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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Death was easy. It was the end of pain. The end of suffering. It was silence. Nothingness. Death was easy. It was living that was painful, and Anson’s life was excruciating. Sometimes he wondered if existence was worth it. He questioned his reasons for waking every morning, for putting on his uniform and going to the station. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore. He hadn’t been able to help them. He was a failure, and every day the unoccupied space in his bed, the empty nursery he kept locked, taunted him with his shortcomings. If his father were still alive, he would have punished Anson for his uselessness, and despite being a thirty-six-year-old adult, he deserved it. Perhaps surviving with their accusing memory was his true punishment. There was no pain as agonizing as the sharpness of despair.

      The driver in front of him slammed on their brakes, and with a harsh tug of his steering wheel, Anson jerked his sheriff’s jeep to the right to avoid a collision. He cursed a string of growled obscenities and flipped on his hazard lights. He hated the city. He hated people and traffic and stupidity. He rarely ventured into the humming chaos, but there was no avoiding it today. For the past six months, a serial killer had plagued the surrounding towns, leaving a bloody wake behind him as he taunted the authorities with each brazen act of violence. He’d passed through Anson’s jurisdiction, killing an elderly man while attempting to steal a car. The killer’s M.O. was theatrically brutal. Planned to the last detail, so a sloppy murder to steal a vehicle deviated from his normal behavior. Because the anomaly happened within Anson’s county lines, the Taskforce had summoned him to consult on today’s meeting, forcing him to brave the horrendous traffic.

      The driver threw him a panicked look through their rear windshield, and the face of a middle-aged woman peered at him with both nerves and apology. A twinge of embarrassment flickered in Anson’s chest, and he flipped off the flashing lights. This traffic wasn’t her fault, and the bridge’s narrow shoulder offered him a new vantage of the structure ahead. City congestion was always bad, but he’d never seen anything this severe. Wariness pricked the nape of his neck, and he shifted his jeep into park. Something about this traffic felt wrong. The air held a warning in its autumn warmth, and he opened the door to stand on the frame to get a better view of the bridge. He attributed his sixth sense to his childhood, his self-preservation strengthening to save him from the perpetual suffering, and even though his father was long dead, the sense still lived inside him. It hovered beneath the surface, always waiting, always alert, and as he stared at the endless sea of cars hovering over the polluted river, it reared its head in alarm. The sun bathed his skin. The breeze was pleasantly cool. Nothing about the morning was out of the ordinary, yet the air felt too still, too silent despite the echoing rattle of humans and machinery. It was as if nature had abandoned the day, leaving only the people to rage and honk and shout.

      Anson glanced behind him, wondering if he should go home, but his jeep sat in the middle of the bridge. Turning around would be impossible, and he’d already come this far. There was no sense in surrendering now.

      He strained his neck to see what had caused the gridlock, but whatever blocked their progression was too far ahead, so with a sigh of irritated defeat, he collapsed to his seat and snatched his cell from the cup holder. He’d never make the meeting on time, and he scowled as he unlocked his phone to give the Taskforce a heads-up. He had nothing of value to offer this case. A crazed man had passed through his town to flee the authorities, his actions an accident of haste. There’d been little to the crime scene. Merely the body of an elderly man, knocked over with enough force to crack his skull open on the curb. Gravity and the uneven ground were mostly to blame for his death, so his investigation had nothing significant to contribute.

      Anson opened his contacts and scrolled until he located the Taskforce’s info, but nothing happened when he tapped the number. He tried again, pressing his screen a little too aggressively before he realized why the call had failed. He had no service.

      His gaze shot out of his windshield to the traffic, that uncomfortable wariness growing in the recesses of his mind. Why did he suddenly have no service? The strange silence reclaimed his attention. The air was artificial as the sounds of nature hid. He tried opening his email, but when that didn’t work, he snatched his radio from the dashboard, but it was silent.

      A sudden urge to get off the bridge filled his chest, and Anson shoved his phone into his pocket and grabbed his weapon before stepping out of the jeep. Anyone else might’ve ignored the thought, ignored the insane idea of abandoning their vehicle, but he’d learned about the consequences of ignoring his gut the hard way. If this turned out to merely be anxiety over a claustrophobic bridge, he would return once the traffic cleared, but for now, he strode toward solid ground. No one would stop a sheriff wandering through the sea of cars, but he purposely avoided making eye contact with the other drivers. The last thing he wanted was for an officer retreating on foot to create a panic. People were already on edge because of these six-lane parking lot, and most had turned off their engines since there was no hope of movement. No one was getting off this bridge anytime soon, and Anson⁠—

      Survivors would forever describe the crack that shattered the air as the sound of the world breaking. It nearly blew out Anson’s eardrums, the force so violent that he flew forward and smacked a car’s side mirror with his ribs before crashing to the pavement. He groaned at the pain, but the erupting earth drowned out his voice. It was a violence the likes of which he’d never heard, of which no human in history had ever heard, and despite his better judgment, Anson glanced backward as he sprawled across the asphalt. The bridge pitched wildly beneath him, and then with an explosion of raw power, the structure collapsed, splitting apart right where his jeep sat, ripping its metal frame to shreds as it plummeted for the water.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn drummed her fingers against the steering wheel to stop herself from chewing on her nails. Of all the classes to be late to, Professor Drumond’s was the worst. It was the first day of her senior year, and this was the class every English major dreaded. Drumond was a world-renowned professor, and while she should feel honored to study under him, she’d heard the stories. The man was not only famous for his brilliance, but also for his excessive discipline. It wasn’t uncommon for him to fail students because of minor infractions, and being abominably late on her first day would surely land her in academic hell. She’d originally planned to return to the city last night to prepare for her final year of college, but her parents had taken her to dinner to celebrate the beginning of the end of her school career. She was finally twenty-one, and they’d plied her with just enough wine to make driving unsafe. Quinn saw through their plan but went along withit anyway, accepting the refills her mother insisted on. This was most likely her last summer at home, and her parents wished for one more night. Quinn did too, so she ordered dessert, drank that second glass of wine, and slept in her childhood bed while her mom snored softly beside her. She was their only child, and her mother had lain down with her for a quick hug only to fall asleep. Her dad knocked on her bedroom door at 1:00 a.m. to ask if she wanted him to move her mother, but she’d shook her head. Her father then kissed them both, and she spent the night in her mom’s arms. She didn’t regret staying home. It was the perfect end to the summer, but being stuck on the bridge in this ungodly gridlock made for a decidedly imperfect start to the semester.

      The car behind her honked as if the sound would clear up the hundreds of cars trapped bumper to bumper, and Quinn bristled at the man’s obnoxiousness. She’d turned her engine off fifteen minutes ago to save gas, and by the looks of the bridge-turned-parking lot, there would be no reason to turn it on anytime soon. This was the second time since the traffic slowed that the driver had honked at her, and if she weren’t a single female traveling alone, she would’ve leaned out the window and screamed at him to shut up. The cacophony of horns and shouting swelled her anxiety, and the last thing she needed was that man’s aggression to escalate.

      Quinn dug her phone out of her purse. Music always relieved her stress, and if she didn’t rein it in soon, she would resort to biting all her nails off. It was a habit she’d broken as a kid, but stress often brought out the worst of her coping mechanisms, and she refused to show up late to Drumond’s lecture with chipped nail polish and torn cuticles.

      No service.

      Quinn stared at her phone’s screen. She’d had service earlier. When the traffic first slowed, she’d checked the maps app to estimate how long the electronic red line stretched. It had predicted the slowdown would be short-lived, but this standstill proved the app wrong. Regardless of the map’s failings, her phone had been working then. She restarted her cell, hoping the reboot would reconnect her, but the warning on the top of her screen remained.

      Scanning the cars ahead to ensure no one was moving, Quin pulled the keys out of the ignition and climbed out of her car. On agile legs, she crawled onto the hood and stretched an arm over her head, but her efforts were to no avail. Her phone still had no service.

      “Excuse me, sweetheart?” a female voice called, and Quinn turned to find a middle-aged woman leaning out of her driver’s side window. “Do you have service?”

      “No.”

      “Yeah, me neither. I wonder what’s going on,” the woman said. “Can you see anything from up there?”

      Quinn scanned the bridge ahead, but she was too low to see anything but taillights. She scrambled to the roof of her car, but the higher view offered the same answer. Endless cars without an explanation.

      “Unfortunately, no,” she answered as she jumped down to the asphalt. “All I see is traffic.”

      “I tried to put the news on, but my radio isn’t working either,” the woman said.

      “I didn’t try mine.” Quinn leaned across her seat and turned it on, flipping the sound system from Bluetooth to the radio. “I’m not even getting static. No radio or service? What on earth would cause that?”

      “Maybe someone important was involved in an accident, or there was a dangerous spill? The police could be jamming the signals to stop the news from spreading.”

      “Would they really do that?”

      “I don’t know.” the woman shrugged. “If it was a national security risk, maybe. Or perhaps I watch too much TV.”

      “Makes sense, though.” Quinn leaned against her car and folded her arms across her chest. “Why else would we suddenly have no service?”

      “I had it earlier. I was using the GPS.”

      “Same. I’m trying to remember what time it was when I last used my⁠—”

      A crack shattered the air with such violence that Quinn feared the world had cracked in half. It was unlike any sound she’d ever heard, the apocalyptic boom a noise that would haunt her until the end of her days. The bridge pitched beneath her feet, and the severity flung her against the hood of her car. A cry escaped her lips at the pain, but she pushed herself to a stand as the sound intensified. Quinn knew she shouldn’t look. She knew she should run and get to solid ground, but curiosity was a gravity her eyes couldn’t fight, and she peered ahead just in time to watch the bridge explode.

      In a display of unmatched carnage, the metal and concrete supporting the cars ahead of her collapsed, breaking apart to plummet into the filthy water below. Most natural bodies of water were corrupted these days, but toxic waste polluted the river that wound through this city, and its darkness swallowed humans and debris without discrimination. People screamed. Car alarms blared. Metal groaned while stone cracked, and a mass exodus surged for her.

      For a fraction of a second, Quinn froze beside her car, watching the fleeing horde descend on her, but then a warm hand was tugging at her wrist.

      “Run, sweetheart!” The middle-aged woman dragged her backward as more of the bridge collapsed, taking metal and man down with it. “We have to move!”

      Fear electrocuted Quinn’s limbs, and her survival instincts kicked in. The women clung to each other as they raced through the sea of cars, and while her companion wasn’t as athletic, Quinn refused to leave her behind. She’d wasted precious seconds of her own escape to grab Quinn, and she owed her.

      Another explosion ripped through the chaos, and a giant section of the bridge collapsed, the asphalt pitching wildly beneath them. Quinn tripped. The woman tried to drag her back to her feet, but a group of manic men barreled past them, throwing Quinn ruthlessly to the ground. Her chest grated over the pavement as they trampled her, and she scrambled forward on bleeding hands and knees. The middle-aged woman screamed for her, but the mob carried her away, her voice lost in the orchestra of fear, leaving a battered Quinn to survive on her own.

      Fear pulsed through her as a man’s knee collided with her skull. She crashed to the ground, her screams silent below the chaos, and desperate to escape the pounding stampede, she dragged herself behind a car. Countless shoes crushed her fingers, but she didn’t stop. She kept moving, kept breathing, kept crying until she reached the sedan. Her knuckles bled. The knees of her jeans were ripped, and her breath was knives to her lungs. With every passing second, the violence increased, the collapse surrendering hundreds of lives to the foul river. If she didn’t stand up, if she didn’t run, she would die on this bridge, and with a scream, Quinn pushed herself to her feet.

      The instant she stepped away from the car, flying debris crashed into its hood, and the vehicle’s front caved in on itself. Quinn’s hands shook at the sight. If she’d leaned against the car’s door for even one more second, the massive slab of concrete would’ve crushed her, but that horror wasn’t what froze her in place. It was the sight of the woman in the driver’s seat that cemented her feet to the unsteady pavement. A woman had been in that car. A living, breathing human, and the rubble had obliterated her upon impact, spraying blood across the shattered glass. Nausea raced up Quinn’s throat, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t scream. She’d never witnessed death before, and this brutal display rendered her immobile.

      Without warning, a fleeing man slammed into her, and she stumbled backward, catching a door handle to stop herself from falling. The owner of this car was dead, and Quinn yelled at herself to run. To leave this vehicle before she joined the crushed woman, but the new angle offered her a view that froze her fingers to the handle. A view of what sat very much alive in the back seat.

      “There’s a baby!” she screamed, her eyes wild as she scanned the fleeing crowd for help. The car doors were warped, and the bridge was collapsing at an alarming speed. There wasn’t enough time to break into the vehicle, but she couldn’t leave the child to die.

      “Someone, help me!” She frantically searched the vehicle for weaknesses that would allow her easy entrance. The child couldn’t be more than six months old, and she wouldn’t abandon it to suffer the same fate as its mother. “Please, help! There’s a baby in there!” But no one answered her. People raced past, oblivious to her screams, and Quinn realized she would have to decide. Save the baby herself and risk her life, or let the child die.

      Quinn scanned her surroundings, and spotting a chunk of debris lying behind the car, she lunged for it. A suspension cable detached and flailed wildly through the air as she ran, decapitating three people alarmingly close to her, and she fought to keep her breakfast down as she picked up the jagged concrete. She was out of time. If she didn’t rescue that baby within the next few seconds, they were both dead.

      “I’m coming,” she screamed as she scrambled onto the car’s trunk. “Don’t cry. I’m coming.” The violence drowned out the child’s screams, but the tiny face was pinched in terror. Praying she wouldn’t harm the infant with the breaking glass, Quinn steadied herself on her knees, lifted the debris high above her head, and slammed it down.

      The window exploded, freeing the child’s cries out into the open, and Quinn’s stomach pitched at the sight of blood on the infant’s face. A glass shard had sliced the baby’s cheeks; who, judging by her pink onesie, was a little girl.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart!” Quinn leaned in through the window for the car seat. Glass dug into her abdomen, but she didn’t have time for caution. Cars a few yards away were plummeting into the toxic river, the end racing for her with alarming speed.

      “I got you!” She unbuckled the seat’s straps, her stomach oozing blood as she slid further into the vehicle. “Don’t cry. I got you.” She seized the tiny torso, but just as she tried to pull the baby free, the car pitched forward as the bridge below its front wheels disappeared.
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      Anson raced over the pavement, aiming for an abandoned child huddled dangerously in the path of the fleeing stampede, and leaning forward, he captured the little boy in his arms without breaking stride.

      “Tommy!” A panicked scream echoed above the explosions. “Has anyone seen my son? Tommy?”

      Anson angled toward the shouting as the boy perked up at his father’s voice.

      “Here!” Anson’s deep voice carried with authority, and a man with dirty blond hair spun wildly as he searched for him. “To your left!”

      The father followed his directions, and the moment his eyes landed on the child, he yelped in relief. “Oh my god, thank you.” He pulled the kid from Anson’s arms, and together the three of them raced for solid land. With every passing second, more of the bridge broke apart, taking cars and people down with it to their watery graves. The sheriff in Anson wanted to help the dying, to help those bleeding and screaming and panicking, but too many were in harm’s way. Too many had already met death, and the collapse was hard on his heels. He’d already wasted time returning the missing boy to his dad. If he slowed to help someone else, he might end up in the water. Humanity hadn’t been kind to the earth these past decades, so even if he survived the fall, the river was lethally toxic.

      A girl climbing onto the back of a car caught his attention, and he watched as she raised a chunk of concrete above the rear window and shattered the glass. The collapsing pavement was almost to her, and Anson wondered what was so important that a college student would risk her life to save it. He hoped she wasn’t dumb enough to be retrieving her belongings, but something about the way the beautiful young woman threw herself against the broken glass told him whatever she was trying to recover was worth dying for.

      Anson glanced behind him at the destroyed bridge. He didn’t have time to stop. If he slowed down, the next explosion would land him in the river, but then he saw her reach for what looked like a car seat.

      Nausea curdled his stomach. It was a baby. She was rescuing her child, and for a split second, that fateful night flashed through his memory. He shoved it back into the recesses of his mind. He couldn’t afford to let those images surface, not now when the pain would paralyze him, and he refused to die on this god-forsaken bridge.

      Anson launched himself over the hood of an abandoned sedan as he raced for the young woman. Concrete and metal snapped below them, and the car she knelt on pitched forward. She screamed as her hands gripped the window’s frame, and it was suddenly happening all over again. A woman and a baby were dying. He couldn’t do anything to stop it last time, but he would be damned if he let that same fate befall this girl.

      With a roar, he leaped for them, catching the waistband of the girl’s jeans as the vehicle fell. He fisted her pants with one hand, knuckles grazing the curve of her lower spine as he yanked, and his free arm shoved under her thighs, hugging them to his abdomen.

      “I got you!” he shouted as the glass cut into his forearm. “Pull!”

      The girl obeyed, yanking the infant out of the car seat and to her breast. Anson dragged her back by her pants, catching her waist as she fell and hoisting her against his chest. He pushed her ahead of him, and she stumbled as he forced her to run faster than her shorter legs could handle, but to her credit, she didn’t give up. The baby screamed as the young woman cried, but he didn’t relent, and neither did she. It took him too long to notice, but eventually, his brain registered warmth oozing over the hand that clutched her stomach, and he tilted his gaze down to see blood coating his fingers.

      “You’re bleeding,” he shouted in her ear. “How badly are you hurt?”

      “I don’t know. I… I can’t feel anything.”

      They couldn’t risk stopping to assess her injuries, so Anson lifted her shirt and shoved his fingers against her bare stomach. She hissed as he made contact with her wounds, but to his relief, the cuts were shallow. She wasn’t in any immediate danger.

      “Am I okay?” she screamed.

      “They’re minor.”

      She sagged against him at the reassurance, but her body instantly tensed as an explosion sent debris hurtling for her face. Anson instinctually spun their bodies and took the brunt of the blow against his shoulder blade. He bit back a growl of pain as the shrapnel dug into his skin through his shirt, but he pushed the girl onward without faltering. They were almost off the bridge. Almost to safety. Just a few more yards.

      Two businessmen rushed past, colliding with his bleeding shoulder, and the force shoved him off balance. Anson tripped over his feet, but despite his efforts, his limbs tangled with the girl’s, and she collapsed to the pavement. A moment before her body hit the asphalt, she contorted her torso, her spine grating roughly over the road as she bore the impact to save her baby. The child screamed at the jolt, but she held on tight, refusing to let the infant come to harm. Anson reached for the girls, relieved his misstep hadn’t killed the baby, but before he could grab the college student’s hand, another businessman aimed for her, his designer shoes seconds away from crushing her skull. Instinct instantly took over Anson’s muscles, and he punched the man’s face so violently that he crashed to his back.

      “Get up!” Anson scooped her off the pavement a little too forcefully, but the collapsing bridge was readying to devour them. They were out of time. They were too far from solid ground, and by the way the girl limped, the pain from her fall was worse than she’d let on. Blood oozed through her shirt, and she was too slow. She would get them all killed. His best chance at survival was to take the baby and leave the young mom behind, but he would rather drown in the toxic river than abandon another mother to die. So, with one last attempt to save these strangers, he hoisted both girls into his arms. He was a large man, and with adrenaline coursing through his veins, he lifted them as if they were nothing. He was all fear, all desperation and urgency, and he barely noticed their weight as he raced for safety. Their lives were in his hands, and he couldn’t fail them. Not like he had last time.

      With a roar that rivaled the chaos, he leaped onto solid ground as the last of the bridge collapsed, taking all who remained on its pavement with it to a watery grave. Anson set the young woman down, his arms suddenly aching from her weight, but when she tried to look at the destruction, he shoved her forward.

      “Keep moving,” he ordered, and when she saw the dread in his eyes, she obeyed, letting him guide her through the crowd away from the river. That nagging in his gut hadn’t let up even though they’d escaped the danger, and so he continued walking. The other survivors had stopped to gawk at the horrors they’d narrowly evaded, but this wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot.

      “What’s your name?” he asked as they weaved through the sea of immobile bodies, their slower pace allowing him to finally take stock of the girl. She was young, twenty-one maybe, but she was unsettlingly beautiful in her jeans and light, form-fitting sweater. She was tall and athletic, both features serving her well on the bridge, and even though she was significantly smaller than him, she wasn’t fragile. She looked like someone who could hold her own, and he liked the quiet strength she exuded. Judging by her salvation of the baby, the ferocity of her personality matched the powerful grace of the arms clutching the child.

      “Quinn,” she answered, her voice trembling slightly when she noticed the crowd eying them warily as they moved in the opposite direction from everyone else. Her pink lips were full, her skin tan, and her brown hair reminded him of the perfect cup of black coffee. Her eyes were such a dark blue they resembled the night sky, and he felt guilty for noticing her beauty when the world was dissolving around them, but he couldn’t help it. If death had finally come for him, she would offer him a beautiful ending.

      “I’m Anson,” he said as he guided her away from the packed highway. “What’s your baby’s name?”

      “Where are we going?” She ignored him as a new brand of fear stiffened her features, and he realized she didn’t understand why he was pulling her away from the crowd. She assumed he was taking advantage of the chaos, but in reality, the knot in his stomach was tightening by the second. Something was wrong. Something far worse than the collapsed bridge, and he felt suddenly responsible for this girl and her child.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for the police?” She glanced over her shoulder as he ushered her up the small hill beside the bridge’s tollbooth.

      “We have to keep moving,” he said. “I swear, I will not lay a hand on you or your baby, but we need to get out of here. Help isn’t coming.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      “Did your phone have service?”

      “No.”

      “Neither did mine, and I’m the police. My radio didn’t work either. Something worse is coming, and we shouldn’t be here when it does.”

      Quinn looked behind them before meeting his gaze. She studied him for a long moment, and reading the truth in his eyes, the tension in her shoulders eased. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll do my best to get you and your daughter out of here.” Something about this woman sparked a protectiveness in his chest that he hadn’t felt in years.

      “She isn’t mine,” Quinn said. “I don’t know her name.” A flash of horror crossed her features. “Her mom is… Her mom died. I watched the bridge crush her, and I couldn’t leave the baby.”

      Anson’s grip on her waist tightened. He’d been right about her. She possessed a strength beyond her physical form, and he was thankful fate had thrown her into his path. His life wasn’t worth saving, but hers?

      “Was there anyone else in the car with her? Any other family?” he asked, pulling Quinn to a stop atop the tree-studded ridge. The distance from the crowd finally felt wide enough, and from this vantage, he saw the true devastation of the accident.

      “Oh my god,” she whispered, and he wasn’t sure if she realized she was doing it, but she recoiled against his chest. “What caused that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, and no,” she said, answering his question. “It was just the baby and her mother. If the dad was present, he had fled long before I found them.”

      Anson’s stomach clenched. He hoped the father hadn’t been on that bridge only to abandon his family when disaster struck. “You did a brave thing saving her.”

      “I guess.” Her voice was numb. “I couldn’t leave her to die. Hopefully, once the police arrive, we can locate⁠—”

      The earth shook beneath their feet, the vibrations so violent that Quinn stumbled backward. Anson grabbed her hips, cementing her to his chest as he stepped back from the curve of the hill. They braced for an earthquake, for an explosion, for an attacking convoy, but neither of them was prepared for what played out before their eyes in vibrant and terrifying brutality.
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      “Is that… water?” Quinn’s eyes were lying to her. They had to be. It was the only explanation for why the ground trembled beneath their feet.

      “I think so,” Anson answered as if he didn’t believe his own words, and she unconsciously recoiled against his chest as the impossible sight played out before them. Quinn knew what she was seeing, but she couldn’t trust her eyes. Water didn’t move like that. Water didn’t defy gravity, yet with every passing second, the river wound its way up the steep banks where the shattered bridge had once stood as a monument to man’s ingenuity.

      It started as thin rivulets, like long winding branches composed of toxic water, but as the threads converged to form thick pulsing vines, its trajectory became clear. The river was climbing onto the land, aiming for the hundreds of people who’d just escaped its watery grave.

      “What’s happening?” Quinn’s voice shook. “Why is it doing that?” She glanced at Anson’s face, but his eyes were riveted on the flowing water. The gentle trickles surged into a steady flood, and the poisoned waters that mankind had spent decades polluting moved as if it had a mind of its own, as if it was a living, conscious being.

