handed the canteen off and Fiona took her own quick, well-restrained drink. After putting the canteen back in her bag, Jodie peeled it open more widely and fished out the sleeping bag, dragging it by its corded closure.

“I almost didn’t bring this. Mason made me.”

“Good. You should listen to him. He’s the kind of guy who doesn’t talk much, so when he talks, you should pay attention, because he’s definitely got something to say.”

“That’s an interesting way to look at it.” Jodie uncurled the sleeping bag, spreading it out on the grass beneath the overhanging tarp.

Fiona did the same, digging out her sleeping bag and spreading it on a section of grass a short distance from Jodie’s.

“Can I ask you something?” Fiona knelt next to her sleeping bag, studying Jodie from a few yards away.

“Sure.”

“How are you holding it together?”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at me.” Fiona held up her hand. In the scant light, it trembled slightly, no matter how hard she tried to hold it steady and level. Her fingers shook with a light tremulous shiver, her palm jostling in mid-air. “I’m a nervous wreck. I put up a good front, but with what happened with the motorcycles— I’m not sure I’ll sleep tonight.”

“I’m not much better. I guess I’ve just learned to hide it? To live with it? After what we went through getting our mom from Mount Verndale, after everything at the picnic. I think I’m just a little numb to it all. That actually scares me a little, to be honest.”

“You were a cold cucumber when it came to those raiders. I was impressed, Jodie.”

“It’s just instinct. Survival. That’s what it comes down to. I don’t think about what’s happening. I just do what I have to do.”

“I’ll get there someday.”

“You’re there already, Fiona. The way you drove? You were pretty cold-hearted yourself. In a good way.”

“Thanks. Every time I close my eyes I see that back window exploding. Feel the heat of that bullet, though I’m not sure how close it ever got.”

“I’ve been there. I’m pretty sure I’m still there.” Jodie unzipped her sleeping bag and peeled it open, working her way down inside. “It’ll get easier. In a way, I wish it didn’t.”

Fiona stood and stretched. “I’m going to go use the facilities. You and your young bladder, I don’t know how you’re holding it in.”

“I’ve only had like three ounces of water to drink today. That helps.”

Fiona laughed and walked into the surrounding shadows, leaving Jodie alone, tucked into her bag, doing her best to shut out the world so she could sleep.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Raynham, Massachusetts

Day 16

10:30 p.m. Eastern

Jason leaned back against the tree but refused to sit. Exhaustion sagged his shoulders and weakened his bent knees, no doubt sewing the seed for a sort of tiredness that would no doubt come if he let it. He glanced to the right, peering in the direction of the tarp and the pair of sleeping bags, though he couldn’t clearly see them from where he stood.

A flashlight filled the width of his pants pocket, the rifle’s strap heavy along the slope of his right shoulder. He focused all of his attention on the clamped press of his teeth touching together, relying on that simple sensation to hold him awake. The drive had been long and eventful, but his body’s reaction to the ensuing stress was to slowly start shutting down, a series of events he could not afford.

“Hey.”

“Woah.” He spun around again, spotting the figure moving through the darkness behind him. “You’re awake?”

Jodie nodded, gripping a tree and stepping through, coming up next to where he was leaning.

“Had to use a tree. I knew I should have done it before I went to sleep. Even Fiona tried to warn me.”

“It’s only been an hour or so.”

“I know. I’m not sure I’ll get back to sleep. My mind and my heart are both racing. I think the attack from those motorcyclists had a bit of a delayed reaction.”

“I thought you were handling that pretty well.”

“You and Fiona seem awfully surprised by that. Do I give off the impression that I’m easily stressed or something?”

“No. We just both care for your mental wellbeing is all.”

“I can care for my own mental wellbeing.”

“You’ve made that abundantly clear.” Jason rested the back of his head against the rough surface of the tree trunk.

“Nice and quiet so far, at least?”

“Yep. Very quiet. A little too quiet.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I just mean it’s lulling me to sleep, but I don’t want that to happen.” He closed a fist and dug at his eyes.

“Do you need me to take over? Like I said, I’m not sure I’ll sleep tonight anyway.”

“I don’t think I could do that if I wanted to.”

“Why? Because you’re some macho man and I’m just a little girl?”

“No,” Jason said firmly, giving her a sideways glance. “Because I want to make sure I pull my weight whether any of us are male or female.”

“Sorry. Natural reflex.”

“You’re fine.” They leaned side-by-side on the trees, their shoulders touching. “You want the truth of it?” Jason turned slightly.

“Sure, if you feel like telling it.”

“I’ve spent most of my adult life running from conflict, you know? The first sign of trouble and— I kind of skated. Found somewhere else to be. Truth is, I don’t deal well with that sort of thing.”

“Trauma? Or conflict?”

“All of the above.”

“Is this a mom and dad thing?”

“Am I that transparent?”

Jodie held her fingers just a short distance apart but said nothing.

“The last years of my mom’s life weren’t great. It was a roller coaster, to be honest and it seemed like the down-turned slopes were much steeper and longer than the upward swings. We’d have two months of relative normalcy, then there’d always be some kind of episode and it would be the worst six months of our lives.” Jason stroked his chin, dotted with a layer of rough stubble. “Truth is, it caused a lot of friction between me and Dad.”

“I can see how it might.”

“I wanted to be a kid, you know? I’d never admit it out loud, but I think I resented my mom a little bit. Stupid because it’s not like it was her fault.”

“You can’t help what your emotions tell you.”

“What I never told my dad at the time was that— well, I sort of took it out on my friends. These buddies of mine just wanted to hang out with me. Wanted me to come to baseball games or go to concerts, to be a teenager, you know? They all had perfect families at home, healthy moms and dads, they had no idea what I was dealing with.”

“And you got angry with them?”

Jason nodded. “Burned every single bridge I had.”

“So, when your mom died, you left.”

“Right the first time. My dad always thought it was because of him. Or even because of her. Because it was too painful for me to be there. Maybe that was true, too, I don’t know.” Jason dragged his arms into a shrug. “But the truth was, I had no more friends. I’d pushed them all away. Surrounded myself within this hate-filled bubble and it was just better for me to be gone.”

“Better for who?”

“For me, of course. I was barely an adult. Back then I wasn’t really looking past my own feelings.”

“It happens. The important thing is that you recognize that. And as you get older, you make a conscious choice to change that. Too many people don’t.”

“I like to think I was. I was trying, anyway.” Jason pressed his palm to his forehead. “And then dad died. He died before I could really tell him the whole story about what went on back then. Before I could reassure him that it wasn’t his fault. Or mom’s.”

“I’m sure he knew.”

“Do you think so? I don’t know. I’m not convinced.”

“I’m not going to stand here and tell you he knew for sure. But I’ve spent enough time around Mason and Shannon to appreciate how parents view their kids. There’s this weird osmosis that happens. People who aren’t parents don’t really understand. Trust me when I say that your dad knew what was going on with you. I feel pretty sure of it.”

“And you’re not just saying that to make me feel better.”

“Nah. I’m not the type to blow smoke up people’s rear ends. You should know me well enough by now to realize that.”

“Yeah. I do.”

Their hands briefly touched, then lingered, fingers lacing together and palms pressing tight as they leaned against the tree.

“As you know, my relationship with my mom wasn’t the best when I was younger. I was a girl, I was a good twenty years younger than my brothers. Even though she’d never admit it, I was the accident.”

“Best accident I’ve ever seen.”

“Don’t be a suck up.”

“Sorry.”

“Still, there were moments when I was struggling at school a bit. As much as I love Harbor’s End, and I do love it, the small town, everyone in everyone’s business atmosphere, it was rough in high school.”

“Been there.”

“Of course, I figured my mom was ignorant about the whole thing. I was certain I was putting on a brave face, especially to her, who I was certain was totally clueless.”

“Let me guess, not as clueless as you thought?”

“I came home one day from school and found a book on my bed. It was a guide to becoming an exchange student. I loved France back then, I’d spent years telling my mom and all my friends how I wanted to visit, but we’d never figured out how to make it happen.”

“So, your mom bought you that book?”

Jodie nodded. “Don’t get me wrong— at the time it infuriated me. I accused her of trying to get rid of me. Told her the only reason she was going to let me go was because she was sick of dealing with me. Took me a long time to realize she was doing it for my sake not her own.”

“Did you ever go?”

“No. By the time I’d gotten over my stupid resentment and realized what she was saying, the window had closed. It was too close to graduation, and I could just never find the time. One of my few regrets in life. I think one of my mom’s, too. She and Mason are a lot alike, more alike than people think. They both struggle with sharing their feelings. Heck my dad and Dolan are like that, too. Sometimes I think I’m the black sheep of my family.” She laughed it off, though a sharp edge cut her laughter.

“I’m sorry you never went.”

“The dream of a young girl is all it was.”

“I’d offer to bring you. A little vacation, just you and me— but⁠—”

“I don’t think anyone is crossing an ocean anytime soon. If ever again.” Jodie stared off into the night, her eyes narrowing, the corner of her lip twitching, just a hint. “What do you think it’s like? The ocean, I mean. Do you think the algae covers every inch of it? Or are there pockets of blue water if you go out deep enough?”

“I wish I knew. I wish I could tell you.”

Jodie squeezed his hand, her fingers curling between his.

“I know you do.” She closed her eyes. “I miss it, though. The ocean. I’ve lived near it my entire life and still I miss it.”

“I don’t think people who didn’t grow up around the ocean really appreciate how much it becomes a part of you. I mean, we’re what, thirty miles inland and it still feels like the salt water runs in our veins as much as blood.”

“Just one more new reality to get used to, I suppose.” Jodie reached into her pocket and fished out a protein bar, handing it over to Jason. “You rushed off to stand watch before you ate.”

“Oh, thanks. Almost forgot.” He peeled the foil wrapper from the bar and took a bite, his teeth chewing into the rough, rectangular shaped bar. Swallowing, he gave her hand another squeeze. “I enjoy the company, but you should think about grabbing some shut eye. Your rotation is going to come before you know it.”

“I know. I’m just a little worried about what I’ll see when I close my eyes.”

“Who knows, it could be something nice. Maybe you’ll even see you and me, ten years from now, swinging on the porch swing. Enjoying a sunset. The world in a better place.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time.” Her smile was thin and uneven, but she gave his hand another firm squeeze, then separated, walking back toward the sleeping bags.

Jason watched her go, a soft smile bending his lips, a soothing warmth resting within.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Chicago, Illinois

Day 16

10:45 p.m. Central

Shannon and Louise walked along the upward shelf of brickwork which ran the length of the underground tunnels, about a foot above the rustling ripple of water. Thick clumps of algae rode the water’s surface, dragging their mossy fingers along the brick. The moistness of the tunnels beneath Chicago’s city streets was a breeding ground for the stuff, thick chunks of brown goo seeping within the cracks between bricks, painting the lower sections of walls, crawling its way up the curved interior like ivy.

Shannon carefully coaxed her breath through the filtered mask, breathing in low, steady inhalations and exhalations, not too deep and not too frantic. Their boots moved along the slick surface beneath them, algae leaving a mottled slime across the textured surface. Shannon had wiped her hands again and again and again on her pants, trying desperately to make sure she was free of the stuff after falling into the water hours earlier.

She had the sensation of crawling through the throat of a sleeping dragon, creeping through the narrow crevice of its flame-fueled body, hoping it would not awaken. Death lurked throughout the tunnels, a coating of toxic sludge beneath their feet, along the walls and no doubt filling the air.

“Map doesn’t cover this,” Louise said quietly, playing her flashlight beam along the edge of the tunnel. “I’m not even sure where we are.”

“We’re heading southeast, that’s all I know.” Shannon spoke in clipped words, focusing on brevity, so as not to waste too much invaluable air.

“How much longer will these filters last?”

“I was hoping you wouldn’t ask that question.”

“Because you’re afraid of the answer?”

“Because I don’t know the answer, which frightens me even more.” Shannon’s throat closed as she finished speaking, her lungs straining with her purposefully shallow breathing.

Footfalls echoed throughout the tunnels, a clop of sole against brick, complimented by the backdrop of quietly whispering exhalations.

“Keep looking for a ladder,” Shannon continued. “We must be far enough from the building’s collapse by now that things are a little clearer up top.”

“I’ve been looking for a ladder for the past thirty minutes.” Louise shone her flashlight along the slime coated ceiling, a curve of tightly pressed brick closing above them.

“Well, keep looking.” Shannon did her best to keep the edge out of her voice. Both women were starved with panic, fueled by fear, their emotions boiling and raw.

Heightened emotions and intensified pressure often led to conflict, but conflict wouldn’t serve either of them well. Guilt settled into Shannon’s guts, a heavy, thick weight dragging her down.

“Look,” Shannon whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“It was my idea to come into the city. It was my idea to go up into that skyscraper. I’m the one who trusted Lita to⁠—”

“Shannon, I’m not blaming you for any of this.”

“You should.”

“Too bad. I don’t.”

“Maybe we should have gone around.”

“And where would we be right now if we had? At least we’re heading in the right direction. We’ve survived. If we can make it through the city, we’ll be well on our way back home.”

“We’re in a tunnel filled with poison and we’re not sure how much longer these gas mask filters are going to last.”

“Well, when you put it that way— what the hell were you thinking, Shannon?” Louise shouted in mock outrage, then the two women laughed.

“Why do we always deal with intense trauma by laughing?” Shannon struggled to catch her breath within the confines of the mask.

“Because if we don’t we’ll break down crying.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

The two women continued walking along the uneven brickwork, slippery with algae-infested water. Shannon was hesitant to reach out and grab a nearby wall for support, she simply held her arms out as someone might while walking a balance beam.

“Is there a way to tell when these filters are going bad? Or getting too dirty?” Louise’s voice carried from Shannon’s rear.

“I have no idea. I figure as long as we can breathe, they’re doing their job.” Shannon slowed and turned, glancing back over her shoulder at Louise. “Why are you asking?”

Louise drew in a breath, which rasped within the mask, an almost rattling suck of air.

“I just— it’s getting a little tough to breathe. And I could have sworn a moment ago I caught a whiff of—” she gestured absently toward the algae covered walls.

“Are you sure?”

“I can’t be sure, but it seemed like it. It just feels different than it did an hour ago.”

“Okay.” Shannon nodded, sweeping around and starting to move a bit faster along the slick surface of brick. “We need to find a way out of here.”

Lifting her flashlight, she walked it along the side wall and upper curve of ceiling, searching for ladders or other means of exit.

“You’re scaring me, Shannon.”

“If these filters fail while we’re down here, we’re done for. We can’t even afford to swap them out while we’re surrounded in all this toxic air. We need to get back to the surface and find a place to do that.”

“What does it matter if we’re above ground or below? As close as we are to Lake Michigan, the air is going to be toxic no matter where we are!” Louise’s voice came in a hushed onrush, each word bleeding to the next.

“Let’s worry about that later. First, let’s figure out how we get out.” Shannon drew the flashlight across the green-smeared wall to their right, searching the even rectangles of old brick.

They moved like that for a few minutes, lifting the light up and down, left and right. Louise’s breathing came harder from behind her, a tangled mixture of fear and exertion. Shannon continued moving, searching, examining until, about twenty minutes later, she halted, the tight beam of her flashlight focused keenly on a section of wall ahead.

“Louise! Here!” She looked back.

The older woman labored behind her, several paces back, moving forward at a slow, beleaguered pace.

“There’s a ladder!” Shannon thrust the beam of her light toward the metal rungs of a ladder, held to the wall by metal brackets.

It walked vertically up the brick, stopping at a circular, metal lid just above. Louise nodded lamely, almost stumbling as she continued. Shannon exhaled, dropping her duffel on the brickwork and stepping over it, grasping at Louise before she could fall.

“Come on. Let’s do this.” Slipping the backpack from Louise’s shoulders, she helped her forward and led her to the ladder. “Stay right here, okay? I’ll go up first and get the lid off. Then you’ll come up and I’ll help you up through the manhole. After that I’ll come back for our supplies.”

Louise nodded softly but said nothing.

“Stand right here.” Shannon clasped her hands around the woman’s shoulders, then moved to the ladder.

Hand-over-hand and foot-over-foot, she clambered up the rungs until she crouched just beneath the circular manhole cover above. Leaning to the right, she pressed her left shoulder against the metal, bent one knee sharply, then thrust upward with every ounce of strength she had.

The heavy metal shifted slightly, lifting just a bit, but not enough. Shannon lowered again, sucking in breath. For the first time, the slight waft of sweetness tugged at her nostrils, a lingering, rancid decay hidden within the artificially filtered oxygen. Shannon shook her head, squinting her stinging eyes, then once more pressed her shoulder into the metal.

She bent both knees sharply, angling her feet up another rung for as much leverage as she could muster. Straightening her legs, she grunted as she thrust upward, her knees straightening like pistons, her back shoving bolt upright. The metal cover scraped, lifted, then clanged back down, beside the open circle of pavement where it had rested moments earlier. Gasping, Shannon grabbed the curved edge of the manhole cover and shoved it away, freeing the full round opening.

“Come on! Climb up!”

From down below, Louise’s gray hair bobbed an affirmative nod, then the woman began to climb, but very, very slowly. One hand reached up, fumbled slightly, then grasped a rung, then the next. Her boots scraped against iron as she worked her way up the long stretch of metallic bars.

“You can do this!” Shannon drew herself up and out of the circular space, draping across the pavement and reaching down, beckoning for Louise to continue.

Louise did, moving a bit more quickly, fueled by the shaft of pale light that shined through the manhole. Shannon lay there, evening her breathing, keeping it shallow, ignoring that increasing odor of decay that seemed to be stronger with each inhalation. Louise reached the top rung, swaying slightly with the effort and for a heart-stopping moment, she nearly toppled backwards into the void.

Shannon lurched, thrusting her arm down and wrapping her fingers around the slender shaft of Louise’s left wrist. Gripping tight, she slid and pulled, urging the older woman to continue upward. Louise managed, throwing one hand over the other, gripping the circular opening, then allowing Shannon to haul. With both hands and the shifting lever of her weight, Shannon pulled the woman up, Louise’s feet helping to propel her through the hole and out onto the city street.

They both gasped loudly as Shannon spilled over backwards and Louise thumped chest-first, both woman sprawling with the effort of bringing her out. For a long moment, Shannon lay on her back, squinting through the opaque lenses of her mask at the smoke-filled haze of Chicago sky. Tall buildings rose up around them, vanishing into the low-slung smoke, the air coming thin and tinny through the mask.

“Stay right here. I need to go back down and get our gear. Can you do that?”

“I— I think so.” Louise’s voice came barely above a whisper.

She swung her legs around and down through the opening, then scaled the ladder as swiftly as she could, a mixture of sliding and stepping down the rungs. It took three trips to bring the gear back up, but she got it done. By the time she finished, Louise was standing, leaning against a nearby light post, still struggling to breathe.

“Come on,” Shannon encouraged, pressing a hand to the woman’s back. “We have to keep moving. We have to find a safe place.”

“Safe? Where? The whole city— it’s dead.”

Shannon looked around them as they crossed the street and found it difficult to argue with Louise’s assessment. They’d moved out of the direct downtown cluster of skyscrapers, but tall buildings surrounded them, the world a gray haze of smoke. Dead bodies were still scattered in all directions, vehicles piled up in stalled convoys everywhere they looked.

Nobody moved within view, no shifting shadows or curious bystanders, just a vast, choking sea of corpses and stillness. They made their way past a tangle of three dead bodies and toward an intersection. A delivery truck had t-boned a passenger van, shoving it into three other vehicles in a massive accident. Buckled metal twisted with mangled bumpers, a motionless body strewn across the hood of the truck, haloed by broken glass.

A leg rested beneath the mass of crushed metal, its shoe off and resting a few feet away. Nearby, two police officers lay face-down on the debris laden street, arms outstretched, their patrol car sitting a short distance away, both doors open. Reaching the intersection, they turned right and made their way down an adjoining street.

“Look!” Shannon gasped, her own breathing a difficult labor of stabbing needles. “A restaurant.”

Up ahead, a sign was extended from a brickwork exterior. Ornate words were etched upon its smooth exterior, naming the place as an Italian restaurant. Its front window was broken, glass blown out across the sidewalk and into the street, a body draped within the opened door leading to the eatery.

“So what?” Louise managed to ask in a choking rasp.

She moved even more slowly, each step a trial and exerted effort. Stumbling slightly as she continued, she was barely saved from falling by Shannon’s quick sideways movement. The younger woman slung an arm around her back and shifted her weight, helping her remain upright.

“Do you smell it?” Louise asked vaguely, looking into Shannon’s eyes through the lenses of their masks. “It’s here. It’s everywhere.”

“Keep it together, okay, Louise? We’re going to get out of this.”

“There’s nowhere to go.” Louise choked, her chest heaving slightly as she clasped her stomach.

Her knees buckled and she started to go down.

“No! Don’t, Louise! You can’t. Stay with me, all right? Just stay with me!”

Shannon hoisted her up and half-dragged her over the body in the opened door of the restaurant. Trying to balance her backpack, her duffel and Louise with her backpack all at once made the effort difficult, but somehow she managed. A moment later they were inside the restaurant, an expansive dining room littered with two dozen dead bodies. Chairs had been capsized, tables tipped over, the patterned carpet lousy with bodily fluids and spoiled food.

Once more, Shannon gave thanks that the mask filtered the smells, and she propped up Louise, walking her through the narrow spaces between tables. They moved toward the kitchen, a set of double doors resting closed, a man in a chef’s apron lying face-up on the floor in front of them.

Stepping over the corpse, Shannon shouldered the doors open and stumbled into the kitchen, both she and Louise nearly falling. For a moment, Shannon released her grip on Louise, and she flailed forward, striking a large metal table with her hip.

“Sorry. I’m sorry.”

Louise leaned heavily against the table, her legs starting to go out from under her.

“Stay with me.” Shannon lunged toward her and propped her up once more, dragging her through the kitchen.

They stepped over and around a few more corpses as they continued forward. Smoke wafted throughout the building, pale and thin, though Shannon saw what she was looking for just ahead.

“Almost there.”

“Almost— almost where?”

Shannon was more or less dragging Louise, holding her up with a hand around her waist, moving her instead of walking with her. They stood before a thick, metal door sealed tight against the smoke. Shannon clutched the handle, closing her fingers around it, then shoved it down and pulled. There was a sucking sound as the door pried free, and Shannon shoved Louise in through the narrow space the door left. Following along close behind, she lurched into the small room behind her and slammed the door, closing them off from the outside world.

The interior of the walk-in freezer was no longer cold, the residual ice reduced to a layer of shimmering water on the floor. Shelves were still littered with food, frozen boxes caved in, juices leaking, discoloring the walls where the spoilage dripped from melted ingredients.