      “Why is it moving like that?” Her voice pitched with panic. She realized Anson didn’t know how this river could defy nature. He was helpless to stop its progression, but this sheriff inexplicitly felt safe in a world that was rapidly fraying at the seams, and she needed him to ground her, to assure her this impossibility was all in her imagination. Was this why he wanted them to separate from the crowd? Had he known this was coming?

      “We need to go.” Anson grabbed her arms and guided her away from the river, their path running perpendicular to the highway.

      “What’s going on?” Quinn felt herself spiraling, her mind spinning so out of control that she was no longer herself. Her body no longer belonged to her, but to some other woman wandering this nightmare. The baby screamed in her arms. The Earth shook. The water rose, and the world was suddenly spinning, spinning, spinning…

      “Keep up,” Anson grunted as she tripped, and he shoved her with enough gentle force to snap her out of her panic. “We need to get out of here. I got you, just keep walking.”

      She nodded as they picked up their pace high above the parking lot of a highway. Cars littered every inch of its four lanes, the bridge traffic extending for miles. Miles the water devoured as it wove through the tires. The vines of liquid had transformed into a steady flood, its depth growing with each wave. People screamed, terror consuming the air as they tried to escape, but the water defied nature with every pulse, with every surge.

      A man’s chaotic movements at the bottom of the ridge caught Quinn’s attention. He splashed through the water, racing for the hill she and Anson walked on. His athletic form carried him through the flooding with ease, and he burst onto the grass without breaking stride. He made it two steps. Two triumphant steps, and then the water retaliated. Quinn screamed as the river branched out, snaking a liquid limb up the hillside to capture his ankles. He roared as he fell, his chest violently slamming into the dirt, but his screams died as the water dragged him back into her embrace. For a second, he bobbed and sputtered under the two-foot flood, and then something Quinn would never forget happened.

      It was so subtle, so natural, that for those first horrifying moments when the world was still the one mankind recognized, no one noticed the change. Of the thousands present, only Quinn registered the transformation. She was looking for it. She was watching the man bob against an unseen enemy, and she wished she’d looked away, wished she shut her eyes. But she didn’t, and she witnessed the moment the water became one with the man’s flesh. The moment it flowed inside it, changing it, mutating it. And he was only the beginning. Every human touching the flood was flesh and blood and bone, but they were also something else. Something new. Something dangerous.

      And then death came.

      With unnerving speed, water became flesh, and flesh became toxic water. Bodies turned transparent, as if their human cells were transforming into H2O. Skin grew translucent, revealing veins and organs and bones before they burst apart to become the river. Thousands rotted to the orchestra of screams and endless death, just as the polluted river had rotted over the decades. It was a decay unlike anything Quinn had ever seen. There was no blood or pus. There was no decomposition. It was something indescribable. It was nature exacting its pound of flesh.

      Anson cursed behind her, but she barely heard him as she stood transfixed by the sight of everyone within the river’s reach becoming one with the water. Men, women, and children joined the river in its vengeance, becoming something new and unholy, and if the sheriff hadn’t grabbed her, she would’ve remained rooted to the hill until the expanding current found her.

      “Run!” He shouted, his fear seeping into her pours. “Don’t look, just run.” He cursed again as the death toll doubled with every passing second. “And no matter what happens, don’t let the water touch you.”

      Quinn obeyed, but she didn’t feel real. Nothing about this day felt real. She was asleep. She had to be. This nightmare wasn’t real. Wasn’t real, wasn’t real, wasn’t real. She was going to be sick. She feared she was already dead. Hell was not fire and brimstone. It was a poisoned river that punished the innocent and guilty alike.

      A truck swerved off the highway and sped up the hill toward them. Quinn held her breath as she waited for the river to retaliate, but it ignored the escaping vehicle as it consumed the easier targets in its path. Seeing the truck’s success, other cars followed suit, but the smaller vehicles struggled with the grassy incline, their wheels ripping the dirt apart as they slid backward.

      “Drive,” Quinn whispered at the struggling vehicles, her lungs burning as Anson set a brutal pace. “Please, drive.” Hundreds of the cars on the flooded highway held children inside them, and she willed the families to keep moving, to keep driving so those innocent kids didn’t perish in the gridlock. She couldn’t bear the sight of children becoming transparent until they splashed apart like water, especially with the baby screaming against her chest, but as the mass exodus transformed the grassy hillside into oozing mud, a van slid backward and obliterated a small sedan. The accident was only the first, and within minutes, the air screamed with the sounds of collisions. Vehicles rolled. Some burst into flames as fuel leaked from gas tanks. The larger trucks and vans pushed through the metal carnage while the smaller cars sank into the mud, where the river waited to devour them.

      Realizing they couldn’t drive their way to safety, the people trapped in the inner lanes climbed on top of their vehicles and jumped across the roofs to reach the grass. Some made it. Most didn’t.

      “That truck,” Anson shouted as he angled her toward an older model green pickup, his direction forcing her eyes away from the catastrophic death below. It was climbing the hill on a collision course for them, and Quinn understood his meaning even though it terrified her.

      “Run fast, and jump when I tell you,” he ordered.

      She nodded, unable to use her voice, but Anson must have seen it because he gripped her hips and readied to launch her into the back of the barreling truck as it sped past. But just as he hoisted her off the ground, a manic mountain of a man collided with his shoulder. The four of them hit the earth hard, but seconds before the towering man collapsed on them, Anson shoved Quinn out of the way to save the infant from being crushed to death. He took the brunt of the man’s weight, the two men tumbling painfully over the grass, so he didn’t notice until it was too late that his actions forced the girls down the slippery hillside.

      Quinn careened down the hill on her back, her speed accelerating as she raced for the river, and for a split second, she wondered if she should throw the child onto the grass to save the infant from her fate. The stampede of humans and vehicles would surely crush her, but Quinn didn’t know which end was worse. By the way people screamed, death by water was brutal, but it was absolute. There was no surviving its vengeance. Being crushed below a foot or tire would crack the child’s bones to pieces, but it might not kill her. Not right away at least, and that would leave the baby to suffer alone. Mind made up, Quinn cemented the infant to her breast. If they were going to die, they would die together. She was all the little girl had. She wouldn’t abandon her to face death alone.

      “Quinn?” Anson’s voice roared over the chaos.

      “Here!” She clawed at the grass with one hand while clinging to the baby with the other. She seized a handful, the resistance slowing her down, but then a woman’s heeled shoes crushed her knuckles. Quinn tried to hold on, but the pain was too great. Her fingers were already bleeding from being stomped on while she crawled across the bridge, and she lost her grip. A car barreled for her, and she rolled out of the way, but the sudden trajectory shift launched her for the water. She dug her heels and fingertips into the mud, but it was no use. She was moving too fast. There was no escaping the river now.

      “I got you.” Powerful hands slid into her armpits and yanked her to a stop inches from the surging waters, and Quinn burst into tears as Anson dragged her to safety. “It’s okay. I got you.” He hauled her to her feet and drew her against his side as he climbed back up the hill. “Are you hurt? Did the water touch you?”

      “I… no,” she sobbed.

      “The baby?”

      “I think she’s okay. I don’t know.”

      “Listen to me. I need to get you into a car.” Anson half-carried her as he ran. “Look for a truck.”

      “Um…” She scanned the endless exodus for a vehicle. “There!” She pointed at a mud-sprayed black truck only a few feet away.

      “Good, now run!” Anson urged her forward, but her legs burned with exhaustion.

      “I can’t,” she sobbed.

      “Run, Quinn!” He shoved her. “I need you to run. You aren’t dying here.”

      With a scream, she pushed herself harder than she’d ever pushed her body, and as the truck swerved to avoid another car, Anson hoisted her into the air and tossed her into its bed. Quinn landed hard on her shoulder to shield the baby, and tears involuntarily pricked her eyes. She lay in a ball, her nerves firing red hot and angry, but when the sheriff didn’t jump in after them, she forced herself to a seat.

      Following Anson’s lead, a crowd of fleeing survivors surged behind the pickup. Dozens fought to reach its salvation, and three men jumped beside as another threw a teenage girl in.

      “Anson!” Quinn screamed as a stranger shoved the sheriff aside. “Anson, please!”

      He stumbled, and she stopped breathing until he regained his footing. He lunged for the truck and gripped the side as a man dumped his wife beside Quinn before tumbling in himself.

      “Jump!” Quinn thrust her hand out, desperate for Anson to get on before the frantic crowd stole his spot. “I got you. Jump!”

      Anson’s knuckles turned white as he held onto the truck bed with every ounce of strength left inside him. His powerful legs raced over the ground, but just as his knees bent, a man punched him in the jaw.

      “Anson!” Quinn screamed as he crashed to the grass. “Anson, get up!”

      But he vanished from sight, the surging crowd consuming his fallen form as the truck carried her far away.
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      A boot slammed into Anson’s back, crushing him into the dirt, and his ribs groaned at the pressure. If he didn’t get off the ground, the rushing stampede would crack his bones. He wouldn’t survive a punctured lung, but before he could push off his knees, a heel crushed his fingers. Anson roared as his knuckles twisted unnaturally, and the pain blinded him to the knee aimed for his temple. The impact blurred his vision as his head snapped backward, and he crashed to the grass. His sight dimmed, the chaos muted as he hovered on the edge of consciousness. He didn’t want to black out. Unconsciousness would spell death, but he couldn’t move. He could barely think, and it would take one fleeing survivor to cave in his skull.

      He tried to roll onto his knees, but the earth pitched beneath him. Or maybe it was his mind playing tricks on him. At least he’d helped Quinn and the baby to safety. He prayed they were safe in that truck. His stomach cramped at the thought of leaving them unprotected, and he willed his limbs to work despite his joints protesting his every move. He’d never be able to catch the truck, but something about those girls demanded he try. He couldn’t abandon them. Not when death hovered so thick in the air.

      “Anson!” a female voice shouted above the screams, and he struggled to his knees, his pain-drugged mind playing tricks on him. It sounded like Quinn, but that was impossible. She was long gone. She was safe. She had to be.

      “Anson!” Fingers seized his arm. “Get up!”

      The grip pulled him to his feet, and with shaking hands, he captured the woman’s face, forcing his eyes to focus. “Quinn?” He blinked to clear his still blurred vision, but she was no hallucination. She stood before him in the flesh, one hand strangling his biceps and the other wrapped around the child. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in the truck?”

      “I saw you go down,” she screamed over the pandemonium. “I kept waiting for you to stand up, but then the crowd trampled you.” Panic coated her words, and Anson pulled her close as a fleeing man barreled into his shoulder. “You didn’t get up,” she continued, stumbling at the impact until he steadied her. “I couldn’t leave you.”

      “You should’ve stayed in the truck. You were safe.”

      “But I’m afraid. I…” she trailed off as if she was self-conscious of her answer, but he didn’t need her to voice her thoughts. He understood. It was the same reason he couldn’t walk away.

      “We have to get as far away from that water as possible.” He glanced down at the ever-rising river, at the ever-rising death toll. “Keep your eyes peeled. We need a car.”

      They fell silent as they picked up their pace, their eyes scanning the abandoned vehicles, but it was of little use. The cars that weren’t floating in the surge were driving recklessly through the crowd of survivors. Truck beds were full, and while he was happy Quinn was back under his protection, anger at how she’d lost her best chance of survival when she jumped from that truck seeped through his cracks.

      Without warning, an SUV skidded to a stop before them, and the driver opened the door so fast that it almost hit Quinn. “Get in!” he screamed. “You with the baby. In the back!”

      The stranger slammed his door shut, and Anson studied the Good Samaritan. He was an elderly man, but his appearance presented no threat. An older woman sat beside him in the passenger seat, her panicked gaze on Quinn and the baby, and the moment he met the wife’s eyes, he understood. She’d forced her husband to stop for who she assumed was a young mother, and Anson wouldn’t waste her compassion.

      He grabbed Quinn’s waist and hoisted her into the car, and the second he slammed the door behind them, the elderly man locked the doors and hit the gas.

      “Are you guys okay?” the wife asked.

      “Yes,” Quinn answered, and Anson wrapped an arm around her shoulders to declare his claim on the girls. This couple seemed kind, but in his line of work, he’d witnessed the most normal of people turn into monsters. He didn’t want these strangers to assume Quinn was an easy mark.

      “Thank you for helping us,” Anson said, surprised by how well the elderly man maneuvered the car.

      “No need,” he answered. “I saw your uniform and your wife and kid. I was on the force for twenty years myself, and I won’t leave a baby or a fellow officer behind.” So that explained the driving.

      “We appreciate it.” Anson didn’t bother to correct the man’s assumption about his relationship with the girls.

      “We’ll take you as far as the nearest rescue checkpoint,” the man continued. “That or until it’s safe to go outside.”

      “That’s fair,” Anson said, understanding why the man was setting boundaries now. In his shoes, he would’ve done the same. “We have no intention of inconveniencing you. We’re just thankful you stopped.”

      The driver swerved to miss another car, and his wife twisted in her seat to examine Quinn. “How old is your baby?”

      “Six months,” she answered without skipping a beat. Seemed she understood the wisdom of concealing their truth. Better for strangers to assume they were family than random adults traveling with a child they weren’t related to.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Ava,” Quinn lied without batting an eye.

      “That’s pretty,” the woman said, as if small talk was the only thing keeping her from panicking.

      “Thanks. It’s for my mother.”

      “How sweet. I bet she loves having a grandbaby named for her. I know I wou⁠—”

      Shattering glass cut her off, and with a spray of blood, her husband collapsed over the steering wheel.
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        * * *

      

      Anson lunged over the driver seat for the steering wheel, seizing it seconds before the car sideswiped a minivan. He cursed as he jerked the wheel, Quinn tumbling into his legs as they narrowly escaped an accident, and he almost lost his grip as the force of her body knocked him into the wife’s seat.

      Terrified the vehicle would flip, Quinn wrapped Anson’s shirt around her fist and leaned back, pulling him to a stand. The SUV stabilized, and with a glance of thanks at her, he pressed his fingers against the driver’s neck.

      “He’s alive!” He shouted over the screaming wife. “Just unconscious.”

      “But the blood?” the woman asked.

      “Flesh wound.” Anson cursed again as the car swerved. “I can’t drive like this. His foot’s stuck on the gas, and I can’t get him out of this seat.”

      “I can do it,” Quinn said. “I’m small enough to fit on his lap. I can move his foot and drive.”

      “No. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I can do it.” She shoved the baby at him.

      “Quinn—”

      “Take her.” She pushed Ava into his arms and climbed over the center console with ease. Slipping onto the man’s lap, she tried to ignore that she was sitting on a stranger and kicked his foot off the gas. Her knuckles turned white as they gripped the steering wheel. She was a decent driver, but rush hour traffic paled in comparison to the end of the world. What had she been thinking? She couldn’t do this.

      “Breathe.” Anson’s palm slid over her shoulder. “You got this.”

      “Where do I go?” She hated the way her voice shook.

      “Forward.” He leaned closer until his head hovered beside hers, and she glanced at his handsome face, forcing herself to focus on the kindness in his harsh eyes, the strength in his jaw, the grey hairs in his beard. She focused on how his broad palm warmed her skin, on how his grip felt safe. The death raging outside the SUV faded away. The blood on the window disappeared, and all that existed was the stranger who was determined to keep her breathing.

      Anson was handsome, his rugged attractiveness rough around the edges. He wasn’t beautiful like the boys she went to college with. He was all man, tall and broad and masculine. His brown hair was cut short, the signs of early grey dusting his temples despite his appearance of being in his mid-thirties. His neatly trimmed beard was slightly longer under his chin than along his jaw, and his eyes? They were so light blue they were almost grey, and they reminded her of ice. Lovely, yet impossibly cold and dangerous. Something about him spoke of a darkness she would never understand. Pain played out on his features. It almost hurt to look at him, his suffering so apparent that she felt his sorrow in her chest, but she couldn’t look away. He was intoxicating and savage and safe, and she clung to his reassurance.

      The car swerved violently, and Quinn jerked her attention back to the windshield. “That wasn’t me,” she said. “That was the ground.”

      “It’s okay. Keep driving.” His grip tightened on her shoulder.

      “Was that the water?” She could hear panic distorting her voice. “Is it close?”

      “No, it wasn’t the water,” he answered calmly. Too calmly.

      “What was it?”

      “Sweetheart.” Anson leaned closer to her, his body blocking the rearview mirror, and she stiffened at the term. He hadn’t used it solely to convince the strangers they were a couple. He was using it to calm her down, and that realization spiked her heart rate.

      “I need you to drive faster,” his steady voice continued.

      “What’s going on?” She spoke so loudly that the baby screamed at her words.

      “Drive faster, Quinn.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “There are too many people!” She veered to the right to miss a running family.

      “You’re fine. I’m right here with you.”

      Quinn swiped the tears from her eyes and gripped the steering wheel harder, slamming her foot against the peddle, and the car surged forward. The speed launched them too close to a fleeing van, and the side mirrors snapped off as the vehicles slapped together.

      “That’s okay,” Anson encouraged as she pulled away from the van. “You’re doing great. Can you go faster?”

      “I’ll try.” She increased her pressure on the gas, and miraculously, she guided them safely through the throng.

      “What the…?” The man below her jerked awake, his movements slamming Quinn forward against the steering wheel, and her chest sounded the horn.

      “Stop moving,” Anson ordered, his voice no longer kind, but authoritative and terrifying as he released her shoulder to restrain the car’s owner. “Let her drive.”

      “What happened?” He froze at Anson’s tone.

      “You were knocked unconscious with your foot still on the gas. Quinn’s driving for you.”

      “Why is the ground shaking?” the man stared at Anson, and Quinn’s stomach dropped. Something was coming. Something Anson didn’t want her to know about, and the men’s exchange warned that fear would be her greatest ally.

      She drove faster, terrified her reflexes wouldn’t respond to this speed, but she forced herself to ignore her doubts as they careened through the fray. Something about Anson’s calm expression struck terror into her soul, and she swung the SUV to the left. Instead of racing inland parallel to the highway, she aimed the vehicle for the river’s shoreline. The poisoned river still chased the highway, as if it was alive, as if it craved flesh and didn’t care about grass or dirt and leaves. Its appetite was for blood and bone and organs, and the freeway was its fastest route to civilization. The shoreline was mostly undeveloped in the miles surrounding the bridge. Nothing was living for the water to attack, and despite the absurdity of that thought, Quinn obeyed her instincts. While the rest of the survivors raced alongside the pavement, their hope for salvation the rescue squads they assumed were coming, she pushed the car as fast as she could away from humanity. Anson’s intuition had served them well when he separated them from the crowd after the bridge collapsed, and she followed his lead now. Something about that highway hailed death, and as the shaking increased, Quinn feared the earth was angry that so many had escaped her judgment. She was readying to strike again.

      “Anson?” she whispered, and his eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, but it was the only sound she could make before the earth cracked open with a deafening roar of war.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn ducked instinctively at the explosion of the world splitting apart, but when she twisted in the driver’s seat to peer out the rear windshield, Anson surged forward to block her view. He didn’t want her to see the truth. She needed to focus if they were going to survive the next few minutes.

      “Drive,” he ordered. “Don’t look. Just drive.” The ground shook violently below the car’s tires, and a tear slipped down her cheek as she white-knuckled the steering wheel. Guilt settled in his belly at the sight. He should be in that seat, but the burden had fallen onto her shoulders.

      The elderly man met his gaze in the rearview mirror as his wife screamed, and a wordless conversation passed between them. The man understood Anson’s plea, and he gripped Quinn’s fingers, trapping them between his fist and the wheel.

      “I got you,” he said. “I’ll drive with you.”

      “Okay.” Quinn’s small voice struck Anson in the heart. She was brave for someone so young, but she wasn’t prepared for the weight of this responsibility, and her concentration faltered when Ava burst into a fit of screams.

      “Is she—?” Quinn tried to turn around, her maternal instincts kicking in, but Anson gripped her shoulder and pushed her back to her seat.

      “I got her,” he shouted over the chaos as he pulled Ava closer. “Just drive.”

      “Would you like me to take her?” the elderly woman sobbed. “I can try to calm her down.”

      “No, but thank you.” Anson realized she merely wished to help, but like Quinn, he didn’t feel comfortable granting anyone else access to the baby.

      “Okay.” The woman nodded. “I won’t hurt her. I only want to⁠—”

      The sound of the earth splitting open drowned out her words, and the car pitched dangerously. Quinn shrieked as she lost control, but the elderly man gripped her shoulders and forced her back into position.

      “Anson, what’s happening?” she shouted.

      “Just drive.” He glanced at the highway and instantly wished he hadn’t. The wife followed his line of sight, and the moment she saw it, she screamed so loud that Quinn’s flinch jerked the car dangerously.

      “Don’t let her look!” Anson yelled at the husband, and the man raised his arms to cage Quinn in, making it impossible for her to turn around. “Just drive.”

      “Anson?” Her fear prevented her from voicing anything other than his name.

      “Don’t let her look,” he repeated as he stared at a highway that had all but disappeared.

      The earth had split in half, swallowing the entire highway, cars and all, as the earthquake violently cleaved the land in two. The newly formed chasm gaped wide and hungry for as far as the eye could see, but its sudden and ravenous mouth wasn’t what shocked Anson. It wasn’t what reached inside him and warned with frigid dread that life would never return to normal. What terrified him was the way the ground moved. This was no natural quake. It was not the earth’s plates shifting against one another. This was a living, calculated split. The Earth didn’t just open to devour her prey. It danced, moving in a way that could only be described as intelligent design. The dirt and rocks shifted as if they were alive, the massive plates altering unnaturally to accomplish one purpose. Annihilate all human life.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn did not look. She did not turn around. She heard the fear in Anson’s voice. The urgency, and she drove with a singular purpose. To survive. She ignored the screams of the wife beside her and the child behind her. She ignored the man’s thundering heart at her back. She ignored the horrifying sound of the earth breaking apart, and she drove.

      The ground would shake for days as the terrain reformed, the entire country holding its breath as the land recreated itself, but an hour after the initial quake, the intensity eased to a gentle rumble. The moment it steadied below their tires, Quinn shifted the vehicle into park and threw herself onto the grass. Within seconds, Anson appeared beside her, and she wound her fist in his shirt, collapsing against his chest as she sobbed.

      “It’s okay.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and she hid inside his embrace until her sobs slowed.

      “Can I hold her?” she finally whispered against his throat, and he eased Ava into her arms.

      “We should get back in the car.” He brushed her hair off her face as he spoke, and while a stranger’s touch should’ve left her uncomfortable, she couldn’t stop herself from leaning into his strength. The only other man who made her feel this safe was her father, and it was lucky she found Anson. She was well aware of what happened to young women during disasters, but it seemed heaven had sent her a guardian angel in this gruff and haunted sheriff.

      “Okay.” She nodded, and he helped her back into the car. “What happened?” she asked as the husband eased the SUV into drive, but when Anson didn’t answer, she leaned closer so only he could hear her plea. “Please. I don’t want to know, but I need to.”

      “The highway’s gone.” The numbness in his voice spoke the three words as if they were merely a weather report, and his lack of emotion terrified her more than the wife’s screams.

      “Why is the earth doing this?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head.

      They fell silent, and gathering the courage, Quinn forced herself to look at what was once the highway. She didn’t fully understand what she was seeing, but she understood one thing with painful clarity. Nature had changed the rules.

      Minutes progressed to hours, but no one spoke as the elderly man drove, one hand on the steering wheel and the other clutching his wife’s. Anson held his weapons as Quinn cradled the baby, and the further inland they traveled, the worse the chaos got. The earthquake had shattered miles of earth, completely severing the land in two and making it impossible to cross to the other side. The chasm was eternal, and in some places, cliffs had risen to towering heights. The land had reformed, and with a gnawing in her gut, Quinn realized they were on the opposite side of the divide from her house. They hadn’t spotted a single crossing, and the newly formed canyon showed no signs of ending. There was no way across. No way home. She was trapped here with strangers in a world that no longer played by the rules.

      The SUV finally ran out of gas, forcing them to abandon it and continue on foot. Hoping against hope, they prayed for help, but the earthquake and flood hadn’t been the only disaster to befall the day. The aftermath offered no salvation, and by the harshness in Anson’s expression, Quinn feared they wouldn’t find a safe place to rest.