Shannon fell forward, both knees striking the floor, her palms slapping the thin layer of moisture, head lowered. She’d shouldered off her duffel and backpack, letting them tumble onto the wet floor beside her. Sucking in desperate breaths, she tried to steady the uneven pace of her racing heart, to fill her chest, but neither came easily.

Louise gasped from a few feet away, slumped against a wall of the walk-in, struggling to catch her breath through the clogged filters of the gas mask. Shannon reached up with one hand, clutching her own mask with bent fingers.

“No!” Louise croaked, lifting a hand, her head shaking.

“Have to,” Shannon gasped. “Have to see—” She pulled the mask, freeing it from her face, her teeth clenched tight, eyes pressed closed.

Holding her breath for a long moment, she didn’t dare open her mouth to test the cleanliness of the surrounding air. Slowly, she separated her teeth and parted her lips, then drew in a shallow, uncertain breath. Her lips pursed, she inhaled, eyes closed. The air came, clean and unspoiled, with just the slightest, sparse hint of that familiar sweet decay, already fading. Shannon exhaled, blowing out a fierce breath, then inhaled again, deeper and fuller.

“Louise,” she said, her eyes watering. “I think it’s safe. I think— I think we’re safe.”

She crawled toward her friend, reached out and pried off her mask as well, peeling it from her face, then lifting the straps from the back of her head. The mask pulled free, and she tossed it to the floor as Louise tipped her head back and drew in her own desperate breath.

Her lips puckered, then flattened, her mouth curling into a relaxed, unexpected smile. Shannon laughed, a sudden gasp of good humor and she slumped to the wall next to Louise, the two of them tasting the fresh and algae-free air, a momentary reprieve from the surrounding city of death.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 17

6:40 a.m. Eastern

Mason rested in bed, eyes open, staring up at the blank canvas of his bedroom ceiling. He’d lost track of how long he’d been lying in that position, arms at his side, fingers spread, palms pressed into the course fabric of his sheets. His forehead radiated heat and his sheets clung to the clammy flesh of his bare back. He shifted unsteadily and blew out a breath, pushing himself upright and swinging his legs over the edge of the bed.

His eyes tightly squinted, he waited as the sudden flare of pain dissipated, spreading throughout his torso and lessening along the way, like a stone splashing into a pond, then rippling into calmness once more. With a soft grunt, he stood, bracing himself against a swell of dizziness before walking across the room and toward his dresser. The t-shirt he’d taken off the previous night rested on the carpet between the bed and the dresser and rather than trying to dig up clean clothes somewhere, he bent and picked it up, tugging it over his body.

After grabbing his pistol from the bedside table, he turned toward his bedroom door. Three uneven, pained strides later, he’d moved out into the hallway, then angled toward the girls’ bedroom, pushing the door open just enough to glance inside. Dory and Lilah were sharing one bed while his mother Lydia rested in the other, covers pulled to her shoulders. They’d made that plan when Jodie had said she was taking off, not wanting Lydia to sleep on her own in the house next door.

Brad and Addie were in the upstairs loft, where Jodie typically slept and without the sounds of creaking floorboards or footsteps, they were likely asleep. Mason closed the door to his girls’ room and ambled down the hall, using his hand to support him along the way. His legs swept with a bit more sturdiness and confidence, but lingering needle-stabs of pain across his ribs and into his chest reminded him that he was still healing.

His mouth was dry, his lips rough and chapped, and he gently dragged his tongue across them, desperate for a hint of moisture. Moving from the living room into the kitchen, he found one of the containers of water that had been salvaged from the previous day’s work. After trying to water the garden and the chickens and the sparse amount the people drank, there was about half a Tupperware container left. Mason lifted it and tipped it back and forth, his eyes watching the angled slosh of scant liquid that moved within.

A distant boom of thunder rolled from somewhere far away and he stared at the window, expecting a spattered droplet of rain that didn’t come. Setting the container down, he braced his palms against the counter, trying to keep his shoulders from slouching, pushing himself upright. His flesh was a heavy weight over his weary bones and even the slightest movement was effort he struggled to make.

Clouds still darkened the sky outside, the sun withdrawn behind the thick clumps of charcoal gray, yet to him the air was close to ninety degrees. Mason pressed the back of his hand against his forehead, expecting a gleam of sweat, but there was none, just a skin-on-skin hotness. Each step brought a jagged barb of pain, but he pushed himself away from the counter and limped toward the door leading outside.

His clothes rubbed against his body, gritty and tacky. Water production was low enough that laundry and bathing had been sacrificed for the sake of thirst. A film stood between him and his dirty clothes, a cloud of acrid body odor following him and everyone else wherever they went. Mason had spent most of his life cursing the rain, because that meant staying off the water, which meant he wasn’t earning money. But that morning, as he sat in the chair, tugging on his boots, he was pretty sure he’d never wanted it to rain more.

Claws scratched on wood nearby and Mason lifted his head, spotting Jameson and Tucker who seemed to realize he was there for the first time. They scrambled over to greet him, and he stroked their fur-covered heads.

“Such alert guard dogs,” he whispered playfully as he scratched ears and rubbed the sides of the bodies.

He stood and glanced into the kitchen again, looking at the floor, toward their food and water bowls. Both had been lapped clean. His eyes drifted toward the plastic container partially filled with water, but he turned away, calling them both to his side.

“Let’s go out. We’ll figure out who gets what water later.”

The trio went outside, the dogs sprinting away, circling around the house to find their private areas to do their business. Mason made a mental note to remember to collect their waste when they were done, they’d been repurposing it for fertilizer for the garden, though the fertilizer hardly mattered when water was so scarce.

Clouds continued to darken the sky and he held his hand out, bracing for a hopeful slap of rain, though nothing came. Wincing as he crossed the side yard, Mason walked toward the rear, spotting both dogs doing their number twos in different places in the backyard. A shovel leaned against the house to his left and he lifted it, then walked to the first spot and scooped up what Tucker left behind.

The dog glanced at him, head cocked, following his movements with an alertness that amused Mason. A bucket rested next to the garden behind the Shorts’ house, and he dumped the dung inside, then walked to the second pile and repeated the process. Placing the shovel back against the wall, he made his way toward the chickens, then stopped for a moment, his eyes closed.

A light pinprick of moisture coated his forehead, a tiny projectile of rain slapping the skin of his face. He opened his eyes and stared toward the clouds, arms outstretched in anticipation. Another droplet fell, then a third, but the torrent didn’t come. A small droplet still curled in the curve of his right palm, and he brought it to his lips, sucking the liquid from his flesh.

Fingers of heat wrapped around his body as he continued walking toward the chicken pen. His legs were slabs of meat, his back laced with claws of pain, but he walked forward anyway, then peered over the perimeter of chicken wire to check the trough where water shimmered for the chickens.

There was still some inside, about a two inch layer along the length of the makeshift trough. Normally, he’d top it off, but that morning he left it, considering that good enough, and the chickens lightly clucked their disagreement watching him leave with accusatory stares. He chose to leave the feeding for his daughters to do when they awoke, as that was a task they enjoyed and he was happy to leave them to it.

Plastic bags were bound around collected branches of trees all along the rear tree line, but he ignored them for the moment, walking toward the distillery instead. It was likely that the algae water had been burned off overnight and getting that going again took priority over the water collection in the trees.

Mason was correct, as he peered into the kettle and confirmed that a thin layer of mottled sludge coated the bottom, but the water had been steamed away. A tug of rancid stink pulled at his nostrils, drawing moisture to his eyes, forcing him to turn away momentarily. That smell had more than a physical effect on him, there was a mental part as well, a stark, painful reminder of those first moments on the boat, out at sea, when he’d started to realize just how bad things truly were.

Crouching, he lifted the container they’d placed beneath a spout from where the condensation collected. There was perhaps an inch of water in the container, maybe as much as two and he set it back into place. Walking around the remade toolshed, he checked the other container and found the same small slice of liquid there as well.

Lifting the kettle, he carried it to the water pump that jutted from the grass a short distance away, then turned his head, held his breath, and pumped the ground water into the kettle. Even holding his breath, there was an immediate pain in his eyes, as if salt water had been poured directly into them. Blinking that sting away, he carried the full kettle back toward the distillery and stoked the kindling a bit.

Grabbing fistfuls of dried grass they’d collected in a pile outside the distillery, he pushed it into the kindling, wedging the makeshift firestarter in and around the dried wood pile beneath where the kettle was perched. Once the dried grass was liberally placed throughout, he stood and recovered a book of matches from an upper shelf, resting just beneath the slanted roof. Striking one of the matches, he held the flame to the dried grass until it caught and smoldered.

Moments later, the fire was going again, heating the kettle, thin whispers of steam rising from the murky, algae coated liquid within. Mason gently cleared his throat as he stepped back from the warming water. He returned the matchbook to where he’d found it, the steam already starting to condense on the sloped glass above the boiling kettle, for whatever good that would do.

He licked his chapped lips again, swallowed down the dryness in his throat and leaned against the building, his strength seeping from his muscles. He kept his eyes averted from the container of water near his feet, refusing to drink even a drop. There were his daughters to think about, Brad and Addie, the dogs, his mother. Once they’d had theirs, Mason would have his, but not before.

His legs buckled slightly, a sudden head rush of dizziness forcing him into a steeper lean against the exterior of the makeshift distillery. Mason held out a hand, pressing his palm into the rough wood, straightening his arm to hold him upright. Softly, he counted down the seconds in his head and once he’d reached fifteen, the sensation had passed.

Standing upright, he started walking toward the trees just as the door opened and Brad stepped out, peering across the lawn in his direction. The rifle was slung across his back, a hat shielding his eyes as he navigated the downward steps. Jameson and Tucker sprinted over to greet him, circling his legs, tails wagging, and Addie appeared framed within the doorway next, looking cautiously ahead.

“What are you doing up?” Brad closed the distance, his glare of suspicion shifting to concern. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I couldn’t lay in bed a second longer. I was going out of my mind.”

Brad glanced toward the distillery, then looked out across the circular roadways that connected their small neighborhood. Lastly, he lifted his eyes toward the clouds, giving the world the same once-over Mason had when he’d first exited the house.

“Mason!” Addie called out to him, crossing the grass, reaching down a bit to pet Tucker, who was stubbornly hopping up to greet her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Everything I can to avoid losing my mind.”

“What does that mean?”

“I can’t just lie in bed all day, Addie. Especially not with Jodie and Jason gone. There’s stuff to do.”

Addie moved past Brad and pressed the back of her hand to Mason’s forehead.

“Mason, you feel pretty hot.”

“I’m fine.”

“What have you had to drink today?”

“Addie, really.”

“You were shot, Mason. And it wasn’t that long ago. You need rest and fluids.”

“I’m not going to take water from my daughters’ mouths. I’m fine.”

“And what if you’re not? What purpose does it serve to work yourself to death for one day only for your daughters to not have you for the rest of their lives.”

“I think you’re overreacting.”

“Who actually had medical training out of the three of us, Mason? Can you remind me?”

Mason sighed and held up his hands. “Okay, okay. Point taken.”

“Why don’t you head inside. Sit for a little while. The girls were stirring when we came down, I’m sure they’ll be up soon. We’ll deal with water collection and come back in and help with breakfast in just a bit.”

“What’s the breakfast plan?”

“We spent a good chunk of the day yesterday foraging for some wild berries. Also picked some dandelions and sorrel. We still have some of the ingredients for the oat and nut bars that Lydia made a few days back, but we figured we’d mix them up as porridge instead. Just to give the girls a little variety.”

“Is there enough water for that?”

“The porridge will be thick, but it’s manageable.”

“I haven’t given the dogs any water yet. The container on the counter inside⁠—”

“I know,” Addie said softly with a nod of her head. “It’s not good, Mason. We’re getting pretty close to desperate.”

Mason firmed his jaw and turned toward the road as if the mere act of looking at it would force Jodie, Jason and Fiona to materialize. Even if they did, however, they hadn’t been tasked with finding water, they’d been tasked with finding containers to hold the water. The water they still didn’t have.

“Those clouds are looking darker than yesterday.” Brad looked toward the gray-choked sky. “I have to think it’s coming soon.”

“Let’s all share that hope.” Addie pressed a gentle hand to Brad’s back a rare show of affection between the two of them, a sign of burned bridges slowly being repaired. It was a good reminder that trauma sometimes healed as well as hurt, it tended to bring people together in unification.

“Thanks,” he said quietly to the two of them, still faced toward the road.

“Go on in. We’ll take it from here.”

Against his strong desires, Mason did as he was asked.
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Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 17

8:50 a.m. Eastern

Things were a bustle of activity inside the house as Mason did his best to navigate between the girls and continue to help Lydia make the porridge. They’d all awoken shortly after he’d come into the house, a sustained whirlwind of activity. Between the excited dogs, the freshly woken girls and Lydia’s uncertain emergence, Mason hadn’t had much time to actually rest.

Physical inactivity stood in stark contrast to the activity of his mind and keeping busy had been the best way he’d found to actually silence the bad thoughts. Turning from the large sauce pan, he focused his attention on Dory, who stood framed in the narrow doorway leading to the kitchen. She’d changed out of her pajamas, wearing mostly the same clothes as the previous day. For a moment, her expression shifted, and Mason saw his wife’s eyes where his daughter’s once were. He could almost picture Dory’s maturation, her transformation into a mirror image of her mother, and his chest ached with the sensation of loss and distance.

“Are we gonna pick more dandelions today?”

“Probably should,” Mason agreed with a nod.

He glanced at the cutting board. He’d been attacking the dandelion stems and sorrel with a kitchen knife, chopping them into very fine pieces. They added some nice thickness and nutrition to the porridge, but the last thing he wanted was leafy greens crunching between teeth as the kids chewed.

Lydia scooped out another big spoonful of honey and dropped it in, then attacked the mixture with her wooden spoon, continuing to mix. Mason lifted the cutting board and scraped the greens into the combination. Lydia nodded her thanks, then stirred them in.

“This is just about ready to go out on the fire.”

“Sounds good,” Mason replied and took a moment to leave his eyes on his mother’s.

There was a focused alertness to her gaze, a resilience in her posture and a squareness in her shoulders that showed clarity. Mason was thankful for that.

“Daddy?”

He looked back over at Dory again and forced a smile on his dried and chapped lips.

“What is it?”

“When are we going to wash our clothes? Everything I have is dirty.” She stepped into the kitchen and cupped a hand next to her pursed lips. “Everyone smells bad, too.”

“I know. It’s tough right now.” He glanced toward Lydia, but she’d already lifted the pot and was heading toward the door to take it outside. “We have to figure that out. We barely have enough water to drink right now and that has to take priority.”

“What about the people in town? Where do you think they’re getting their water?”

“I don’t know. I feel like it’s a little too dangerous for us to go into town right now, though. After what happened.”

“Because you got shot.”

“Not just because of that. But the bad guys are out there. And⁠—”

“They don’t like you. Probably don’t like us, either. Which is stupid because they don’t even know us.”

“I know. You’re right, it is stupid. Adults can be very stupid sometimes. That’s why your mom and I try to raise you two not to be stupid.”

“I think Lilah could use a little more work in that department,” Dory whispered, and Mason nearly laughed out loud.

“Be nice to your sister.”

Dory smiled a malevolent smile and shrugged her shoulders.

“Just telling it like it is.”

Mason stood and braced himself against the counter, rustling her hair with his opposite hand.

“Go on outside, see if your grandmother needs help with that porridge.”

“She seems okay this morning.”

“She does, you’re right. But it’s tough to tell how long that might last. Just grab Lilah and go help her. I haven’t fed the chickens yet either, I left that for you guys.”

“Okay, Dad.” Dory scampered away, whispered briefly to Lilah, who nodded and followed her older sister out of the house.

For a few moments, Mason stayed where he was, using the kitchen counter to hold himself upright. Repeated ocean waves of dizziness crashed upon the rocky shore of his mind, and he did his best to blink them away, holding himself upright and steady. His feet slid a short distance apart, better to keep him stable while the dizziness passed.

Eventually it did and once he was more clear-headed, he stepped back out into the living room and returned to the outside world. The air was damp and thick and spots of rain water darkened the pavement. Holding out a hand, he caught a few scattered spatters in his palm, then brought them to his lips and slurped them in. His eyes closed, relishing even the smallest coating of moisture on his dried lips.

“I think it’s actually happening.” Brad approached, holding out both hands. “Hopefully soon.”

“Never thought I’d be so happy to feel rain drops. Even if we get half an inch, that will go a real long way.”

“I don’t know about you, but I need a shower and a twenty-four-hour laundromat.”

“A good rainstorm will help with that first part, not sure what to tell you about the second. If it starts coming down harder, though, we should seriously think about bringing our clothes out. We’ve still got laundry detergent in the house, that isn’t a problem, we just need the water.”

“I think that’s a great plan. I’ll pass the word so we can be ready to shift at a moment’s notice. That wasn’t on the docket for today, but it could easily get there.”

“What is on the docket?”

Brad’s eyes darted toward Addie, then drew back to Mason, narrowed in suspicion, though a slight uptick curled his lips.

“Addie told me I shouldn’t be talking about this stuff with you. You need to rest.”

“We’re all adults here, Brad.”

“I know, I know.” Brad turned and gestured toward the trees, several branches having been recovered with plastic bags for water collection. “Addie was going to keep watch here while I went into the woods. There are some more wild berry bushes in there, and I was hoping to harvest some more wildflowers. Maybe even some wild nuts if they’re out there. It’s a little early in the season for those, I think, but even if we can map out where they might be found, once autumn is in full swing we can know right where to look.”

“Not a bad idea.”

“Also, I was just going to check the brook back there. Addie said there is one about a half mile into the woods.”

“She’s right. I’m not sure that’s smart, though.”

“How do we know it’s contaminated if we don’t check?”

“Brad, the ground water is contaminated. If that’s contaminated, I think it’s a safe bet that any streams or brooks are, too. You need to be very, very careful.”

Brad studied Mason for a moment, his head slightly tilted in curiosity.

“What was it like? Out there?”

“Out there?”

“On the ocean.”

Mason’s eyes closed and his chin tipped down.

“Sorry, I’m not trying to dredge up bad memories.”

“It’s okay.” He drew in a breath, held it for a moment, then exhaled again. “It’s bad. I keep searching for a way to describe it that’s a little more verbose, but I can’t think of one. The algae, the way it replicated, it was like nothing I’d seen before, and I’ve seen a lot of stuff in and around the water.”

“The effect of this stuff it’s like algae bloom on steroids? Isn’t that basically what we’re talking about here?”

“More or less. But the way this algae has evolved has changed things. And I’m no biologist. Some of this comes from talks I had with Sherman before he—” Mason’s voice trailed off. “Anyway, what we sort of gathered was the algae replication combined with the algae bloom has created a sort of effect where the algae is in this constant state of bloom, where it’s continually decaying and giving off toxic cyanobacteria. Because of the quantities of the algae and this relentless decay, it just builds upon itself. Don’t ask me to give a scientific reason why it happened, because I can’t.”

“Do you think the governments of the world will figure it out? Find a way to stop it?”

“Brad, I don’t want to hypothesize here.”

“I’m just asking your opinion.”

“Are you sure you want it?”

Brad hesitated for a moment, his eyes still fixed on Mason’s. “That bad?”

“The world is seventy-five percent water. Early reports, while they were still providing them, estimated billions died in the first few days. That’s billions with a ‘b’. I’m just— I’m not sure how many governments are left to try and figure this out.”

“So, what do we do?”

“We do what we’ve been doing. Surviving. That’s about all we can do.”

“Wait with bated breath for the next rainstorm? That’s what life is now?”

“Listen,” Mason replied, placing a hand on Brad’s shoulder, “there’s a whole world out there we haven’t explored. It’s a dangerous world, but it’s out there. I have to think there are supplies of water somewhere that haven’t been tapped. With so many people dead, there are bound to be sources out there. We’ll just have to find them. And, unfortunately, we might need to be prepared to fight for them when we do.”

“First we have to avoid being killed by a psycho New Bedford cop.”

“Exactly. That’s been our biggest handicap so far. It’s difficult to search the world when you’re in constant fear for you and your family’s lives.”

“And yet Jodie’s out there somewhere.”

“I never agreed to that. I was outvoted.”

“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

“Jodie is a Godsend, don’t get me wrong, but she’s got a stubborn streak in her.”

“Pretty sure I heard her say the same thing about you.”

“Must be a Becker family trait.” He looked toward Lydia, who was stirring the pot of porridge near the open fire in the fire pit. “I wonder where we got it from?”

“I’m pretty sure I know.” Brad slapped Mason playfully on the shoulder, the two of them starting to head toward the fire.

“A horse!” A scream pierced the air behind them, and Mason wheeled toward it, immediately going for the pistol in his waistband.

Brad had the semi-automatic rifle out as well, the two of them moving toward the sound of the girls’ screams. Dory and Lilah stood several feet away, wide-eyed, fingers extended toward the road alongside the house. A figure on horseback moved toward them, approaching at a quick clip. Mason tightened his grip on his pistol as Brad swung around him, rifle held across his chest.

“Stay back, girls!” Mason shouted, holding up one hand as the other lifted the pistol slightly.

“Stop where you are!” Brad took a long stride forward, lifting his weapon.

“Settle down, the both of you!” A voice called out and Mason’s taut shoulders slumped, his posture drawing down as his pistol lowered.

“It’s okay,” he said, turning toward Brad. “It’s Mona. It’s Mona Deering.”
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Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 17

9:25 a.m. Eastern

The horse roamed the backyard, head bent, one hoof pawing at the ground. Dory and Lilah hovered nearby, not getting too close, but peering at the horse in curious, beloved astonishment. It was a large, brown creature, its fur sleek and well-groomed, its hair rich and muscles shifting beneath its taut skin.

“You really should have told us you were coming.” Mason’s pistol was tucked back into place and Brad had returned the rifle to the sling on his shoulder.

“And how do you suppose I should do that? A couple of tin cans and the world’s longest string?”

“I know. I just hate how we greeted you.”

“I’m used to it by now. That’s the reaction I get from most folks.”

“I find that difficult to believe.”

Mona chuckled and walked toward the horse. She unclasped one saddle bag and reached inside, removing a large bladder of water. Turning toward Brad she tossed it in his direction and Brad caught it, eyes wide. She pulled a second one out of the other saddle bag and tucked it under her arm, walking toward Mason.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“Sure is. Remember, I have my own water tower on the farm.”

“You also have a lot of animals to care of. Crops to irrigate?”

“Rain will be here next twenty-four hours or so. Figured I could spare some and figured you needed it.”

“This is too kind of you, Mona. Way too kind. I’m not sure we can accept it.”

“I see how chapped your lips are, boy. Don’t turn it down.”

Mason parted those chapped lips, but nodded and took the second bladder from her offered hands. He walked over toward a nearby picnic table where Brad had set the first bladder and rested it near the other.

“Dory! Lydia! Can you run inside and grab a few of those water containers, please?”