      “Ava needs to be fed,” she finally whispered as they trudged over the grass. “A diaper change, too. And my stomach.” She looked up at Anson. Neither she nor the baby would’ve made it this far without him, and it surprised her how he no longer felt like a stranger. She only hoped her trust in him wouldn’t be her undoing.

      “How badly do you hurt?” He grabbed the hem of her shirt and raised it enough to see the wounds.

      “I’m okay, I think. It’s just all the walking is pulling at the forming scabs. I mostly need a drink, and we need to find formula for Ava.” She pitched her voice lower so the couple wouldn’t hear her inexperience. “Or can she eat baby food? She looks around six months old, but I don’t know. I’ve never...” she trailed off.

      Anson cupped the child’s head and studied her. “Six months is an accurate estimate, and at this age, you can feed them single-ingredient purees,” he answered. “Formula is good too. We’ll take whatever we find.”

      “But everything has been destroyed,” Quinn said. “How are we going to find help?”

      “We don’t,” Anson said, staring at something in the distance. “It’ll find us.”
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      The armored convoy slowed to a halt, and a soldier leaped out onto the grass. “Are you folks all right? Is anyone hurt?” he asked, his eyes catching on Quinn and the screaming Ava.

      “A few cuts and bruises, but we’re okay,” Anson answered.

      “And the baby?” he asked.

      “Hungry,” Quinn said. “And she needs a new diaper. I… I left her bag in the car when we escaped, so I don’t have a bottle for her.”

      “There’s a town a few miles west of here,” the soldier said. “It’s safe. Have you come across any other survivors?”

      “Not in a few hours,” Anson said, and the soldier nodded before instructing the other vehicles to continue the search.

      “Get in, and we’ll take you to Pine Hill. The high school has been designated as a temporary shelter.” He opened the back door, and the elderly couple rushed forward, but Quinn glanced up at Anson for guidance. The convoy’s arrival seemed like a blessing, but it didn’t mean it was one. The moment they locked themselves in that armored truck, those soldiers owned their lives, and Anson’s instincts had saved them this far. She had no intention of disappearing into the sunset with strangers if he didn’t trust them, but to her relief, he nodded before helping her into the vehicle. He still had his service weapon strapped to his hip, and thankfully, the soldiers made no attempt to remove it, granting her the confidence to rest their immediate future in these men’s hands.

      As the convoy ventured further into the destruction in search of survivors, their truck retreated the way it had come. No one spoke as they watched the landscape rush past the windows, the sight stealing their words. This wasn’t the world they’d woken to. This land was a monster, death and devastation for as far as the eye could see.

      Two hours later, the sun had fallen low in the sky, and Ava had evolved from ornery to inconsolable. No matter how Quinn soothed her, no matter how she kissed and rocked and hugged her, the baby’s arms and legs and lungs protested her discomfort. The violence of her screams unnerved all the passengers, but they drove Quinn to tears. She wasn’t Ava’s mother, yet she sobbed as if she was. A parent for a day, and she was already a failure.
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        * * *

      

      “Here we are,” a soldier said as they finally parked before Pine Hill’s high school, the small town bursting at the seams as the displaced and disheveled survivors poured through her open doors. “They might have diapers and formula. If not, I’ll find some. We’ll get your daughter what she needs.” He observed Quinn with a mixture of sympathy and exhaustion, and by her expression, she felt the same.

      Anson knew nothing about this girl, but based on her age, she was probably a college student with very little responsibility to her name. She undoubtedly woke that morning worried about things like grades and friends, but as the sun set on this new world, she’d become a surrogate mother. He wondered if he should remove this burden from her and find a shelter volunteer more equipped to handle a baby, but the way she clutched Ava told him he’d have no success prying the child from her breast.

      “Do you want me to find someone to take Ava?” he whispered when the soldiers and the elderly couple walked out of earshot.

      “No.” Quinn glared at him as if he’d lost his mind.

      “I assumed as much, but I wanted to check. You seem overwhelmed.”

      “Water just… ate people,” she hissed as he helped her out of the truck. “Of course I’m overwhelmed.”

      “I know. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t feel tied to Ava if you can’t handle the pressure.”

      “I don’t even have younger siblings,” she said. “I have no clue how to care for a baby, but the thought of handing her to a stranger makes me sick.”

      “I…” He paused, unsure how much of his pain he should divulge. “I’ve taken care of children before.” He settled on a vague explanation. “I can help… if you stick with me, that is.”

      “You’re planning on leaving us?” Quinn glared at him with panic in her irises, and he stifled a smirk at her reaction.

      “You don’t know me. It would be weird if I assumed you wanted me hovering.”

      “Please don’t leave us,” she begged as they entered the gym and followed the soldiers to a row of folding tables. “I’m so scared.”

      “I’ll look out for you until we find somewhere safe for you both.” Anson met her gaze so she would understand the truth in his promise.

      “Thank you.”

      “But, for now, I think it wise we continue the narrative that Ava is your daughter. We don’t want anyone finding an excuse to take her from us, so we should let people assume we’re a family. They won’t mess with a sheriff’s wife and child.”

      Quinn nodded as the soldier beckoned them closer to a middle-aged volunteer. “I have an injured woman and a baby,” he told her. “Do we have diapers and formula here? If not, I’ll send someone to find some.”

      “Actually, we do.” The volunteer seized a clipboard and pen. “And there’s baby food somewhere.” She smiled at Quinn. “Can I get your names?”

      “Anson, Quinn, and Ava Ford,” Anson answered for her, loudly declaring the pair as his. The woman’s glance shifted uncomfortably between Quinn and the sheriff as she noticed the hints of grey coloring his beard and her freshly twenty-one features.

      “Okay, Mrs. Ford, I see you’re bleeding,” the woman said, choosing not to voice her opinions on their age gap. “We have a doctor through there who’s examining everyone with injuries. If you feel comfortable, I’ll take you and your daughter to get checked out.”

      Quinn glanced at Anson, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of being separated, but for now, the painful knot of wariness coiling in his gut had subsided. There were no threats present… not yet, at least, and he nodded. She stared at him for a moment longer, missing how the middle-aged woman frowned at them, but he noticed the judgmental glare. She mistook Quinn’s desire for reassurance as a need for permission, and Anson stepped back to show his willingness to let the girls out of his sight.

      “I’ll be right here waiting for you,” he promised, and swallowing her fear, Quinn followed the woman into a classroom.
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        * * *

      

      “Your baby’s fine,” the doctor said as he finished bandaging Quinn’s stomach. “She’ll calm down now that she’s clean, and besides being dehydrated and hungry, there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Will formula help with the dehydration?” Quinn asked as she picked Ava up from the makeshift exam table. The middle-aged woman, Mrs. Boyd, had left her with the doctor only to return fifteen minutes later with a plastic bag stuffed with diapers, wipes, baby food, and two extra onesies. Ava’s screams had subsided once they’d exchanged her soaked diaper for a fresh one and offered her a bottle, and while her new outfit was blue with dinosaurs on it, she was dry and clean and safe. Mrs. Boyd had also located a change of clothes for Quinn, and like her fake daughter, she, too, wore items designed for a little boy. Her jeans were still clean enough, but her bloody sweater was ruined, and the only top they could find in her size was a boy’s sweatshirt. It fit awkwardly, but she didn’t mind. Better a tight fit than fabric bathed in blood.

      “Yes, the formula will take care of the dehydration.” The doctor eyed her with sudden suspicion, but Quinn grabbed that bag of supplies before the man could interrogate her.

      “Thank you.” She shifted Ava's weight so she could open the classroom door, and she had to force herself not to run back to Anson. These strangers were only trying to help, but their judgment was overwhelming after witnessing what might have been the end of the world. Their stares made her want to dissolve into tears. They made her want her mother.

      “You’re welcome.” The doctor smiled. “If you need help with your daughter, come find me. Mrs. Boyd will see you out now.” He turned to prep for his next patient, and Quinn followed her guide into the hallway.

      “I have to ask,” Mrs. Boyd said before they reached the gym, and Quinn clenched her teeth, bracing for the unwelcome inquiry. “Are you okay?”

      “Of course, I’m not okay,” she said. “I was on that bridge when it collapsed. I watched hundreds of people die. Maybe thousands.”

      “Oh honey,” the woman soothed. “I can’t imagine how terrifying that must’ve been. I’m sorry you went through that, but that wasn’t what I meant. I know this is awkward, but are you safe from your husband? You’re so young, and he’s…” she trailed off. “I mean no disrespect, but that man is intimidating, and you’re barely twenty with a baby.”

      “I’m twenty-one,” Quinn said, as if the year made a difference.

      “That’s still so young,” the woman said. “And in disasters, women and children are often exploited. I’d be angry with myself if I didn’t ask, but are you in danger? Do you need help to leave him?”

      “He saved my life.” Quinn squared her shoulders. The woman was merely trying to help, but she hated her for it. Back on the bridge, she and Ava would’ve gone down with that car, drowning in that flesh-consuming water if it wasn’t for him. “He’s just grumpy, but he’s a good father.” She barely knew the man people assumed was her husband, but she was certain Sheriff Anson Ford was a decent man.

      “I had to ask,” Mrs. Boyd said. “Us women need to stick together. Especially in times like this.”

      “I appreciate it.” Quinn flinched at the edge in her voice. She should be kinder if she hoped to convince this woman of her situation, but she was too tired and scared to be rational. “Thank you for everything,” she added in a softer tone.

      “Of course. Now go feed your little girl. If you need anything, come find me,” Mrs. Boyd said. “I mean it.”

      “Will do.” Quinn flashed her an exhausted smile as she spotted Anson across the gym by two unoccupied cots. His large frame towered over everyone else, and she rushed through the crowd and threw herself against his chest.

      “Quinn?”

      “Hug me,” she ordered. “Hug me like you love me.”

      “Okay?” The word came out like a question, but he obediently wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “What happened? Did someone touch you?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Just some awkward questions, so pretend you love me.”

      Anson brushed her hair off her forehead with the care of a devoted husband and then leaned down to kiss Ava’s cheek, proving to all who watched that she was his daughter. Quinn relaxed as she buried her face in his shirt, and she clung to him for so long that she didn’t notice him scan the room. It took him seconds to find the scowling Mrs. Boyd. It seemed the hug had done little to convince her. She obviously disliked the idea of a man his age knocking up such a young woman, but better some small-town judgment than Quinn being left unprotected for the wolves to pick apart and devour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “Looks like everyone’s here, so let’s get started,” Sheriff Egler said as he surveyed the conference room. It had been three days since they’d arrived in Pine Hill, and it took less than twenty-four hours for the local law enforcement to corner Anson and beg for his help. Sheriff Egler was on the verge of retiring, his small town barely a dot on the map, but it had swollen to an almost unmanageable size. She was the only town untouched by the carnage for miles, and with each added survivor, tensions rose.

      Shortly after the bridge collapsed, an earthquake destroyed a neighboring military base, the earth swallowing it whole, but a few lucky soldiers escaped with a small truck convoy. With nowhere to go, they designated Pine Hill as their headquarters. After communications went dark, they’d taken it upon themselves to rescue the highway survivors, but the more people they found, the more horrifying that day became. The bridge wasn’t an isolated event. It was only the beginning. 

      According to the soldiers’ reports, every large town within a driving circumference of Pine Hill had been affected, leaving her the only safe haven, but the town’s resources couldn’t handle the hundreds of starving and injured newcomers. The desperation and inadequate supplies were rapidly turning normal civilians violent, and the conflict between the locals and the survivors had escalated. It wouldn’t be long before the disagreements turned dangerous, and Egler took one look at Anson’s uniform and enlisted his help in keeping the peace.

      Anson had been hesitant at first. The tension in the gym was growing volatile as the space filled and blankets vanished. He didn’t like the idea of policing someone else’s town while Quinn and Ava were left defenseless, but seeing through his reluctance, Egler offered the trio a more secure lodging in exchange for his aid. A woman in his wife’s bible study owned a house near the station. The multi-story home had been in her family for decades, but because she was single and childless, most of the bedrooms sat empty. She agreed to host them for the immediate future if Anson joined Pine Hill’s police force, which was why he currently sat in the station’s conference room.

      “As you know, communications are down,” Sheriff Egler started. “No phones, no internet, no television, nothing, but survivors confirmed the incident on the bridge wasn’t an isolated event. The entire highway was destroyed, practically severing the land in half, and from what we’ve seen on our rescue missions, the split extends indefinitely. We’ve found more dead than alive, but it seems whatever happened three days ago has ended… or at least paused.

      “Yesterday, one of our school teachers approached me. He has an obsolete radio from before the 2000s. It’s an antique, so it doesn’t operate with the same technology as our current communication methods, so he brought it to us for testing. We got it working, and it seems we’re not the only ones to have this idea. That’s why I called this meeting this morning. We intercepted messages from across the nation.”

      “This isn’t an isolated event, is it?” Anson asked, already knowing the answer. He could read the despair on Egler’s face.

      “So far, we’ve contacted five other small towns, each one in a different part of the country,” Egler answered, hunching forward as if he was deflating before their eyes. “Three days ago, at exactly the same time, natural disasters, unlike anything our world has seen, destroyed hundreds of miles of earth. The death toll is impossible to guess, but almost every major city was struck. It was a nationwide devastation, and the entire country has gone dark. Some are even saying that the capital is gone… and our government along with it.”

      “Every major city?” a deputy asked as an agitated conversation erupted, leaving Anson with the only silent voice at the table. “Was this a targeted attack? Has another country declared war?”

      “Our base was destroyed,” a soldier chimed in. “Striking the military and transportation first would be a strategic move.”

      “I don’t know,” Egler said. “I wasn’t at the bridge. I don’t know what happened, but before we jump to conclusions, we need to address our immediate emergencies. This appears to be a nationwide event that has inexplicably left our town untouched. We’ve become a shelter for more displaced people than we can handle, but until we learn more, I trust you to keep this information to yourself. We have enough panic on our hands without adding the end of the world to the narrative. We’re rapidly running out of supplies, and if we don’t find a way to restock our shelves, it won’t matter if the country is at war because we’ll have riots in our streets.”

      Anson settled deeper into his chair, his powerful frame disappearing as the conversation surged to life. Soldiers and officers alike voiced their survival strategies, but he remained silent. He would help where he could, his badge demanding he protect and serve, but he kept the truth to himself. He’d been at the bridge. He saw the water. The disaster had been an act of war, only not from another country. Mankind couldn’t make water hungry. They couldn’t force it to defy gravity or the laws of the human body. This was the attack his father always warned about, and bile burned his throat that the predictions of a violent, heinous man had come true. War had come, but this was a new battle… one where the earth was mankind’s enemy, and nature wanted humans dead.
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        * * *

      

      A plate of cold chicken and corn on the cob waited on the table for him when Anson returned to the house. The kitchen was dark, but he didn’t bother turning on the lights as he ate the food their host, Mrs. Evans left for him. Pine Hill still had running water and electricity, but losing the power wasn’t a matter of if, but when. This wouldn’t be the last time he arrived home after nightfall, so he might as well acclimate to the darkness now. The station meeting ran late, and he’d used the little remaining daylight to stock firewood in the shed out back. The historic home boasted an antique wood-burning stove, and he’d suggested Mrs. Evans learn to use it for more than a decorative conversation starter. It had sat unused for the past few years, but she’d enjoyed watching her father stoke its flames as a kid. Its heat would eventually be their only source of warmth, and by the burned dinner, their host had given Quinn her first lesson in cooking without modern appliances.

      Anson washed his meal down with a glass of water and then climbed the stairs to the room he shared with the girls. Mrs. Evans was a sharp woman, and he suspected she knew Quinn was neither the child’s mother nor his wife, but she played along with their charade. Anson slept on the floor, leaving the bed for the girls, and after their first night, a pile of extra blankets and pillows appeared for him. He figured their host assumed Ava was his daughter and Quinn was a family friend he felt responsible for because, after three days, it was obvious the college student wasn’t a mom. She was wildly out of her depth, but every time Anson asked if he should find a more qualified home for Ava, Quinn aggressively shut him down.

      Anson slipped into the room, careful not to wake them, and almost tripped when he caught Quinn staring at him in the moonlight.

      “Are you all right?” he whispered, her swollen eyes seeing through him as she leaned listlessly against the headboard.

      “She wouldn’t stop crying,” she answered, cradling Ava against her breast as if she didn’t realize the baby was there. “She hates me and wants her mom. I want my mom. I burned the chicken so badly on that stupid stove we had to throw half out. Mrs. Evans was upset about the waste, but I’ve never cooked with fire. I can cook, but I’m no chef. I ruined dinner, the entire house smelled, and then Ava threw up on me twice. It got in my hair and my mouth. My neck really hurts from carrying her because I’m not used to the extra weight, but she won’t settle unless I’m rocking her, and⁠—”

      “Breathe, Quinn,” Anson interrupted her panicked spiral as he settled beside her. “Most people have nine months to prepare for parenthood. You had thirty seconds, and you’re doing your best.” He took Ava from her and leaned against the headboard, resting her tiny head against his heart.

      “I’m no good at this.” Tears filled Quinn’s eyes, and she wiped her nose on her sleeve. “How are you so calm? The world is collapsing around us. People are dying, and this town is on the verge of violence, but you’re never fazed. How are you not freaking out, because I’m losing my mind? I have no idea if my parents are okay. I want to go home.”

      “I know you do. I wish I could take you, but leaving Pine Hill isn’t a smart move right now. Sherriff Egler doesn’t want this news getting out, so promise me this stays between us.”

      “Okay.” She wiped her eyes.

      “This wasn’t a contained event. The bridge was only the beginning. The entire country was affected.”

      Quinn froze beside him, and for silent seconds, Anson feared he’d made a mistake confessing the secret to this twenty-one-year-old stranger.

      “The whole country?” She stared at him as if she didn’t understand English. “What is happening?”

      “I don’t know.” He brushed a thumb over Ava’s soft cheek.

      “I’m so scared.” Quinn collapsed forward, sobbing into her hands so her cries wouldn’t wake Ava. Her shoulders shook violently, and Anson watched her with a conflicted conscience. He wasn’t a man people turned to for comfort. His heart had grown cold long ago, and sometimes he wondered if he even had a heart. He didn’t know how to handle the emotions of a girl fifteen years his junior. Should he pull her into a hug? Pat her back? Ignore her?

      Battle waging in his chest, he watched her shrink in on herself, her sobs shaking the bed with her fear and despair. His father had taught him only of cruelty, the family who came after only of pain, and her trembling confirmed his father’s beliefs. He was worthless. A man undeserving of life, yet it seemed he was one of the few skilled enough to survive it.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn spilled through the curtains, and Quinn rolled over to avoid the sun's rays dancing over her eyelids. She felt surprisingly rested despite having cried herself to sleep, meaning Anson must’ve cared for Ava, and she squinted her eyes open to scan the room for her companions.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, brushing the hair from her face. Anson was already dressed… or perhaps he’d never changed out of last night’s clothes, and he was shoving canned tuna into a backpack at the base of the mattress.

      “Pine Hill will run out of supplies in a matter of days,” he said, his tone too serious for the early hour. “The number of survivors flooding this town increases every day, and before long, this situation will escalate. It won’t get cold for a few weeks, but once it does, people will start starving or freezing to death. If we don’t find food and medicine, riots will break out. Those of us who are capable are taking trucks to scavenge the surrounding areas.”

      “You’re leaving?” Quinn bolted upright.

      “I’ll be back,” Anson said.

      “No… you can’t leave us here.”

      “We’re only in this house because I agreed to help Egler police this town.”

      “And I appreciate all you’ve done for us.” Quinn crawled to where he was folding onesies into the backpack. “But you don’t owe us anything. We aren’t your family, and you could die out there.” As terrifying as being left alone was, last night had made it painfully obvious that Anson was nothing more than a good Samaritan. He wasn’t her husband, despite their lies, nor was he her father. He wasn’t even her friend, and he owed her nothing, especially not his life. Anson was merely an honorable man who felt responsible for two girls who couldn’t survive this violent world on their own.

      “If I stay, and we run out of food, we’ll die here.” He zipped the backpack up and shoved it at her. “Emergency supplies for you and Ava. Keep it close while I’m gone, and if anything happens, take it and run. Get as far from civilization as you can and find shelter somewhere abandoned.”

      “Anson…?”

      “Promise me.” He pinned her with a terrifying glare, and she nodded.

      “Good.” He stood and grabbed a second pack from the floor. “Head south if possible. It’ll be warmer. Easier to survive.”

      “You’re scaring me.”

      “I know, but I have to. Everyone in this town wants to believe the nightmare’s over. That we just need to bide our time until the government rescues us, but things won’t get better. I want you ready in case I’m not here.”

      “Please don’t go.”

      “You’ll be fine. I plan on coming back, so this is just a precaution.” Anson hovered before her as if he didn’t understand the point of goodbyes. “I promised to get you two somewhere safe before I moved on, so yeah…” He shouldered his pack. “I’ll be back.”
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        * * *

      

      The look on Quinn’s face settled a rock in Anson’s gut as he escaped Pine Hill’s borders. It’d been so long since he cared about someone else’s well-being that he forgot the fear that came with it. The fear of failing them, of hurting them, of disappointing them. His lack of compassion last night upset Quinn, and she’d assumed his reaction was a sign of indifference. She was afraid of being alone, but what she didn’t understand was he was terrified he’d get her killed. He’d known her for days, and he was already failing her. So he embarked on this mission without a goodbye or words of comfort. It would be better if he remained detached. He would suffer less when they died on him because everyone always died on him. What chance did those girls have in a world like this? Yes, it was better if they stayed strangers. He didn't want it to hurt when they died. At least that’s what told himself as he left because nothing eased the dread weighing him down at having to leave her.
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        * * *

      

      “Remember the eggshells I asked you not to throw out this morning?” Mrs. Evans asked when Quinn came downstairs after putting Ava down for a nap. It had been a week since Anson left, and after three days, Quinn’s dread convinced her he was never coming back. Thankfully, Mrs. Evans recognized her spiraling panic and intervened, teaching her everything college had left her unprepared for.

      “I’m going to show you why we saved them,” their host continued, holding up a large mixing bowl. “I crushed them while you were upstairs, but in the future, never throw your eggshells out. Crush them and then take them outside. Come on.”

      Mrs. Evans led Quinn into the backyard. Fall was rapidly approaching, the garden nearing her life's end, but Mrs. Evans had spent a portion of every day teaching her young student the ins and outs of gardening. She’d taught her about sun exposure and the frost resistance of different plants. She shared everything she knew about growing vegetables and how to maximize the harvest to stave off starvation. Quinn had zero experience in anything resembling survival skills, but she was a fast study, and she absorbed her host’s lessons. She no longer burned the chicken on the wood fire stove. She didn’t complain when washing clothes in a tub and hanging them outside left her skin raw, and with each passing day, the college student faded, giving way to the mother.

      “Eggshells contain calcium, which helps cellular growth in plants,” Mrs. Evans said as she started sprinkling the crushed shells over the dirt. “What’s great about this natural fertilizer is if you have a chicken, you’ll always have eggs to eat, and instead of throwing out the shells, you can spread them throughout your garden. If you’re growing all your food, you need to keep the soil as healthy as possible to maximize your harvest. Eggshells are easy to come across. Coffee grinds and banana peels too…” she trailed off.

      “What?” Quinn asked. She’d never hated her age until the world fell apart. Everyone judged her as too young or too weak to handle the severity of their reality, but she wasn’t weak. She’d almost died to save a child everyone else refused to even look at. She didn’t need to be shielded from the truth. It would only get her killed.

      “Coffee and bananas are imports…” Mrs. Evans relented. “If this… disaster is widespread, there won’t be imported goods anymore. What was once an easily accessible garden hack will now become a rare commodity. So forget the grinds and banana peels. Eggs are easy to come by if you keep chickens, and composting works too. Save the peels of the fruits and vegetables you grow and return them to the earth. Grass clippings too.”

      “No more coffee,” Quinn said, this apocalyptic future suddenly feeling uncomfortably real with that idea. Coffee was an item college students took for granted. During finals, she joked her blood was pure caffeine. It was so… ordinary, and now it might disappear.