“We want to play with the horse!” Dory replied, though they hadn’t yet dared go closer than five feet to the large animal.

“Tell you what, kiddo, you bring those containers out and maybe after breakfast I’ll let you ride her. How does that sound to you?”

“Yeah!” Dory shouted and sprinted back toward the house. “Come on, Lilah, you slowpoke! Let’s go!” They both darted toward the house and swiftly disappeared inside.

“How are all of you holding up over here these days?” Mona walked toward the fire pit and waved at Lydia, who smiled and waved back.

“Touch and go,” Mason replied with rare honesty.

“You’re moving a little slow and cautious-like.”

“I’m fine.”

“Don’t lie to me. I’ll tell your mama.” She nodded toward Lydia and smiled, the weathered skin of her face breaking wide.

“It’s been a little rough. Recovery hasn’t been easy.”

“Where are Jodie and— what’s the boy’s name again?”

“Jason. They left yesterday morning, went off to find some totes for long term water storage.”

“Is that right? Where abouts?”

“Fiona Gibson was here. She knows a place, an agricultural supply store, I think.”

“Greener Grass? Hank Rawlins’ place?”

“Yeah. That’s the one.”

“That’s a little far to go, ain’t it?”

“That was my point exactly. My objections were overruled.”

“Well, it’s a fair point. If the rain falls hard and heavy you’re going to need some storage.” Mona nodded toward the free-standing tarp near the garden and the smaller one a short distance beyond it. “Nice job on those, by the way. PVC pipe for the gutters and downspouts?” She tapped her temple. “Good thinking.”

“We won’t know how good it is until the stupid rain starts falling. Been teasing us for days.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. I’ve been prepping for thirty-six hours straight. I’ve got even more tarps set up than you guys do. Checked and double checked all my gutters and spouts. Barrels are all where they need to be. If that rain starts coming, I’ll be booking it back home, pronto.”

“As you should.”

Mona crossed her arms and nodded her head toward one of the wine barrels.

“Aren’t those wine barrels? Fiona bring you those?”

“Yes to both questions.”

“She’s hooking you up. Did she say where she’s been since all this started? I swear I stopped by her restaurant a dozen times to see how I could help but wasn’t anyone there.”

“She and Bobby took the break- in pretty hard. They felt a need to isolate themselves a bit. But once she heard about everything that went down, she came on over here to give us her best wishes. Brought a few wine barrels with her. Agreed that we need to stick together, and that invitation extends to you, too.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Town’s going to hell in a handbasket, I swear. Every morning I wake up dreaming of that trial. Can’t get those images out of my head.”

“Same thing.”

“How are you feeling, anyway? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like crap scraped across too-big a cracker.”

“That’s— kind of you to say.”

“Warning you that you might be overdoing it is a certain sort of kindness, and I’m afraid that’s about the best I can offer.”

“Guess I’ll take what I can get.” Mason shrugged his shoulders, wincing involuntarily as he did so. “I’ve been better, to be honest. Been worse, too.”

“I can almost feel the heat coming off of you. Have you checked your temperature lately?”

“My mother’s right over there,” Mason said, nodding toward Lydia, “not really in the market for another.”

“All right, all right,” Mona replied, lifting her hands. “I give. Speaking of your mom, how is she?”

“Has her good and bad days. I’m sure she’d love to see you.”

“Well, then what are we waiting for?” Mona stepped ahead and Mason trailed behind, the two of them walking toward Lydia, who was still stirring the pot that rested near the fire pit.

“Lydia!” Mona called out, lifting a hand.

Lydia looked toward them, squinting, gray hair tousling on her head with the bobbed motion.

“It’s me,” Mona said as she drew closer, “Mona Deering!”

Lydia stood and drew back, fixing the woman with a surprisingly alert stare.

“Mona Deering! It’s been so long!” She strode forward and gave the woman a hardy embrace, pulling her tight.

The two women had met and talked during the picnic only a week or so ago, but Mason wasn’t going to bring that point up at that moment.

“How have you been?” Lydia stepped away and focused her attention once more on the thickening porridge.

“Same as everyone else, I’m afraid.”

“It’s awful, isn’t it? So awful.” Lydia lifted her spoon and slowly let the clump of porridge fall free, dropping back into the pot.

“Your son and daughter are doing some great stuff here. Setting things up for the long haul.”

“My son?” Lydia lifted an eyebrow. “Dolan? Have you seen him?”

“She’s talking about me, Mom.” Mason gave Mona an apologetic glance, but she brushed it off.

“Oh, you’re doing a great job, too, Mason. You always were so jealous of your younger brother.”

Mason’s cheeks flushed and he took a step away, quietly excusing himself from the conversation. The heat of embarrassment painted his cheeks, then sharpened, and strengthened. It wasn’t a hot flush, it was suddenly a searing pain. Darts of heat rammed into his neck, a relentless drive of fire within his skull. He blinked it away and took a step toward Brad and Addie, who were discussing their eventual trip into the woods to forage for berries or nuts. His lips opened, Mason trying to speak, but the words came out thick and muddy. He stood in the grass, staring sideways at Addie, who’d turned toward him, eyes narrowed in fierce curiosity.

“Mason?” Her voice sounded far away, a distant echo from a great distance.

He tried to reply, but his lips were too thick, his tongue a slab of raw, hot meat in his mouth.

“Mason. Did you say something?”

He tried to repeat himself, but his words spilled like a tumble of wet laundry, a mumbled murmur more than a question. His foot lifted and moved forward, his body swaying slightly as he did, one hand stretched outward in inquiry.

“Something’s wrong.”

Another voice from far away, a muddled echo from somewhere unseen. Lava coated his insides, scorching his chest walls, burning the length of his spine into cinder.

“I— I don’t—” he managed to piece together, but that was all that came out.

One final slam of heat knocked his knees out from under him, the world swept into a sudden smear of color and movement. Then he was falling and all of reality was falling with him.
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The lack of power meant the walk-in freezer was bearable to sleep in and as exhausted as Shannon and Louise were, they’d slept peacefully throughout the night. Shannon licked her lips gently, her wet tongue clinging to her chapped lips, desperate for water. Inching over toward the duffel bag she’d freed from the Chevy Trailblazer at the last minute, she rummaged through it until she came out with a jug of fresh water.

Pulled from a swimming pool, boiled and filtered, it was about as good as they were going to get. She tipped the jug to her lips and took a few long pulls, relishing the tepid liquid as it surged down her throat. Louise pressed a closed fist to her chest and coughed hard, wincing visibly with each haggard choke.

“I can’t believe we made it.” She shook her head and wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Came pretty close to not making it. Might have even been the closest ever.”

“We’re like cats with our nine lives.” Louise rested back against a nearby wall.

“How many do you suppose we have left?”

“I’d rather not think about it.” Louise held out her hand and Shannon gave her the water jug, the older woman swallowing a long, deep gulp.

She screwed the cap back on and they returned the water to the duffel bag as Shannon stretched her arms, twisting her back gently to loosen her stiff muscles. Going back into the duffel bag, she removed a box with a replacement set of gas mask filters and set it on the floor, staring at the gas masks next to it.

“Are we ready to do this?”

“Not even a little,” Louise replied. “But let’s do it, anyway.”

Shannon unscrewed the cannister then removed the filter, examining it closely. It was clotted with flecks of airborne toxins, a congealed green mass throughout its normally pale surface. Gripping it like it was a piece of rotten fruit, she cast it aside, tossing it into the corner of the freezer, then removed a fresh one from the box, pressed it in, and screwed the cannister tightly closed.

Repeating the process with Louise’s filter, she set the two gas masks aside, then went back into the duffel to figure out what they would have for breakfast. They each shared another of the MREs that the soldier they’d run into had donated, a chicken chunk meal which wasn’t bad, though not the best early morning get up and go food. Shannon finished draining a small cup of electrolyte drink, then pressed the gas mask to her face and stretched the strap over the base of her skull. Louise followed her lead and together, they steadied their breathing within the masks.

Neither of them was thrilled about the hiss of air once more filling their ears, nor the material of the masks pressing tight against their faces. Leaving their trash behind, they loaded up the duffel and backpacks, while Shannon shouldered her rifle, and walked to the door. An emergency release was pressed into a recessed circle within the door and Shannon activated it, giving Louise one last curious look before she pushed the door open.

A suction of air sounded, the door easing open, giving them a portal back into the spoiled city. Shannon stepped out first, gently inhaling to ensure she’d installed the filters correctly. Her breath came smooth, clean and relatively easy. She stood just outside the freezer until she was breathing more steadily and deeply, then continued onward, satisfied the gas mask was doing its job. On their way back out through the kitchen, they stopped in an employee rest room and emptied their bladders, then continued on. Moments later, they’d vacated the restaurant and returned to the corpse strewn streets of the outskirts of downtown Chicago.

Shannon dared a look to the northwest, spotting little more than a choking smog of endless churning smoke. The shattered wreckage of buildings was visible through some gaps in the pale gray, the ragged, broken bones of the city. Those narrow spires rose above the rest, though two of them were cleaved off in an uneven chop, their blunt ends broken at odd angles.

They turned away from the sight and continued moving southeast, putting Lake Michigan at their back and pressing onward toward cleaner futures. Bodies continued to litter the roadways and sidewalks, forcing them to step around and through death just to continue moving. Shannon gripped her rifle tight in both hands, eyes scanning the surrounding alleys between buildings, her apprehension heightened with each forward stride.

“I’m not sure where we are, exactly,” Louise pointed out a few minutes later. “And I’m not sure how much good this map Lita gave you is at this point.” She held out the map which she’d kept tucked in an easy-to-reach pocket.

“Let’s stop over there.” Shannon pointed toward the next block.

A sparse parking lot separated two medium-sized buildings, a gas station visible within the clutch of pavement.

“Sure.”

The two women continued along the sidewalk, moving close to the wall to their right, slipping past a dead woman in an expensive looking suit, her arms spread wide waiting for an embrace that would never come. Her face was a discolored bruise of flesh, the fan of her brittle hair spread along the asphalt above her. Shannon had, much to her dismay, became almost immune to the sight of death. She’d witnessed so much of it over the past three weeks, it barely held meaning, especially when it was a stranger.

“Are all of the coastal cities like this, do you think?”

“Or worse,” Shannon replied, closing her eyes as she averted her gaze from the dead woman. “From the sounds of it, the military did their best to try and evacuate people, but it was mostly too late. I have to think there are places that didn’t even get that luxury.”

“What do you think things are like in Florida?”

“Believe it or not, I try not to think about stuff like that. I have a hard time not dwelling on Massachusetts.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be a fatalist. This city has been a wakeup call. Don’t get me wrong, we’ve seen plenty of damage and plenty of death, but Chicago— this is another level.” Louise swallowed audibly as she stepped over the splayed legs of a dead teenager, half twisted on the sidewalk, one arm slung across his narrow torso.

“I will admit,” Shannon finally replied after a few more paces,” I’ve thought of Boston more than once since entering this city. I’m trying not to picture the Seaport district looking like—” her voice trailed off and she turned away from the corpse-laden street, aiming her gaze upward.

They crossed another two-lane road, moving between stalled cars before stepping into the gas station parking lot. Two vehicles sat at the pumps, gas nozzles resting on the ground at the end of a coiled length of hose. Three corpses rested next to and between the vehicles getting gas, and another was further down the parking lot, face down as if running from something. Shannon tried not to imagine the frenzied chaos that gripped the city in those first moments, people dying while others ran from an invisible threat, thinking they might actually get away. There was no getting away, not from this, not when you had the bad luck to live so close to a massive body of water.

Shannon pushed open the front door of the gas station and moved inside, eyeing the interior carefully through the fogged lenses of her mask. Her rifle was out and lifted, her waist swiveling as she covered the interior with the barrel before moving deeper within. Just from the front door, she’d spotted three corpses, one behind the counter, two others near a rear door. Coolers stood against a far wall and though their interior lights were dim, the shelves within were actually stocked with food and drink.

“Tiny little gas station like this and we strike this gold mine?” Louise strode past Shannon and headed straight for the coolers.

“So many people dead, nobody really left to scavenge, I guess.”

“Except for whoever killed those army guys and stole their gear.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” Shannon hadn’t needed Louise’s reminder.

Whoever had massacred the soldiers and stolen their masks and weapons had been top of mind every minute of her waking day. They’d been lucky not to run into them, but luck had a way of eventually running out.

The two of them worked together to liberate bottles of water, stuffing them into their respective bags, taking what they could without making things too heavy to lift. “Don’t forget, we need to carry this for a while. Could be a long while.”

“I know. I just— I hate to leave anything behind.”

“We’re going to have to.”

They didn’t take any food from the coolers-without power it would have been spoiled anyway-but they walked through the narrow aisles and plucked canned and boxed items from the shelves. They chose carefully, looking for nutrient dense items that didn’t weigh a lot and by the time they were done, they’d managed to squirrel away a decent amount of food supplies.

“If we ration all of this carefully, we could be good for a week or two.” Shannon stood and stared at the gas station’s interior, marveling at the good fortune of finding the tiny little out of the way place, a place they might have just walked by if they hadn’t needed a map.

“Over here.” Louise nodded toward a small shelf of brochures by the check-out counter and Shannon followed her there.

Two dozen different maps of Chicago were set before them, rows and rows of folded booklets with various images along their covers. Louise tugged one loose and gestured toward the title which showed it was a walking map of the city, featuring easily labeled landmarks. Shannon took it and opened it, leafing through its contents. Many of the walking maps were focused around the cluster of downtown skyscrapers they’d just desperately escaped, but she kept the map, anyway, just in case.

Louise showed her another, just a plain map of the city, but broken up into several different sections over several different pages. She pressed her finger to a colorful looking diagram of interlocking city streets.

“I think this is where we are. I checked the street signs as we crossed.”

“That’s why you’re the navigator.”

“If we move out onto the street just outside and turn right, we’ll be heading down this way. Keep following that trail and we should eventually move far enough away from Lake Michigan that we don’t need these anymore.”

“Let’s take it one step at a time.”

The two women left the gas station and ventured back out onto the tightly congested street that ran parallel to its parking lot. They did as Louise suggested, turning right, continuing to move south through the faded smoke, navigating the dead city, secretly hoping the only people they ran into were the corpses.
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By some strange miracle, the outskirts of downtown Chicago had given way to a section of trees, the road they were following narrowing to a thinner passage. That had done little to reduce the number of dead bodies, however. Corpses were strewn about in almost all directions.

“How is there still so much death?” Shannon peered over at Louise, who was doing her best to study the map.

“Kensington Marsh is that way,” she said, pointing toward the west. “The Calumet River empties into a lake to our east, too. The water reclamation plant is just ahead. Somehow we ended up surrounded by it.” Louise shook her head angrily.

“Don’t beat yourself up. I’m betting the map wasn’t clearly marked.”

“I should have looked closer.”

“We were focused on getting away from Lake Michigan, not focused on what other smaller bodies of water we might be getting into. Let’s just keep moving.”

The narrow road moved alongside a stretch of train tracks, and they followed it, a line of thin trees separating them from the plant itself. Moments later, they found themselves surrounded by trees on both sides and for a moment, they’d allowed themselves to forget they were actually in one of the biggest cities in the United States. Because of the lower population density, the numbers of bodies they stumbled upon lessened with the passage of time, though they still ran across a fair share along the edges of the road and sprawled throughout the nearby trees.

“Heads up,” Shannon warned, nodding toward a passenger train that rested on the tracks just to the left of the road they were walking.

Bodies of all shapes and sizes littered the ground near the tracks, a few even spilling out from the opened doors of the train itself. The two women gravitated toward the opposite side of their narrow road and continued walking, though Shannon kept her penetrating stare on the train to make sure no threats lurked within.

The roadway veered west, and the two women followed its path as it went along the south side of a clutch of trees, then bent even further south, heading toward a sudden cluster of residential homes. Tall skyscrapers had given way to a sudden onslaught of neighborhoods, narrow roads winding in and out of tight clusters of family dwellings, trees dotting overgrown grass yards in strategic locations.

Cars were slotted into angular parking spots and bodies rested along the sidewalk and in the grass as if they might have just decided to lie down and take a nap. As they followed the street running the perimeter of the neighborhood, a massive building fell into view, an angular brick structure sweeping left to right, ornamental blue triangles rising from its rooftop, laden with skylights.

A concrete sign was perched to the left of a broad entryway leading to the parking lot, though spray paint had been scrawled over its words in uneven, haphazard strokes, barely resembling letters. The upper right section of the sign read HELP INSIDE, black paint drying as it dripped, running along the edges of the concrete sign. A pair of military Humvees were parked in the narrow parking lot, and a few corpses within view wore camouflage uniforms.

The rest of the sign, where it was visible, labeled the building as a family resource center, the type of place where a local community might go to look for help. Those who were left, at any rate.

“What do you think?” Shannon asked.

“Can’t hurt to check, I suppose, though whatever help is inside didn’t help them much.” She nodded toward the dead soldiers.

They approached the parking lot carefully, walked across it and stepped toward the front doors leading into the distinctive building. The front doors were propped open, resting alongside a fallen body and they stepped over, venturing into the lobby of the resource center, eyes on alert for any signs of ambush or movement.

The interior of the place was vast and empty. Made up of a few offices and what appeared to be its own public library, the resource center showed signs of being a gathering place at one point. Trash littered the floor, books were spread out among various nearby tables and a large map had been tacked to a wall near the front of the building.

Shannon angled right, stepping over another corpse as she approached the huge map, which was held up by various strategically placed pushpins. The city of Chicago was laid out on the map, though only portions of downtown, the majority of it seemed to focus on the areas southeast of the city proper, even past the Calumet River and inching toward the Indiana border. A small section several blocks south of where they were had been circled several times in thick, red ink, a few arrows pointing to a cluster of square-shaped buildings pressed into a cloverleaf.

“This is a hospital, I think.” Shannon inched closer, peering through the haze of her lenses to make out the image.

“Are those red circles telling people to go there or to stay away from there?”

“I’d say the arrows make the case that it’s a destination not a warning.”

A star was marked somewhere further up in the map and Shannon lifted her eyes toward it, scrutinizing that area as well.

“The star marks where we are now.” She tapped it with a single finger.

“What do you think? Do we head down that way?” Louise ran her finger along another section of map where more thick lines had been pressed into the paper. “What’s this?”

“That looks like the Illinois and Indiana border. Those dark ink lines follow it north-to-south.”

“See, those lines look ominous.”

“Agreed. I don’t know, I think we should check out the hospital. It might even be far enough away from the lake that it’s not especially dangerous.”

“Is there a place anywhere that’s not especially dangerous?”

“Probably not. Worth checking out just the same.” Shannon gestured toward Louise. “Do any of the maps we took from the gas station cover that neighborhood?”

It took Louise a moment to dig through them, but she found one of the folded brochures and peeled it open. They looked through it and named the spot marked on the larger, wall-mounted map. It took Shannon a moment to rifle through some office supplies in the resource center, but she came out with a marker, and they used it to mark that same spot, then drew a dotted line throughout the map, charting their actual course.

“Let’s go.”

Shouldering their bags again, then shuffled their way back toward the door, moving along the tables and toward the area where they’d entered. Shannon shouldered through the gap in the doors, stepping over the body once more, then froze, looking out onto the parking lot ahead.

Three men in gas masks lurked there with weapons, standing over the corpses of the soldiers they’d seen upon entering. Shannon’s foot scuffed on pavement as she stepped over the corpse and a head lifted, jerking toward her, grip on the rifle tightening. The man in the center wore a Chicago Bears sweatshirt, its hood bunched beneath the straps of his gas mask. A tactical vest covered most of the man’s torso, the familiar logo barely visible above the upward edge of knitted material.

To his right was a slender man in a canvas jacket, which hung loose and slack over his narrow shoulders. The third man, stocky build, wore denim overalls pulled up over a dark-colored knit sweater, all three of them wearing tactical vests and carrying what appeared to be military weapons.

“Woah! What have we here?” One of the men asked, lightly slapping the guy next to him.

The slender man jolted upright, his weapon shifting with his sudden movement.

“This is our place,” he barked, taking a step forward. “What do you think you’re doing here?”

“Just looking,” Shannon stammered, involuntarily stepping back, though the wall was behind her, and she had nowhere to go. “The sign said help was inside.”

The man wearing the sweatshirt laughed hoarsely from within the mask.

“Not anymore it’s not.”

“We saw that. We’ll be on our way.” Shannon took a tentative step to the right, clutching at Louise’s arm, partially dragging her along.

“Not so fast, ladies.” The man in denim overalls lifted his weapon and pointed it directly at them. “You’ve been pretty lucky to make it this far without our crew spotting you. But this is where your luck runs out.”
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Shannon tensed from across the parking lot, her eyes darting from one rifle to the next.

“Your crew?” she asked. “Was it you guys who killed all those soldiers?”

“Does that really matter?” The man in the Bears sweatshirt shrugged. “All you need to worry about is that you ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He gestured toward her duffel bag.

“Please,” Shannon said, her voice little more than a squeak. “We’re just trying to get out of the city.”

“Aren’t we all? Hand over your gear, lady. You too.” His eyes darted toward Louise. “This doesn’t have to get messy.”

“I dunno, I kind of like it when it gets messy.” The man in the denim overalls leaned toward the guy in the sweatshirt. “I live for messy.”

Shannon and Louise made no move to hand over their supplies. They stood at the far end of the parking lot, weapons held tight, shoulder-to-shoulder.

“We’re going to get your gear whether you like it or not. Question is do we take it from you now, or just lift it from your bloodied corpses? That choice is yours, ladies.” The man in the sweatshirt strode forward again. “It’s not all that complicated.”

“Just let us go!” Shannon lifted her rifle, adding some extra emphasis to her demand, her voice echoing loudly across the parking lot.

The three men glanced at each other and one of them laughed, his head shaking.

“Lady’s got guts.”

“We’re about to see them.” The slender guy in the canvas jacket lifted his weapon.

The gunshot report was a sharp clap of thunder, though it came from Shannon’s left, and higher in the air. With a muffled grunt, the man in the canvas jacket sprawled to the left, a starburst of blood filling the air where he’d been a moment before. His two friends wheeled around, angling toward the brickwork community center, weapons leveled.

“We got trouble!” The man in the sweatshirt fired up at the roof, his rifle cracking in a three shot burst.

Shannon’s rifle went up, she drew a breath and held it for the briefest moment, centering the barrel on the man firing at the roof. She tugged the trigger, racked the bolt and pulled again, and as the man in the sweatshirt wheeled toward her, making himself a larger target, he went down.

Shouting angrily, the third man focused his attention on Shannon, but another flat clap of rifle fire ripped from the roof of the building and the third man went down as well, expelling a pained, hissing breath as he hit the parking lot. Echoes of the gunfight faded as Shannon’s breath rasped in her ears, the rifle still elevated, pointing at the empty space where the men had been moments earlier.

“Please put your weapon down!” A voice echoed from the roof, loud, crisp and authoritative. “I’m not going to ask a second time!”

“Okay!” She peeled one hand free and lifted it, then slowly bent, lowering her weapon.

“What are you doing?” Louise hissed.

“Whoever he is, he helped us.”

“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to hurt us!”

“Clearly he’s a good shot. He could just gun us down if he wanted to.” Shannon bent low, resting her rifle on the parking lot, then stood, hands raised.

Movement shifted along the edge of the roof. A man in camouflage peeled away, seemingly appearing from nowhere, elevated into a bent-kneed crouch. He clutched a long-barreled sniper rifle in one hand, his face covered beneath a modern-looking gas mask. Standing, he slowly approached the edge of the roof, then slipped over, dropping down to a narrow stretch of grass along the front of the community center.

“I have to admit,” he said, shaking his head, “I’m surprised to see people here who aren’t dirtbags like those guys.” He nodded toward the three men sprawled across the pavement.

“How do you know we’re not?” Shannon asked.

“I’ve got good instincts. One of the perks of being a cop.”

“You’re a cop?”

“Not sure I qualify anymore, but I was at one point in my life.” He lowered the sniper rifle and extended a hand, which Shannon took in her own and shook. “I’m Peter Masters. Chicago P.D. “

“Shannon. This is Louise.” She eyed the man, who was dressed more like a soldier than a police officer. “Are you here in an official capacity?”

“No. Whatever the Chicago Police Department used to be, it’s not anymore. Scattered to the winds. Most of them dead in the first twelve hours. I’m one of the few lucky ones, near as I can tell.”

“I have to think it’s more than luck.”

“I was with S.W.A.T. My team just happened to be testing new riot gear when everything went sideways. Started hearing the calls coming through the radio and I guess instinct kicked in. Though, I have to admit, I was thinking more biological attack than— whatever this is.”

“Algae,” Shannon replied, “as far as I can tell. A massive, worldwide algae bloom the likes of which we’ve never seen.”

“Plants. Billions killed by plants. Sure, why not?” The man shrugged.

“Do you live here, somewhere? In the city?”

“In Chicago? No way. Nobody lives here anymore. I swing through sometimes on supply runs, but I’ve got a place down in Plum Valley. Seems to be just far enough away, lots of wilderness so I don’t have to worry about running into jokers like that.”

“We’ve been lucky so far. I was starting to think we might make it all the way through the city without stumbling into them. But no such luck.”

“Why are you here, anyway? I thought the military blockaded most of this off before they hit the bricks. I know the ways through, so do guys like that, but tourists? That’s unusual.”

“Tourists? Is that what we are?” Shannon asked.

“Well, you’re not from here. Makes you tourists in my mind.”

“I suppose that’s fair.” Shannon glanced down at her rifle on the ground. “Can I pick that up? I promise I won’t use it on you.”

“Yeah. Sure. Sorry about that. Can’t be too careful these days.” He nodded toward the street. “Come on, let’s walk. I can show you a way through that keeps you a bit more off the beaten path. Where you headed?”

“Right now, as far from Lake Michigan as we can get. Eventually, we’re headed to the east coast.”

“The east coast? What do you want to do that for?”

“That’s where my family is. Our— families— are.” Shannon gestured toward Louise. “When all of this went down, we were on a business trip in Seattle. Been trying to make it home ever since.”

“Wait.” Peter halted and turned toward the two women. “You’ve made it all the way here from Seattle? With all this going on?”

Shannon nodded. “It’s been a long few weeks.”

Peter whistled, though it was distorted as it passed through the filters in his gas mask.

“You ladies have some guts, I’ll give you that.” They continued walking, moving toward a narrow, tree-lined street carving up a cluster of residences.

“It’s not about guts. I have a husband and two children at home. Getting back to them isn’t negotiable.”

“I get it.” His voice was a quiet whisper.

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Family?”

“Let’s not pick at that scab, shall we?” His pace intensified and Shannon had to move a bit quicker to catch up.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine. I’m not unique. I’m not some special snowflake. Not the only one who’s lost people.” They walked a few more paces before he turned slightly. “I mean, no offense, but this is happening at the east coast, too. Do you even know what things are like back home?”

“No.” Shannon shook her head but didn’t say anything further.

“Do you know what’s up with that map that was in the community center?” Louise breathed hard as she put in the effort to keep up with the two younger walkers. “The place that was circled seemed like some place people wanted to go.”

“That place fell a few days ago. The notion of any sort of safe place anywhere close to Chicago is a myth. Guys like that are everywhere.” He jerked his head back in the direction they’d come from.

“What’s the story with them?”

“No clue. I see them from time to time, mostly wearing military gear. Best I can figure they ambushed soldiers as they were trying to help people and stole their kits. They tend to wear their masks and their vests, carry their weapons. It’s either that or they stumbled across some big supply depot. I don’t bother stopping to ask. Whenever I run across them, they’re stirring up trouble, so I just throw it back in their faces.”

Peter lifted the sniper rifle.

“Part of me almost feels bad. They’re all rookies, they can’t shoot their way out of a paper bag. They think finding military gear automatically makes them Rambo. I teach them the error of their ways pretty quick, though I wish it didn’t always come to that.”

“I wouldn’t feel the least bit bad about shooting people like those three we just saw,” Shannon said.

“Do you feel bad?”

Shannon glanced toward the road, her shoes scuffing along its uneven surface.

“See? Easier said than done, right?”

They walked for a short time in silence, draped beneath the shadows of the trees alongside the residential streets. A few bodies were scattered here and there, but fewer than in the city itself.

“That wasn’t your first time, though, was it? Putting someone down?” He turned slightly toward her.

“Do we have to talk about that?”

“I suppose not.”

“Can I ask where you’re taking us?” Louise took a long step, once more catching up to the other two.

“Far from Lake Michigan, like you asked. I’ve got a path I take, following these back roads and side streets. The real trick is avoiding the barricades. That’s easier said than done.”

“Barricades?”

“A lot of those same jokers you just saw. The military set up these barricades, trying to keep people out of the city. Well, when things got hairy, lots of those soldiers took off. Some were moved, some abandoned their posts, but they left the barricades behind. Lots of them were taken over by the scumbags we just tangled with. They stand out there like they’re some last line of security. I’ve seen them kill without mercy and without hesitation. Folks who were lucky enough to make it out of the city and they just gun them down like they’re nothing.”

“How have you made it through?”

Peter gently tapped the side of his head.

“I know this city in and out. There are ways. I’ll take you.”

The trees gave way as they stepped out into a broad section of open pavement. To the left, a massive prefab garage loomed tall, surrounded by gravel, heaps of sand piled up along the lot’s perimeter. Two massive City of Chicago dump trucks were parked nearby, the silhouette of an oversized snowplow barely visible within the darkened shadows of the garage itself.

“Chicago Public Works.” Peter shook his head. “I knew a lot of the guys that worked for them. Don’t expect I’ll ever hear from them again.”

“What’s happened in this city⁠—”

“Like I said,” Peter replied, cutting her off, “we’re not unique. Just one city among thousands now. The world is more dead than alive.”

His words echoed, lingering in the air, lodging in Shannon’s chest like a chunk of meat too large to swallow. Together the three of them continued on, heading south toward better days.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 17

11:40 a.m. Eastern

Mona pressed herself tight to her horse’s neck, fingers coiled around the leather strap of his reins. Hooves crashed, clapping loudly across the pavement as she pushed her steed harder and faster, the houses blurring past them as his speed increased.

“Come on, Max! Let’s go!” Her heart hammered in tune with the hooves, her face a shine of slick sweat as she pushed the horse harder.

Trees gave way to scattered buildings, the outskirts of Harbor’s End downtown coalescing around her.

“What I wouldn’t give for an actual car right now!” She glanced back over her shoulder in the direction of the Becker house, though she’d left it over an hour earlier, desperate to find Mason some help.

She guided the horse along the stretch of pavement, Max’s crashing hooves kicking up tufts of dirt and dust as he ran. His legs pumped, his broad flank shifting beneath her legs, each movement a contorted fist of raw, pure muscle. Max was a good horse, one of her best, and she’d kept him for herself because she could count on him.

Galloping forward, Max showed no signs of slowing, even as they passed the side street leading to Tucker’s Tools on the left and then Gibson’s Diner on the right. Buildings came and went, Max’s speed catapulting them past at a rapid pace.

The green came into view, a large, empty section of grass just near the church, the horrors of what happened there a festering wound that hadn’t healed. Beyond the green, along a narrow stretch of road circling the eastern edge, there was a blur of movement, a vehicle moving across that street and moving quickly.

Mona tugged the reins, slowing Max momentarily and leading him to the right. She took him down a narrow side street, curling away from the green, moving away from the vehicle that had spooked her for some reason. Through a gap between trees, Mona followed the vehicle with her eyes. It was a pick-up truck, red in color, the logo of the Harbor’s End Volunteer Fire Department etched onto the passenger side door.

She let out a breath she’d been holding, guiding the horse along the street, searching for a connecting road so she could move back toward the truck. Sam McAllister might know what to do about Mason, he might have access to some sort of medication or treatment.

Tugging the horse toward the left, she moved toward a connecting street, the hooves quieter with their slower pace. She caught sight of the Village Market in another wide gap between buildings and as she started to move toward it, the pick-up truck pulled into the parking lot.

Mona yanked the reins and slowed Max further, gently patting the side of his neck.

“Hold up, boy,” she whispered, keeping him still.

The door to the Village Market opened and Mona clamped her breath back in her lungs, her teeth grinding, shaving bone from bone as she spotted the man who exited the store. Rick Lyon stared at the truck as the driver’s side door opened and Yates stepped out, the two of them exchanging words too quiet for Mona to hear. Her grip around the reins tightened fiercely, but she held Max in place, not wanting to alert Rick and the others to her presence.

Yates moved to the rear of the truck and opened the tailgate as Rick eased the door wide open. Two men exited, carrying boxes of food from inside. They navigated the gradual slope of the parking lot, then slid the food into the truck, pushing it all the way toward the cab. They went back inside and repeated the process, removing boxes and boxes of food and loading up the truck, one case after the other. Rick stood near the open door, peering up and down the road as if searching for curious bystanders. He moved with a practiced caution, like a teenager trying to come home after breaking curfew.

Mona remained concealed within the shadows between buildings, perched in the narrow alley, just wide enough for her and Max. Rick turned his attention back toward Yates, talking in hushed, almost conspiratorial tones, silently urging haste and caution. Rick made his way toward the near end of the parking lot, looking at the rear of the truck to get a better view.

“This is just about the last of it!” Yates elevated his voice so Rick could hear, and Mona heard clearly as well.

“Good! We need to get moving. I want to be at my grandfather’s place later today!”

“I’m still not convinced,” Yates replied, his voice still slightly elevated. “The proximity to the lake has me nervous.”

“We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

Mona searched for any sign of Dana Steward near the market but saw nobody except for Rick and his men. A chill stabbed deep into her chest and filled her insides with ice, a rash of gooseflesh sprinkling along the length of both taut, rigid arms. Slowly, she pulled Max’s reins, urging him to move in reverse. The horse snorted softly, but obeyed, stepping back before trying to turn.

“You hear that?” Yates looked up and stared down the road.

Mona’s heart stilled, her grasp around the reins tightening.

“What?” Rick asked.

“I don’t know, I heard something.”

“You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”

“I don’t know, Rick, okay? I just heard something.”

Mona inched the horse away, slowly, step-by-step, willing the hooves to scuff instead of clop.

Yates took a step toward the road, hands on his hips, looking back and forth. Mona leaned slightly, guiding Max into an uncertain rotation, barely able to fit within the tight confines of the alley.

“Come on,” she whispered, urging him a bit more strongly, forcing him around.

“Someone there?” Yates said more loudly, his voice getting closer.

“Go!” Mona urged, tugging Max fiercely right, then jabbing her heels into his flanks.

The horse bolted, charging forward, separating from the alley and sprinting wildly down the narrow side street. Wind whipped Mona’s hair as she leaned more sharply forward, pressed close to her horse’s back.

“A horse!” Yates shouted from somewhere behind her. “Someone on a horse!” His voice grew fainter with each passing second and Mona led Max down another street, vanishing swiftly from view.

She continued racing forward, urging the horse along at full speed. She glanced over her shoulder briefly as she sped onward, but there was no sign of anyone in pursuit.

“Good boy,” she said, gently patting the horse again. “Very good boy.”

The horse charged forward, hooves slamming pavement as she made her way toward the Deering Farm, hopeful to find someone to help Mason.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




Raynham, Massachusetts

Day 17

1:20 p.m. Eastern

Fiona drove slowly and carefully, navigating the truck along Interstate 495, watching the shoulders for potential trouble. Jodie’s pistol rested in her lap, easy to access, and Jason had volunteered to sit in the rear bed with the AR-15, prepared to defend them if it came to it.

But that morning had been relatively peaceful all things considered. Sleeping in staggered shifts, the three of them were surprisingly rested when they awoke. They ate a meager breakfast, drank in small sips from the canteen, then packed up their gear and moved along once more.

Their slow and cautious progress had taken time to navigate Raynham. Fiona turned the wheel, moving the truck to a nearby exit ramp, slowing her acceleration as she did. Trees thickened on each side of the ramp as they left the highway and passed onto a slightly narrow road, which bent deeper into the nearby trees.

Jodie pushed up against the dashboard, scanning through the sloped windshield, studying the passing trees. Her heart had struggled to settle into an easy rhythm since the motorcycle ambush the previous day, her entire body a coiled spring, ready to launch.

“It’s just up ahead,” Fiona reported, as the road bent slightly left, disappearing around a thick outcropping of oak and maple trees.

“Anything I should know before we get there?”

“Hank’s a good guy. Doesn’t mince words. In some ways, I think he’s been waiting for this day for a long time. That doesn’t mean he wanted it to happen, but he was ready for it. As ready as anyone can be, anyway.”

Fiona took the left hand turn, which dovetailed into a gravel covered road. Several yards ahead, a sign stood near the left row of trees, visible from the road, though the business it advertised wasn’t. It was an elongated rectangle, stained by years of sunlight the words GREENER GRASS AGRICULTURAL SUPPLY in thick, stenciled words, clearly visible on first approach.

“Wait,” Jodie hissed, leaning closer to the dashboard, her focused gaze beaming into a section of trees beyond the sign. “I saw something.”

“Something? What does that mean, exactly?”

“A shape moving through the trees just beyond that sign.”

“A shape? What kind of shape?”

“I don’t know, just a shape! Branches rustled, a silhouette, I don’t know how else to say it!” Jodie clutched her pistol tight in her hand and twisted in the front seat. “Jason!”

He yanked around, lifting the rifle, peering through the broken rear window.

“I heard you. I’m looking.” He leaned a bit to peer out through the front windshield. “I don’t see anything.”

Fiona had almost slowed to a stop, the truck barely crawling forward as it made its way toward the sign, halfway in the road. “Do I stop? Keep going? Are you sure you saw something?”

“I’m sure I saw something, I just don’t know what that something was.” As Jodie’s grip tightened around the handle of her pistol, the trees around them came alive.

A sudden surge of people burst forth from the wilderness, rifles in hand, a half dozen armed men and women, all of them wearing layered tactical vests. They swarmed forward, surrounding the truck, weapons raised, every barrel pointed at the three people within the vehicle.

“Get out of the vehicle!” One of the men shouted, his voice an abrupt echo of barking orders.

Fiona stomped on the brakes, fully stopping the already slow-moving truck, her fingers straightening, palms pressed against the curve of the steering wheel.

“I said, get out of the vehicle!” His voice was somehow even louder the second time.

“This is a private road!” Someone else shouted. “No visitors!”

Figures fanned out before them, spreading across the gravel approach, blocking their way toward the sign just beyond.

“I’m opening the door!” Fiona shouted, raising her spread fingers above the steering wheel so they could see. “I’m not armed!”

Jodie glowered at her, keeping her hands around the pistol, beneath the dash and hopefully out of sight. Fiona inched her left hand down and sideways, hooking her fingers around the interior door handle.

“I’m coming out!” she repeated.

Slowly tugging the handle, she pushed the door open, three rifle barrels swinging directly at her as she moved. Using her foot to push the door open further, she once more raised her hands, extending them above the top of the door. Stepping out onto the gravel she moved away from the truck.

“I’m unarmed!”

“This is a private road.” One of the men separated from the others, his face masked in a wild tangle of gray beard, his head wrapped within a patterned bandana. “What purpose do you have for coming?”

“My name is Fiona Gibson,” she said, taking a step away from the truck. “I’m friends with Hank Rawlins. I’m here to try and make a deal with him.”

The bearded man narrowed one eye, his head tilting as he studied her carefully.

“You know Hank?”

“I do.”

“I’ve never seen you before.”

“Is Hank here?”

The gunmen gathered around the vehicle whispered in low, conspiratorial voices, a couple of heads slightly turning.

“Is Hank here?” Fiona asked loudly.

“Yes, Hank is here.” Another figure stepped from around some trees near the entrance by the sign.

He had long, graying hair, which had been tugged back into a ponytail, his bulky frame filling out the red flannel shirt he stretched over his broad shoulders. Unlike the armed men around him, he didn’t wear a tactical vest, and the flannel shirt was parted to reveal a logo on a tee-shirt underneath. That logo matched one that was painted onto the stenciled sign marking the entrance to the business.

“Hank!” Fiona stepped around the door, her hands still lifted.

The man with the beard lunged toward her, placing himself between her and the man in the red flannel shirt.

“Fiona,” he said with a nod, though there was no friendliness in his expression and no eagerness in his eyes. “I gotta say, wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“I know. I hate visiting unannounced, but I wasn’t sure how to let you know I was coming.”

Hank ran his fingers along the scruff of his own beard, still closely examining her as if inspecting a potential new car for dents or dings.

“Who do you have with you?” He jerked a suspicious nod toward the truck.

“Jodie Becker and Jason Short. They’re friends of mine. You might know Jodie⁠—”

“Becker? Like the Harbor’s End Beckers?”

“Exactly,” Fiona said, holding her standing position a few feet from the truck, hands still partially raised.

For a long, silent moment, the six gunmen stood, their barrels still pointed at the truck and at Fiona. Hank crossed his arms over his chest and studied the scene, quietly evaluating what was happening.

“You two! Out of the truck!” He nodded to Jodie and then to Jason. “And leave your weapons behind, if you please.”

Jodie passed a glance back through the window and Jason shrugged.

“You can trust him,” Fiona said, though the uncertain glance on her face was far from convincing. “They can trust you, right?” She looked back in Hank’s direction.

“I’m a bastion of trust,” he replied derisively, his eyes burning back toward the truck.

“I don’t like this,” Jason whispered.

Jodie nodded her silent agreement, but leaned over in the seat and rested her pistol on the floor mat, slowly flexing her fingers apart. She opened the door and took a cautious step outside, her own hands raised, much in the way Fiona’s had been when she’d done the same thing.

“You, too, boy!” Hank jerked his bearded chin toward Jason and the younger man nodded unevenly.

He set the rifle down on the bed of the truck and slowly crawled over the side, dropping down to the gravel next to Jodie, hands also lifted.

“Walt. Hop in that truck. Go ahead and pull it in. The rest of you, keep your eyes on these three.”

“Hank, there’s no need to treat us like⁠—”

“Like what? Intruders? That’s what you are.” There was a sharpness to his words, the hard edge of a hammer pounding them out.

“You know me.”

“I know who you used to be,” Hank replied. “Who you used to be isn’t who you are. Events like this change people. They change all people, so don’t stand there and tell me you’re the same person, because you’re not.”

Walt stepped into the truck, closed the door, and started the engine. The phalanx of armed men and women slowly separated, making room for the truck to squeeze through. It turned into the driveway and moments later, Hank and his armed contingent were leading Fiona, Jodie and Jason in the same direction. The driveway opened into what Jodie could only consider a compound. It might have been an agricultural supply store at one point, but it had been reinforced with barricades along the driveway, and coils of barbed wire topping a perimeter chain-link fence.

Sandbag-laden gun nests had been set up on the flattened roof of the main building, and forward-facing windows were all but buried beneath layers of sheet metal or plywood. Narrow gaps were visible between the separated sheets, tiny eye slits for surveillance purposes. More men appeared from the nearby trees as the truck settled into a section of gravel driveway. Walt, the man with the untamed gray beard, killed the engine and stepped out, tossing the keys to Hank.

Hank snatched them out of mid-air and pocketed them, attention still focused on Fiona. The gravel driveway circled around to the right of the main building, cutting a path between that structure and a row of greenhouses to the right. Just beyond the greenhouses, barely visible in the distance, were several makeshift aisles of gardening supplies. Bags of mulch and seed were stacked high across pallets, all lined up on separated shelves.

A pair of water towers stood beyond the main compound, each one decorated with the same logo that was on Hank’s tee-shirt and the sign out by the road. Hank nodded for the three of them to follow him and they did, moving through the concrete barricades and toward the main building of reinforced stone.

“I’m not trying to treat you badly,” Hank said, glancing toward Fiona. “You have to understand what things are like these days. It didn’t take long for society to forget how to be civil.”

“We understand,” Fiona replied.

“For almost three solid weeks we’ve been trying to build out our defenses here. We’ve been dealing with some creative folks who are finding all sorts of interesting ways to try and take what doesn’t belong to them.”

“There were some guys on motorcycles who ambushed us on our way here. Came out of nowhere on 495.” Fiona glanced toward Jodie, who nodded her silent agreement.

“That’s them. There are more of them than you might think. Don’t ask me how they’ve survived this long, but they’ve got motorcycles and other vehicles. Run around in all black, some of them wear their helmets even when they’re on foot. Bunch of weirdos, if you ask me.”

“Dangerous weirdos.”

“Which is why I’m keeping all visitors at arm’s length. I’m sure you understand.”

“We’ve had our own experience with some twisted people since this all happened,” Jodie said. “We get it.”

“I figure you didn’t come all the way out here to chat. I figure you came out here because you want something.”

Fiona glanced toward Jodie, who met her curious look with one of her own.

“All right, all right.” Hank rolled his eyes and waved for the three newcomers to follow him. “Come on with me, let’s get the begging over with.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Raynham, Massachusetts

Day 17

1:45 p.m. Eastern

They walked down the gravel path separating the compound from the row of greenhouses, Hank leading the way with Jodie, Jason and Fiona following close behind. Several of the gunmen held back, maintaining their position near the front of the building, but Walt and a few others fanned out behind them, keeping them penned in.

“I really don’t like leaving our guns behind,” Jason whispered, leaning close to Jodie’s ear.

“Neither do I.”

“If you can whisper to each other you can say it out loud,” Walt barked from behind them, his rough, coarse voice a booming echo.

“What do you think they’re whispering about, Walt? We’re marching them unarmed to some hidden space behind the building. I’d be wishing I brought my guns with me, too!” Hank laughed.