      “If you were anyone else, I’d lie and say everything will be okay,” Mrs. Evans said. “But you’re a mother. Doesn’t matter how you came to be one… or when you became one. You’re a parent, and you need to be prepared for her sake.”

      “So, eggshells and vegetation scraps.” Quinn smiled, glad to be treated like an adult by at least one person in this town. “No coffee grinds or banana peels.”

      “You catch on quick.” Mrs. Evans rubbed her shoulder. “Now, help me get these tomatoes off the vine before the first frost hits. I’ll teach you how to can, and we’ll make tomato sauce.”

      “That would be great,” Quinn said, grabbing the basket. “And thank you for everything. For letting us stay here. For helping me learn. For eating all the burnt meals.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I don’t have kids, so it’s been nice passing my knowledge onto some—ouch!” She yanked her hand back, blood dripping down her pointer finger.

      “Are you okay?” Quinn knelt in the dirt beside her, but the woman smiled and shifted her hand out of view.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “Just caught my finger on a sharp branch. It’s a minor prick.”

      She returned to gathering the tomatoes, carefully hiding her fingers in the leaves, but she didn’t move fast enough. Quinn saw the cut, and it wasn’t minor. Something about it was unnatural, but when they went inside, Mrs. Evans wrapped a Band-Aid around her finger and never took it off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Anson leaned on the shovel as sweat poured down his face to soak the bandana tied around his nose and mouth. It streaked the thick grime coating his skin and stung his irritated eyes. The cloth helped block the stench of death, but that wasn’t why he wore it. Dust suffocated the town, a wasteland trapped in suburbia. It was unbearable, which was what encouraged him to venture into the whipping dust storm. He’d been gone for two weeks with nothing to show for it, but he refused to return to Quinn and Ava empty-handed. He didn’t want the residents of Pine Hill to starve, but they weren’t his responsibility. The girls, though? They needed him.

      After traveling for five days on foot, he’d located a still-working truck, and loading it with what little he’d found, he drove away from the only town left alive. The land had been torn apart, and he’d almost given up hope when he arrived at this wasteland of a town. The thick and violent dust clouds warned of death, but instinct urged him to push into the storm. If everyone were dead, their homes would be stocked, and raiders would’ve undoubtedly abandoned this hellish frenzy to search less fatal hunting grounds.

      The first few houses were sparse, but the fifth flooded his chest with relief. A full pantry and an overflowing linen closet. Blankets, food, bottled water, clean clothes. The house had everything, including the bodies of those who lived there. Anson realized it was foolish. They were long dead. They no longer needed their supplies, nor did they know their corpses lay on the floor, but he knew. If he was going to strip their home of every supply it hid, then the family deserved a burial.

      He didn’t have the time to waste, but he wasted it anyway. One by one, he carried the dead to the backyard and dug a grave. It made the choking dust worse, but he tied a bandana around his face and continued until the last shovelful of dirt landed on their bodies. It was done. The dead were honored, and exhausted as he was, his work had only begun. He used the house’s water supply to clean up and then spent the rest of the dim daylight hours packing his truck.

      When the supplies had been strapped down, he locked the vehicle in the garage and lay down in the guest bedroom. He’d been sleeping in the pickup for two weeks, and his thirty-six-year-old back wasn’t what it used to be. Pain radiated from his spine, and he figured he could allow himself one night on a mattress before he ventured back onto the road. The last time he’d slept in a bed, Quinn had cried herself to sleep, and he accepted the uncomfortable truck bench as his punishment. He let her suffer, and this was his penance. In the moments between awareness and oblivion, he contemplated moving to the floor. He didn’t deserve the comfort after abandoning her, but exhaustion won the battle, and he drifted into the darkness.

      Hours later, he woke with a start, his internal alarm so intense that he bolted to a seat, listening for the source of his fear. He half expected the bedroom door to fly open to reveal a raider come to murder him, but the house stood silent. Too silent, and he knew. A sound hadn’t woken him. He was alone. He was safe, but Quinn wasn’t. He felt it in his bones, and even though it was midnight and the darkness and dust were unyielding, he got into his truck and pushed the vehicle to her breaking point.
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        * * *

      

      Ava’s screams yanked Quinn out of a dead sleep, an unwelcome panic washing over her at the earsplitting sound. It had only been a few weeks, but she already recognized the child’s cries. She knew when Ava was hungry or tired or in need of a diaper change. She recognized when she was fussy or irritable, but the screams that woke her from her dreams were a different brand of panic.

      “Ava?” She scrambled out of bed and scooped the baby up into her arms. “What’s wrong?” She rocked her gently as she checked her diaper and then offered her a bottle, but nothing she tried soothed her, and Quinn’s anxiety doubled. Ava felt warm. Too warm, and she pressed her lips to the girl’s forehead.

      “Oh god,” she whispered against Ava’s burning skin. She knew little about caring for a sick child, but high temperatures in babies could be fatal, so she rushed into the bathroom. “It’s okay. It’ll be okay. Let’s get you cooled down.”

      They miraculously still had running water, even if the pressure was a weak trickle. It had taken Quinn days to build the courage to bathe after witnessing the river kill the people on the bridge, but in the weeks since they’d arrived in Pine Hill, nothing evil had passed through the town. When washing their hands proved safe, she’d started bathing with a rag and soap, but she’d yet to fully submerge her body. The filling sink terrified her, but her fear for Ava outweighed her anxiety, so she stripped the little girl down to her diaper and lowered her into the basin. The minute the cool water touched Ava’s flushed skin, she screamed with every ounce of strength in her tiny lungs, and Quinn cried with her. She hadn’t birthed this baby, yet the child’s pain was now hers.

      “I know, sweetheart.” She kissed Ava as she scooped handfuls of water over her head. “I’m so sorry, but you’ll feel better, I promise.”

      Quinn soothed her through their tears until her temperature dropped, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. Ava needed children’s Tylenol, but Mrs. Evans didn’t have any in her medicine cabinet. Quinn would have to brave the increasingly dangerous streets and pray someone in this town could spare a few doses. Anson didn’t want her to leave the house, but he wasn’t here, and the gnawing fear in her gut whispered he wasn’t coming back. Over two weeks had passed since the scavenging party left, and none had returned. Pine Hill had stopped holding its breath for their safety.

      “Mrs. Evans?” Quinn pounded on their host’s bedroom door. Ava fell asleep after her bath, but she couldn’t justify taking a feverish child out onto the streets. Supplies were dwindling while tempers were increasing. It would be reckless to take Ava with her.

      “Mrs. Evans? Are you in there?” She knocked again.

      A groan answered her.

      “Mrs. Evans?” She pressed her ear against the door, but the sound was gone. “Ava’s sick.” She paused to wait for the woman’s answer. “Mrs. Evans?”

      “Yes, dear,” the woman called in a dazed voice.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay… I need to find her medicine. She’s upstairs napping, so can you listen for her in case she wakes up?”

      “Yes, dear.” An odd scratching sounded as she answered.

      “Okay…” Quinn stared at the door, praying she was hearing things. “I’ll be back soon.” She left without giving Mrs. Evans a chance to respond. If she ran fast enough, Ava might still be asleep when she returned. The baby would never know she’d left.

      Quinn lowered her head as she fled the house, but it wasn’t until she was halfway to the food mart that she remembered the emergency bag sitting on her bedroom floor. Anson had made her promise to keep it within reach at all times, but she was almost at the store. Going back for it would only increase her time on the streets, not to mention it might wake Ava, so she hunched her shoulders and picked up her pace. She didn’t meet anyone’s eyes. She didn’t pay attention to the sounds swarming the neighborhood, but if she had, she would’ve realized it was happening again… just like at the bridge.

      “Hi, excuse me, do you have children’s Tylenol or something for a baby’s fever?” Quinn asked the clerk as she exploded through the shop’s front door and skidded to a stop before the register. Sheriff Egler had stationed armed men at the food mart’s entrance to prevent looting, so she’d felt an instant relief the moment she set foot inside the building, only to feel an overwhelming sinking sensation in her stomach at the sight of the empty shelves.

      “The doctors confiscated all the first aid items,” the man said, studying her with both sympathy and annoyance. “We’ve had nothing like that in weeks.”

      “Oh…” Quinn scanned the store as if the answers were on the bare shelves. “It’s just my baby… she’s sick. I need to get her fever down.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”

      “Do you know somewhere I can go?” she asked. “The doctors?”

      “They’re saving what they have for emergencies.”

      “But this is an emergency,” she argued.

      “A baby with a cold isn’t, though,” he said, grimacing as he realized how harsh his words sounded. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

      “But what am I supposed to do?” Quinn’s voice faltered.

      “A few cans of sardines are still on the back shelf.” The clerk nodded to the rear of the shop with a meaningful expression. “No one likes those, so we haven’t sold out yet. Why don’t you grab them?” The man nodded again, his eyebrows raising conspiratorially, and then he disappeared into the shop’s storage room. Quinn stared at the door he vanished through with crossed fingers. He must have hidden things from the public, and hope swelled in her chest. She might not go home empty-handed after all.

      She moved to the back of the store to find the sardine cans while she waited. She lingered behind the shelves, certain that the clerk had ordered her here to hide their exchange and not to give her canned seafood, but she grabbed the food, anyway. She hated the smell, but off-putting fish was better than starving. Two cans would only provide a single meal for her and Mrs. Evans, but she welcomed one more night of dinners. It gave them yet another day to wait for Anson’s return.

      Quinn shifted her weight to peak at the door the clerk disappeared through, and something wedged between the shelves caught her eye. She bent down and stretched for it, but it was crammed into the crack so tightly that she almost gave up. Repositioning her stance, she glanced at the bare shelves and then ordered herself to free the object. It was food. She could tell that much by the visible image, and she wasn’t leaving this store without securing another meal. With every passing day, the chances of Anson returning decreased, and if he never returned, she was all Ava had. Their survival rested on her shoulders, and she refused to leave food behind. She grunted as she strained against the metal shelf, and with a soft pop, the package burst free. It was a lemon pepper flavored tuna pouch, and Quinn smiled as she shoved it into her back pocket along with the sardine cans before readying to search for more forgotten treasures.

      Her fingers traced every edge and crevice, and two more lemon peppers and one plain tuna pouch rewarded her. She’d never been a fan of tuna salad, but the unexpected food had her itching to dance in joy. It wasn’t Tylenol, but ever since they’d arrived in Pine Hill, anxiety over where their next meal would come from had become her constant companion. How many times had she complained about her college cafeteria? The grease, the low quality, the over-abundant and readily accessible meals? She’d do anything to return to that land of plenty.

      Kneeling on the floor to search below the shelves, Quinn failed to register the strange thudding emanating from the back storage room. She didn’t see the stationed guards step into the store, nor did she notice the chaos raging in the streets until a body crashed into a shelf and collapsed to the tile floor.

      “What did you put in your pocket, girl?” a deep voice growled, and Quinn jerked to a stand. A monstrous stranger loomed above her, and her stomach clenched at his proximity. How had he slipped behind her so silently? No one had been inside the shop seconds ago, but it wasn’t his threatening presence that forced her heart rate to spike. It was the guard sprawled across the floor. The lifeless guard.

      “Show me what’s in your pocket, girl,” the man continued, his head moving unnaturally as he spoke.

      “Nothing,” she lied, her eyes darting around the store in search of the second guard, but he was nowhere to be found. Her hands began to sweat as she stepped backward, but the intruder followed her, backing her into a corner.

      “I saw you put something in your pocket.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I saw you.” He lunged for her, but Quinn pitched sideways, twisting on the balls on her feet to escape him. But she was a fraction of a second too slow. He caught her hair and yanked her against his sweaty chest. Quinn screamed as she dug her fingers into his face, clawing and tearing her way to freedom, but the man was too strong. He shoved his hand down her body toward her pockets, but before he could pull the tuna out of her pants, an unnatural sound exploded from the back room the clerk had disappeared into. It was unlike anything she’d ever heard, and as her attacker’s attention shifted, his ear came into view.

      Everything inside Quinn went cold. Her mind was playing tricks on her. It had to be, for there, growing out of his ear, was an infinitely small vine. It was a tiny green tendril, but it was a plant all the same, and fear screamed at her to run from this monster and find Ava before it was too late.

      The unnatural sound in the storage room sounded again, and Quinn seized her attacker’s temporary distraction. She reared backward and slammed her palms against his chest. He lost his grip, and she plummeted to the floor, scrambling on her hands for the door. She slipped in something wet, her knee smacking the tiles hard, but she refused to slow. She forced her body to move faster as her attacker barreled down on her.

      “Get back here, you bi—” A mass exploded from the back room and collided with him, cutting him off. With a strangled cry of obscenities, the man crashed to the floor, and Quinn screamed as unnatural sounds filled the air. Something brutal and unholy raged behind her, but she refused to look. She ran with every ounce of determination burning within her muscles, and she berated herself for not bringing her emergency pack. Anson had warned her to keep it close. She thought he’d been exaggerating, but now all she could do was pray she reached Ava and the bag before whatever creature spewing those terrifying sounds came for her.

      Quinn surged to her feet to avoid the dead guard bloodying the floor and fled the shop’s front exit. A shot ricocheted off the building the moment she stepped outside, and she screamed as she tripped on her fear. She crashed to the pavement as bullets and smoke filled the air, and she flung her arms over her head as if flesh and bone could shield her from death.

      “Get up!” a male voice shouted, and a powerful hand gripped her biceps. “Keep moving!” He shoved her forward, and Quinn caught a quick glimpse of his face before he pushed her into a panicked run through the sudden war zone. It was the second shop guard, and she exhaled some of the tension from her shoulders. He didn’t inspire the safety Anson did, but he wasn’t shooting at her, and that’s what mattered. She needed to get back to Ava, and she would do anything and trust anyone who helped her do so. Her fierce connection to the baby had taken her by surprise. They weren’t blood, but the longer she cared for Ava, the more they felt related. There were even moments when she forgot that Ava wasn’t her real name, and the lapses were happening with increasing frequency. Before they’d moved into Mrs. Evans’ house, a refugee at the gym commented that Ava looked more like mommy than daddy, and for a moment, Quinn’s chest had swelled with pride. She was woefully unprepared for motherhood, yet she clung to the responsibility with an iron grip, and she would make it home before this violence reached her ward.

      “Watch out!” The guard grabbed her biceps and yanked sideways as something exploded from a house’s open door. They barely escaped the assault, but as Quinn twisted to see what it was, the man clutched her arms and forced her to keep running. “Don’t look.”

      “What was that?”

      “I said don’t—” his voice strangled as his grip on her arm vanished, and his body hit the ground a second later with a wet thud. The sounds of a vicious struggle filled the air, but Quinn didn’t turn around. He’d ordered her not to, so she obeyed, and by the agonized voices filling the street, she didn’t want to see.

      Quinn ran as fast as she could, her legs burning from the pace, and for the first time, she noticed the town’s sudden wrongness. It wasn’t the fighting in the streets, or the gunshots and chaos and terror. Something else was happening below the surface. Something she couldn’t see, but she didn’t need sight to understand the pattern. She recognized the heaviness of the air, the foreboding in the breeze. She’d felt the same dread on the bridge… It was happening again.

      Quinn picked up her pace until her lungs were more fire than flesh, and she rounded the block, racing up the walkway to burst through the front door minutes later.

      “Mrs. Ev—” She skidded to a stop so abruptly that a sharp jolt burned her knees. “Mrs. Evans… are you okay?”

      But the woman didn’t answer. She stood in the middle of the floor, blocking Quinn’s path to the staircase. Her eyes didn’t blink. Her limbs hung immobile, but her chest heaved with unnatural movements. Human ribs did not move like that, and Quinn unconsciously stepped backward.

      “Mrs. Evans?” She glanced behind her host to the stairs. Could she make a run for it? Would Evans attack, or would she remain rooted to the floor like a gaping fish?

      “Do you need some water?” Quinn experimentally shifted to the side, and Mrs. Evans’ gaze followed her, her mouth pulsing open as if she was silently choking.

      “I can get you a glass.” Quinn took another small step, and again, the woman’s eyes tracked her movements. “Why don’t you go sit down? I’ll bring you a drink.”

      Ava started crying, her tiny voice echoing through the house, and Quinn glanced up the steps as her heart beat erratically. She contemplated shoving Mrs. Evans out of her way, but then the woman’s lips spread in a silent scream, offering Quinn an unobstructed view of the back of her throat, and the sight of her tongue rooted her feet to the ground. Praying her eyes were playing tricks, she leaned forward to get a better look, but the moment she shifted, Mrs. Evans’ mouth widened in a guttural groan. Her head tilted toward the light, and Quinn’s skin flushed cold, for there was no mistaking it.

      A vine rested on Mrs. Evans’ tongue, the plant growing out of her throat just like the man’s ear at the shop, and its tender white roots were choking her.
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      Ava’s cries pierced the silence, and Mrs. Evans’ head snapped backward, her eyes aimed up the stairs. An inhuman moan escaped her, and everything inside Quinn begged her to scream. She wanted to panic at the vine growing ever longer from their host’s mouth, at the unnatural pink petals sprouting from her ear, but then Mrs. Evans took an unsteady step toward the staircase, and Anson’s voice invaded Quinn’s brain as if he were real and not an imagination.

      “Don’t you dare panic,” his projection shouted. “You don’t get to panic. Not when you’re all Ava has.”

      Quinn swallowed her screams, her fear painful as it retreated down her throat, and she lunged into Mrs. Evans’ view. “Hey!”

      Evans’ eyes twitch, but after a long pause, she gripped the railing to continue her climb.

      “Mrs. Evans!” Quinn stepped closer to the stairs, hoping the woman would take the bait, but she froze when she noticed the railing. It writhed below Evans’ palm as impossibly thin roots grew from her skin to infect the banister, fusing flesh to wood. The steps creaked below her increased weight, and Quinn’s eyes darted to the floor, where coiled tendrils snaked from the woman’s ankles to weave green and foreign with the floorboards.

      “Oh god.” Quinn leaped backward as another unnatural groan slipped from Evans’ mouth, the vine spilling from her tongue to run over her chin and fuse with her throat, and Quinn’s memory flicked back to the moment in the garden where the tomatoes sliced into the woman’s finger. Whatever had infected her host, whatever had infected the crazed man at the shop, was contagious, spreading through inanimate objects and human flesh alike. If Evan made it up those stairs, this vine of muscle and blood and bone would devour Ava. If Quinn didn’t escape this house, the infection would find a way to breed inside her until her lips split apart to birth flowers.

      “Hey! Over here!” She backed up as she shouted, praying Evans would ignore the screaming baby and follow her. “That’s it! Get me.”

      Mrs. Evans studied her, and then she groaned a strangled rattle around the vine as her chest ripped open. Quinn screamed as vines that were more flesh than plant shot out at her, and she toppled to her back as she threw herself out of their bloody path. Mrs. Evans eyed her where she lay, her ribcage gaping wide to offer Quinn a view of her pulsing innards. The woman’s organs had mutated, roots strangling the bones to keep her alive despite the wound, and Quinn ordered herself not to get sick. She forced the bile down her throat, and for a moment, the world stood still. It did not spin. The women didn’t breathe. The roots didn’t grow. Eternity passed in an instant, and Quinn saw how her future would play out. She didn’t know if it was the phantom Anson guiding her, or if his intuition had worn off on her, but like his instinct at the bridge had warned them to flee, hers predicted the next few minutes.

      Mrs. Evans could no longer move. She was rooted to the ground where she grew, her body both flesh and blood and plant, a morbid display as vines and flowers took on the characteristics of muscle and organs. Her grotesque form barred the staircase, and she couldn’t move, her roots already too deep. Vine after curled vine and petal after sickening pink petal spread throughout the foyer, and it was only a matter of minutes before she consumed the house and her guests with it. Quinn assumed the cut from the garden was how she’d been infected, which meant she and the baby were still safe, but if those flailing vines touched her, she’d become part of this human flora. The way upstairs was completely blocked. She should leave and save herself before it was too late, and with that terrifying reality crushing her, Quinn scrambled to her feet and bolted into the kitchen.

      She rounded the corner so fast that her shoulder collided with the doorframe, sending her careening into the table. She screamed as the sharp edge bruised her hip, but she used the pain to push herself faster. Hobbling to the back door, she burst into the fall air and turned her attention toward the house’s second story. Her eyes instantly found the room she shared with Ava, but with a curse on her tongue, her tears came unbidden. She’d planned to use the porch to climb to the second floor to avoid the flesh-consuming plant, but she’d miscalculated. The porch roof stood half a house away from her bedroom, the distance too far to jump. A sheer wall separated her from her baby, and with dread gnawing at her gut, Quinn realized the only way she was getting upstairs was if she walked through the infection.

      “What do I do?” she whispered, praying phantom Anson would guide her. Mrs. Evans had consumed most of the staircase. Quinn would die before she made it halfway up the steps. Using the porch to climb the outside wall had been her only hope, and her failure meant she had to decide. Did she abandon Ava to certain death to save herself, or did she attempt a suicide mission that would end both their lives?

      “Help me,” she sobbed. She hated crying. She hated being weak, but until a few weeks ago, her biggest decisions involved which college courses to enroll in or which internships to apply for. She wasn’t Anson. She couldn’t battle flesh-eating flora, but as Ava’s screams echoed on the breeze to drown out the violence plaguing Pine Hill, Quinn knew leaving the child wasn’t an option. Abandoning the baby to die would make her a murderer, so she had to try. There had to be a way upstairs. If Anson were here, he’d find it, and if he could find it, so could she.

      Quinn bolted back into the kitchen, skidding to a halt when she saw bleeding tendrils snaking around the table. She cursed and retreated into the doorframe. Mrs. Evans was growing faster. If she’d invaded the kitchen, she was most likely already in the upper hallways. Ava had maybe minutes left before she was infected, but Quinn had seconds. The path to Ava meant certain death. Remaining in this kitchen meant death. Pine Hill was no longer safe, and without Anson, she feared nothing ever would be again.

      Quinn stumbled backward as the vines swelled around the wood stove. With the weather growing cold, they kept it burning day and night, and the moment the fleshy vine slid against its scalding metal door, what remained of Mrs. Evan’s screamed, the shrill sound straight from Quinn’s worst nightmares.

      “The fire,” she whispered, the horrifying screams the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard. “Oh god, the fire.” Quinn seized the poker from the corner and leaned over the plant to unlock the stove’s door. It took three tries, but she finally managed to swing it open, and shoving the poker into the ashes, she knocked a flaming log out onto the floor.

      Mrs. Evans’ remains screamed at the heat, and the bloody vines recoiled, their grotesque flesh blackening as they burned. It had worked. Quinn had found its weakness, and hope flickered in her chest as she gagged at the putrid scent of burning human flesh filling the kitchen. She pulled her shirt over her nose as she scanned the room for something wooden the infectious plant hadn’t devoured. One chair sat mostly untouched, and she kicked the flaming log closer to it. It rolled across the floor to crash into the vines ensnaring the chair legs, and with an unearthly scream, Mrs. Evans released her hold.

      Quinn darted forward and yanked the chair to safety before flipping it on its side. With a powerful kick, she cracked a leg off of it and then snatched a towel off the counter. She wrapped it around the top of the makeshift torch, and when the towel was secure, she grabbed the cooking oil and doused the rag.

      “Please work,” she whispered, and then she shoved the torch into the stove. Flames exploded around the towel, and she ripped it free of the fire and jabbed it into the vines. Mrs. Evans’ choking screams echoed throughout the house as Quinn burned a path back to the stairwell. So far, her plan was working, but her salvation was quickly turning into her downfall. As one of the vines recoiled in pain, the flames licking its flesh caught the couch. The furniture instantly ignited, and within minutes, the curtains caught fire. It wouldn’t be long before the flames turned deadly.

      “Mrs. Evans,” Quinn shouted as she brandished the torch before her unrecognizable host. If it weren’t for the woman’s eyes peering back at her, she’d never know a human existed below the pulsing mass.

      “I’m sorry,” she continued, as she lifted the chair leg for the final blow. “But you can’t have Ava.”

      Quinn shoved the flame into Evans’ gaping chest with a roar on her tongue. Evans answered her with a deafening scream, and the entire expanding plant burst into flames. Fire consumed every petal, every floorboard, every vine. It spread from flesh to plant to furniture, and Quinn stumbled backward at the heat. The staircase crackled as the fire spread upstairs, and with fear clogging her throat, Quinn ran. The dying infection let her pass as the flames licked at her skin. The heat was unlike any pain she’d experienced, but she kept running until she burst through the smoke.