He stopped walking by the garden center to the rear of his compound, the free-standing aisles filled with grass seed, soil, mulch and other gardening products. Tools were stacked neatly in organized pegboard not far away, and fruit and vegetable seeds filled several cardboard display trays, lined side-by-side on the metal shelves that separated the aisles. The gravel-covered ground cut a wide path through the aisles, overlooking a section of meadow beyond the compound. Chain-link fence separated the meadow from a vast forest beyond. From where they stood, a few more sandbag emplacements were visible, and more gunmen squatted in each one, eyes focused on the rear trees.

“You’ve got quite the security detail here,” Fiona said.

“It’s unfortunately necessary. I’ve got a lot of things that people want. I just consider myself lucky that I’ve got plenty of friends willing to help protect it.”

“I’m sure having a good supply of water helps.” Fiona nodded toward the towers standing beyond the compound.

“Certainly, doesn’t hurt. What we need is some rain. Between irrigation for the greenhouses and hydrating a couple dozen of my friends and neighbors, things are already looking a little bleak for long-term sustainability.”

“What are you planning to do about it?”

“If we get a good storm, it’ll buy us some time. If we can at least hold out for winter, wait until we get some decent snow, that’ll help, too. We’ve sent search parties out into these woods every single day since this started. Started out fine, collected some clean stream water, stockpiled some of that along with the towers. But once the water started going bad, we’ve been out of luck. Algae everywhere. Ponds, brooks, streams, even the groundwater. I can’t really explain it.”

“Sounds familiar.” Jodie glanced around at the buildings surrounding them.

Just ahead, somewhat hidden behind the main compound, she spotted a few stacks of the IBC totes that Fiona had mentioned.

“And how are you handling things?” Hank asked, directing the question at Fiona.

“Not very well. We’re thirsty— like all the time. I’m sure we smell pretty awful, too, can’t afford to waste water on showers. Like you, we’re waiting for the rain.” She nodded toward Jodie and Jason. “These folks stood up a few tarps, got some downspouts and rain catching barrels all ready. If that mythical storm hits, it’ll buy us some time, like you said. And that might be life these days. Instead of living paycheck to paycheck, we’ll be living rainstorm to rainstorm.”

“We’ve been doing the best we can to run some search parties up and down 495,” Hank said, nodding in the direction of the entrance to his place of business. “We’ve had some luck doing that. A soda bottling plant about forty miles west of us was a great score. But those jokers on the motorcycles have been a hassle. And the more people we send out on recovery operations, the less people I’ve got here to protect the homestead. There are only so many of us.”

“Sounds like you need more friends.” Fiona shrugged, resting a hand on a nearby bag of seed.

“Is that what you’re offering? You want to come be my friend, Fiona?” Hank chuckled, his eyes rolling. “You’re a long ways from home.”

“It’s a quick drive.”

“Back in the day it was. You’re taking your life into your hands if you do it now. You guys have to be pretty desperate.”

“We’re looking into long term water storage.”

Hank smirked, the edges of his lips pressing together and lifting, digging a peak of wrinkles into his cheek. His eyes drifted over his shoulder, in the direction of the IBC totes in the rear of his compound.

“Is that what you’re looking into?”

“We’ve got the barrels,” Jodie said, “we’ve got the downspouts and the water catchment all ready to go. But if we get even an inch or two of rain, we’re going to be wasting gallons of water. We can’t afford to do that.”

“Nope. Sure can’t.”

“So, I was hoping we could come to some sort of arrangement.”

“Arrangement. Okay.” Hank placed his hands on his hips. “So, I know what I can offer you. I think the real question is, what can you possibly offer me?”

“I suppose that is the question. Is there something you need?”

“Look around you, Fiona. What do you have in that truck that we could possibly need?” Hank gestured around them.

Jodie found it difficult to disagree with him. They were built within a reinforced compound, surrounded by dozens of armed men with rifles and tactical vests. They had numerous greenhouses ripe with fresh fruits and vegetables and twin water towers topped full with hundreds, if not thousands of gallons of water.

“I mean, you could be a good Samaritan. We could write up an I.O.U. like we used to do back in the day. You knew I was good for it.” Fiona offered him a warm, convincing smile.

“An I.O.U.” Hank shook his head. “Fiona, the time for I.O.U.’s is long gone. The time for being a good Samaritan passed three weeks ago. It’s every man for himself right now and I’m sorry you traveled all this way, but if you don’t have some secret stash of magic powder in the back of that truck, you’ve done wasted your time.”

“Hank. Come on. It’s me. It’s Bobby. You know us.”

“It’s like I said— I knew the old you. This new you? This is the first time we’ve met. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a stranger.”

“It doesn’t have to be like that,” Jodie said. “People need to look out for each other, now more than ever.”

“Funny thing about the words ‘each other’. That sort of shows a two-way street. What you’re suggesting sounds an awful lot like giving without taking. That’s not a sustainable business model.”

“I’ve got plenty to offer.”

“I’m listening.” Hank crossed his arms.

“There’s a trunk back in the truck. I filled it with canned food. Fruits and vegetables, which you’re probably all set with, but canned meat, too. Stews and broth. Some spam. Canned chicken and tuna. Probably enough there to feed you and a bunch of your friends for a little while.”

“You know me, Fiona. You really think I didn’t stockpile my own canned foods?”

“Not enough to feed everyone here. This will buy you an extra week. Maybe even two.”

“Two weeks’ worth of food for IBC totes that you’ll use forever?”

“Chickens.”

Hank turned toward Jodie, one eyebrow elevating.

“Say that again?”

“Chickens.”

“What about chickens?” The first hint of interest crept into the man’s narrowed eyes.

“We’re breeding them, back at the house. If I bring you a male and a female, you could start your own. I see plenty of fruits and vegetables, you say you’ve got canned meat, but what you need is a steady supply and if you can start breeding chickens, that could keep you going more long term.”

“Been a long time since we had fresh eggs.” Hank stroked his beard. “You don’t have them with you, though. They’re back at the house? In Harbor’s End?”

Jodie nodded as Fiona reached out and touched her arm.

“Are you sure about this? Shouldn’t you check with Mason first?”

“We need these totes, Fiona. Preferably before the rain starts falling.”

Hank considered the offer, his brow knitted, deep in thought.

“We could grab the totes, head back home and bring the chickens back shortly after. Give us two or three days, and⁠—”

“No way,” Hank barked, cutting Jodie off. “That’s not how this is going to work.”

“Come on, Hank.”

“You’ll get the totes when I get the chickens and not a second before.”

“The rain is coming. It could be here tomorrow.”

“I don’t see where that’s my problem.”

Fiona blew out a breath and stared toward the cloud-filled sky. Hank shifted his stance, looking back over his shoulder for a moment, then toward where they’d left the truck.

“Tell you what,” he said, cracking his neck. “You give me those canned goods in your truck, I’ll give you two of the totes. I assume you want more than that.”

Fiona nodded.

“Then you come back with the chickens, and I’ll give you a couple more.”

“Four totes?”

“Seems fair to me.”

“We were hoping for more. Six or eight, maybe?”

“Then you’re going to have to bring a hell of a lot more to the table.” Hank shook his head. “Look. I know we’ve got history. I know we were friends and you thought that still meant something.”

“It should,” Jodie interjected.

“It should, you’re right. But it doesn’t. Survival trumps all right now, even friendship.”

“Okay, okay, fine.” Fiona held up a hand. “Canned food for two totes. We’ll bring back the chickens and take two more. If that’s the way we’ve gotta do this, that’s how we’ll do it.”

As a group they started walking back toward the truck. Walt fell in alongside Jodie, glancing at her from the corner of his eye. Fiona and Hank drew slightly ahead, talking quietly among themselves.

“You know,” he said in a low whisper. “When Hank said we had everything here we needed, he wasn’t quite on the money.” Walt lifted an arm and slung it across Jodie’s shoulders, then pulled her close. “I think you’ve got something that I could use, maybe something we could consider a down payment?” His lips curled into a sneer.

Jodie stopped walking, staring at him with a white-hot intensity. Her fists bunched, her spine bolt-straight and rigid. From several feet ahead, Jason turned to look back at her and Jodie realized for the first time that not only did she not have her pistol, but she didn’t have her taser, either.

“Jodie?” Jason called from several feet away.

“Come on. Just a little taste.” Walt reached forward and touched her wrist with his calloused fingers.

Jodie shrieked in rage, lunging at him. She drove her fist forward in a sudden blur of motion, smashing it into the bridge of Walt’s nose. There was a muffled crunch, a spray of blood and he yelped, stumbling backwards.

“Get your hands off me!” She howled and struck him again, forcing him back.

Heat fueled her every movement, her rapid pounding of fists, hammering his chest, his shoulders, crashing down over his turned head. Walt planted one foot, braced himself, then echoed Jodie’s howl of anger with one of his own. A hand swept up and back, colliding with her cheek, snapping her head back and knocking her roughly to the ground. She struck, shoulder first, shouting in surprise and pain. Blood coursed freely from Walt’s nose, the lower half of his face smeared in bright, wet crimson. Reaching across his body, he swept his rifle from its sling and clutched it in both hands.

“No!” Jason sprinted at him from behind, running full speed.

Walt wheeled toward him and buried the butt of his rifle in Jason’s gut, doubling him over as he darted toward him. Jason coughed a ragged, pained exhalation, then went down in a sprawl, kicking up dust.

“This is who you want to trust?” Walt screamed, his mouth prying open from within the sheet of red covering his thick tangle of beard. “Did you see what she did?”

Hank glowered at Walt, but then turned his anger toward Fiona. Walt growled and lifted his rifle, pointing the barrel down at Jodie, who’d propped herself up on one hand.

“This negotiation,” he hissed, “is over.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Raynham, Massachusetts

Day 17

2:30 p.m. Eastern

“Walt, please!” Fiona took a step forward, but Hank grabbed her arm and held her tight.

“I don’t know what kind of psycho you brought into my backyard, Fiona, but you stay right where you are.”

The right side of Jodie’s face burned with pain, the residual heat from Walt’s slap resonating across the smooth slope of flesh. Her heart forced its way into her throat, its ramming pump of blood surging hot and swift into her ears. Her attacker stood over her and Jason both, his weapon trained on them, his eyes pinpricks of focused rage. His finger glided across the trigger guard, inching toward the trigger itself.

Jodie was glued to the ground at his feet, the back of one hand pressed to the corner of her mouth, the other hand grinding gravel, her arm propping her partially up. She fought with the uneven rasp of her heavy breathing, struggling to settle a boiling nausea deep in her guts. Everything she’d been through, all the trauma she’d suffered before and since civilizations’ demise and it was going to come down to another entitled man angry that she wouldn’t give in to his advances.

She narrowed her piercing gaze, shutting out the fear, sharpening it and refining it into a scalding anger. Walt touched the curve of his finger to the trigger, a crooked smile lifting the corner of his mouth. That’s when Jodie first heard the whine of the approaching motorcycles.

“We’ve got problems!” A voice screamed from near the entrance to the compound, a shrill howl of surprise and terror. “It’s them! It’s the riders!”

Walt wheeled away from Jodie, tucking his rifle close to his chest, focusing his attention on the gravel approach that connected the compound to the road. Gunfire ripped from up ahead, men darting toward the concrete barricades to take up position.

“Get on the roof! Garber and Pennix, get on the blasted roof!” Hank shouted, sweeping a pistol from a holster at his hip.

Walt had his rifle elevated as he surged forward, head lowered. A black blur hurtled across the entrance ahead, the shrill whine of the motorcycle engine splitting the air. Gunfire chattered in response, a scatter of semi-automatic fire, mostly coming from the men surrounding the Greener Grass compound.

“Come on! Come on, get up!” Jason scrambled to his feet, clutching at Jodie’s arm.

A few yards away, dirt blasted up in a rooster-tail spray of bullet impacts. Jason stumbled and almost fell and Jodie lunged to her feet to keep him upright. Fiona had darted toward the truck, taking cover next to Hank as several more black-garbed riders swarmed from the trees all around them.

“There are dozens of ‘em! More than we’ve ever seen!” The voice came from the roof, a gray-haired man taking up position behind the sandbags.

He held a scoped bolt-action rifle in his hands, shouldered it, then fired in the direction of the compound’s entrance. Hank wheeled around the back of the truck, pistol clenched in two hands, and fired at the approaching riders. One enemy gunman was struck as he propelled his motorcycle rapidly toward the entrance, spilling backwards from the bike, the unmanned Kawasaki tumbling wildly into the trees.

Two others whipped around the sharpened turn and surged toward the barricades at top speed. Jodie yanked open the door to the pick-up truck and lunged inside, groping for her pistol. Through the other window, she saw one of the motorcycles suddenly detonate, a vicious, blinding eruption of fire and heat. The sudden shockwave boom swallowed two of Hank’s men in its wake, an outward churn of fire and smoke swarming the front barricades.

“He blew himself up! That maniac blew himself up!”

Jodie withdrew from the front seat, her weapon in both hands as bullets screamed past, digging up chunks of dirt and filling the air with flying grit. Hank remained perched by the back of the truck, pistol in hand while his men fought back the sudden attack, muzzle flashes and gunfire echoes scattered about the grounds of the compound.

A bullet careened off the roof of the pickup, a muffled, jolting thunk of impact as it whined off into open air. Jason swept forward, head down, peering up at the bed of the truck. The already hectic scene descended into untamed chaos, the gunfire chased by shouts and screams of frantic retaliation in all directions.

“You did this!” Hank wheeled toward them, still crouched by the rear bed of the truck. “You led them to my doorstep!”

“It wasn’t our fault!” Fiona screamed.

“So, it’s just a coincidence they showed up right after you did?” He swept his pistol forward, pointing it directly at Fiona’s face.

Bullets chopped at the bed of the truck, the ground bursting upward from impact craters. Hank shouted and lurched, his back contorting as dirt unfurled in an upward cloud around him. He lunged left, his fingers releasing their grip on his weapon, then slumped to the gravel-covered driveway. Blood seeped through the tee-shirt that peeked between the flaps of red flannel and his pursed lips brightened red.

“Hank! Hank!” Fiona took a cautious step toward him.

Jodie reached out, clutched her shoulder and dragged her back as more bullets swarmed the truck, smacking the ground nearby.

“He was ready to blow your head off!”

“Did we do this?” Fiona twisted toward Jodie, her eyes wet with tears.

“It doesn’t matter!” Jodie pushed her aside, shoving her toward the front of the truck. “Jason, grab your rifle! Do it now!”

There was a momentary gap in incoming fire and Jason bolted forward, reaching into the bed of the truck and quickly retrieving his semi-automatic. Ducking behind the vehicle as a flurry of rounds whipped overhead, he held the weapon tight to his chest. Jodie inched forward, ducking low, then gingerly peeled apart one flap of Hank’s flannel shirt. His chest was still, the ground beneath him soaking with spilled blood.

“What are you doing?” Jason held his rifle, crouched low, staring beyond the bed at the scene of incoming attackers.

Bullets pounded into the central building, ripping at the sandbags, forcing the men to duck behind them. One of Hank’s friends sprawled to the ground under a flurry of incoming bullets. Jodie dug her hand into Hank’s pocket then jerked back, swiveling toward the truck.

“Fiona! Keys!” She tossed the keys and Fiona managed to fumble and catch them.

“We need to go!” Jodie gestured past Jason and Fiona, to where the gravel roadway traveled beyond the main compound.

“You’re not going anywhere!” Walt had peeled back from one of the barricades and faced off toward them, his weapon drawn.

Jason was faster. The rifle swung up, almost by its own accord, and he punched the trigger several times in rapid succession. Walt jerked and bucked, spilling over and toppling to the ground, releasing his rifle unfired. Jodie pushed past Fiona and scrambled up into the truck, head down, sliding across the seat toward the passenger side. Jason followed, squeezing up in, shoving himself into an area just a little too small for two people. Fiona took the hint and leaped up into the driver’s seat, fumbling the keys into the ignition with trembling fingers.

“Come on, Fiona!” Jodie glanced up through the window.

The men in black were pushing forward, firing at the barricades, knocking down more of Hank’s resistance fighters. Some of the infiltrators still wore their jet black helmets, others had swept them off, all groups engaged in fierce combat. Dead bodies on both sides littered the grass and gravel, several motorcycles rested on their sides along the gravel approach. A few of the attackers in black veered toward the pick-up, weapons raised.

“Fiona!”

“I know, I know.” Fiona shoved the key in and twisted, the engine gunning to rattling life.

She slammed it into reverse and hurled outward, the rear tire jostling as it rolled over Hank’s dead body. There was a muffled crunching sound and Fiona gasped, slamming on the brakes, color draining from her taut face.

“Go!” Jodie screamed and grabbed the gear shift, starting to ram it up into drive.

Fiona shook loose from her horror and finished the shifting, then drove the accelerator to the ground, the pick-up speeding forward. Gravel kicked loose from spinning tires as they rolled over Hank’s body again, its limp form tumbling in their wake as they hurtled around the main building. Dust flew as they swerved around the structure and angled left, the gunfire continuing its two-way clash behind them.

“There! Pull over there! Quick!”

“Pull over, are you nuts? There’s a war going on!” Fiona gripped the wheel steering between the green houses.

“Just do it! We’ll be fast!”

“We?” Jason twisted in his seat.

“Get ready!”

“For what?”

“Fiona—” Jodie turned, but Fiona was already reading her mind.

She banked a turn, skidding to a gravel churning halt alongside the stack of IBC totes they’d seen from the opposite side of the garden center. Grit spattered the exterior of the plastic, caged containers and Jodie threw her door open, leaping out into the clouded world.

“Come on! As many as we can! Let’s go!” She gestured toward the totes and Jason hurried over, working with her to grab one side of the cage while she grabbed the other.

They levered a tote to the truck and heaved it inside, both gasping for breath with the effort. Fiona leaped out, circled the front of the truck and sprinted over, helping them hoist and move the second one over, then lift it in.

“Keep going!”

Together they ran back to the stack of totes and pulled another one off the stack. It toppled and thudded into the dirt, all of them grabbing and dragging it toward the truck. They lifted it and dropped it into the bed, filling the majority of the space that remained inside.

“Straps! Get those straps!” Fiona jabbed a finger at a coil of straps within the bed, barely visible between the sides of the tote and the tire well.

Jason yanked them free and dumped them in the dirt, then joined Jodie at the stack, pulling another tote clear. Gunfire grew louder, the relentless chorus of shouts and screams elevating from beyond the main building.

“Let me get up here.” Jason swung open the passenger door and stood up on the floorboards while they worked together to lift it, drag it and tip the tote up onto another, stacking it two high.

Jason doubled over, gasping for breath.

“One more? Can we do one more?” Jodie hobbled toward the pile, a hand pressed to the small of her back, walking in labored, pained strides.

A shrill scream of agony tore from the side of the compound. On the roof, men behind the sandbags scrambled as gunfire converged on their position, forcing them back.

“Do it!” Fiona lumbered toward Jodie, and they dragged the tote free, then did their best to heave it to Jason and fumbled with the heavy, uneven container, working it into position on top of another.

Jason dipped into the front of the truck and came out with the rifle as gunfire grew louder yet again, from just around the corner of the building. Jodie held one end of the coil of straps and tossed it to Fiona. Jason perched at the rear of the truck. A single man in black swept around the corner, weapon raised, and Jason tugged the trigger, forcing him back under cover.

Fiona fed the strap through a ring on the bed, then threw the coil back to Jodie. They threaded it through, pulling it taut as they bound the IBC totes in place, high above the roof of the truck, wedged within the bed. Jodie tugged the strap through a bar in the cage around the plastic tote, tightened it, threaded it through another ring along the bed, then tossed it back over, working quickly.

Jason passed a quick glance toward them, then opened fire again as two others came around the corner. One of them spun wildly from a bullet impact, tumbling to the ground as the other ducked back under cover. Beyond the two men, the sounds of motorcycle engines intensified, a roaring scream of noise, growing suddenly closer.

“I think we need to get out of here!” Jason edged near the bed again, rifle raised. Engines howled in the near distance, coming closer.

“Good enough!” Jodie called out, tying off one end of the straps and dropping the coil back in the bed. “Fiona, in the driver’s seat! Now!” They moved swiftly, ducking along the truck and sprinting toward the driver’s seat.

A motorcycle hurtled around the corner of the building and banked toward them, approaching swiftly. Jason fired several shots at it, but missed, the bike closing at speed. Fiona hammered the gas, the truck leaping in reverse, sending Jason sprawling backwards. With a sharp bang of impact, the rear of the truck intercepted the approaching motorcycle, the slam of metal on bone tossing the rider from his bike and dragging the two wheeler beneath the rear of the truck. Jodie pushed open the passenger side door and frantically waved to Jason.

“Come on! Get in! Hurry!”

More motorcycles screamed their approach and Jason bolted toward the opened door, head down. More gunfire pounded from the building’s perimeter, a continued thunk of impacts on the ground, the occasional round pounding the metal exterior of the truck. Jason scrambled in even as Fiona drove the gas to the floor again, shooting the pick-up truck backwards.

He went into the cab, falling more than climbing and Jodie reached over him, pulling the door closed with a loud slam. Fiona twisted the wheel and tapped the brakes, bringing the truck around in a reverse skid, the front swinging wildly until it was facing back toward the greenhouses. Gripping the wheel in both hands, she leaned forward and slammed the gas again, the vehicle charging forward in a spray of gravel.

Two motorcycles swept around the building at an intercept course, two black blurs of approaching projectiles. Fiona paid them no mind, increasing the acceleration, the truck angling left as it sped onward. Jodie reached around and yanked the AR-15 from Jason’s grasp, the man still wedged tightly in the rear seat, trying to get into position.

She rolled down her passenger side window and reached out, aiming the weapon at one of the bikes, who had adjusted its trajectory and was trying to overtake them. Her finger tugged the trigger repeatedly, each pull causing the weapon to jerk within her grasp, the muzzle flash erupting from the slender barrel. One of the pursuing bikes buckled slightly, swerved, then went up on its front wheel, a sudden stop launching it end-over-end, spilling the driver into a wild, uncontrolled forward roll.

Jodie jerked herself back inside as incoming rounds sliced through the air, one of them crashing loudly against the front of the speeding truck. Fiona threaded her way between the greenhouses, speeding out across the meadow the truck jostling as she rolled over uneven terrain. Several motorcycles converged, following in their wake. She drove between two sandbag emplacements, then hit the brakes and swerved, coming around sharply, tires skidding on grass.

Accelerating again, she bent back toward the direction she’d come from, running parallel to the trees, wrapping around the greenhouses and thundering back onto gravel. Stones kicked up as she turned again, angling back toward the concrete barricades near the gravel-lined approach. She swept between the concrete barricades at speed, and Jodie winced as they rolled over another dead body, the crunching thud of tires kicking up a lifeless corpse in their wake.

Motorcycles chased them, one striking one of the barricades as it adjusted its angle, slamming headlong and spinning up into the air with its momentum. As it crashed back down to the ground, Fiona was merging onto the main road and turning right, pressing the gas to the floorboards. Most of the motorcycles had fallen away, choosing to hold their ground at the compound, though two particularly stubborn pursuers showed no sign of giving up.

Jodie reached out her open window again and fired the rifle, emptying its magazine at the two lone bikes, stubbornly continuing after them. One of them slowed, skidding around to a sideways stop, forcing the other to swerve wildly around their friend to avoid crashing into them. The maneuvers created enough hesitation that the truck pulled further away and moments later they were back on pavement and the road behind them was empty. The sounds of approaching motorcycle engines had faded into silence, the only noise the rapid, uneven intake of their own panicked breathing.
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Lansing, Illinois
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Peter held up a hand and Shannon drew back, inching toward the exterior of the building to her right. They’d been walking for just over an hour, heading south toward the edge of Chicago.

“Watch yourselves,” he whispered, ducking low as he peered along the edge of a nearby building. There was a whispered edge to his voice, a precautionary sharpness cut from his teeth. “We might have trouble here.”

Shannon crept up toward him, glancing around his slumped shoulder, toward an open intersection just ahead. As she came up next to him, glancing down an adjoining road, she saw three men walking in their direction, all holding weapons. Cars had been parked across the street, filling every inch of pavement, even pulled up onto the sidewalk to block anyone’s approach.

“They weren’t here this morning.” Peter shook his head, his voice hissing through the gas mask.

“Military gear, like the others.” Shannon nodded toward the three men.

Their masked faces scanned the roadway as they came toward them in staggered position, one in front, two flanking him to the left and right.

“Same crew. I’m sure of it. They’re expanding the barricades. Not good.”

“Was this your way through?”

“It’s how I got into the city this morning. I wonder if they’re growing their forces. Recruiting from outside Chicago, bringing people in.”

“Why would they do that? Chicago’s a dead city, you said it yourself.”

“That’s exactly why they’re doing it. There’s nobody living here. Nobody to put up a fight when they come in and take when they need. Think about it. They set up these perimeters, cordon off the city for themselves, but set up camps outside the city, far enough away that the air is breathable. They just have to send raiding parties in from time to time on supply runs. The whole city is theirs. They could live the rest of their lives on all the supplies left behind.”

“This is Chicago,” Shannon replied with a shake of her head. “It’s huge. There should be enough for everyone.”

“People like that don’t see it that way. Plus, who knows, they could be using it to barter, too. Starting trade with other outlying territories. It’s a whole new world.”

“I liked the old world,” Louise said quietly as they perched there, watching the trio scout the side street.

“So, if this was your way through, what do we do now?”

Peter exhaled as he leaned for a better look.

“I’m not sure.” He drew back slightly, nodding his head for them to follow him.

Together, they darted across the street and slipped into a narrow alley, continuing to move through shadows. They crossed past a few city blocks and came out on another multi-lane street. Traffic was significantly thinner throughout the south side of the city, and it was no different ahead of them. Mostly empty pavement stretched before them, though a few blocks to their right, yet another barricade had been set up across all lanes of travel. A mixture of vehicles and concrete abutments were stacked side-by-side, pressed between rows of buildings, blocking the path beyond. A few shadowed figures lurked in and around the barricades, holding weapons, spread throughout the makeshift border.

“That’s the Indiana state line,” Peter whispered. “The barricade that the military set up. One of the ones that these goons have taken over.”

“Look at all those parking lots surrounding it. There has to be a way through.” Shannon leaned around the exterior of the building, the familiar sign of a nationwide thrift store chain perched out by the front sidewalk.

“Trust me,” Peter replied, “they’ve got people on those roofs. There and there and there.” He pointed toward several surrounding buildings. “You may not see them, but they’re there. And they’re watching. Anyone who manages to work their way through the barricade here is an easy target. That’s why I’ve been using the residential neighborhoods until now.”

He withdrew, taking cover again, eyes narrowed in thought, barely visible through the lenses of his mask.

“They can’t possibly be everywhere. This is a huge, densely populated area, I think we’re just going to have to take our chances. Pick our way through the surrounding neighborhood, looking for gaps in their defenses. It’s like I said, these guys are sloppy. They’re wannabes, but they’ve also got numbers.”

He edged forward again and peered around the corner, down the street at the barricade slung across all lanes of traffic.

“Follow me.” Peter stepped out onto the sidewalk, then angled left, darting toward a nearby car, one of the few in the street.

Shannon and Louise followed in his wake, lurching forward, heads down, taking cover alongside him. After waiting a moment, he moved again, shifting left and sprinting ahead, ducking behind a second vehicle. Moments later, they’d crossed the street and ventured into another cluster of residential houses. Peter turned a corner, scanning the side streets, but again, a few silhouettes lurked throughout.

“For every person we see, I’m betting there are two or three we don’t see. That’s what makes this so dangerous. It’s always the bullet you don’t see coming that gets you.”

“That’s a lovely thought,” Shannon replied.

They continued north for two blocks, moving with a sweeping, stealthy silence, but every street they checked, at least one guard stood watch. Peter held up a hand the next block over, then gestured ahead to a massive construction site just to the north. A huge section of ground had been dug up, heaps of piled dirt stacked along the eastern perimeter. Two large dump trucks sat in the lot, one of them so large it almost dwarfed the building to the left.

“They’re building a new school here.” Peter rested forward, leaning on his bent knees. “This was my daughter’s district.” His voice softened as his gaze fixated on the flattened section of ground ahead. “She was really looking forward to the new playground equipment they promised.”

He stared at the construction yard, all but hypnotized by the world ahead.

“I didn’t realize this was— somehow we ended up— here.”

“Peter? Are you okay?” Shannon rested a hand on his shoulder. “We need your help on this.”

He nodded absently, still staring at the construction site, his breathing a steady hiss through the mask. His grip on the sniper rifle tightened and he dipped his chin briefly, looking at the pavement at his feet.

“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered, shaking his head. “For the first time, I don’t know what to do.”

“Hey!” A voice barked loudly and suddenly from the right, a sudden shout of alarm.

Shannon wheeled toward it, stumbling slightly from the weight of her duffel bag. A figure stood half a block away, staring in their direction, holding a rifle in two hands. They’d been so absorbed staring at the construction yard they hadn’t seen the scout coming. Instead of firing, the man swept a radio from his belt, lifting it toward his masked face.

“We got people snooping around by the school construction site! Three of them, armed! One with a sniper rifle, it might be the guy who killed our men by the community center!”

“Peter!” Shannon shouted, grasping the man’s shoulder and jostling him. “We need to get out of here.”

A rifle cracked, a spit of broken pavement launching up a few feet from where they stood. Its sharp report still echoed in the air as a second shot went off, slashing a fresh gouge from the side of a nearby building. Voices carried from the next block over, a surge of activity suddenly converging.

“Peter!” Shannon grasped both of his shoulders and shook him. “We need you!”

He lifted his chin, his eyes wide and glassy from beyond the lenses, saying nothing. Bullets ripped at the ground, forcing Shannon to scramble forward, head down. Louise drew back as well, her pistol swept free of her waistband, but held low in her trembling grasp.

“They’re coming!” She gasped. “Coming quickly!”

“Peter!”

It was no use. His breathing came heaving and heavy, rasping in his mask.

“Okay. Okay.” Shannon steadied herself, eyes scanning their surroundings. Voices grew louder to their right, people storming toward them, a crash of footfalls and rifle fire. She lifted the strap of her duffle from her shoulder and draped it across Peter’s, then lifted the rifle from his hands.

“Peter, you need to follow us. Can you do that?”

Peter blinked through the lenses of his goggles.

“Can you do that?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m with you.” he finally said, nodding firmly. “Sorry. I don’t know what happened. I got lost there for a moment.”

“Louise! Tell me again about what your father let you do. That thing you couldn’t tell your mother.”

“Drive the plow truck?”

“A city truck right? A big one?”

“I— guess so?”

“How big?”

Louise stared blankly at her, eyes narrowed, lips bent into an upward angle.

“Come on!” Shannon lunged forward, grasped Louise’s arm and dragged her toward the street that ran alongside them. “That construction yard. When I say go, you go. Run directly for that dump truck!”

“Wait. Are you⁠—”

“Go!” Shannon shoved her and Louise stumbled, caught herself, then ran, loping across the street.

Shannon lifted the sniper rifle she’d taken from Peter and centered its long barrel on one of the approaching gunmen. She fired, the recoil sending her stumbling, the barrel jerking sharply upward as the thundering boom of the shot roared throughout the narrow street.

“Go, Peter, go!” She racked the bolt and ejected the shell casing, then leveled the weapon again.

Peter lurched forward, head down and Shannon fired again, the jolting explosion of the high caliber rifle an almost deafening boom in her ringing ears. Neither shot struck an intended target, but the impressive report of the weapon forced the scouts to withdraw, its rebounding boom impossible for them to triangulate.

Louise and Peter stumbled across the construction site, making their way toward one of the dump trucks, a massive vehicle looming high above them both. Shannon’s breath clutched in her lungs, her grip around the sniper rifle tight, her palms vibrating with the force of its recoil. Men spread throughout the neighborhood ahead, several silhouettes moving toward her and the construction site to her left. Steadying her breathing, she lowered her profile, glancing one last time at where Louise and Peter were taking cover. Lifting her barrel, she targeted a trio of approaching gunmen, then squeezed the trigger.
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Lansing, Illinois

Day 17
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The shattering boom jerked her shoulder back as the sniper rifle erupted. With a sudden scatter of movement, the trio of approaching men dashed apart, though gunfire tore from another direction, forcing her to take cover.

She backed up for a moment then angled left, ducking low and sprinting forward, darting swiftly across the road separating her from the construction yard again. Rifle fire crashed from her right, tearing chunks of pavement from around her feet. Grit and dirt clouded the air as her feet pounded forward, moving from road to sidewalk, then to dirt-covered construction yard.

Louise swung around the front of the dump truck, both hands clamped around her pistol, and fired wildly in the direction of the approaching scouts. It drew some fire back, bullets crashing into the thick hide of the dump truck. A massive door stood ajar on the truck and just beneath it, Shannon could see the slumped body of a dead man within.

“In the truck! Get in the truck! Louise, get in the driver’s seat!”

“Get in the— what? Are you out of your mind?”

“You said you’ve driven one of these before! With your dad!”

“Fifty years ago!”

“Come on, we don’t have a choice!” Shannon swept behind the truck, ducking low as a barrage of incoming fire ripped at the ground behind her. “Peter⁠—”

“Already on it.” He stepped up onto the small stairs, by the opened door and gripped the dead body by the shirt. Pulling back and down, he dragged the corpse out and let it thump onto the dirt. “Sorry I lost it there for a minute. I don’t know⁠—”

“Apologize later!” Shannon began rifling through the dead man’s pockets, finally coming away with a set of keys.

Louise stared blankly up at the open door as if looking into the opened mouth of a feral beast.

“Louise, please! We don’t have time for this!”

“Okay. Okay.” Louise stepped up and propelled herself up into the truck, grunting with the effort.

“You go next. Give me that.” Peter took the rifle from Shannon and nodded toward the truck.

“Are you good?”

“Don’t worry about me. Get in!”

Shannon climbed in after Louise, crawling along the large bench seat, dragging her backpack from her shoulder and shoving it against Louise’s, already piled on the floorboards. Peter hoisted the duffle bag up and shoved it in, then stood there, framed by the open door.

“If you’re doing what I think you’re doing— that takes guts.”

“What are we thinking of doing?” Louise turned toward Shannon, her fingers curled around the huge circle of the steering wheel.

“Get in!” Shannon slid across the seat to make room.

“No. I’ll give you cover. This is all you.”

“Peter, don’t be stupid⁠—”

“I almost got the two of you killed. I will give you cover. I can find my way out.”

“Peter!”

He slammed the door before Shannon could say another word of protest.

“We can’t just let him—” Louise leaned toward the window.

Shannon hooked her fingers around the interior door handle, but Peter was already sprinting across the construction yard, rifle in hand. Fire drew toward him, converging, pounding the ground near his feet, yet he swerved right, moving around the incoming pelt of bullets.

For a moment, frozen in time, he was bracketed by a chop of incoming fire, then he swept across the street, moving in a blur, and vanished into the darkened shadows clenched between clustered buildings. Shannon released the door handle and swiveled in her seat, her eyes meeting Louise’s.

“Are you sure about this?” Louise asked, her voice almost a tremble.

“We don’t have time to have second thoughts now.”

Louise nodded and cranked the key forward, the guttural growl of the large dump truck roaring from deep within its armored belly. It gasped a loud and angry bellow of ignition and Louise moved by instinct, clutching the large gear shift and jerking it steadily into reverse.

“It’s been fifty years,” she whispered quietly once more, then eased the truck backwards, rolling huge tires over the dirt layer of the construction yard.

Gunfire swept toward them, bullets glancing from their armored hide. Louise gripped the wheel as the truck trundled backwards, thumping along the mounds of dirt. As she guided it lazily to the left, the broad, flat grille pointed toward the street and without waiting for Shannon’s instruction, she pounded it into first and accelerated. It took a while for the truck to speed up, a slow, lumbering grind forward as the tires rolled across shallow dirt and rough pavement. Louise swerved right, using her whole arm to steer, struggling to bring the wheel around as the truck merged onto pavement once more. Bullets fired, ricocheting from the reinforced metal along the exterior of the huge truck, a dance of sparks braced across the driver’s side. Louise pressed the gas further down, increasing their speed as she merged onto a side street connecting them with the main road they’d crossed earlier.

Without even touching the brake, she hauled the wheel left, bringing the truck around the engine a bestial roar of raw, diesel power. The dump truck angled around, swinging into position, facing down the barricade the military had set up before running for the hills and leaving the raiders in charge. Figures scrambled before them, sprinting away, some holding their positions, peppering them with the automatic fire from stolen military weaponry.

“Head down!” Shannon ducked as bullets smacked the windshield, punching ragged holes through the safety glass.

Louise dodged left, lowering her head, but glancing up just over the dash. She surged forward, shoving her foot as far down as she could, the engine rising to a metallic howl. The truck rumbled and roared, plowing forward, bearing down on the barricade with a sudden surge of lumbering speed.

Up ahead, someone crawled up onto the roof of a parked truck, rifle in hand, drawing it toward the windshield of the dump truck. A muffled crack of a long distance rifle shot sent the man stumbling, and he disappeared over the backside of the vehicle. Another crack echoed, a burst of sparks sending another gunman scrambling for cover. Louise didn’t slow, she steered the truck directly down the throat of the barricade, only going faster.

“Hold on!” She didn’t need to bother telling Shannon, who was already ducking beneath the dash, bracing herself within the passenger seat of the truck.

A sudden, jarring bang roared from the grill, the blunt end of the massive construction vehicle plowing headlong into the concrete abutments and parked vehicles. Steel crumpled, plastic bent, and the glass erupted into an upward shower of glittered shards. The truck jerked left and jostled forward, caving in the front panel of a vehicle, crunching it beneath massive tires. On the other side, a sedan was bent and twisted, scraping along the pavement as the huge truck plowed its way through, the speed increasing. More figures scrambled away, desperately leaping from the path of the oncoming truck. Whenever someone took up a firing position, rifle shots echoed from nearby, driving them back or knocking them down.

Then, the road opened up, the last of the attempted barricades breaking away or crunching beneath the knotted tires of the huge vehicle. Louise didn’t relax her grip on the wheel, if anything she held it tighter, speeding toward an adjoining neighborhood, roaring eastward into Indiana.
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Merrillville, Indiana

Day 17

3:00 p.m. Central

The roaring engine of the dump truck rattled into an uncertain wheeze, a hoarse gasping, desperately clinging to life. Louise steered the large truck down the narrow street, barely squeezing between parked cars lining each side. With a settling groan of exhaustion, the diesel engine rattled into silence, leaving Louise to coast it over toward the shoulder, thumping against a parked SUV.

“Well, that’s all she wrote. Out of gas.” Louise tapped the dashboard.

“You did great.”

“I just hit the gas. This baby did all the work.” Louise slapped the massive steering wheel, then looked out toward the rear. “And Peter. You think he made it out okay?”

“I’m betting he did. Seemed like a pretty resourceful guy.” Shannon opened her door and looked out into the suburban sprawl ahead.

Skyscrapers had been replaced by stretched, intertwining rows of houses, a narrow, winding street threading through clusters of quiet neighborhoods. Small businesses dotted the edge of the road where the large dump truck had pulled to a stop, the alleys between them shrouded in darkness. Shannon hesitated there for a moment, bracing herself for any sort of surprise of motion or sound, but none came. She tugged her backpack over her shoulders and grabbed her rifle and the strap of her duffle bag and slid from her seat, dropping down a small set of steps, then making her way down to the pavement from the high perch of the truck’s cab.

Louise did the same on the other side and the two women converged at the front of the truck, walking slowly down the road. Shannon lifted her hand and touched the base of her gas mask, hesitating before lifting it from her face.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Louise reached out and pressed her hand to Shannon’s arm, making her pause.

“We have to be far enough away by now.”

“You are,” a voice breathed, from deep within one of the surrounding shadows and Shannon gasped, stumbling, wheeling toward the sound.

Silhouettes moved within the buildings around them, darkened figures coalescing from the surrounding shadows. Several men dressed in military fatigues stepped from the darkness, weapons raised, all of them moving toward the two women. The man who had spoken stood apart from the others, his tactical rifle clutched, its barrel leveled at Shannon’s chest.

“Put down your weapons,” he said, a statement of direction, not a request.

Shannon and Louise exchanged cautious, curious looks, their eyes meeting from within the lenses of their masks. The man stood tall and skinny, his head wrapped within a thin curtain of white hair.

“Put down your weapons,” he repeated, more firmly the second time. “You’ll learn quickly that I don’t particularly like repeating myself.”

Shannon crouched, setting her rifle on the ground and Louise pulled her pistol from her waistband, doing the same. While low to the pavement, Shannon withdrew her back-up sidearm as well and set it next to the rifle. There were a dozen armed, potentially well-trained military operatives around her, she wasn’t going to shoot her way out.

“We’re just passing through,” she said, lifting her hands.

“Captain Marks,” a younger man said, nodding toward Shannon and Louise, “those gas masks are military issue.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” the white-haired man replied, his voice raked in gravel.

“Someone gave them to us.” Shannon held up her hands. “I swear. We’re not with those men back in Chicago.”

“Take them,” Captain Marks said, lowering his rifle. He jerked his head toward the two women. “Cuff them and march them back to the convoy. They’re coming with us.”

“Where?” Shannon asked, her throat narrow with panic, her voice barely squeaking through.

But Captain Marks wasn’t answering.
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Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 17

4:45 p.m. Eastern

“He feels hot, Addie! Like, seriously hot!” Dory jerked upwards from where her father lay on the couch, the back of her hand recoiling from the sheen of his forehead.

Her hand clutched toward her as if she’d just touched a hot burner, she glared over at Addie, panic-stricken.

“Lilah,” Addie said, forcing her voice to remain calm, “run outside, would you? Grab whatever water you can from the trees. We need to try and keep him cool.”

Lilah nodded and sprinted toward the door.

“Dory, go with her. I can take over.”

“But checking his temperature is my job,” Dory protested. “You said.”

“I know. But I need you to help your sister.” Addie’s eyes darted toward Brad. “Can you⁠—”

“I’m on it.” Brad pushed off from the wall he was leaning against and followed the two girls toward the front door.

Jameson cocked his head and whined softly, dark, pleading eyes searching his master’s prone form on the couch. Mason wore no shirt and only a pair of gym shorts in a desperate effort to keep him cool. The color had drained from his face, his lips pulled back revealing a grimace of clenched teeth, caught in some permanent rictus of pain. The door slammed closed, leaving Addie and Lydia in the house alone. Addie pressed her hand to Mason’s forehead, the heat radiant against her palm. She pressed two fingers to his throat and silently counted the racing beats of his too-rapid pulse.

“Lydia? Are you with me?”

Lydia’s face was a mask of worry, one hand pressed to her chest.

“Of course. What do you need?”

“The thermometer from the bathroom. The bottle of ibuprofen.”

“You’ve already given him his max dose of ibuprofen,” Lydia said, taking a cautious step from where she’d been standing. “How much more can you give him?”

“I know. I’m not sure. His fever feels like it’s spiking, if it goes much higher we could be dealing with another seizure.”

“Another seizure?”

“He had one earlier today. You were all outside gathering some more water. It was a quick one, but the next one might not be.”

Addie pushed a bucket out of the way from where it rested on the floor next to the couch. Mason had been vomiting off and on throughout the day, the sour stink of bile lingering in the air, mixed with the acrid tang of his sweat. Though Addie had spent a little while in nursing school, she hadn’t yet been in the fray of an actual hospital and was battling to keep herself together. Lydia swept toward the hallway leading to the bathroom, the floorboards creaking as she labored to move quickly.

“Come on, tough guy,” Addie whispered to Mason, once more pressing the back of her hand to his tacky forehead.

Putting him in an ice bath would have been a good next step, but ice baths required ice, and ice required water. None of those were easily accessible, if at all. Addie slid the bucket back over and stood, pacing across the floor. It had been a few days since Mason had been shot and from what she and Lou had seen, the bullet had exited through his back. Something was spiking the sudden surge of fever, however, and Addie was hard-pressed to diagnose what it might be.

“Here.” Lydia exited the hallway, a bottle of ibuprofen in one hand, the thermometer in the other.

Addie took the thermometer first and knelt next to Mason, who clutched his arms tight to himself and went rigid, bracing against an unseen chill. Thankfully, the thermometer was battery operated and digital, designed to read temperature from an invisible beam of light shot against the skin. She leveled it toward his forehead and pulled the trigger, then checked the digital read out on the small screen and barely held back a gasp of surprise. Quickly lowering the thermometer she twisted toward the door, hoping to see it open, though it remained closed.

“What is it?” Lydia inched closer but kept a moderate distance. “What’s his temperature now?”

“103.4,” Addie replied quietly.

“Oh my—” Lydia pressed her hand to her pursed lips.

A brush of red flushed through the base of Mason’s neck, dotted crimson coating his skin in a sheet of rash. His back arched slightly, his neck tendons tightening as he scowled, eyes pinched closed.

“Mason. Are you with us?”

Mason nodded a pained, struggled nod, his jaw flexed stiff and taut.

“Headache,” he murmured. “And my chest hurts.”

“How does your chest hurt? Is it hot? Is there actual pain? Pressure?”

“No pressure— lots of pain. Razor blades every time I breathe.”

“Okay. Well, stay with us, all right? Can you dry swallow a couple of ibuprofen? I sent the girls out to find some water, but they’re not back yet.”