      “I’m coming!” she screamed as she raced over the writhing vines, and an ugly sob escaped her lips when she skidded through the bedroom door. The infection hadn’t spread to this room yet. Ava lay in her bed, her shrieks earsplitting and desperate, but she was safe. She was alive, and Quinn yanked the emergency backpack off the floor before capturing the child in her arms.

      “Oh my baby!” she sobbed into Ava’s hair, choking on the smoke and fear and relief. “I got you. You’re safe.” She kissed the baby’s sweaty forehead, and while she wanted nothing more than to soothe the girl, the house was burning down around them. She couldn’t go back down the stairs, but if the neighboring room was still safe, she could borrow from her earlier plan and use the porch’s roof to reach the yard.

      Quinn slipped the backpack on, and cradling Ava to her chest, she peeked into the hallway. The flames had stopped the infection’s spread, but the fire was fast approaching. Quinn raced down the hall through the heat, cursing when the window took precious minutes to open, but it eventually slid up enough for her to shimmy out. Careful not to drop Ava, she stepped onto the porch’s roof. The ground was still a decent distance away, so she sat on the edge, inhaled a deep breath to brace for the impact, and jumped.

      She landed hard, her ankles giving way as a biting pain traveled up her legs to settle in her knees, and she contorted as she fell to save Ava. Quinn cried out at the razor-sharp shards lancing her ankles, but she pictured Anson and forced herself to stand. He wouldn’t let her give up so close to freedom, so she lurched to her feet and limped across the yard away from the burning house.

      She aimed for the street, the backpack pounding her spine as she ran faster than she’d ever moved before, but a gunshot ripped through the chaotic air. She stumbled as the resounding echo hit her in the chest. The sound was too close for comfort, so she skidded to a stop and raced for the backyard. At the bridge, Anson’s avoidance of the crowds saved their lives, and since Pine Hill’s streets teamed with violence, she leaned into his phantom leadership. Ava wailed in her arms, and Quinn longed to scream with her. She missed Anson more than she thought it possible to miss a practical stranger. She missed her mom. She wanted her dad. Oh, how she wished her father was here, but there was no parent present but her, and Ava would die if she didn’t get them out of Pine Hill. Flames had completely engulfed Mrs. Evans’ house, as well as several other homes on the block. Black smoke disfigured the sky. Gunshots played out a horrifying soundtrack. Screams and pain and death filled the day, and just as she passed through a neighbor’s yard, the rear door burst open. A man ran out, blood coating his skull as he aimed for his car, but he barely made it off the back porch when a fleshy vine shot out and skewered him through the chest. He screamed as blood spit from his lips, his body hitting the ground too hard, and the suddenness of the attack startled Quinn. She lost her footing and collapsed to the grass, the fall jarring Ava so violently that she almost dropped the baby, but she gritted her teeth and swallowed her pain, forcing herself to put her ward’s safety first.

      “I know,” she sobbed as she struggled to stand through the sharp jolts of white-hot fire piercing her muscles. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She kissed Ava, leaving a trail of tears and mucus smeared across the baby’s head. “I know I’m not⁠—”

      The vine yanked the bloody man backward with an ungodly scream, but just as the house swallowed him whole, an object flew from his fist to land in the grass.

      Keys.

      They were his car keys, and Quinn’s eyes shot to the man’s vehicle sitting in the driveway. It was an older model compact sedan, but it was safer than running on foot. If she could reach the keys, their chances of survival increased drastically, but they lay right outside the door. The infection had consumed that house, and the vines had already proved their reach. They’d kill her the minute she stepped close to the stoop, and phantom Anson slipped into her brain.

      “Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t risk it. Not with Ava in your arms.”

      Quinn looked down at the baby. Her fever was still raging. If they didn’t find medicine soon, it wouldn’t matter if the vines didn’t infect them. Ava could die regardless. Her only hope was escaping this town with the means to reach any other surviving homes alive. A bottle of children’s Tylenol was out there somewhere, but they’d never find it in time on foot. They needed that car.

      “Don’t worry, sweet girl.” She shoved phantom Anson out of her mind. “We’re going to be okay. We’ll be fine. I can do this… yeah… I can do this.”

      Quinn took off running, shifting Ava into her left arm to free her right hand and thanking her parents for enrolling her in ballet classes as a kid. She wasn’t a professional, but it had left her agile and graceful, and leaning over, she reached for the abandoned keys without breaking stride. The moment her fingers brushed the metal, though, movement caught the corner of her eye, and she twisted in time to see a bloody vine racing toward her head.

      She cursed and snatched up the keys before throwing herself to the grass. In one of her dance classes, the teachers had taught the students how to fall safely for a routine, and straining muscles she hadn’t used in years, Quinn slid across the dirt and rolled out of the vine’s path before launching to her feet with an aching hip. Grass and mud stained her jeans, and the strained muscle in her groin would force her to limp for days, but they were free. Seconds later, she was in the driveway opening up the car door, and she shoved her body carelessly into the driver’s seat.

      “Oh my god.” She burst into ugly sobs the second the door locked behind her, and she curled around Ava as she cried. “Oh, sweet girl,” she heaved, shaking uncontrollably until another gunshot reminded her that they weren’t safe. They had to keep moving, and she placed the thrashing baby in the passenger seat. It was no place for a six-month-old, but there was no car seat in this vehicle, and she didn’t want Ava in the back where she couldn’t reach her quickly. They’d gotten lucky at the house. She’d reached Ava in time, but the nagging in her gut warned her luck was running out, and she’d learned her lesson. The baby and the backpack were never leaving her sight again. So she wrapped the girl in the seatbelt as best she could, and praying they wouldn’t crash, she pulled out of the driveway and into the street.

      “Help me!” a woman darted into the road, and Quinn slammed on the brakes, but she wasn’t fast enough. The front bumper tapped the stranger, and her palms slapped the hood as she folded in half. “Help me, please!”

      Quinn glanced anxiously at Ava. She didn’t want to abandon innocent people to die, but if this woman was infected, letting her in the car would kill them.

      “Please!” The woman banged the hood before racing to the passenger side. “You need to help me!” She tugged on the door so hard that Quinn feared she’d rip it open despite the lock.

      “Are you infected?” Quinn shouted through the window.

      “No! Now let me in.”

      “Open your mouth.”

      “Let me in!”

      “I said open your mouth first,” Quinn demanded. The woman obeyed, sticking her tongue out for emphasis, and Quinn exhaled her relief. No roots grew in her throat. “Okay, okay.” She reached for the locks. “Back seat.”

      “Thank you!” the woman said, but as she turned, Quinn caught sight of her ear. Pink petals consumed the canal, and Quinn snatched her hand away from the locks. She couldn’t open the doors. No matter how guilty she felt, she wouldn’t open the door.

      “I’m sorry.” She gripped the steering wheel as the woman yanked on the locked handle.

      “What are you doing?” The woman’s fists slammed against the window, the glass groaning under the pressure.

      “I can’t.” Quinn bit her lip to the point of pain.

      “What are you doing? Open the door!”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Open the door you, bi⁠—”

      Quinn stepped on the gas, and the car jerked forward, cutting the woman off. She burst into tears as the stranger collapsed to the pavement, her eyesight blurry as she left Pine Hill in her rearview mirror. She hated herself for leaving so many to die. The guilt was so acrid on her tongue that she almost hit an infected mass as she drove, but she could barely concentrate. Dozens of people crowded the streets, some suffering as the earth claimed them, and others screaming for her to stop and help. One man chased her for two blocks before a panicked police officer shot him, and the horror of watching his brains paint the asphalt in her mirrors blinded her to an oncoming car. It sideswiped her before it crashed into a telephone pole, and for Ava’s sake, Quinn forced herself to focus. She almost collided with a minivan to avoid hitting a family fleeing on foot, but after excruciating minutes, she reached the town’s border.

      “South,” she gasped as she rubbed Ava’s belly. “Anson said to drive south. Maybe he’ll find us.” The lies were bitter on her tongue. Anson would never find them. He was most likely dead, but she still lied to herself. Pretending he was alive was the only way she could keep moving. Believing he was coming for them kept the terror at bay, because if she admitted he was gone, then she’d have to accept she was alone. That she was all Ava had, and with her at the helm of their salvation, they didn’t stand a chance. They’d gotten lucky at the house, but luck was fickle. It left as quickly as it arrived, so it was safer to lie. Safer to trust a phantom would save them. The lies kept her driving.

      But as she passed the Pine Hill town sign, she slammed on her brakes. Maybe it was a delusion. Maybe it was a sixth sense, but she put the car in reverse, parked, and jogged to the shoulder. She searched the road until she found a sharp rock, and then she carved a message into the paint before getting back into the vehicle and heading south.
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      The silence was his first warning. The air was too still, the wind too barren. Anson had learned long ago what utter solitude sounded like. He recognized emptiness. His father saw to it he understood that lesson, but still, he drove. It was a waste of time to continue. He knew that, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn around. He knew what he would find, but he needed to find it, anyway. He needed to witness them with his own eyes. To prove to himself they were dead, because without seeing their bodies, he’d hold out hope they’d survived, and hope was a dangerous thing in a world like this. It would drive him to make foolish choices. Ones that could get him killed… like charging headlong into a deserted town. Towns didn’t lose all signs of life without reason. Something happened in Pine Hill. Something Anson wasn’t sure he wanted to confront.

      The smoke was his second warning. It drifted through the sky, scattered and thin, meaning the fires that raged here were on their deathbeds. Whatever happened inside the once-safe borders of Pine Hill was long over, and it had left no survivors. Yet still he drove.

      Anson eased his stolen truck onto Main Street, but he barely traveled one block before an obstacle forced him to slow the vehicle to a park. A tangle of vines and flowers obstructed his path, and for a full sixty seconds, he stared at the plant in disbelief. The foreign flora growing across the concrete defied logic, especially since these streets had been bare when he left, but that wasn’t what froze Anson to his seat. It was the shape. The growth was unmistakably a plant, but the form was undeniably human. The arms, the legs, the torso, the head. The origin of the expansive vegetation was human. Despite the leaves and petals and roots, it was human.

      Anson shoved open the truck’s door and leaned out over the pavement, barely making it in time to vomit his entire breakfast onto the road. He’d witnessed horrible things in his life. His job as sheriff saw to that. He’d survived the unthinkable more times than he could count thanks to his father… thanks to the family history had erased, but he’d never seen something as disturbingly unnatural as this. He recognized it in his soul. The beautiful tangle of floral vines before him had been living people, and he understood Pine Hill’s silence. The inhabitants weren’t dead. They were infected. Transformed. They’d become the earth just as the hundreds at the bridge became the river.

      Anson shifted the truck into reverse and backed up a few feet before parking again. The streets were overgrown with their human sacrifices, and the pickup couldn’t safely navigate the asphalt. The plants seemed harmless enough if left alone, but something deep in his gut warned him not to touch them. It would be safer to travel to Mrs. Evans’ house on foot since the entire town had become more plant than neighborhood. If he hadn’t been here a month ago, the overgrowth would’ve convinced him that Pine Hill had been abandoned to the apocalypse one hundred years ago. Windows were shattered. The pavement was cracked. Homes were more vine than walls. This was decades of decay contained within a few weeks, and by the vines consuming the neighborhoods, the death toll had been absolute.

      Quinn had begged him not to leave. She’d feared that the world outside Pine Hill would kill him, but he’d accepted the risk if it meant the girls would be safe. This town of no consequence was supposed to protect them, but the apocalypse spared his life as he robbed the dead instead of theirs. Anson cursed as he stepped over a cluster of vines too small to have been an adult. He should’ve taken Quinn and Ava with him. He should’ve never abandoned them to die like this. Had they been afraid at the end? Were their deaths swift and painless? Or had they suffered knowing he wasn’t coming back to rescue them?

      After picking his way through the endlessly silent streets, Anson left the cracked pavement and cut through a wild yard to reach Mrs. Evans’ house, and while he knew he was walking into heartbreak, he hadn’t expected the burned skeleton that greeted him.

      “No.” He stumbled closer to the blackened shell of the home he’d left only weeks ago. Ashen remains of the infection wound around the scorched wood, and he clenched his eyes shut. He didn’t want to see Quinn and Ava as charred vines. He didn’t know if the organic remains were Mrs. Evans or the girls, but he didn’t want to know. If he saw a burned shape that resembled a woman holding a baby, he’d never be able to leave this town. He survived losing a mother and child once before, and while he didn’t love Quinn and Ava like he loved the first pair, the despair their deaths inspired was all too familiar. If he had to witness Quinn’s beauty transformed into nothing but fleshy vines and petals, he would surrender to his darkness. He would die here in Pine Hill. His life wasn’t worth saving, and without those girls, there was no reason to continue. It was selfish to need them, selfish to put his reason for living on their survival, but they’d given him a purpose. He’d failed a family long ago, but they were his second chance. It seemed he failed them as well. It pained him that even all these years later, his father had been right about him.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left. I should’ve taken you with me.” Anson touched the burned doorframe, careful not to come in contact with the infected vines. “I hope you didn’t suffer. It was an honor to meet you both… I needed you more than you knew. Probably more than you needed me.” He released the charred wood and walked away. “Goodbye, girls.”
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        * * *

      

      Anson lifted the last supply bag into the back of his truck. He’d spent the past hours carefully scavenging the safer neighborhoods. Some homes were too overgrown to risk, and others had burned to ash, but most still hid items of worth within their walls. He felt disgusting robbing the dead, but no matter how hard he tried to leave his father in the past, his teachings still guided him. Survival was ugly. It cared little for decency, but the dead were dead, and he wasn’t. He needed the cans of soup and cold medicine more than the empty houses did. He needed the coats and boots more than the plants would. Another mother and child in this wasteland of a country might need these supplies. At least that was the lie he told himself to relieve his guilt; that he would take from Pine Hill so he could save someone else. Another Quinn. Another Ava. It was why he tucked the children’s Tylenol into his pack. He hadn’t encountered any survivors, but based on the overgrowth, this infection had broken out days ago. The living were long gone, and he should join them before his luck ran out. He’d been careful not to touch the human vines, but he didn’t want to tempt fate, so he’d loaded the last of his salvaged goods into his truck and aimed south. Winter was fast approaching, and he was unfortunately well acquainted with living without modern appliances in the snow. This world was forever changed. Life would never return to normal, and the southern sun seemed the best place to witness the end of civilization.

      Without a backward glance, Anson left the town limits, picking up speed as he passed the Pine Hill sign. The roads were empty, so he almost missed it, but at the last second, his brain registered the anomaly. He choked on a strangled grunt as he slammed on the brakes, the seatbelt cutting into his flesh. The truck slid feet past the sign as he threw it into park, but he launched himself out onto the asphalt and was running before it fully skidded to a stop. The sight had to be his imagination. He was seeing things. That was the only reasonable explanation, but as he jerked to a halt before the sign, he burst into laughter. It wasn’t his imagination. There was a message carved into the green paint. A message from Quinn.

      
        
        Anson

        <—

      

      

      “Smart girl,” he laughed, an unbearable weight falling from his shoulders at the sight. It was a crude and simple note. Just his name and an arrow pointing down the road that aimed south… or at least Quinn’s best guess at south. But to him, it was an artistic masterpiece. “That’s it, Quinn.” He traced the carved directions with his fingertips before climbing back into his truck. “Good girl.”
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        * * *

      

      The car sputtered as the last fumes of gas burned from the tank, and Quinn twisted the steering wheel toward the shoulder. She didn’t know why she felt the need to remove the vehicle from the road. No one was driving through this nothingness any time soon. She hadn’t seen another living soul since Pine Hill’s destruction, but habits died hard, and in the world she was familiar with, you didn’t leave stalled cars in the middle of the road.

      Quinn shifted the vehicle into park and leaned her head against the steering wheel as everything in her chest fought to stop the tears. She’d never learned to read a map, but she doubted anyone these days understood them. Technology’s advancements defied nature, and no one had use for paper printed with a confusing intersection of lines anymore. But even if she could read a map, her stolen car didn’t have one. The highways were destroyed, preventing her from traveling along the most obvious routes, so she’d done her best to aim south. She’d stuck to the rural roads, but unlike freeways, these streets didn’t announce their direction. For all she knew, she was driving in circles. They were hopelessly lost, and Ava’s fever had worsened. Quinn had been too afraid to leave the safety of their vehicle in the hours after escaping Pine Hill, so when night finally fell, they’d slept huddled together in the back seat. Their body heat did little to ward off the cold, and as they resumed their journey that morning, she tried to ignore the fact that she would undoubtedly have to watch Ava die. They’d encountered no working service stations, and while wrecked cars were abundant, she didn’t know how to siphon gas. They were stranded on this forgotten two-lane road, and she’d seen enough movies to know how this would end. Walking down a lonely highway would mark her as prey for whoever still roamed this ruined world. She had no weapon, no way to defend herself, and she wasn’t powerful like Anson. Burning a mutating plant was one thing, but fighting off raiders was another, and with the sheer devastation plaguing the major towns and cities, every surviving human had become a raider. The longer she and Ava stayed out in the open, the smaller their already dismal chances of survival shrank.

      “We can’t stay here, baby girl.” Quinn reached across the console and rubbed Ava’s belly. The child had finally fallen asleep, exhaustion and the car’s heat lulling her after their chilly night, but her silence was more terrifying than her screams. Ava was growing lethargic, and if they didn’t find a pharmacy and safe lodging soon, Quinn would be forced to face the unthinkable.

      “No.” She flung open the car door and burst into the autumn air, refusing to let the image of leaving Ava in a shallow grave take root. Her heart didn’t possess the strength to bury a baby, so she stormed to the trees lining the asphalt and scoured the ground until she found a sharp rock. There were no signs on this winding stretch of road, so she carved Anson’s name and an arrow into the car’s paint. She realized it wasn’t the smartest idea. These directions would lead both Anson and predators alike to her and Ava’s doorstep, but she couldn’t stop herself. Her courage needed to believe he was out there searching for them. He was undoubtedly dead, but the lie that he would find them kept her moving. She only had to hold out until he arrived. She didn’t have to survive the future, just the next few days. Just until the sheriff located them.

      “Come on, sweetheart.” She swung the pack onto her back before scooping Ava off the front seat. The baby grimaced in her sleep, and Quinn kissed her burning cheeks until she settled. “I know it’s cold,” she soothed. “I’m going to find you somewhere safe; I promise.” She started walking down the double yellow lines, refusing to acknowledge the trees crowding the shoulder. She couldn’t bury Ava. She wouldn’t survive it. The dirt was no place for her newfound family member.

      “Just hold on for me,” she whispered, knowing that Ava’s sixteen-pound body would feel like a ton by the time the sun set on this miserable day. “We can do this together. We’ll be okay,” she lied. She knew nothing of motherhood. Nothing of survival. They weren’t safe, and they probably never would be again.

      “We’re going to be okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Quinn crouched behind the bushes as her conflictions waged a bloody battle in her chest. It was a stupid idea. She knew that, but night was rapidly approaching, and Ava wouldn’t survive sleeping in the autumn air. They’d walked that two-lane road for three hours before encountering a town, passing only a few lonely houses along the way, but Quinn felt unsafe venturing inside those. They were too exposed. Too close to the road. They would be other travelers’ first choice of shelter, and she would rather walk until her feet blistered than sleep somewhere raiders could easily find her.

      A small sliver of hope grew root inside her when the abandoned road finally led to a town, but it took only five minutes to realize the same infection that destroyed Pine Hill had broken out here. When she’d fled Mrs. Evans’ burning house, most of the inhabitants were still human, so the sight that greeted her made her vomit in the grass. She was embarrassed that she lost her lunch in the dirt over the overgrown and wild buildings, but she couldn’t help it. It looked like one hundred years had passed, the buildings so ravaged that the town resembled the apocalypse movies she used to watch. It had only been a day since she’d escaped Pine Hill’s outbreak, but the vines choking the neighborhoods made her feel like she’d stepped out of time only to return centuries later. Sheltering inside the overgrowth was a death sentence, so Quinn had contemplated returning to one of the lonely farmhouses when she found the trailer park.

      It sat on the outskirts of the town, but the vines hadn’t invaded the uniform homes. Most of them were destroyed, though, the trailers ripped apart as if God himself had reached down and crushed them in his fists. Quinn assumed their destruction was why the vines had spared this community, and she almost left the devastation behind, but four standing trailers at the park’s rear caught her attention. They miraculously stood whole and perfect, which was why she was currently crouched in the bushes just outside the park. Ava needed a warm place to spend the night, and there might be food inside them. There would definitely be blankets and clothes and possibly medicine. Quinn tried not to hope, but twisted and mangled bikes littered the debris. Children had lived here before disaster struck. She didn’t see any bodies, so she prayed they’d fled before the catastrophe. The sun was dangerously close to the horizon. Without streetlights, the world would plunge into blackness, and one of those trailers could hold Ava’s survival in its walls. They needed the safety they provided, but like the farmhouses she’d passed, they were the only unharmed buildings for miles. Their thin walls wouldn’t shield them from raiders, but would anything in this new world ever truly protect them? Nothing was safe. Except Anson. He was safe, but he was dead.

      “What do you think?” she asked Ava. “What are the chances of someone seeing those vines and making it this far? Hopefully, other survivors saw those lonely farmhouses and settled there for the night. Most people wouldn’t hunt through an infected town and pick through a destroyed trailer park, right? We’re the only two crazy enough to try, so we’ll be safe… don’t you agree?”

      Ava lay lethargically in her arms, and Quinn decided. She’d swore she wouldn’t bury Ava in the dirt. Her limbs ached too badly to keep walking, and the utter darkness was too dangerous to risk. The trailers were their only hope of seeing tomorrow, and reassuring herself that no one would brave an infected town to find this park, she stepped out from behind the bush.

      She picked through the debris and paused before the four standing trailers. Up close, one looked long abandoned, and she doubted it would offer any supplies, so she aimed for the second. The scent that greeted her when she pulled open the front door, though, warned that dead bodies lay inside. She tried the third, and when no putrid smells met her, she crept inside. It was the nicer of the two remaining homes, and after a quick sweep proved it was empty, she locked the door behind her and drew the shades and curtains. Darkness consumed the home, and she felt her way down the hallway to the windowless bathroom. If any light was the least dangerous to test, it was that one, and crossing her imaginary fingers, she flipped the switch.

      “Oh my god, look at that,” she laughed as the vanity lightbulbs flickered to life, and she stepped inside, shutting the door behind her. No one outside would be able to see the light, and setting her stuff on the floor, she tested the sink’s faucet, almost crying when water ran out.

      “Ok, sweetheart, you won’t like this, but I’m going to try to cool your fever.” Quinn plugged up the sink before stripping Ava down. She shoved a towel under the door to help muffle any sounds, and then she dipped the baby into the mini tub. Ava screamed. Quinn cried. But after unbearable minutes, the little girl settled as her temperature fell. Quinn scrubbed her clean and then dressed her in one of the fresh outfits Anson had packed. For the first time since they fled Pine Hill, Ava calmed, and Quinn cried again, but in relief. Coming inside the trailer had been the right choice, and she arranged a bed of towels on the floor so Ava could rest while she showered.

      The water was barely warm, but Quinn felt almost human after shampooing her hair. Ava had settled some, but she was still fussy, so Quinn carried her into the master bedroom where she thankfully found an abundance of clothes. She pulled on thick sweatpants and a hoodie before preparing the formula for Ava. She didn’t have a bottle, so she located the kitchen utensils with the sliver of the bathroom light guiding her, and she dripped spoonfuls into the baby’s mouth until Ava’s exhaustion got the better of her. The trailer was cool, the heat no longer working, but it was warmer than sleeping in the car. Plus, there were blankets to spare. Quinn tucked Ava into a makeshift crib made of pillows and couch cushions to keep her from rolling off the bed, and satisfied the little girl was safe and comfortable, Quinn returned to the kitchen and opened the fridge.

      The food inside had spoiled, so she abandoned it and aimed for the cabinets. It was difficult to navigate a foreign kitchen with only a sliver of light from down the hall, but she didn’t need light to recognize the shape of a cereal box.

      “Oh my god.” Quinn tore open the package and dug her hand inside, her fingers instantly hitting the crispy cornflakes. The bag was full. Gloriously and unmistakably full. She scooped a handful of the crunchy cereal into her palm and shoved it into her mouth, crying unattractively as she chewed, but an entire bag of cornflakes was more valuable than gold.

      For long minutes, Quinn stood in the dark and cried as she ate, drinking from the tap when she needed something to wash her mouthfuls down. The dry cereal tasted like a discount brand, and it was stale, yet it was a five-star meal to her, and she ate until she couldn’t manage another bite. The carbs overloaded her exhausted system, and she wanted nothing more than to join Ava on the queen mattress, but Anson’s warnings and Pine Hill’s fate refused to let her rest. This house could restock her pack, and after forgetting the sheriff’s advice once before, she promised to never ignore it again. She would fill her backpack to overflowing and place it beside the bed before she allowed herself to even think of sleep.

      Quinn pulled the plastic bag out of the cereal box to save space and then blindly felt around the cabinets. The cracked bathroom door let hardly any light into the kitchen, and while it would be easier to search the home with lights on, she didn’t want to broadcast her location to anyone wandering this trailer park wasteland. So, she relied on her fingertips to do what her eyes couldn’t. The cabinets weren’t stocked, but they weren’t bare either. She found a bag of dry rice, a can of pineapple, a stale sleeve of half-eaten crackers, two cans of tuna, a partially used bag of all-purpose flour, a pack of snack-sized apple sauces—which she instantly assigned to Ava—, four cans of chicken noodle soup, two bags of pasta, an unopened tub of instant oats, and a small bag of potatoes, eyes and all.

      Quinn dug through the kitchen pots until she found one light enough to carry and then stared at her treasure pile in disbelief. She didn’t care that the crackers were stale, she would dip them in the pineapple juice to soften them enough for her and Ava to share. She was no baker, but she figured she could mix flour and water to make bland pancakes. She’d have to figure out how to cook the rice on the road, but raw oats and pasta were edible if it came down to it. The food wouldn’t last forever, but it would last significantly longer than the protein bars and tuna cans Anson had packed her. The potatoes weren’t rotten, but in her former life, she would’ve thrown out spuds with this many eyes. She was a new person, though. As long as there wasn’t mold, she would eat them. She knew little about child development. Her college reading had been textbooks and classics, not that what to expect for expectant moms publication, but she assumed children could manage soft foods at six months. She’d been Ava’s surrogate parent for over a month, which meant Ava had to be at least seven or eight months old now. She should be able to handle fruit and mushy crackers. Mashed potatoes and oatmeal might work for her, too. Quinn smirked at herself as the thoughts played through her mind. From a girl who always threw out stale snacks and unsightly vegetables to a girl who rejoiced over the prospect of turning these items into baby food for a child she hadn’t birthed. How she had changed. She used to worry about her grades, and now she was worried about where they would find clean water. That reality should cripple her, but the feast before her inspired too good a mood for her to wallow in her fate.

      Kitchen scavenged, Quinn moved on to the bathroom, praying children’s Tylenol hid in the cabinets, but only adult Advil sat behind the vanity. She took it, along with every roll of toilet paper, a half-used tube of toothpaste, and the tampons. A pack of soap was also tucked under the sink, four of the six bars still whole in their boxes, and she snagged them. Without medicine, cleanliness was their best defense against illness and infection.

      She then crept into the bedroom, kissing Ava as she passed the mattress. Her forehead felt warm, but she was sleeping peacefully. Sheltering in this trailer had been the right choice, and maybe a few days of cool baths and a warm bed would finally break her fever.

      Fighting her exhaustion, Quinn dug through the dressers. Food was more important than fashion, but with the weather growing bitter, the winter coat hanging at the back of the closet was a blessing. There were no children’s clothes, but she figured she could swaddle Ava in an adult sweater to keep her warm. She also found a pair of sneakers that were better for walking than the stylish ones she’d been wearing since the bridge, and the homeowner’s undergarments, sweaters, socks, and pants were roughly her size. Quinn ignored the fact that she was planning on wearing a stranger’s used panties as she shoved a few into her bag. They were obviously clean, but they’d been worn. Another thing before-the-bridge Quinn would’ve kicked and screamed about.

      She tried to be practical in her decisions, but as she stared at the backpack Anson had given her, hope sank through her body to puddle at her feet. Only a fraction of her goods would fit inside the small pack. If no one found them, they could hide in this trailer for a few days. They could rest and eat and heal, but after their food ran out, they’d be back at square one. For a brief moment, she wondered if they should make this their permanent home. Hidden at the rear of a destroyed park adjacent to an infected town, this trailer might be safe from intruders, but it wasn’t overly warm. They could manage for a few weeks if they huddled together under the comforter, but in the dead of winter, the absence of heat would kill them, especially since there was no fireplace. They had to map a route south, and if they were going to survive the journey, they needed these supplies… only she couldn’t carry them.

      Quinn plopped down on the edge of the bed in defeat. The coat, tampons, and food had fueled her hope, but maybe hope no longer existed. Maybe they were all doomed. Anson was dead, and she wasn’t a survivalist. Perhaps it would be better for everyone if Ava’s fever took⁠—

      Quinn lunged forward and shoved the stacked shoe boxes out of the way. A laugh involuntarily escaped her lips, and Ava grunted at the sudden sound. Quinn clapped her hand over her mouth, but the little girl thankfully didn’t wake. Careful not to make any more loud noises, she pushed aside the remaining clutter and yanked a rolling bag out of the back of the closet. Another laugh slipped free of her, but she giggled into her palms this time to muffle the noise. This bag would make carrying the supplies easier. Between this and her pack, all her salvaged goods would fit. It would make carrying Ava almost impossible, though, but she could create a makeshift carrier out of the sheets. It would be difficult. She would be exhausted, but they would be warm and fed with safe drinking water for the immediate future. It was more than she could say about their situation this morning. Their luck had turned a corner, and perhaps it would linger for a while longer until she found a working car.

      When she finished packing, she filled some bottles in the kitchen sink and shoved them into the rolling bag’s empty spaces. Nothing had happened after she drank from the tap, so it was safer than the water running through the land. It tasted stale, but it wouldn’t melt her body like the river did those people at the bridge.

      “How about it, Ava?” she whispered, stroking the child’s hair before dragging the stocked packs next to the mattress. “We did pretty good.” Ava was a brunette like Quinn, and she wondered if the similarities would convince people she was her mother. She hoped it would. She liked the idea. “I told you we’d be okay, and I can’t believe it, but I followed through. So, this taught me I can keep my promises.” She leaned down and kissed the girl’s warm forehead. “We’re going to be okay. I’ll take care of you. I promise.”

      Quinn kissed her again before getting ready for bed. She longed to put on pajamas and cuddle below the comforter after last night’s miserable sleep in the car, but her mind flashed back to the vines shooting out of Mrs. Evans’ mouth. Their lives had been destroyed in a matter of minutes, and they’d almost died. If she’d just taken her pack to the store with her. If she hadn’t left Ava behind, they wouldn’t have been trapped inside that house with a flesh-mutating infection. Those what-ifs constantly played out in her brain, and she refused to be caught unaware again. So, she remained fully dressed, with her shoes on and her coat below her. She was fairly confident they were safe here among the destruction, but if morning brought trouble, she’d be ready to flee in seconds.

      “Have sweet dreams, baby girl.” Quinn stroked Ava’s head as she pulled the blankets over her, but she fell into a death-like sleep before she finished her goodnight.
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        * * *

      

      “My, my, my, what’s this?” Quinn’s dream sounded all too real, the voice too close as if someone stood over her, but that was impossible. It was just her mind weaving absurdities as she slept.

      “Will you look at what we have here?” her dream spoke again, and with acrid bile burning her throat, Quinn jerked awake.

      “Well, hello, princess,” her dream said, only it wasn’t a dream. It was a woman twice her size and dressed in biker leathers. “Nice of you to join us.” The stranger smirked, her gaze lingering far too long on Quinn’s packed bags, and then she swung the baseball bat hanging from her fist above her head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your little girl’s daddy ain’t here waiting to surprise me, now, is he?” the woman asked, the baseball bat bouncing off her shoulder to emphasize the question. “Because that would end real bad for you. Steve and Joe are searching the other trailers, and they aren’t fond of surprises. They’d be willing to let a pretty thing like you travel with us, but not if you cause problems. Plus, we don’t got room for no baby daddy.”

      Quinn’s chest constricted until her heart fumbled a beat. Two men and a woman twice her size. This wasn’t an offer of charity. If it were, they would’ve welcomed the idea of another man to help them survive. No, these strangers were wolves, and she and Ava were sheep who’d wandered too far into the wilderness.

      “Look at all these nice things you found for us,” the strange woman said, the spark in her eyes conveying how much she enjoyed Quinn’s fear. “We’ll have to leave your baby, of course. This is no world for an infant, and we can’t afford another mouth to feed. We’ll barely be able to support you, but we’re generous people,” she continued as if she hadn’t just sentenced Ava to death by abandonment, and Quinn’s fingers twitched below the blanket. She didn’t dare move with that baseball bat poised for the kill, but motherhood had started taking root, and everything within her screamed for Ava’s safety.

      “Steve,” the woman called over her shoulder, and Quinn cringed. The odds of her surviving this encounter were alreadydangerously low, but they would burn to ash if those men stepped inside this trailer. “Steve!” The woman twisted to shout down the hall for her companions, and Quinn moved before her brain even decided to attack. With the grace of a high school ballerina, she flung the blankets aside, curled her legs to her chest, and kicked. She’d slept in her shoes, and while her feet had been uncomfortably hot all night, she thanked God for the protection when her heels slammed into the intruder’s gut. The woman stumbled, and Quinn held her breath. For an endless moment, she waited for the stranger to regain her footing and bash her brains in with that bat, but then she plummeted backward, the angle nothing short of divine intervention as she smashed her skull on the dresser. The room fell silent as her body collapsed into an unconscious heap. She didn’t stand back up.

      “Please, baby girl,” Quinn pleaded as she shrugged on her coat and seized their bags. “I need you to be quiet.” She slipped her arms through the backpack’s straps and dragged the rolling bag to the trailer’s rear window, shoving it open to toss their supplies out into the crisp air. “Please, Ava, whatever you do, don’t cry. I won’t let them leave you here to die in the cold, so you can’t cry.” She kissed the baby’s forehead before she awkwardly climbed out of the window, every cell in her body praying Steve hadn’t heard his companion’s call, praying that Joe wasn’t standing behind the trailer to torture her for escaping. She had no car. No one to help her flee. Her odds were already nonexistent, and she’d never been a particularly fearless girl. Her chewed nails were proof of her often crippling anxiety, but the end of the world had revealed her overwhelming desire to live, so she balanced on a windowsill for the second time that week and jumped.

      The window was higher than she expected, though, and she lost her footing on the uneven ground. She almost dropped Ava, catching her at the last second, but the jolt jerked the baby awake. Her little lungs screamed, and Quinn’s stomach cramped painfully at the shrill sound.

      “No, no, no,” she whispered against Ava’s feverish face. “Shhh, please stop.” But there was no reasoning with a human who’d only been alive for a few months.

      “Did you hear that?” a male voice asked. “Patricia, was that you? Where did you go?”

      Quinn almost threw up last night’s cereal at the sound. The man was close. Too close, and she caught the rolling bag’s handle as she took off running.

      “Patricia?” the man called.

      “Steve, that’s a baby,” a second voice shouted. “Someone else is here.”

      Steve cursed, the obscenity echoing off the destroyed trailers, and Quinn picked up her pace, struggling to carry the screaming Ava and the bags. She should drop the supplies, but how would they survive? They needed this food, and she couldn’t bring herself to release her grip. Without it, they might as well surrender.

      “Patricia, answer me you—” The slamming trailer door cut Steve’s obscenities off, but thirty seconds later, a roar erupted from the bedroom’s open window.

      She shouldn’t look. Quinn knew that, but she was a cat to her curiosity, and she twisted just as Steve leaned out of the window. Their eyes locked, and when the brute of a man realized she was barely an adult, a predatory grin spread over his lips.

      “Joe!” he shouted as he forced his mass out of the window after her. “We have a runner, and boy, is she pretty!”

      Quinn choked on her fear as she aimed for the main road, but she had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and the rolling bag was weighing her down. She didn’t want to leave their only food source behind, but the bag’s wheels snagged on a protruding rock, and she almost crashed to the grass as it ripped from her grasp. Joe had joined the enraged Steve. He was older than the first man but equally terrifying, and they were on the hunt after what she did to Patricia. Abandoning the supplies was her only hope of survival.

      With a strangled sob, she forgot the bag and bolted for the street. She couldn’t outrun them. She couldn’t fight them off. She had no car, but she did have an infected town. She knew to avoid the living plants, but maybe these men didn’t. Maybe they hadn’t encountered the flesh-turned vines, and if she led them into an overgrown neighborhood, the earth might consume them like it did Pine Hill. It might consume her too, but better to join nature than to suffer what Steve and Joe’s eyes threatened.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Steve shouted, his voice closer with every thundered footfall. “There’s nowhere to run. Give up now, and maybe we’ll take it easy on you. Hell, you might even like it.”

      Quinn gagged, tears blurring her vision, and she lunged into the street, but she only made it two steps before squealing brakes roared in her ear as a truck barreled straight for her.
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        * * *

      

      Anson had spent the past two hours worried he’d missed Quinn’s next clue. He’d found her abandoned car, but that was the last direction he’d seen for miles. He was thankful she’d left him a road map, even if her carvings made him sick. She was young. She was trying to help him, but her drawings were all too easy to follow. Anyone traveling these deserted roads could easily find her, and the longer he went without uncovering her next signal, the more he convinced himself that someone had gotten to her first.

      He eventually arrived at a town, and he initially hoped Quinn was sheltering there, but one look at the overgrowth told him she wasn’t anywhere close by. She’d been present when the infection annihilated Pine Hill. She wouldn’t venture into the vines again, so he turned his truck around. Maybe he’d missed something. Maybe he should retrace his steps and start⁠—

      A figure darted out into the road, and Anson slammed on his brakes, bracing for the body’s impact against the hood of the car. The figure froze before him, a human deer in the headlights, and nausea washed over him when their eyes met. He knew her, and he’d almost killed her. What’s worse, the men hunting her down would have if he’d been sixty seconds later.

      “Quinn!” He threw himself out of the truck the instant it skidded to a stop, the front bumper barely missing her, and jammed his rifle against his shoulder. As sheriff, he’d encountered every version of these men, and if they captured Quinn, they would rip her, body and soul, to shreds.

      “Get in the car,” he ordered, his voice bitter and razor-sharp as he aimed. He couldn’t look at her. If he saw her face, he would crumble under its weight, so he stormed past her, finger aching to pull the trigger. “Turn around,” he warned the two leather-clad men.

      “We found her first,” the younger one started, but Anson didn’t let him finish. He pulled the trigger, and the dirt beside the man’s foot exploded as the bullet tore into the earth.

      “As you can see, I’m a good shot,” he growled, his vision red as both men lurched backward. “The next one goes in your kneecaps. You won’t be able to walk, and without working hospitals, your death will be horrendously slow. Do not test me. I’m in the mood to kill someone today.”

      “All right, all right, calm down.” The younger man retreated with his hands raised in surrender. “You can have her. She doesn’t look like that much fun, anyway. Would probably cry the entire time and ruin it. Hard to enjoy yourself when they sob… even if they are prettier than most.”

      “You know what?” Anson said, painfully aware of the breed of men he faced. Monsters who thrived during lawlessness because sheriffs like him were no longer paid to stand up to their brutality. “I changed my mind.”

      And he pulled the trigger, shooting the man right between the eyes, and despite the earsplitting gunshot ringing through the air, Anson still heard Quinn’s scream from inside the truck. She would hate him for this.

      “Woah, woah, woah, what the hell is wrong with you?” the older man asked, throwing himself backward as if it would save him from Anson’s wrath. “We said you can have her.”

      “It’s not only about her,” Anson growled. “You’ll do this to other women. It’s who you are, and I may no longer be a sheriff, but God damn my soul if I let men like you live free in this world.”

      “Okay, okay, Steve was a bit much.” The man retreated another step, Steve’s blood dripping down his face. “There’s a woman back at the trailers. She needs my help. We teamed up with Steve ‘cause he was good at protecting us, but the crazy was all him.”

      “Is that why you were chasing my girls?”

      “Your girl hurt Patricia. Knocked her out. Plus, she had food.” He gestured to the fallen bag.

      “Give me that,” Anson demanded.

      “But—”

      “Now.” Anson aimed the rifle.

      “All right, calm down.” The man retrieved the rolling bag and handed it over.

      “Now get lost.”

      “Without the food.”

      “I could kill you too.”

      “Okay, okay. I’m going. I’ll get Patricia and leave.”

      “I don’t care what you do,” Anson said as he tossed the pack into his truck bed. “Stay here or don’t. I’m taking the girls and leaving, but if I see you following us, I will shoot you.”

      “We won’t follow you. This trailer park has some standing homes. Might work for us.”

      Anson grunted, keeping the gun trained on the man as he climbed back into the truck’s cabin, and throwing it into drive, he pushed the vehicle faster than he should without ever looking at Quinn’s ashen face. They needed to put distance between them and the trailer park, but he couldn’t bear the horror curving her lips. It was another reminder that his father was right about him, that he was everything wrong in this world.
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        * * *

      

      Anson slammed on the brakes and yanked the steering wheel until the truck skidded to a halt on the road’s abandoned shoulder. He practically fell out of the driver’s seat the second the tires stopped, and he barely made it off the asphalt before he sank to the grass. How long had Ava been crying? How long had they been driving? He didn’t remember. Everything was a blur, a haze, a sickening fever dream. Those men. He knew what they had planned for Quinn, and his mind shut down after they left the trailer park to stop those images from playing on repeat. He’d retreated within himself, driving in a trance to keep the nausea at bay. He couldn’t even look at the shaking girl seated beside him. She was so beautiful. So pure and innocent and young, and those men would’ve carved her up, body and soul, if he’d been so much as thirty seconds later.

      But then Ava’s screaming woke him from his stupor, and he realized the sun was too low in the sky. They’d been on the road far longer than his brain remembered, his muscles terrifyingly on autopilot. By the panic in Quinn’s eyes, Ava had been fussy for a while, but he still couldn’t bring himself to look at the girls. He’d abandoned them in Pine Hill. He’d turned his back and let the wolves close in, and then he’d killed a man in front of them. It wasn’t self-defense. Not after they’d surrendered. He’d shot that man in cold blood, and Quinn finally saw through his façade. She’d trusted him because he was a sheriff, but she shouldn’t. She should flee as far from him as possible. He’d already survived losing one mother and child. He couldn’t do it again. He wasn’t a hero. He was a mistake. His father had made sure to beat that into him, and the girls would be better off without his poison. There had to be refugee camps somewhere, and he’d protect them until he found a safe zone before he ventured south.

      “Ow!” Quinn’s soft complaint drifted on the air, and Anson glanced up to find her standing in the back of the truck. She was a heartbreaking sight to behold, digging through the supplies as she tried not to cry. She favored her right leg, and he guessed she’d tripped and twisted her ankle on a bag.

      “Please,” she begged when their eyes met, her shoulders so hunched she looked more child than woman. “Ava has a fever. She’s been sick for days, and I… can you help her?”

      “Yes.” Anson stood up and dug through the bags until he located the medicine. “I found this when I returned to Pine Hill.” He extended a bottle of Children’s Tylenol, and Quinn snatched it from him, an awkward sob escaping her lips as she scrambled down off the truck bed. Instinct urged him to reach out and lift her to the road, but he forced his hands to remain at his sides. He was afraid to touch her. Afraid that if his skin met hers, she’d recoil in disgust, so he let her climb down herself.

      She brushed past him, reading the directions on the bottle’s label as she walked, and as Anson watched her drip the medicine into Ava’s mouth, it struck him that much had changed in his absent weeks. Gone was the college student, a mother in her place.

      “There you go, baby,” Quinn crooned as she shoved the Tylenol into her bag and scooped Ava up. “You’ll feel better soon, I promise. You’re going to be okay. We both are… right?” She looked at Anson for confirmation.

      “Yes.” The single word was all he could manage.

      “Thank you.” Quinn cradled Ava closer to her breast. “For the medicine. For coming for us…” her voice faltered, but Anson didn’t need her to finish the sentence. He understood her silence. She hadn’t expected to survive the day. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I promised I’d get you somewhere safe before I moved on.” He awkwardly rested his hand on her back. He wasn’t sure she’d welcome his touch, but the impulse to comfort her overruled his common sense. It had been a long time since the need to touch another human took control, and something inside him settled when she didn’t recoil.

      “Don’t leave us again,” she whispered into Ava’s cheek so low that he almost missed it, and he had the overwhelming urge to shove her away. It would be easier to leave once she was safe if he wasn’t attached, and he’d already decided he wouldn’t stay. He wasn’t right for her, but if she continued to worm her way under his skin, he’d start to care. He was too old for her, too violent. He couldn’t care. He couldn’t.

      “Please?” she begged, and he wondered if he’d misinterpreted her reaction to the shooting. There was no repulsion in her eyes.

      “I’ll stay, kid.” He rubbed his thumb over her back, ignoring his internal warnings. “Until you’re safe,” he added because he couldn’t stay. Not forever. He’d ruin her if he did. Just like he did the first ones.

      A bird shrieked in the distance, and he yanked his hand away, the temporary spell broken at the animal’s unnatural sound.

      “We should go.” Anson rounded the hood and climbed back into the truck. He didn’t like the pitch of the bird’s voice. It might be nothing, a death scream in the silence, but he had no intention of waiting to see what else this already terrifying day had in store for them.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s wrong?” Quinn blinked awake as the truck rolled to a stop.

      “Nothing,” Anson said. “It’s getting too dark to drive without the lights on, and I don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

      “Oh…” She sat up, her spine protesting from sleeping twisted against the window. “Where are we?” She squinted in the darkness at the shadows looming before her.

      “An auto body shop.”

      “Is something wrong with the truck?” She glanced back at Ava, who lay nestled peacefully among the luggage. They’d never be able to carry all their supplies if they had to abandon this vehicle.

      “No.” Anson killed the engine, his short answers settling heavily on her skin. He was never talkative, but he’d changed since the shooting. Or maybe she had? She’d never seen a man kill another human before. She’d witnessed hundreds of deaths since the bridge, but she’d never watched someone raise their weapon and shoot a person between their eyes. It scared her to learn Anson was capable of such calculated violence. It scared her more that she wasn’t afraid of him. Wary? Perhaps. Anson was a stranger in a world where men were rarely safe, and she wasn’t blind. She knew a man this adept at survival wasn’t a white knight, yet she wasn’t worried. Watching a man’s brain explode had turned her stomach violent, but she wasn’t afraid… at least she didn’t think she was. Not that it mattered. Anson had made his position explicitly clear. His protection extended only until a more permanent solution presented itself.

      “Why are we⁠—?”

      “We need somewhere to sleep,” he cut her off as he exited the truck. “Houses are obvious shelters, as are grocery stores—buildings with beds and food and medicine. An auto body shop is valuable but only to mechanically inclined drivers. No building is completely safe, but this garage would be most survivors’ last choice.”

      “Oh…” she trailed off, not missing the accusation. She’d done just that, chosen a comfortable and stocked home, and she’d almost paid the price for her lack of foresight.

      “Stay here,” Anson said. “I’ll check it out before we pull inside.” He slammed the door without waiting for a response and vanished into the shadows.

      Quinn watched the darkness for anxious moments before reaching back to rub Ava’s sleeping tummy. At least the Tylenol had gifted her some peace, and the baby’s soft belly helped ease her nerves. Ava wasn’t going anywhere. They’d stick together even if Anson abandoned them again. Not that she could blame him. She wanted to. Oh, how she wanted to, but he wasn’t her husband or her father or even her friend. He was merely a man decent enough to keep a helpless college student and an infant alive.

      “It’s empty, and there’s room inside for the truck,” Anson said as he climbed back into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “It’ll be warmer than sleeping outside. We can light a garbage can fire to warm up some dinner.”