Addie unscrewed the cap and tapped out a pair of small pills into her palm. Mason struggled to nod his head, his teeth clenched tight, tugging his skin rigid across his bulging jawline. A ragged carpet of facial hair covered the bottom section of his face, dark hair lined with streaks of fresh gray.

It was a struggle, but he pried his teeth apart to make room for the pills. Addie cradled the heat of his head in one hand, lifting it slightly as she placed a pill in his mouth. Slightly elevated, Mason struggled to swallow, then opened his teeth again, awaiting the second pill. It went down as well, and Addie gently rested his head back against the pillow.

“You’re doing great.”

“I don’t believe you.” His eyes pressed into thin-lined slits.

“Would I lie to you?”

“Wouldn’t put it past you.”

Addie chuckled as the two dogs inched their way closer, tails tucked down between their legs, studying their master with combined looks of worry.

“If something happens to me⁠—”

“Stop. We’ll have none of that talk.” Addie shook her head.

The front door opened, and Brad pushed his way through, the two Becker girls tagging along, carrying a small Tupperware container with about two inches of water inside.

“This was the best we could do.”

“It’ll be fine.” Addie took the water and set it on the floor.

“Dory, can you go get a washcloth?”

Dory nodded and sprinted away, running toward the kitchen.

“I want to help,” Lilah said, “how can I help?”

“You helped a lot by bringing this.” Addie lifted the container of water and moved it toward the couch.

“Is that my Lilah?” Mason struggled to speak, his voice a ragged gasp through clamped teeth.

“It’s me, Daddy.” Lilah came around Addie and looked cautiously at her father, seemingly not wanting to get too close.

“It’ll be okay,” Mason said softly. “Whatever happens, it’ll be okay.”

“What does that mean?” Lilah asked, looking up at Addie. “Does that mean he’s going to die?”

“He’s not going to die.”

“If something happens,” Mason struggled to speak, “you be good for aunt Jodie, okay? She can take care of you. She can⁠—”

“Stop it!” Lilah almost screamed. “Stop saying that. You’re going to be okay.” Tears streamed down the young girl’s face.

“I just— I want you to be prepared. Just in case⁠—”

“I’m tired of being prepared!” Lilah barked. “I just want my mom and my dad together. I want my life back.”

Mason reached out and took his daughter’s hand, rolling slightly so he could press it between his palms.

“I love you, Lilah. I know I don’t always say it, but I love you and I love Dory. I’m glad— I’m glad—” the words choked in his throat.

He blinked his eyes, watery and shimmering with tears. He stared off into the distance, looking at some vast, faraway planet that Addie couldn’t see. Gently, he released Lilah’s hands, his fingers suddenly clawing as he moved them toward his chest.

“Mason?”

His spine went rigid, his entire body shooting straight like the bolt of a fired arrow. One foot kicked out wildly, the other jerked upwards and he lurched out in a sudden seize of motion. He shook and thrashed, his limbs twisting in a spasm of motion.

“Dory!” Addie shouted. “Washcloth!”

Dory sprinted from the kitchen and tossed the washcloth to her. Addie swept it through the container of water and pressed it to Mason’s hot forehead, but he jerked back, one hand sweeping forward and knocking it away.

“He’s having another seizure!”

His stomach lurched, his lips pursed, and Addie lunged forward grabbing the bucket and dragging it toward the couch.

“Brad, help me turn him over! Right now! Do it right now!”

The others stood in wide-eyed terror as Brad lunged toward the couch, working alongside Addie to turn Mason on his left shoulder. His chest heaved as he vomited into the bucket a sudden surge of bile racking his body with a jostling convulsion. Lila hissed a barely muffled screech of fear, Dory taking two uncertain steps backwards.

“Lydia, take the girls to their room, okay? Please!”

Lydia nodded, her eyes wide and shining.

“Come on,” she whispered, moving toward her granddaughters.

Lilah and Dory didn’t resist. They fell alongside her, walking toward the hallway together. Mason finished vacating his stomach, its meager contents pouring out in a surge. His shoulders tugged back, his spine jolting into a sudden sharpness.

“He’s still seizing. We have to make sure he doesn’t swallow his tongue.” Addie worked to pry his teeth open, searching his mouth with her fingers.

She pressed the wet washcloth to his forehead, applying pressure, forcing it against his skin, then ran it along his face and held it to his chest. His seizing slowly stopped and settled, transitioning to a ragged shiver, a frozen flutter of bone-deep chill.

“Is it done?” Brad breathed out, a heavy gust of air.

“For now, I think.” Addie held the cloth to his forehead. “His last temperature was over 103. It keeps going up. If it passes 104— if he has another one of these seizures, there may be nothing we can do.”

She pressed her fingers to Mason’s throat and swallowed hard, silently counting the timing between beats.

“His pulse is low and ragged, he’s barely hanging on. If we don’t figure out something soon, whether he has another seizure or not, he may not last through the night.”
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The bang on the door jolted Addie from her momentary daze. Dory and Lilah had returned from their room and sat on the floor near their father, who lay somewhat restlessly on the couch. They’d emptied his bucket and done their best to make him comfortable, but Addie was at a loss.

“Hold on. Let me check.” Brad grabbed the rifle from where it leaned against the wall and held it in two hands as he approached the door. “Who is it?”

“Mona. I’m back. With Lou. I’m sorry it took so long⁠—”

Before she could finish speaking, Addie leaped to her feet and moved several strides toward the door even as Brad swung it open. Mona burst in, short of breath, Lou squeezing through the opened door behind her. Though he was a veterinarian, not a people doctor, his training had helped save Mason’s life in the early hours, and Addie was grateful to see him again. He was a big man, large all over, his size matching his personality. A thick mustache wedged beneath his squat nose, encircled in a broad oval of face. Normally his chin was immaculately well shaved to emphasize the neat trim of his mustache, but recent weeks had left it dusted with stubble.

“What’s going on?” Lou stepped around Mona and made his way toward the couch.

“He’s had multiple seizures. His temperature is almost 104. I’ve given him over the max dose of ibuprofen, but⁠—”

Lou pressed a hand to Mason’s forehead and rested an old tackle box on the floor next to him.

“It’s gotta be an infection, though I’m not sure how. We both agreed there was an exit wound.”

“Bullets are unpredictable things,” Lou said. “I don’t have much experience with them, but—” his voice trailed off as he narrowed his eyes.

Leaning over, he pried open the lid of his tackle box and removed a translucent bottle and a plastic-wrapped syringe.

“What is that?” Addie’s eyes widened.

“Bovine amoxicillin for Mona’s cows. It’s essentially the same antibiotic that’s used for humans, just in higher doses.”

“Are you sure that’s safe?”

“There are no guarantees. There could be slight formulaic differences between amoxicillin for cows and for humans, but I’m not sure what choice we have.” Lou peeled apart the plastic wrapper, exposing the syringe. He studied the numbers and thin, dark lines etched along the curved exterior.

“What about dosage?”

“It’s typically around ten milligrams per kilogram of body weight. How much do you think Mason weighs?”

“Two hundred pounds, maybe? That’s a shot in the dark.”

“That’s about 90 kilograms, give or take. So, 900 milligrams.” Lou chewed this over in his head.

“Do humans metabolize the medicine the same way that cows do?”

“Probably not. Might be a good idea to reduce that by around twenty percent, just to be safe. Another shot in the dark, but we’re working with what we’ve got.”

“So that’s 900 milligrams minus 180. Math was never my strong suit.” She closed her eyes and pressed the back of her hand to her forehead.

Lou offered a wry smile as he stuck the syringe into the bottle and slowly began to draw the amoxicillin into it.

“That’s 720 milligrams,” he said quietly, staring intently at the liquid as it rose to the proper level within the syringe. “Thigh muscle is probably the best place to inject it. Away from any nerves or blood vessels and it’s a large muscle mass.”

Lou inched to the left, moving toward the lower part of Mason’s body. Gently, he tugged up one leg of his gym shorts to expose the pale skin of his muscular thigh.

“Do you have any disinfectant wipes? Gauze? Any of that?”

“Dory?” Addie turned toward the young girl. “Bathroom counter, we got the first aid kit out already. Can you grab it?”

Dory nodded and darted away, vanishing down the hallway. She returned moments later, though slowed greatly as she approached the couch, tentative eyes scanning her father’s now still body.

“Thank you, sweetheart.” Addie took the first aid kit from the young girl and set it on the floor, easing the lid open.

She tore open a small square of disinfectant wipe and handed it to Lou who used it to clean Mason’s skin at the potential injection site.

“Hold his shoulders, okay? This might hurt a bit.”

Addie straightened and moved toward Mason’s shoulders, then pressed her palms to them, holding him steady. Lou jabbed the needle into his thigh and slowly depressed the plunger, sinking the medicine into his body. Mason jerked slightly as the needle broke his skin but settled at once back into stillness. Lou rummaged through the first aid kit and withdrew a small patch of gauze and pressed it to the injection point to stop the trickle of blood from going too far. Addie tore off strips of medical adhesive and Lou used them to adhere the gauze into place.

“That might be about the best we can do for medicine.” Lou settled back on his knees. “But that doesn’t solve the real problem.”

“What’s causing the infection.”

“Exactly.” Lou leaned over and examined the bandage that was still applied to Mason’s chest where the bullet had entered. “Let’s get this dressing changed.”

He peeled off the adhesive and removed the gauze, checking it for any signs of discoloration. Neat, even stitches closed the ragged wound, the flesh puckering together where the thread was pushed through.

“Skin color is okay. I don’t see any sign of jaundice here.” Lou pressed two fingers to the skin surrounding the stitches and Mason jerked in surprise, but once again settled back.

Lou and Addie worked together to flush the wound with a bit of the water, scrubbing the skin with another disinfectant wipe, then applied clean gauze and tape.

“Everything looks okay there. Can you help me turn him over?”

“Sure.” Addie rested a hand on Mason’s shoulder. “We’re going to turn you over, okay? We’ll be gentle, we promise.”

Mason nodded a meek, unsettled nod, giving his silent permission.

“Hey girls,” Mona said walking toward Dory and Lilah. “You want to come out and see the horses? I brought two of them. Max and a friend.”

“I want to stay here,” Lilah said firmly.

“Come on, Lilah.” Dory gently prodded her sister. “Let’s go. Dad will be okay.”

Lilah’s eyes lingered on her father as Addie and Lou worked together to try and roll him over.

“I don’t want to leave him,” Lilah said softly, her voice choking.

“We’ll be right outside.” Dory sounded surprisingly mature, her voice a solid reassurance to her younger sister.

Lilah nodded unevenly and allowed Dory to lead her toward the door.

“Come on, Lydia. You can join us.” Mona gestured toward her.

Lydia nodded absently and walked toward the door with them, leaving Brad, Addie and Lou in the living room alone with the patient.

“Are you hanging in there okay?” Lou asked, placing a calming hand on Addie’s shoulder. “I know we don’t know each other all that well⁠—”

“We saved his life together once. That forms a bond.”

“Indeed, it does. You look a little pale.”

“That last seizure was a bad one. I honestly thought we might lose him.”

“We didn’t, so obviously you did something right.”

“I flailed around and happened to land in the right place.” Addie shrugged.

“Seems more like luck than anything else.”

“My mom used to tell me that people make their own luck. You did good, but the work’s not done yet. We have to figure out what’s going on here.”

“I’m with you.”

“Together, now, okay?” Lou placed his hands beneath Mason’s left shoulder.

“Together. Right.” Addie slid further down the couch, wedging her own hands underneath his legs.

“Turn.”

Gently, the two of them worked together to roll Mason over. He grunted and stiffened, resisting, but finally flopped over on his stomach, one arm slung off the cushions, the other cradled beneath him. Lou angled down, examining the exit wound on Mason’s back, also unevenly sealed by a ragged angle of stitches.

“Skin’s okay here, too, though pale. I don’t see any sign of— hold on.” Lou drew himself down further, running his fingertips along the clammy curve of Mason’s skin. “Was this always here?”

A small bump pressed up against the skin, seemingly from the inside, the slightest distortion bulging a section of flesh, three inches to the right of the exit wound.

“I’m not sure.” Addie stepped around Lou and bent low for a better look.

“The skin around it is discolored. Not quite yellow but getting there. And look at this bruising.” Lou circled a section of skin by the outward press of something within, a pale purpling smear of odd-colored flesh surrounding it.

“That doesn’t look right. That doesn’t look right at all.” Addie swallowed hard, her narrowed eyes peering toward Lou. “Did we miss something? Lou— did we make a mistake?”

“Addie, calm down.” Brad took a step toward her and gently rested his hand on her shoulder.

She brushed it away and stood, pressing a hand to her forehead.

“What happened? What did we do?”

“Addie,” Lou barked, his voice a hissed whisper. “I need your head in the right place. Let’s not worry about what we did. Let’s worry about what we do now.”

“Okay. Right. Yeah. Sorry.” The words tumbled loosely, spilling one after the other as she crouched again, getting a better look.

“We need to open him up.” Lou pressed against the bulge, which was firm and rigid against his finger.

“Where?”

“Bathroom? Can we get him there? Put him in the bathtub and sit him upright?” Lou twisted toward Brad. “Can you help me?”

“Of course.” Brad strode forward, together the three of them hoisted Mason from the couch, the two men draping his arms across their shoulders. Addie pressed her hands to his ribs, helping to support and move him as they half-dragged him across the floor and toward the bathroom.

“Nice and easy. Come on. Let’s go.” Lou helped angle him around a table, through a gap between another piece of furniture and the wall, then into the hallway.

“I can feel the heat radiating off of him,” Brad whispered, gazing at Addie, eyes wide with concern.

“The amoxicillin will take a little longer to work. But that won’t mean a thing if we can’t figure out what’s causing this.” Lou turned sideways, squeezing through the doorway to the bathroom.

It was a tight fit for the four of them, but somehow they moved, shuffled, turned and moved again, finally lifting Mason and setting him into the bathtub, his shoulder resting against the tiled wall to his left.

“Brad,” Lou said, pointing toward the door, “get a flashlight. Please!”

Brad nodded and withdrew, his jogging footfalls sounding from deeper inside the house.

“Addie, can you grab my tackle box?” Lou leaned Mason slightly forward, further into the tub and gently probed the bulge in his skin.

Mason shivered wildly, his shoulder bunching, his back arching as his head reared back, nearly colliding with Lou’s. Addie hovered by the opened door, watching for a moment, but Mason settled back. She passed Brad on her way to the living room, retrieved the tackle box, then jogged her way back to the bathroom.

Brad had wedged himself into the corner and turned on the flashlight, shining it directly upon Mason’s pale back, which glistened, tacky with sweat. Lou’s tackle box was a tackle box in name only. Its metal exterior concealed several elevating trays of medical equipment, typically used for emergency surgery on farm animals.

Lou rummaged through his medical kit, pulling out a small, well-worn leather case. He unrolled it carefully, revealing a selection of surgical tools, including a gleaming scalpel.

Addie raised an eyebrow. “Those look familiar.”

Lou nodded, a hint of a nervous smile playing on his lips. “Scalpels come in handy more often than you’d think, even with farm animals. I had to debride a wound on one of Mona’s horses a couple of weeks ago, and this blade came in very handy.”

Lou rummaged through a few more items within the kit and dug out a small bottle of isopropyl alcohol. Standing, he moved to the sink and held the scalpel over it, then ran the alcohol across the blade to sterilize it.

“Back in vet school we had access to autoclaves and other high-tech sterilizers. World’s a different place these days.”

The pungent stink of alcohol stung Addie’s nostrils.

“I’d love to soak it for a few minutes, but I’m not sure we have the luxury of time.” He shook the scalpel, chucking droplets of alcohol from the shining blade, then took two steps across the bathroom floor, once more crouching by Mason.

“No localized anesthesia,” Addie said quietly, worriedly pinching her lip between her teeth. “At least the last time he was fully unconscious.”

“Brad, you wearing a belt?” Lou turned over his shoulder.

“Yeah.”

“Take it off. Hand it to me, would you?”

Brad quickly followed the man’s instructions. Belt draped over the edge of the bathtub, Lou bent close to Mason’s right ear, which was bright red with the flush of continued fever.

“This is going to hurt,” he said, keeping his voice steady and even. He lifted the belt and pushed it toward Mason’s gritted teeth. “Can you open your mouth?”

Mason’s eyelids fluttered and his teeth gently parted, chapped lips pulling back. His tongue slipped out instinctively, but Lou waited until it worked its way back into his mouth. He slipped the strip of leather between his lips and Mason bit down, teeth pressing into its rough hide.

“I’ll be as quick as possible.”

Mason exhaled through his nose, slumping against the tile wall alongside the tub. Lou cleared his throat and pressed the shining blade of the scalpel against the bulge of his skin. Brad adjusted the light, lifting it to a better angle. Pressure applied, the blade pushed down, then broke through, splitting skin, blood coursing from the wound, running in thin streams across Mason’s back.

He sucked in air, his muscles stiffening as he jerked, forcing Addie to tighten her grip to keep him steady. Slowly, Lou dragged the scalpel down at an angle, splitting a short line of flesh, flaps folding outward, releasing another gush of dark colored blood. Mason whimpered softly, struggling against Addie’s grasp. His teeth dug thin divots into the leather belt, both hands clenched into almost impossibly tight fists. His arms bulged, taut and flexed, his chin dipping and swaying as he battled against unconsciousness.

“Should be saline in that kit. Can you flush this?” Lou drew back, blood still freely pouring from the split skin.

Addie released her grip momentarily and went to the med kit, finding a bottle of saline, soft enough that she could squeeze it. Gently unscrewing the cap to loosen the seal, she held the bottle over the wound and squeezed, a stream of saline striking the skin and sweeping away the darkly colored blood. Mason howled a teeth-gritted scream of agony, his back arching once more, every muscle tensing into a coil of resistance.

“I see something!” Lou leaned in closer, working his scalpel in among the neatly sliced flesh. “Brad! Light!” Brad moved, angling the light up and to the right, probing the back injury with its piercing glow.

“More saline!”

Addie obeyed his request and washed even more blood away, revealing a circular nub of flat black. Lou attacked it with the scalpel, wedging the thin blade between the nub and the surrounding tissue, then pried it loose. It fell free, clattering to the tub’s floor amid droplets of crimson.

“Bring that light closer and I need another saline wash.”

Brad and Addie worked together, the saline washing another sheet of blood away as Brad leaned in, focusing the beam of light on the wound.

“This tissue is badly infected. I’m surprised sepsis hadn’t set in already. Look at it.”

“I’d rather not,” Brad murmured, but held the light steady.

“Check this out,” Lou said to Addie, his voice low. “The tissue is red and swollen and there’s definitely some pus formation right along this area surrounding the foreign object we just removed.”

“That’s a lot of inflammation. The redness extends pretty far. And that smell—” Addie turned slightly.

Lou pressed around the wound, releasing a thick, yellowish-green fluid from the broken skin and surrounding tissue.

“Some of this tissue is necrotic,” Lou said, probing gently at dark sections of skin and underlying abscess. “The antibiotics will help once they take hold, but I need to cut away some of the dead tissue.” He leaned slightly, turning his face toward Mason. “Holding up okay?”

Mason’s breathing was steady, but ragged, and he made no sound or movement to show his agreement or disagreement.

“I think he passed out,” said Brad.

“Probably for the best.” He gestured toward Addy. “Sterile gauze, please? It’s in the kit.”

Addie did as asked and Lou used the gauze to wipe away some of the pus and blood,, then went back at the wound with his scalpel, scraping away some of the darkly colored, necrotic tissue.

For several minutes nobody spoke, the air thick of blood and spoil, the whispered scrape of blade against skin the only sound that filled the small confines of the bathroom. Each section of dead tissue that he cut away, Lou let drop into the tub, a small collection of frayed layers of skin gathering just behind where Mason sat. Addie religiously added saline where needed, helped wipe away blood with sterile gauze and worked hand-in-hand with Lou to do the dirty work that had to be done.

“Can I get the light a bit brighter down here?” Lou lifted his stubble-covered chin.

Brad leaned even further forward, shining the light almost directly into the wound, giving Lou a clear line of sight.

“I think that’s as good as we’re going to get. We’ll have to keep attacking it with the amoxicillin.”

“Suture kit?” Addie asked, giving the wound another saline rinse.

“Read my mind.”

Addie retrieved it from the tackle box medical kit and with a somewhat weary vigor, Lou went to work, closing the wound he’d created.


CHAPTER FIFTY




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 17

8:45 p.m. Eastern

The red-colored pick-up truck from the Harbor’s End Volunteer Fire Department trundled up the narrow stretch of dirt road, passing between a thick wall of trees on each side. Tires crunched on loose gravel as it maneuvered a slope, following the winding road deep into the back woods.

Curling around a leftward bend, it finally approached the wooden cabin ahead, a squat structure, built by hand more than a hundred years earlier back when such a thing was more commonplace. Two men stood outside, armed with rifles, and one of them took a cautious step forward. Once he recognized the truck, he halted and gave the safe gesture to his fellow gunman.

Rick adjusted his posture in the passenger seat as the truck neared the driveway to the cabin, which was essentially an extension of the dirt road that led from town. Yates steered the truck to the right, settling it into an empty section of leaf-littered dirt alongside the small hunting cabin. He cut the engine and stared through the windshield, fingers curled around the curve of the steering wheel.

“This is going to be a tight fit.” Rick sat next to him, while four other men sat in the rear bed of the truck, which was filled with the last of the supplies taken from the Village Market.

“It’ll have to do, at least for the time being.” Rick opened the door and stepped outside, the evening chill settling throughout the surrounding trees.

“I’m still not sold on this lake house idea. I can’t imagine we want to be that close to the water.”

“That’s why we grabbed those gas masks from the police station,” Rick said, slamming the door.

“We can’t live in them.”

“No, we can’t. But we can wear them while we seal up the houses. That’s why we stopped by Tucker’s Tools after we were done with the market.” Rick paused by the bed of the truck and lifted out a box.

Crouching, he placed it on the ground and opened the flaps, revealing a full case of spray foam insulation.

“Are you serious? World ending algae bloom infection and your solution is spray foam?”

“So, you’re volunteering to be our first test case, then?” Rick closed the flaps and lifted the box, making his way toward the hunting cabin.

“Hell no.” Yates walked to the bed and lifted out a closed case filled with rolled oats. He grunted as he hoisted it free, then fell in behind Rick, who was already entering the cabin.

For all of its rustic charm, the cabin had been built with family in mind. Rick’s grandfather had built it for him and his four brothers, meaning the cabin was broad and expansive, with room for four separate beds, an old wood stove, and several shelves for food, closed by a drawn curtain. The shelves were already full of supplies gathered from the Village Market, so Rick set the case of spray foam down in a corner and Yates deposited the rolled oats next to the shelves on the worn, wooden floor.