      “I found potatoes,” Quinn said. “They’re wrinkled and full of eyes, but they’re still edible, I think. They won’t be for much longer, though.”

      “We can try cooking those.”

      “I have a small pot in my pack,” she said as he pulled into the dark garage. The scent of grease and gasoline filled her nostrils, and for the briefest moment, she let misery take root. They were safe, but was this her life now? Were beds and homes and warmth things of the past?

      “Great, that’ll work. I have sleeping bags, and there’s a couch in the office. You can take that.” Anson jumped out of the vehicle and flipped on a flashlight she hadn’t seen him grab before he rounded the truck to the supply-laden bed. “I have formula for Ava too, somewhere.”

      “Okay,” Quinn said, ignoring the awkwardness dividing them. He owed her nothing. She was alive because of him, and that had to be enough.

      So why did it hurt every time he turned his back on her? He was all she had. Anson and Ava. Her entire world reduced to two people, and one was counting down the days until he was rid of her. Maybe her loneliness was blinding her. He’d put a bullet in an unarmed man’s brain. Shot him with his hands raised in surrender. Maybe she and Ava were better off somewhere safer. Maybe she should be afraid of him.

      Neither spoke as they transformed the stained and filthy garage into a camp. Anson started a small fire in a garbage pail before setting up the couch and sleeping bags, and Quinn used water from the bathroom tap to fill her pot. Thankfully, the single dirty stall worked, and they had water that wouldn’t poison them, so by the time their bedding was arranged, she’d boiled the wrinkled potatoes to a creamy texture and fed Ava a bottle of warmed formula. Anson had the foresight to grab table salt during his scavenging, making the meal palatable, but Quinn suspected she would’ve found raw potatoes a delicacy after their endless day. They’d barely eaten all day, so they shoved the food down their throats without so much as glancing at each other. He wasn’t her husband. Despite the lies they told at Pine Hill, they were strangers. It was better this way. He planned to leave them, after all.

      “We should give Ava another dose of medicine and head to bed,” Anson said, breaking the silence. “I want to get back on the road early, but we should search this garage in daylight first. Hopefully, we’ll find gas or something useful.”

      “Okay.” It was all she could say.

      “Right… well.” He finally looked at her. “Good night.”

      “Anson?” she blurted before he could leave their pitiful fire. She’d spent more time than she cared to admit imagining their reunion, but this guilt-ridden indifference was a punch to her gut. He’d killed a man for her, so why could he barely meet her gaze? And why was she terrified that she’d wake up tomorrow to find him long gone? “Is the plan to still travel south?”

      “It’s safest. We have gas now, but that’ll soon be impossible to come by. Once it snows, we’ll be stuck up north, so it’s best if we find you somewhere safe that doesn’t freeze.”

      “And where will you go?” she asked, her heart silently begging him to remain at their sides. “You’ll stay with us right.”

      “I don’t know.” He stared at her with defeat sagging his shoulders, and she almost asked him what was wrong, but she kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t brave enough to hear the truth.

      “Are you going to leave us?” she asked instead. “When we find somewhere safe?”

      He didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

      “I want to go back for my parents,” she said before she lost her nerves. If Anson ditched her and Ava the first chance he got, she needed to find her family. He’d said it himself. Gasoline would grow scarce, and if she traveled south with a man who planned to abandon her, she’d be trapped hundreds of miles away from her parents. She’d never see them again.

      “Go back?” Anson shifted his weight to stare at her as if the eye contact would somehow change her statement.

      “Yes, I want to find my family,” she repeated.

      “Where do they live?” he asked.

      “North of the bridge… so across the divide when the highway split.”

      “No.” His answer came so fast that she flinched.

      “Anson…”

      “That’s a death sentence,” he cut her off. “And we’ll waste too much gas and time if we turn around.”

      “I won’t leave them,” she argued, her belligerence boiling over. “If I do, they’ll never find me.”

      “Quinn, your parents are probably⁠—”

      “Don’t say it!” she hissed. “Don’t you dare say that.”

      “Quinn…”

      “Don’t! I’m alive. I’m still here, and I’m the last person anyone would expect to survive. I know that’s thanks to you, but I made it. They might have too. My dad’s smart, and they’re probably worried sick about me. Even if they evacuated, they would’ve left a note. They would leave me directions, so I can’t go south without knowing what happened. Please, Anson. You want to get us somewhere safe? My dad is safe.”

      “Trying to cross over the highway is too dangerous. We’ll never make it.”

      “We might not make it south, either. I almost didn’t escape Pine Hill. I almost didn’t survive today. Life isn’t certain, especially now, and I want to go home. I want my mother.”

      “Quinn, I…” he paused as if struggling to find the right words to express the war waging in his chest. “You’re better off without me. It’ll be safer for you and Ava if I’m not around.”

      “So take me to my parents.”

      “But crossing the chasm isn’t the answer. You’ll be in even more danger than you are now.”

      “Then I’ll go myself.”

      “Quinn…”

      “I’ll find a truck and drive north myself.”

      “Don’t,” Anson begged. “You don’t know me. I’m… I’m not safe for you, but don’t kill yourself because I won’t stay. I don’t want you to die. Believe it or not, kid, you’re the first person I’ve given a damn about in a long time, but I’m messed up. I’ll ruin you. It’s what I do. It’s what I always do.”

      “So take me home.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. She didn’t know why she was crying. Maybe it was the pain in his voice. Maybe it was the fact that she wanted him to stay, but he was too broken to grant that wish. Maybe it was because he was right. He was dangerous. He’d shot an unarmed man between the eyes… for her. How could he be a monster when he killed that man for her? She wanted to hug him. To reach out and feel his powerful arms around her. To hear him whisper it would be okay. That she was safe. That he would always take care of her. But he wasn’t her husband. He wasn’t her father or brother or friend. She should be afraid of him. It bothered her she wasn’t.

      “If you don’t want me to die, take me home,” she pushed. “Help me find my family, and then you’ll be free of us. You can go south, and Ava and I will stay with my parents. Please, Anson. I’ll never forgive myself if I leave them behind to mourn me. I survived. They might be alive too.”

      “What if we can’t cross the divide? You saw how the water destroyed that highway,” he said. “We walked along the chasm for miles. There was no way across.”

      “If we can’t find a bridge, we’ll go south,” she said. “But I need to try. I prefer to do it with you, but I’ll do it alone if I must.”

      “You aren’t going alone.”

      “Then help me.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Anson, please.” She surged to her feet and gripped his hand, their connection filling the hollow void inside her. “I need to find my parents.”

      “If I decide it’s too dangerous, will you listen to me?” he asked. “If I say we need to turn around, will you?”

      “Yes.”

      “We can’t spend too much time searching the divide for a crossing. If we can’t find a path quickly, do you agree to follow me south?”

      “How quickly?”

      “Do you agree?” he repeated.

      “Yes, but we have to try.”

      “Okay.” He pulled his hand from hers, and the void yawned wide again.

      “Okay, you’ll do it?” she asked, her heart thundering with both hope and rejection.

      “Yes,” he surrendered. “I’ll take you north to find your family.”
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      Quinn studied Anson’s face in the dawn’s first teases of light. He looked younger than thirty-six when he slept, despite the early hints of grey peppering his beard and hair. It had been neatly trimmed when they met, a detail she embarrassingly found sexy, but it had grown slightly wild since she’d last seen him in Pine Hill. Being on the road didn’t allow for grooming, a fact she was already humiliatingly aware of. Her legs hadn’t seen a razor in weeks, and while she knew vanity wasn’t a sane concern at a time like this, Anson’s raw beauty brought the insecurity raging back to the surface. Not that it mattered. He was planning to leave them the first chance he got. At least her parents wouldn’t be bothered by body hair. They’d changed her diapers and nursed her through the flu. She, Mom, and eventually Ava could mourn the loss of razors together.

      Ava’s fussing had woken her from a death-like sleep while it was still dark. Quinn used to sleep through alarms, but now one wrong breath from the baby had her jerking awake. She’d changed her diaper, given her another dose of Tylenol, and then fed her the remaining formula. It pained her to give Ava unrefrigerated leftovers, but she had little choice. She couldn’t just pop over to the store and grab more. She rekindled the trashcan fire, though, and heated the milk until boiling to kill any germs. Ava didn’t seem to mind the left-over breakfast, and she promptly fell back asleep, but Quinn was too awake to join her. Anson wanted to search the garage before they got on the road, but she didn’t have the heart to wake him. The lines of his handsome face were so harsh that she suspected he’d never known peace except in his dreams. It was barely dawn. What harm would one more hour of rest do?

      Quinn scanned the workshop for entertainment inspiration. How many times had she complained of boredom before the bridge? When she had her phone and could instantly purchase a book to read on the same device. Back when she could log into a streaming service and watch thousands of hours of shows, or doom scroll funny videos on social media, or even message friends. She hadn’t truly understood emptiness until survival became more important than pleasure. Their truck was packed with supplies, yet neither she nor Anson had grabbed a single book. Books had been her life as an English major. She’d never been without one growing up. Ebooks, paperbacks, hardcovers, audiobooks. She always had one or more in her possession, but she hadn’t thought about them once during the past weeks. The sudden realization stung. Reading had been humanity’s favorite pastime since the creation of the written language, and in a matter of days, books became irrelevant. Quinn glanced at Ava. She would grow up in a world where the arts were forgotten, and while survival was more important than words on paper, was a life without beauty worth enduring? Quinn had grown up on ballet and novels and films, her childhood rich with art. Ava’s would consist of running and hiding and hoping to avoid death.

      “I’ll make you a promise, kiddo,” she whispered into the morning air. “When we find my parents and get somewhere safe, I’ll save every book I find. I’ll build you your very own library and teach you to read. Your childhood can never be like mine, but I’ll make sure it has magic.” She leaned forward and kissed Ava’s soft brow. “I’ll teach you what I recall of ballet, too. You and me. Our own little dancing book troupe. Who knows? Maybe one hundred years from now, the history books will remember us as the scholars who preserved the arts… starting now. Maybe one of the mechanics here was a reader.”

      Quinn extricated herself from her makeshift couch bed and crossed the grease-stained floor to the garage’s office, but her enthusiasm faded when all she uncovered were technical manuals. Anson might need these, and if not, they’d make great kindling, but they were of no use to her future library. She did find a half-empty tin of generic coffee that made her heart soar. Coffee was something they’d no longer be able to import, meaning even cheap instant grinds were gold. If brewed weak and sparingly, this commercial-sized tin would last awhile. It made up for the lack of reading material because, no matter how bored she grew, she had no intention of reading instructions on how to screw in nuts and bolts… if that’s even what those manuals discussed. She found pens and blank paper, though, and she saved those. If she couldn’t find books, she’d write one. Maybe she’d write their story so that, one day, historians would have first-hand accounts of the apocalypse. She giggled at herself for that thought. Ever the English major.

      Office sufficiently scavenged, Quinn decided searching the rest of the building without Anson’s help was pointless, and she aimed for the couch when the trill of a singing bird drifted through the silence. The sunrise poured through the windows, and in this middle-of-nowhere garage, the world outside looked almost peaceful. Quinn glanced between Anson and the outdoors. He probably had another thirty minutes of sleep in him, and Ava was still napping. Neither of them needed her, and the scent of grease and gasoline was overwhelming her senses. She wouldn’t go far. This was one of those garages built on a lonely road to accommodate travelers bypassing town. She doubted anyone would drive by, and even if they did, the tree coverage was abundant. She’d hide the second she heard tires on gravel, but she craved the fresh air, a moment to feel normal. Not that normal was ever in the cards for her. They’d most likely die trying to reach her parents, and that thought was the final push she needed to find her shoes and coat and slip out the back door.

      A quick scan of the street proved this stretch of nowhere was long abandoned, and she mentally counted the trees to judge a safe walking distance. As long as the garage remained in sight, there was no reason to worry. In this corner of the world she didn’t recognize, she’d enjoy the fresh air in her lungs and pretend that, for a half hour, she was normal. That this was a morning stroll to reduce her stress about the test grades that would undoubtedly be posted after class.

      “Grades,” she whispered to herself as she started walking down the leaves-dusted road, her hands shoved in her pocket to keep the brisk air from biting. “That’s something I won’t miss. And communal showers or cafeteria food…” she paused, twisting her face toward the rising sun. “Okay, I miss the cafeteria. I could just roll out of bed and stumble there in my pjs to eat… now I have to steal almost rotten potatoes for dinner.” She glanced around, double-checking she was still alone. Anson’s guilt kept his guard up around her, their conversations always survival-oriented, and Ava was too young to understand her words. She had no one but herself to talk to since Mrs. Evans’ death, but she still didn’t want anyone overhearing… not that anyone was left to overhear her. How many people were left alive in the country? In the world? Was this apocalypse plaguing only the United States, or had the entire globe descended into madness?

      “Probably the whole world,” she said to herself, liking how the sound of her own voice made her feel less lonely. “At least, I hope so, even if that’s cruel. Otherwise, we must have angered someone powerful. Not much of a surprise, though. There’s a reason no one swims in natural bodies of water anymore.”

      A bird interrupted her monologue, and she tilted her eyes to the tree line. She knew nothing about birds, but the animal flying above her was a precious little thing, flitting and singing and looping through the air, and Quinn froze in her tracks. This horrifying world. There’d been so much death. So many disasters mankind had no explanation for, yet this bird danced among the leaves as God created it to. There was something so comforting about seeing one of Earth’s smallest creatures living with joy. It wasn’t worried about raiders or falling bridges or vines infecting flesh. To him, it was a new day, a morning worth singing about, and a tear rolled down her cheek. Maybe everything would be okay after all. Maybethey would find her parents. If this bird was happy enough to rejoice in the sunshine, there might still be hope for the earth. Maybe the future wouldn’t end in fire and brimstone. What if there was life after all this death? An unrecognizable life, but a future all the same.

      Quinn nudged the fallen leaves crunching beneath her sneakers with her toe to reveal an oddly colored one. It almost shimmered in the fall morning air, the color just unnatural enough to be jarring, and she picked it up, its strange charm reinforcing her optimism. There was still beauty in this life. There was still good to look forward to. The bird and leaf proved it.

      So caught up in the joy that this impromptu walk inspired, Quinn forgot to check her distance from the garage. She stopped checking the sky behind her, stopped listening for sounds sneaking up on her, so she didn’t see the sudden grey creeping over the earth until it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Anson cursed as he rolled onto his side, his voice rough with exhaustion. He was too old to sleep on the ground, and his spine felt twisted and ugly after a night on the concrete.

      “Quinn?” he grunted as he forced himself to a seat, but her name barely left his lips when he felt the emptiness. She was gone.

      “Quinn?” His joints protested the sudden movement, and he cursed involuntarily at the pain. He’d promised to help the girl find her family, not that he held much hope for a positive outcome, so he didn’t understand why she would leave without him. Every day in this new world held a death sentence, and traveling alone with a baby would end in blood. It would most likely end that way even with his aid, but an ache like the one seeping through his bones slipped into his heart. He couldn’t bear the thought of Quinn and Ava’s tortured deaths.

      A soft squeak interrupted his depressing thoughts, and he rose onto his knees to see Ava still bundled in her makeshift bed. Her little fist twitched as she dreamed, and Anson scanned the garage with a new uneasiness. Quinn was gone, but the baby and the truck remained. It was possible—albeit unlikely—that she’d left on foot, but without Ava? If Quinn were any other college student, he might believe she abandoned the responsibility of sudden motherhood, but she wasn’t just another student. He barely knew the girl, but he was certain of one thing. Quinn would never leave Ava behind.

      Anson trailed his knuckles down the baby’s cheek before crossing the stained floor to the bathroom. “Quinn?” he called as he knocked. Maybe she’d woken early and opted to use the privacy to wash up. “Quinn, you in there?” He paused, pressing his ear against the door, but when only silence answered him, he pushed inside.

      Empty.

      Anson grunted, choosing to ignore the concern tightening his chest, and jogged to the parked truck, but a quick glance at the supplies told him she hadn’t taken her packs. She wasn’t trained in survival like he was, but she wasn’t stupid. She’d never venture out into the world without food and water. She hadn’t left them, and that all the bags were still packed meant raiders hadn’t taken her. If their camp had been discovered, he’d be long dead and the truck would’ve left with her captors. So Quinn had to be here. Unless…

      Anson stared at the sleeping Ava as uneasiness crept through his belly. The world now played by horrifying rules where anything was possible. Had something happened to her while he slept? He’d witnessed water disintegrate flesh. He’d seen the aftermath of Pine Hill. Had something in this garage killed her?

      The rumble of thunder shook the morning, interrupting his disturbing thoughts, and he moved for the window. She hadn’t been foolish enough to go outside alone, had she? She knew better than to disappear without a word, and he prayed she hadn’t been so naïve while begging any higher power who’d listen that she had. But the leaf-strewn road before the garage windows stood empty.

      “Quinn?” He flung the door open and stepped out into the crisp air, the thunder roiling through the sky. He didn’t like the panic brewing in his chest. He liked the storm brewing in the heavens even less. “Quinn!” he shouted above the roar. “Are you⁠—?”

      A savage lightning bolt cut him off as it sliced through the clouds and dove for the tree line. Anson stumbled backward into the garage, landing hard on the concrete as the bolt split the trees apart before burrowing deep into the dirt.

      “What the—” Another crack drowned out his curse, and he flinched as the lightning’s intensity burned his eyes. Ava screamed behind him, but he couldn’t move. He remained rooted to the dirty floor as the storm surged to life. He’d never witnessed lightning this violent before. It ripped apart the trees and shattered the pavement, each sound more sickening than the last, and Anson’s gaze flicked to the ceiling. One bolt, and the roof would cave in on them, burying them alive, and if the falling debris didn’t kill them, the flames would. The gas trapped in this garage was enough to set the entire road ablaze.

      Crack!

      A flash of white blinded him, and for long seconds the world went silent. The lightning strike flashed bright before his blurry vision. The thunder vibrated his chest, but he was deaf to the violence. A dull hum buzzed in his ears, uncomfortable and insistent, and with unsteady hands, he rubbed his eyes until his blotchy sight returned.

      Anson cursed as he rushed to shut the door, his vibrating throat the only clue he’d spoken. He couldn’t hear his own voice. Couldn’t hear the storm or the screaming little girl behind him. He could barely see through the electricity battering the dirt, yet as he sealed himself inside the garage, a blurred object caught his eye.

      “No.” He shoved the door back open, praying it was a trick of the light, but the figure remained. He blinked rapidly, forcing his vision to clear, and the blur finally solidified.

      “Quinn!” The sight of her pulled his stomach from his body, and he slammed his fist into the doorframe with a curse. She was out there… alive in a storm that would splatter her entrails over the asphalt with a single strike. Anson gagged on the bile burning his throat. He didn’t want to watch her body explode. He didn’t want to watch her scream as she burned to death, but she was too far. She’d never reach the garage in time. The storm was racing for her, and she’d be dead before she made it two steps.

      Anson glanced back at Ava as another thunderclap silenced his hearing. Protect the baby or save the girl? Those were his options. Both were impossible, though. He was nothing compared to nature’s wrath, and he was powerless to help, either. So, die with the baby or die with the girl? Those were his choices.

      “Run, kid.” He was deaf to his own voice, yet still he screamed.

      Quinn couldn’t hear him over the chaos, but as if she felt his warning rumble through her chest, she bolted for the garage. She was too far, a small dot in the storm, yet somehow, she’d seen him. Her movements changed as she leaned into her speed, and Anson stepped out into the open.

      “Run!” He extended a hand as if the length of his arm might save her. “Come on, kid.”

      Lightning struck the road feet from where she ran, and Quinn tripped, her knee hitting the pavement before she stumbled to regain her balance. Anson thought he would be sick. Fear gripped his chest, and he stepped another foot outside. She had to run. She had to make it. He didn’t want to watch her die.

      “Don’t stop, kid!” he roared, finally hearing his own voice fill his ears. “Keep moving.”

      She ran five feet, ten feet, fifteen. The storm raged around her, but she didn’t stop. She dodged and weaved and ran. Twenty feet, twenty-five, thirty. Her sneakers pounded the shattered pavement, but just when hope bloomed in his chest, an unnatural bolt of lightning struck the road. The asphalt exploded, and pain ripped through Anson’s gut as he watched Quinn fly through the air and hit a tree. Her body collapsed in a heap among the leaves, and before he realized he was moving, he was racing down the burning road.

      “Please be alive,” he muttered under his breath. “Please be alive. Please be alive. Please be alive.” She wasn’t moving. He couldn’t tell through the violence if she was breathing. “Please be alive. Please be alive. Please be alive.”

      A chunk of asphalt flew for his head, but he sidestepped it and leaped off the road, skidding on his knees until they collided with Quinn’s body.

      “Get up!” He yanked her into his arms without checking for signs of life, but the blood on her cheek was enough to tell him he was too late. There was no way she’d survived that bolt, yet he couldn’t leave her outside in the storm to rot. He’d already witnessed one dead mother on the pavement. He couldn’t bear the thought of Quinn’s body repeating that nightmare.

      A burning tree plummeted before them, and Anson skidded to a halt, the force almost throwing Quinn from his arms.

      “Ow!” A groan escaped her lips as his fingers dug into her ribs, and he stumbled at the sound, almost tripping into the flames before he regained his balance. Alive. She was alive, and he gagged on his relief.

      “Stop moving and hold on,” he ordered. She flinched at his harshness, but she obediently wrapped her arms around his neck. He shouldn’t be cruel, not when he was overwhelmingly relieved that she was alive, but all his fear had bled from his muscles the moment he heard her voice. Now he was angry. She’d left their safety and put herself in death’s path. He’d almost lost her, almost watched her die in the ditch like an animal, and his anger churned his stomach into a frenzy. Her foolishness had killed them both.

      A lightning bolt hit the trees, shaking the earth with its force, and Anson lost his footing. They both went down hard, Quinn’s screams of pain eating at his chest as he pulled her to her feet.

      “Anson,” she sobbed, her bloody hands staining his skin where they clung to him.

      “Just run!” he growled, forcing her faster than she could manage. The garage was mere yards away. They were almost there, almost back inside their imagined safety.

      “I can’t.”

      He yanked her off the ground, curling her smaller body against his chest, and pushed his burning legs to their breaking point.

      Thirty feet, twenty feet, ten, five.

      They burst through the door, and Anson practically threw her to the concrete so he could slam the door shut. The garage had miraculously been spared, and he locked the deadbolt behind him before gagging on the terror swirling in his stomach.

      “Anson,” Quinn’s voice shook, the tremble matching the thunder, and even though he knew he’d hate himself for it, he lost control.

      “What is wrong with you?” He whirled on her, his fear blinding him to the blood and dirt staining her coat and skin. “Have you learned nothing since the bridge? Everything about our new reality is trying to kill us, and you go outside? You could’ve died, and you almost took me with you.”

      “I’m sorry…” she whispered.

      “There is no sorry in this world,” he shouted. “There are no second chances or redoes. There’s alive, and there’s dead. That’s it, and you threw your life away the second you stepped outside.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “But you should know. You’re smarter than that. You’ve seen enough to not be so stupid.”

      “I’m not stupid!” she shouted through her tears. “All I did was go for a walk to get some fresh air. I stayed in sight of the garage, and I wasn’t behaving recklessly… ow!” she shrieked as she tried to sit up. “I saved Ava at Pine Hill. I walked those roads by myself and nothing happened. I’m not stupid. I just didn’t know. None of us know what’s happening, so you can’t blame me.”

      “You should have woken me. Going out alone was foolish.” He couldn’t relent. His fear for her life wouldn’t let him.

      “You’ve done so much for us,” she sobbed. “You looked so tired. I thought you’d enjoy the sleep. It was just a walk, Anson. I didn’t know.” Her tears took control of her body, and she doubled over, clutching her bruised ribs as she hyperventilated. “I’m not stupid,” she mumbled through her hiccups. “I’m not stupid.”

      Anson cursed, the words ugly and harsh, and then he knelt beside her, sick at the sight of her blood and the sound of his own voice. “You’re not stupid.” He reached for her and then froze. He wasn’t good at comforting people. He wasn’t good at any form of relationship. His father had seen to that. “I…” He wanted to hold her, though. Her pain was ripping him apart, and he longed to pull her into his arms. To heal the pain of his words with his arms. He wasn’t his father. He couldn’t be. Cruelty had already ruined one generation. He couldn’t let it poison another.