“Between inside the cabin and some of the tents we brought, we can handle things here for a little while. But I’m serious about that spray foam, Yates. If we seal a couple of those houses up tight enough, I think we could spread out through a few of those. We’d have to put the masks on every time we went outside, but that might be a small price to pay.”

“And what happens when the filters get clogged? Those masks aren’t designed to last forever.”

“We’ll have to figure it out.”

“And how exactly are we going to do that?”

Rick turned toward Yates, head tilted. They were alone in the cabin, the two gunmen outside had shut the door behind Yates and the others were unloading supplies.

“When did this start?” Rick asked, gesturing back and forth to Yates and them himself. “This little back and forth dynamic?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Whatever I say, you have to find an issue with it.”

Yates rolled his tongue across his lips and crossed his thick arms over his equally thick chest.

“Seriously? You’re asking this?”

“If it’s so obvious, just tell me.”

“You were ready to hang them out to dry. Corbin, Jonny and Sam, you let them take them. Came damn close to letting them string them up.”

“They killed a hundred people. You’ll have to forgive me if it took me some time to come to terms with that.”

“It was an error in judgement, Rick.”

Rick parted his lips to reply, but took a steadying breath instead, turning away from Yates as he formed his words. “Listen,” he finally said, back turned to his lifelong friend. “I was hoping to do this all the right way, you know? To put us in a position of power without violence. I had a reputation to uphold. I⁠—”

“The only reason you had that reputation is because we helped you do your dirty work way back when. That drunk driver? The guy who killed your family? We helped you out with that, Rick, and at the first chance you got, you were ready to hang us from our ankles. Even worse, hang us from our necks.”

“Yates,” he replied, sharply at first, then exhaled. “Donnie. Listen.”

“Donnie? You haven’t called me Donnie in thirty years.”

“You’re one of my oldest friends, okay? And you’re right. You’ve been alongside me through thick and thin.”

“Corbin, too.”

“Corbin, too.” Rick nodded. “It wasn’t my intention to leave anyone hanging, okay? I was trying to walk the line. Trying to legitimize our role in the town. I should have realized immediately as long as Grayson was there, that wasn’t going to happen.”

Yates continued crossing his arms.

“I won’t make that mistake again. The town— they were never on our side. There were always whispers and rumors, side-eyed glances. I see it now, but I didn’t then.”

“That’s fair.” Yates nodded.

“I was trying to be friends with the homecoming queen and ignoring the people who got me there. That’s not a mistake I will make again.” Rick took two steps forward and placed his hand on Yates’ shoulder. “I’m with you, Donnie, okay? Just like old times.”

“We got into some serious trouble back then.”

“The way things are now, history just might repeat itself.”

Yates’ firm line of a mouth faltered slightly, the corner lifting into a subtle smile. He closed his fist and held it out, and Rick bumped it gently with his own.

“Good to have you back, Rick.”

“Good to be back.”

The two men walked toward the door and pushed it open, joining the others in the midst of unloading the truck of stolen supplies.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




Middleborough, Massachusetts

Day 17

11:15 p.m. Eastern

Jason had taken over driving, steering the truck along the back roads, draped beneath the broad, dark curtain of night. Instinctively, he glanced out the rear window, but they’d sealed it off with a plank of plywood, closing any holes so they could cross the Taunton River without exposure.

They’d passed that same river a few hours back as the glow of the headlights revealed some familiar settings, the curve of Interstate 495 to their south, a bend of pavement winding through houses they drove past the day before. Fiona rested her head against the passenger side window, softly snoring, while Jodie was propped upright and awake in the back seat, arms slung across the headrest.

“Still know where you’re going?”

“Remember who got us through here in the first place?” Jason merged into a narrow stretch of road, threading the paved needle through a forest of trees on either side.

“Still a long ways to go. I’m not sure we should push it.” He leaned forward, staring through the slope of the front windshield.

“We’re almost back at the cranberry processing plant. I wish we could stop there on our way. Mason would lose his mind if we brought back that much water.” Jodie rested her weary head on her folded hands.

“Water?” Fiona stirred by the window, pressing her palm to the glass, drawing upright in surprise. “Where?”

“Not here,” Jodie reassured her. “It’s not important.”

“Okay. Okay, good.” Fiona rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, blinking through her sleep. “Where are we?”

“Middleborough, I think. Almost back at the cranberry plant. I think before we go a whole lot further, we should stop for the night.”

“There was a fast food restaurant up here a little ways, wasn’t there? Just off the cloverleaf to 495?”

“You read my mind,” Jason replied, glancing back at Jodie.

He steered Fiona’s pick-up truck, gingerly navigating it along another side road. The stacked IBC totes in the back made the vehicle a little top-heavy, but Jason’s cautious approach kept them moving forward until the fast food restaurant caught within the beams of their pale headlights.

Jason drove the truck across a grass-covered shoulder and onto the parking lot, swinging around to the rear so the vehicle wouldn’t be visible from the road. Three other cars were in the parking lot, and trash was strewn about, mixed throughout glittering fragments of broken glass. No dead bodies were visible and beyond the shattered windows and garbage fluttering in the cool, night breeze, the restaurant was desolate and empty.

Jason cut the engine, the three of them sitting in the front seat, their steady breathing the only sound. Glancing cautiously through his window, Jason scanned the restaurant’s interior through the shattered maw of the front-facing window.

“It looks empty.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” Jodie whispered.

She glanced at Fiona, who stared into the restaurant, wide-eyed.

“You okay?” She put a hand on the older woman’s shoulder.

“Yeah. Sure. I’m fine.” Fiona bristled a little at Jodie’s touch but calmed shortly after.

“That was pretty intense. Back at Hank’s place.”

“Sure was.” Fiona’s voice was a faint echo of its normal volume. “Crazy.” She turned in her seat, draping her arm over the headrest. “How are you so calm?”

“Maybe I look calm, but I’m not. I’ve just— I’ve been through it before.”

“Been through it before? Through that before?”

“Well, not exactly that, no. When we picked up my mother it was pretty bad. The picnic, too, I saw some things there I won’t soon forget. In a way, trauma is like scar tissue I guess. Sometimes it grows back stronger.”

Jason reached over and placed his hand on Jodie’s bent elbow. She didn’t recoil or pull away, she stayed partially draped across the headrest herself.

“Took me a while to learn that. I went through some things back at college that I thought would change me forever. And I guess they did.” She shook her head, staring off into the distance. “Somehow what’s happened in the last three weeks makes those days feel almost inconsequential.”

“They weren’t,” Jason reassured her. “It all matters.”

Jodie lifted a hand and gently rubbed her forehead and temples. She slid across the seat, moving to her left.

“Can you open your door?”

Jason did as she asked and pushed open his door, stepping out onto the parking lot. Jodie slipped free, carrying the AR-15 with her, tucking it in a two-hand grip. She tugged her flashlight from a pants pocket and clutched it in her hand, pressing it to the hand guard of the rifle, then raised it, stabbing the light on.

Following the probing beam of light, she marched toward the desolate building, walking the light through the creeping shadows within. She stepped from the broken window and pushed her way through a rear door, already sitting ajar, the metal around the lock buckled and twisted apart. She heeled the door open and stepped inside, hesitating by a rear aisle of seats, her rifle and flashlight sweeping ahead.

Jodie strode throughout the restaurant, checking each seat, each booth, walking behind the counter and into the kitchen, her shoes sucking along the tacky stickiness of the dirt-littered floor. Garbage was everywhere throughout the restaurant, paper bags, meal containers, the rancid stink of rotten meat lingering thick and pungent, even with the broken windows. It took her a few moments to clear the building, but as she returned to the door she’d entered from, Jason and Fiona were already inside. Jason had his pistol out, though Fiona was unarmed, trailing behind him, her eyes roaming their surroundings.

“Nobody’s home. Unfortunately, there’s no food or water either. Whoever did all this damage even emptied the soda machine.” She nodded toward a nearby counter where a familiar line of soda logos were emblazoned upon the plastic housings of a soda machine.

The floor beneath was stained and sticky, empty cups scattered about, some in a pile beneath, others having rolled to a stop a distance away.

“We should do what we did before. Rotate watch. They’ve got booths by the back door, people can sleep on those bench seats while someone stays awake. Last thing we need is someone taking off with those IBC totes we nearly died getting our hands on.” Jodie shouldered the rifle, holding the flashlight beam down the aisle between seats.

“I can take first watch,” Fiona offered. “I’ve been sleeping the past few hours, anyway.”

“I’m good with that.” Jodie handed the rifle to Fiona, who hesitated for a moment, staring at it.

Jodie inched it toward her again and Fiona finally took it, cradling it loosely in her hands.

“Still remember how to use that?”

“You showed me last night. I’ve got it.” Fiona adjusted her grip on the AR-15, though she still didn’t look comfortable with it. “I’m, uh— I’m going to head outside for a moment. It stinks in here.” She waved a hand in front of her face, then turned and stepped back out through the door.

“You think she’s okay?” Jason asked, his voice quiet.

“She will be.”

“I still can’t quite get my head around it.”

“Around what?”

“What we did. What we saw. It was like being in the middle of a war zone.”

“And here we are, alive and well.”

“What happens the next time?” he asked.

“Do me a favor and don’t dwell on that. We can’t afford to. My brother is still back at the house recovering from a gunshot wound, I don’t need to sink into that sort of mindset. Not right now.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to stir anything up.”

“I know.” Jodie placed a hand on his shoulder, then leaned in and gave him a kiss on his cheek. “If I have to go through this continued trauma, I’m glad I’m going through it with you.”

“Me, too. I can’t quite believe how lucky I am.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Which, you know, is kind of bizarre, given the situation.”

They shared a laugh, and both settled into a booth, just sitting with each other for a time, enjoying each other’s company and enjoying life— or what remained of it, anyway.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




Harbor’s End, Massachusetts

Day 18

7:05 a.m. Eastern

“Hey. Addie. Wake up.” A hand clutched Addie’s shoulder, gently squeezing, rolling her softly where she lay.

“What?” She bolted upright, her head a sudden surge of dizziness from moving too quickly. “What happened? Where is he? How’s⁠—”

“He’s okay.” Brad crouched over her, his grip tightening, but just a bit. A calming gesture, not a forceful one. “Mason is okay.”

“He made it through the night?” She dug her fist into her eyes, working the sleep from them.

“Lou said his pulse is strong. Temperature’s down to ninety-nine. Had to give him another dose of amoxicillin overnight, but he’s hanging in.”

“Where is he?”

“I helped Lou move him into his bed. No covers, he’s just resting on top of the sheets to make sure he stays cool.”

“The girls?”

“They’re outside with Lydia and Mona. Feeding the chickens and the horses, gathering some of the water.”

Addie shook her head, wincing as a stab of pain drove hard into her right temple. It was so fierce and unexpected it brought water to her eyes.

“You okay?”

“Headache is all.”

“Probably stress.” Brad perched on the side of the couch, just next to where she lay.

“What time is it?”

“About seven in the morning.”

“Wow. I actually slept. Imagine that.” Pushing herself upright, she rose to a seated posture, resting back against the cushions. “Is Jodie home yet?”

Brad shook his head, not concealing the lines of worry that pinched the corners of his eyes.

“No sign of them.”

“That seems bad.” Addie bent over slightly, resting her arms over bent knees.

“I’m sure they’re okay. Traveling is a lot trickier now than it used to be.”

“Two full days to get to Raynham and back? Seems like overkill.”

“I’m trying to stay optimistic.”

“One of us has to, I guess.”

“Addie, come on. You and Lou just saved Mason’s life for the second time. Enjoy the victory for a little bit.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Brad.” Her lips quivered and she bit down on them to get them to stop. “I should be happy. We did good.” She turned toward him and held his hand in hers. “You helped.”

“I held a freaking flashlight, Addie. I did nothing.”

“You helped.” Her quivering lips tipped into a smile. Brad slid close to her, wrapped his arm around the small of her back, then stood, helping her to her feet.

She blew out a long breath, swaying just a little before the room stopped its steady spin. They stood in the living room together, staring toward a window overlooking the front yard. Outside, the morning light was filtered through a thin curtain of gray, a subtle darkness painted the world in spite of the early hour.

Something struck the window, a muffled spat of impact, distorting their view through its tiny coin-sized shimmer. Addie clutched Brad’s hand and held it, her breath sucking through her teeth, locked in her chest. A second sound struck the window, then a third, then suddenly, it was a flurry, a rapid-fire pelting of liquid on glass. Addie squeezed, her fingernails digging into the soft meat of Brad’s palm.

“Brad—” she hissed, almost afraid to speak too loudly. “Is it⁠—”

“It is,” he replied, his own grasp tightening around hers. “It’s raining, Addie. It’s raining!”
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Columbus, Ohio

Day 18

7:15 a.m. Eastern

Brakes squealed and Shannon blinked her eyes awake, the cargo area of the transport truck jostling as it ground to a shuttering halt. She and Louise were alone in the cargo area of the canvas-topped truck, the uneven sway and jostle rocking the younger woman to sleep.

“Are we stopping?” Shannon rubbed her eyes, twisting around to stare out the rear of the vehicle.

A densely populated area stretched out in their rear view, tight clusters of homes clutched together like trees in a forest. The street moved through the neighborhood, a narrow, two-lane stretch of pavement. Staggered vehicles were parked alongside each edge of the sidewalk, their colors muted within the filtered gray of early morning sunlight.

Voices murmured and doors slammed as soldiers left their vehicles, roaming about in the otherwise desolate morning. A young man strode past the canvas opening, rubbing the back of his hand over his eyes, wandering toward a section of bushes. He stepped within, barely concealed and unzipped his zipper, sighing as he relieved himself, barely out of view.

“You’ll have to excuse Corporal Rodriguez.” Another man appeared from the other side, turning toward the two women.

“Yo, Sarge!” Corporal Rodriguez barked from the bush he was urinating on. “I have six sisters! I ain’t shy around ladies, even old ladies!”

“Sorry,” the sergeant said. “You should climb out and stretch your legs. We probably won’t stop again for a while.”

Shannon stood, her back stiff and thick with soreness. She kept her head lowered within the cargo area of the transport, then walked to the edge, letting the sergeant help her down. Louise followed close behind and received the same help.

“Where are you taking us?” Shannon stretched her back once she was free of the truck.

“That is an active debate.” The sergeant didn’t answer the question. “Short answer is, I’m not sure.”

Louise twisted her neck, rubbing its nape with curled fingers, massaging some feeling back into it.

“I need to use the— restroom.” She phrased the last word carefully, looking along the edge of the street.

“I’m afraid those bushes are the best we can offer. Corporal Laceland!” The sergeant leaned back and called toward the front of the truck. “Bring a roll of TP, would you?”

Color flushed Louise’s cheeks as she glanced away from the young sergeant.

“Nothing to be embarrassed by. We all do it.”

“What sort of debate are we talking about?” Shannon asked in follow up to the earlier conversation.”

“There are those in our group that still think you were with the insurgents in Chicago. We found official military MREs in your luggage, too, which backs that up. Trying to dig through the facts.”

“We were given those. A sergeant at the National Guard Armory in Rockland, Illinois.”

“The National Guard Armory? The one that’s been shuttered for a couple of decades?” The young sergeant narrowed his eyes.

“They’d set up a base of operation there during the Chicago riots.”

“We’ve talked to a lot of folks in the last few weeks, haven’t talked to anyone about that old vacated armory.” The sergeant placed his hands on his hips.

“We’re telling you the truth.”

“Okay, okay,” the sergeant lifted both hands. “I’m not here to argue with you.”

A young female corporal appeared, walking from the other side of the transport. She held a roll of toilet paper in one hand and clenched two bottles of water between the fingers of her other. Before offering up the toilet paper, she handed the water to Shannon first, then Louise.

“Thank you.” Shannon gratefully accepted the bottle, uncapped it, then drank it down eagerly.

Louise followed suit and within seconds both bottles were empty and being handed back to the female corporal. She took them and traded them for the roll of toilet paper, which Louise took, averting her eyes. She clutched it tight to her body as she walked toward a section of bushes. Shannon took a few steps herself, peering around the rear of the transport, which was in the middle of a long military convoy.

Humvees, trucks, even a pair of armored vehicles were in the long run of green and tan-colored vehicles. To the north, shrouded by the clouds of a new morning, the vague shadow of tall buildings showed through the fog. More tendrils of smoke rose from within the buildings, congealing with the thicker upper layer, a choking glut of gray on the horizon.

“Where are we?”

“Just west of Columbus, Ohio.”

“And you still haven’t answered my question. About where we’re going.”

“I don’t owe you any answers.”

Before Shannon could spout a response, the young sergeant held up his hand, interrupting her.

“But, I’m going to give you one, anyway.”

Shannon closed her mouth, shifting the balance of her stance. Other soldiers had vacated their vehicles and were milling around throughout the sidewalk and streets. Two of them stood together along the opposite sidewalk, staring intently in her direction, mistrust in their narrow eyes.

“Several bases of operations have been set up in military facilities throughout the country. Landlocked bases that are further away from large bodies of water, if possible. East coast recovery operations are being coordinated from Fort Liberty. There are no significant bodies of water within 100 miles of Fort Liberty. Cape Fear River is about the closest, and yeah, the ocean is 100 miles away, but we’ve been able to secure the base pretty effectively.”

“That’s where you’re bringing us? Fort Liberty?” Shannon worked through some calculations in her head. “Where is that? What part of North Carolina?”

“I’m offering you information. I’m not here to answer all of your questions or respond to your interrogations.”

“Please, sergeant. We’re just trying to get home. We’re both from Massachusetts, and ever since this whole thing started, all we’ve wanted to do was get back to our families.”

“That’s all any of us want to do, but most of us don’t have that luxury. We’ve got a nation to rebuild and many of us take that responsibility very seriously.”

“And I commend you for it. I support that, really I do, Sergeant.”

“So, you still deny being associated with that gang in Chicago? Even with the weapons we found you with and the military issue supplies?”

“I swear to you, we had nothing to do with them. They were trying to kill us just as much as anyone else.”

“You’ll have to forgive me if I’m dubious about that claim.”

“If you’re so dubious about it, why are you trucking us to Fort Liberty? I can’t help but notice there aren’t many other refugees with you.”

“There are a few dozen others in various transports.” The sergeant nodded to a tightly clutched group of civilians nearby. “We’re not equipped to help hundreds of people. But we’re doing what we can.”

Louise walked toward them from the bushes, still averting her eyes from anyone nearby. She handed the toilet paper to Shannon, who accepted the offer with a firm, angled smile.

“We’ve still got a long ways to go before we get to Fort Liberty,” the young sergeant said. “Stretch your legs. Empty your bladders. Get as comfortable as you can.” He turned from them and walked toward a trio of soldiers nearby, one of them smoking a cigarette. “Enjoy that, private! There aren’t many more where that came from!” He cupped his hand to his mouth and shouted over.

“What was he saying?” Louise asked in a hushed voice.

“We’re going to Fort Liberty. That’s the best he could tell me.”

“Is that closer to Massachusetts?”

“I don’t know. It’s a long ways south of Chicago, but it’s not a whole lot closer to home, I don’t think. Chicago was almost directly west from where we’re trying to go. I’m not sure where in North Carolina Fort Liberty is, but it’s southwest of where we want to be. I’m not sure it’s a whole lot closer than Chicago, all things considered.”

“Do you think we can talk them into transporting us back to New England? Hell, even New York or Pennsylvania. There has to be somewhere.”

“You heard the sergeant. All of the east coast rebuilding efforts are coordinated out of Fort Liberty. That tells me there aren’t any other bases further east. Maybe no cities either.” Her voice drew into a narrow whisper.

Louise pressed her hand to her stomach, a low gurgling sound churning deep within her belly.

“I know,” Shannon replied, “I’m hungry, too. I suspect we’ll get some food along the way.” She took a step toward the same set of bushes that Louise had used, clutching the roll of toilet paper close to her. “We’ve got transportation. We’ve got food, water and people protecting us. Let’s try to count our blessings.”

Louise nodded unevenly and Shannon continued walking toward the bushes, the smoldering silhouette of Columbus, Ohio burning in the distance.
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Middleborough, Massachusetts

Day 18

7:40 a.m. Eastern

Jodie groaned from where she lay, crammed into the bench seat of an uncomfortable booth in the fast food restaurant. Her sleep had been restless and stiff, her back aching. Clothes had been piled into a makeshift pillow where her head currently rested. The sound of static filled the air, a low, consistent throttling hiss of noise. Her weary eyes blinked, lashes sticky and eyes stinging.

Somewhere in the distance, a low rumble sounded, the growling snarl of a deep-throated beast. She recognized that sound, and with that recognition, her eyes sprang open. Shoving herself upright, she almost stumbled from the seat, pressing a palm into the table top to force herself to stand. Fiona stood by the door they’d entered from, staring through the glass, into the world outside. A palm was pressed to the glass, her wide, probing eyes looking toward the sky. Rain slashed aggressively at the windows, the static from Jodie’s waking dream the crashing onslaught of raindrops.

“Fiona! Is it⁠—”

“It is.” Fiona nodded, her eyes wide.

Jason was still crammed into one of the seats across the narrow aisle and Jodie sprinted toward him, covering the distance in a few long strides.

“Jason! Wake up! Wake up!”

“Huh? What?” He stirred, wincing as he tried to roll over in a space too narrow for it.

“It’s raining!”

“It’s— what? What time is it? Fiona was supposed to wake me up⁠—”

“It’s okay,” Fiona replied, still staring out the window, hypnotized by the sound and the sight of the storm.

“Come on!” Jodie tugged his arm, wrestling him to his feet. She loped across the floor, her back stiff and legs tired.

She plunged past Fiona and hammered the door open, barreling out into the parking lot, running bare foot across the trash-strewn pavement. Flinging out her hands, she stood beneath the crash of rain, chin raised, head back, eyes pressed closed against the sheets of moisture.

“It’s raining!” she screamed in her loudest voice, a cheery echo of words, nearly drowned out against the storm’s backdrop.

More thunder rumbled in the distance, a growling acknowledgement of her statement. Jason joined her, dashing out into the parking lot, spreading his own arms as the rain washed over them both. Standing at the doorway, Fiona laughed a rare laugh, an expression of pure joy, removed from all caution or uncertainty.

She joined them both outside, spreading her own arms and opening her mouth, drinking the rain water down.

“Get our canteens! Open them up! Let’s bring them out, see if we can fill them, at least part way. It’s a restaurant, they’re bound to have some soda cups kicking around. Get whatever you can! Bring it outside. Bring it all outside!” Jodie danced a little twirl of motion, then sprinted back toward the restaurant.

Water trailed after her, dragging a shimmering path along the brown tile floor, her wet, bare feet slapping against its rigid surface. For the first time in days, there was a soft, warm glow of heat in her chest. Not the heat of worry or fear, but the heat of joy and hope. She clung to that heat, fueled it with another bark of laughter, then continued into the restaurant, searching for cups to catch the oncoming rain.
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