      “You aren’t stupid,” he repeated, giving in to his longing and wrapping her in his embrace. He waited for her to recoil. To shove him away in disgust, but to his surprise, she curled into his chest. “You just scared me, that’s all. I didn’t want to watch you die, and then you went flying into that tree. It made me sick. I’ve never been so afraid in my life.”

      “Me neither.” She grabbed his neck with her bloody hands. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      “And I’m sorry for yelling at you. God, Quinn.” He gripped her wrist and pressed her palm against his heart. “I don’t scare easy, but hell… I can’t breathe.”

      “I’m sorry for scaring you, but I didn’t do it on purpose. I just wanted a walk.”

      “I know.” He brushed her hair off her face and studied her skin, relieved to find that all the blood was from only one cut on her forehead. “And you should be able to go for a walk if you want to, but we don’t live in a safe world anymore. You need to have eyes in the back of your head, and I would prefer it if you didn’t venture out alone.”

      “I don’t think I will after today.”

      “I wish it weren’t like this. I wish you were at college worrying about things like dates and tests, not unnatural death and a sick baby, but I can’t give that to you. All I can give you is my protection, but I can’t do that if you disappear. Next time you want to walk, wake me up. That way, I can at least watch you from the window.”

      “Oh god!” Quinn jerked back, flinching at the pain as she turned toward the couch. “Ava!” she tried to stand, but Anson pulled her against his chest.

      “She’s okay. Screaming, but okay. You, on the other hand?” He helped her to her feet. “Let’s get you looked at and cleaned up before you hold the baby.”

      “Right…” she glanced down at her crimson fingers. “Okay. My ribs hurt.”

      “We’ll take a look. Hopefully, they’re just bruised.” Anson helped her into the bathroom and peeled off her coat before freezing with an uncomfortable nod at her shirt. “I, um, need to check⁠—”

      “It’s okay.” She gave him a weak smile. “Now that my adrenaline is fading, I hurt a lot. I don’t think I can clean up without help.”

      “I’ll be quick,” he promised as he carefully peeled her bloody sweater off. “Well, the good news is the blood is coming from the cut on your forehead. It might leave a little scar, but not to sound harsh, that’s lucky. There are no plastic surgeons anymore, and a face wound could’ve left you disfigured.”

      “So you’re saying I’ll still be cute?”

      “No, I’m…” he trailed off as he registered her smirk. “Yes, you’ll still be cute,” he played along.

      “Good.” She sagged against the sink, and despite the tease to her voice, he could tell she was struggling to remain upright. “With everything going on, I’d hate to be ugly.”

      “It would take a lot more than a scar to do that,” Anson said without thinking. “How painful is it to move?” He cleared his throat and turned his focus to her ribs, hoping she didn’t think anything of his slip.

      “Painful,” she answered. “I can move, though. Is that a good—ow!”

      “Sorry.” He moved his fingers to a different spot on her side. “I’m no doctor, but I have experience with field injuries. “You’re one lucky girl to have escaped with only bruised ribs and a forehead cut. You’ll be in pain, but you aren’t in danger.”

      “I would have died if you hadn’t come after me.” She placed her hand over his. “I would’ve died dozens of times if not for you. Thank you.”

      “You’re a good kid.” He removed his hand from her waist. He liked her touch too much to allow it to linger. “You’re worth saving.”

      “Well, I appreciate it.” She leaned back, clearly not missing his meaning when he fled her grip.

      “No need to thank me. I’ll go get you the first aid and a new shirt. The blood stained your coat and sweater, but this garage has soap and clean water for now. We’ll wash them while we’re stuck here. We can’t really afford to throw away good clothes just because of stains. Until we find you a new coat, you’ll have to wear this one.”

      “That’s okay.” She shrugged. “My beauty routine is in the toilet. I might as well wear blood-stained coats.”

      “Still cute, remember.” He patted her shoulder with an obviously platonic touch. “All right, wash off. I’ll be back to help in a second.”

      Anson jogged to the truck, thankful for a reprieve from Quinn. She was hurt and needed help, but it didn’t blind him to the fact that she was possibly the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He would never act on his attraction, but he’d have to be blind not to notice her. She was so gorgeous that he’d probably notice her even if he was blind.

      “Come on, kiddo.” He scooped up the wailing Ava. Having the baby present would kill any further discussion of Quinn’s cuteness.

      “Did I get all the blood off?” Quinn asked as he stepped back into the bathroom and set the makeshift baby seat on the floor.

      “There’s still some in your hair.”

      “Oh…” She glanced at the dirty mirror. “I guess I’ll leave it. It hurts to lift my arms.”

      “Here.” Anson handed her a clean shirt. “I’ll be right back.”

      He returned a minute later with a chair and helped her sit in it before handing Ava to her. “Hug the baby,” he said. “She’ll make you feel better. I’ll wash your hair.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “We have running water now and soap,” he said. “The lightning sounds like it’s moving on, but the rain has started. We won’t be leaving any time soon, so we should take advantage of what we have. It’s cheap hand soap, not shampoo, but it’s better than blood.”

      “I guess, yeah… are we safe to stay here, though?” she asked as he applied antiseptic cream and a bandage to her forehead.

      “Safer than venturing outside. Beyond that, I don’t know. It sounds like just rain.”

      “Let’s pray it’s not the same water as the bridge.”

      “God, I hope not… lean back.” He tilted her head and started scooping water over her hair.

      “What happens if it is? Or if the garage floods?”

      “One disaster at a time. Let’s get the blood out of your hair, and then we’ll worry about being melted by a flood.”

      “It’s rain though,” she said as he lathered the pink hand soap through her locks, and even though she was talking about the worst-case scenarios, he enjoyed the sound of her voice and the feel of her soapy hair.

      “I guess rain can be toxic, but not like that river was,” she continued. “That river was infamous for toxic waste dumping.”

      “You have a point.”

      “So, we might be safe in here, right?”

      “Yeah, kid. We might.”

      “You know, no one has washed my hair since my mom when I was a kid. It’s nice.” Her gaze flicked up to meet his, and he didn’t like the flicker stinging his chest. It was dangerous having her head in his hands and her eyes on him.

      “I guess I’m good at it.” He turned the water back on and started rinsing her hair. “Maybe I should do Ava next. She if she’d like a gas station spa day.”

      Quinn laughed, her voice strangling as she flinched. “No making me laugh… Speaking of spa days, did you find a razor?”

      “Why? My beard that bad?”

      “No… for me.” She turned pink, and he couldn’t help but smile at her. When was the last time someone had made him smile?

      “Somewhere in my bags, yes.” Anson pulled a handful of paper towels from the dispenser and pressed them against her soaked head. “And it’s okay, you don’t have to be nice. I know my beard looks wild.”

      “We all look wild… well, maybe not Ava.” Quinn lifted the baby to her lips, covering her with kisses, and Anson knew he’d been right about her. She’d never leave Ava behind. “Babies always look cute. Doesn’t matter what her hair or outfit looks like. She’ll always look perfect.”

      “Yeah, she will.” Anson brushed a finger over Ava’s cheek, but if Quinn hadn’t been obsessing over her baby, she would’ve noticed his eyes weren’t on Ava. She would’ve realized they weren’t talking about the same girl because his gaze was on her hand soap scrubbed hair that he’d had the honor of washing himself.
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      “Quinn, come away from the window,” Anson said. The longer she stared at the endless rain, the higher her shoulders raised in tension, and he disliked the way her anxiety ate at his chest.

      “Will this storm ever pass?” She made no move to heed his request. The lightning had a thankfully short lifespan, but the rain that followed threatened to flood the earth like the second coming of Noah. The Bible warned that the world had ended in water once before. Perhaps that was how it would end for the last time.

      “It will either pass or kill us, but standing there watching the downpour won’t change that,” he said, and the college student whirled around with eyes too wide. Anson swore under his breath as she stared at him like an animal facing off with headlights on a darkened road. He wasn’t used to living with people anymore, especially not women, and never ones so young. What did girls this age talk about? What did they talk about at any age? He barely remembered his mother, but the few memories he’d managed to keep rarely contained her voice. Then there was her. He’d lived with her long enough to remember, yet none of their conversations stood out as if she’d made sure her voice always spoke without speaking. Her words were all lies, anyway.

      “I just meant that stressing yourself out over the rain won’t change the outcome,” he said as he gestured for her to join him on the couch. For the first two days, he’d scavenged the repair shop for supplies while Quinn had rested. But with nothing but the drum of water pounding the roof to entertain them now, Anson had volunteered to hold Ava. He thought the break might help Quinn relax, but without the baby’s distraction, her anxiety had infected the entire garage.

      “And I don’t want you by the glass,” he continued. “Just in case something comes through the pane, I don’t want you in the line of fire.”

      “Oh…” She glanced at the door with a new fear, and he mentally kicked himself for saying the wrong thing yet again. This was why she’d be better off without him.

      “I doubt anything will happen, but please come away from the window. You hit your ribs pretty hard. You should be resting.”

      “I can’t rest,” she said as she plopped down beside him. “We’ve been in survival mode ever since the bridge. Even when we were staying with Mrs. Evans, my days revolved around Ava and preparing for life without grocery stores or electricity. I haven’t had a second alone with my thoughts in weeks, and now…” She gestured at the water pouring down the windowpane. “Being left alone inside my mind scares me.” She fell silent as if her honesty surprised her. It surprised him. Nothing about him was warm or comforting. Nothing about him encouraged people to confess their secrets, yet her nervous words hung between them as if she was begging him to hear her. To really hear her.

      Anson glanced down at her hand resting on the cushion beside his leg, and his fingers twitched, longing to reach down and tuck its smallness into his fist. His father had never held his hand. He couldn’t remember if his mother had ever tried. Quinn’s mother probably held her hand often. She probably hugged her daughter when she cried and soothed her when she suffered as well. Quinn deserved to live in a world where someone took her hand to relieve her anxiety. He hated his father more than usual for turning him into someone incapable of reaching across an infinitesimal divide to assure a beautiful girl that he did hear her. He probably understood her more than any other human being ever had.

      “So you were in college?” he asked, tearing his gaze away from her hands to focus on the sleeping baby in his arms. He couldn’t give Quinn what she needed, but he could offer her a distraction. He didn’t wish to get to know her more than he had to. Leaving her and Ava would already be hard enough, and he feared if he learned more about the student beside him, he’d never leave. But he also couldn’t abandon her to her thoughts. The rainwater was persistently leaking through the door’s seams. If he left her alone, she’d end up back at that window, standing in an ever-expanding puddle.

      “Mmhmm,” she grunted.

      “What were you studying?” he asked.

      “English major,” she said.

      “You wanted to be a writer?” he asked when she didn’t continue.

      “Yeah… or a teacher.” She glanced at the sleeping Ava. “Looks like I might be the latter now. I doubt schools will ever come back.”

      “They might,” he said. “Maybe not in time for Ava to enjoy them, but humanity has a remarkable talent for endurance.”

      “At this rate, I don’t think there’s any humanity left.”

      “We’re here. We’re human.”

      “We’re three people.”

      “And Adam and Eve were two.”

      “So we’re Adam and Eve?” She smirked, and he instantly regretted the analogy, even if it did make her smile.

      “No, I just meant the world began with two people. We’re three. So, we already have a head start. Who knows, maybe you’ll be the one to bring schools back.”

      “The children of the future will forever curse me,” she laughed. “Or maybe I’ll write about what happens to us. Put my education to use and become this age’s first historian.”

      “There you go.” He nudged her with his shoulder before he realized what he was doing. He never went out of his way to touch people, but something about Quinn and Ava punched through his impenetrable walls.

      “I guess there is one upside to this apocalypse, though,” Quinn continued.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah…” She smiled with a tease in her eyes. “No more Professor Drumond lectures.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “One of my English professors.” Quinn settled lower onto the couch, falling sideways ever so slightly unto her head rested only inches from his shoulder, and Anson froze as he both wanted her to lean against him and sit back up.

      “Didn’t like him?” he asked, ignoring how close she hovered.

      “He is brilliant… was brilliant... I don’t know.” She shook her head, darkness coloring her features again. “But I heard stories. He was the kind of professor you should hope to take classes from, yet you never wanted to. He was heinous.”

      “I had a teacher like that,” Anson said, purposely omitting that the man was his father.

      “I was actually on my way to his class when the bridge collapsed.” Quinn twisted her head on the couch’s back to stare up at him, the movement shifting her even closer to his shoulder. “I was so stressed about being late. He was known for locking students out of the classroom or making them stand at the front so everyone knew they were lazy or disrespectful of his time. I bit all my nails off—I bite my nails when I’m anxious—because I didn’t want traffic getting me punished, but the end of the world saved me.

      “Well, at least Ava will never have to endure a teacher that unsavory.” Anson glanced down at Quinn’s fingers, noticing for the first time that her nails were chewed almost painfully short. He’d have to pay better attention to her from now on. She was too pretty for bleeding cuticles.

      “True…” Quinn smirked up at him. “Because I’ll be worse.”

      “Poor kid,” Anson laughed. He liked that she made him laugh. “Of all the English majors on that bridge, she had to get stuck with you.” He nudged her teasingly, and Quinn finally fell against his shoulder. She didn’t give him all her weight. She merely rested her temples against his shirt, but the contact was enough to incite turmoil in his gut. He should push her away. They shouldn’t get close. He wasn’t staying. As soon as he found Quinn’s parents, he would make his way south alone.

      But he didn’t push her away. He let her stay, and as if sensing his surrender, she sank against him.

      “I’m a monster, I know.” She lifted her fingers to her mouth, but when she caught Anson staring, she reached across his arms to rub the baby’s belly instead. “It’s weird when you think about it,” she said. “A few months ago, I didn’t even know Ava existed, and now I’m planning a future where she’ll be with me for the rest of my life.”

      “That’s kind of how kids work.”

      “Smart Alec.” Her fingers smacked his chest before returning to Ava’s sleeping belly.

      “Did you want kids?” Anson asked as he mock-flinched at her blow. “Eventually?”

      “Sure,” she said. “But after I graduated and got married. You know, planned babies. Ava is some stranger’s child. I never even met her mother, but now she’s mine. I hope her mom can see us from wherever she is. I hope she knows I got Ava out of the car in time.”

      “I’m sure she’s watching over you with a thankful heart,” Anson lied. Death was death. There were no guardian angels or watchful ancestors. Ava’s birth mother was rotting at the bottom of a toxic river, but Quinn on his shoulder made him want to lie. He’d never had a daughter or a sibling. He wondered if this was how it felt.

      “I hope she is. I’m not any good at this parenting thing, but I’m trying.”

      “You’re wonderful,” he said. That wasn’t a lie.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing, though.”

      “No parent does at first. You’re doing fine. She’s alive. That’s a good thing.”

      “She is.” Quinn grabbed Ava’s foot and brought it to her lips. “I hope I can keep it that way.”

      “You will,” Anson said. Again, it wasn’t a lie. “But when we find your parents, won’t your mother take her for you?”

      “No.” Her instant answer was filled with conviction. “I’m kinda in love with her now.” She kissed the baby’s toes again. “I’m not ready to be a parent. She’s not my blood, but I can’t go back to life without her. She wormed her way into my heart. We’re stuck together… What about you?” She met his gaze, and his stomach clenched. Both girls were worming their way under his skin, but they couldn’t be stuck together. He’d already explained that to her.

      “Do you have any kids? Any family?” she asked, and his tension sagged into the couch.

      “No.”

      “You don’t have anyone?”

      “Not anymore.” He would never tell her of his father. She was too innocent for that. And as for the first mother and child? He’d buried their memories along with their bodies a long time ago. As much as Quinn and Ava reminded him of his second chance to help, he wouldn’t open that box again.

      “I’m sorry.” Quinn settled deeper against his shoulder, and Anson shut his eyes at the pressure. It was so pure, so innocent as she sought comfort, and he hated himself for not understanding how to offer care. His father never let him lean against his shoulder. He didn’t remember even trying it with his mother. Quinn needed a surrogate parent, but he didn’t understand how to be one.

      “It was a long time ago,” he said.

      “I’m still sorry.” She twisted to glance at his ringless finger. “Not married either?”

      “No…”

      “Where you ever married?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Right. Nosy, sorry.”

      “What about you?” He flipped the conversation on her. “Do you have a boyfriend? A roster of boyfriends?”

      “A harem of boyfriends,” she giggled. “Actually, I don’t even have one. Senior year was starting, and dating seemed like a hassle at best and a distraction at worst.”

      “Young people should date,” Anson said, knowing he’d never heeded that advice.

      “I was busy, and I never found anyone worth the time,” she said. “I guess I should’ve when I had the chance, though. Pretty sure dating is a custom of the past now.”

      “Lots of things are in the past now. Love isn’t one of them, though. People have been falling in love since the dawn of mankind. The apocalypse won’t change that. One day, survival will give way as normalcy takes a new shape in this world, and romance will circle back around. You’re young. Life isn’t over, even if it feels like it.”

      “It feels like it… I’m not good at living like this. I don’t want this to be our new normal.”

      “You will get good, though.” Anson’s stare forced her to meet his gaze. “You will, do you hear me? Because I won’t be around forever, so you have to survive on your own. For yourself. For your parents. For Ava. You will get good at living like this because dying isn’t an option. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “I said, do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she repeated.

      “Good girl.” He patted her knee, and she graciously ignored the awkwardness of his touch. “So, what’s your favorite book?”
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        * * *

      

      The fuel for their garbage pail fire ran out long before the rain ended, leaving the damp garage dark and uncomfortably cold. When the rain showed no signs of slowing, they organized their food, eating the meals that required heat first, but as the storm raged on, Anson worried the canned supplies and baby formula would run dry before the skies cleared.

      “I thought you said to stop staring out the window,” Quinn’s voice interrupted the silence as she joined him before the glass, her bloodstained coat wrapped around her shoulders.

      “Why aren’t you sleeping?” he asked. If his wristwatch could be trusted, it was the early hours of the morning.

      “I’m too cold,” she said.

      “What happened to the blanket I gave you?”

      “Ava has it,” she said. “I’m afraid of her getting sick again, so I tried to sleep with just this coat. It’s too damp in here, though. The cold’s so deep that it’s in my bones.”

      Anson glanced at her profile, her outline barely visible in the darkness. She had no idea what cold truly felt like. This garage was uncomfortable, but it wasn’t deadly. Not yet, at least, which was why they needed to aim south. He understood the misery of sleeping in freezing temperatures, and he hoped to never survive that again. He didn’t particularly want Quinn or Ava to experience it, either. No, she didn’t understand what true cold was.

      “Do you like the rain?” she asked before he could open his mouth to speak. “Because I think I hate it now.”

      “Rain is good,” he answered.

      “Not like this, though.”

      “No, not like this, but in a world where you can’t just turn on a hose or buy a plastic gallon from the store, rain is good. It means you have water to drink, to feed your crops, to wash your clothes.”

      “If we can drink this rainwater.”

      “It’s safe.” Anson tapped his foot on the floor, his boot splashing the puddles leaking through the seal. “We’ve been walking on it, and nothing has happened. It’s just rain.”

      “I wonder if the men watching Noah said the same thing.”

      “Noah?”

      “Noah and the Ark,” she explained. “He built a massive boat in the dirt to the soundtrack of confused onlookers, and when the waters came, I’m sure they said it was just rain until the flood drowned them.”

      “Quinn.” He waited until she met his gaze. “It’s just rain.”

      “You’re so calm. How are you so calm? Is it because you’re a sheriff? Did you see a lot of terrifying things?”

      “No,” he answered too fast. He should’ve lied because he’d seen a lifetime of terror, just not on the job. “I guess,” he added. “Panic kills people. It does nothing but make you sloppy. We have no room for panic. We’ll either survive, or we’ll be dead. Panic can’t help us.”

      “I wish you’d been there to tell me that during finals week,” she laughed, the sound void of humor. “You’re really intense, you know that.”

      “You should get some sleep.”

      “See… intense.” This time, humor curled through her words, and it confused him that his bitterness was a source of amusement for her. Most people shied away from his seriousness. Then again, Quinn had no choice. His lack of warmth was preferable to the monsters.

      “Come on.” He aimed back toward the couch. He disliked being stuck in this garage with her for days on end. It was almost impossible to build a friendship on the run, but this stillness begged to be filled with conversation. He couldn’t grow attached to a woman he was a couple of years shy of being a father to. She already had parents. She didn’t need another, and liking her would only make leaving that much harder. And he had to leave. He’d poison her and Ava if he stayed. They were better off with her family.

      “Fine, but I still can’t sleep,” she said as she sank on the couch beside Ava. “My fingers and toes are too cold.”

      “You should try.” Anson stared down at her, the answer to her problems on his tongue, but he couldn’t say it, so he lay down on his damp bedding and rolled his back to her. For silent minutes, only the rain beating on the roof filled the space between them, carving the chasm ever wider. But when the cramping in his gut grew unbearable, he realized he’d become his father. He had the power to help her. He was choosing not to.

      Anson stood and crossed the floor to the couch. He wasn’t his father. He would never be his father, so he gripped the confused Quinn’s hips and shifted her to the cushions’ edge. Without a word, he slipped into the space behind her and cemented her to his chest. This position would numb his shoulder come morning, but he liked the way she sagged against his warmth. He liked that, in this moment, he wasn’t his father.
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        * * *

      

      “Quinn?” Anson’s voice broke through her sleep.

      “What’s wrong?” She lifted her head off the couch, exhaustion blinking from her eyes.

      “Nothing.” He crouched beside her, his freshly trimmed beard accentuating his handsome features. “Did you sleep all right?”

      “Yeah.” She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms.

      “I actually woke up sweating.”

      “Next time, I’ll stick my icy toes on you. They’re still a little cold.” She smiled up at him, and something about the garage seemed different. “Wait…” she sat up. “The sun. It stopped raining.”

      “It stopped raining.” Anson gave her a half smile. “I don’t know what the roads are like. We might have to wait for the flooding to recede, but the storm passed. We can finally head north to find your parents.”
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      “We need baby formula,” Quinn said as she dug through the truck bed’s supplies. They’d waited inside the garage for another two days to avoid the worst of the flooding, and when the sunny weather held, they packed up and aimed north. They’d been driving for hours, but they’d finally pulled over to use the woods as a restroom, which was why she was currently hunting for their last canister of formula.

      “We only have one more package… if I can find it.” She shoved a bag aside. “We really need diapers too, and baby food while we’re at it.”

      “We need food in general.” Anson moved a box and handed Quinn the formula. “We were trapped inside that garage longer than expected.”

      “Thanks.” She accepted the canister and jumped to the pavement. “We haven’t seen anyone since the trailer park. It should be safe to go inside a store, right?”

      “Probably,” he said. “It’s morbid, but the massive death toll left more supplies behind than people.”

      “But that’s good for us, though.” Quinn slid into the truck’s front seat.

      “If the attacks didn’t destroy the stores.”

      “Attacks? Everything’s been an act of nature. People can’t do that… can they?”

      “No, they can’t.” Anson threw the truck into gear and eased back onto the lightning-damaged road. “These acts of nature feel like attacks, though.”

      “They do… but how is that possible? What’s happening to us?”

      “I don’t know,” he half-lied. He didn’t know. Not with any certainty, at least, but the nagging voice in the recesses of his mind warned of the truth. He couldn’t accept that, though. That man couldn’t be right.

      “Will these attacks ever end, or is this our life now?” Quinn pinched the baby bottle between her knees and scooped the formula into the water.

      “I don’t know, kid.”

      “Calamities always pass,” she continued. “The Ice Age, the Black Plague, even Noah’s Flood. They all came to an end. This will too. It has to.”

      “I’m sure it will.” He swerved to miss a pothole, and she fell silent as she fed Ava her lunch. She didn’t resume the conversation, and Anson was thankful for the quiet. He didn’t want to lie to her anymore.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think it’s safe?” Quinn asked. It had taken most of the day to escape the lightning-struck roads, their progress so slow they’d only reached the next town over, and they initially planned to use the remaining daylight to find shelter until they drove past a largely intact grocery store.

      “I don’t know,” Anson said. “The parking lot is empty, but that means nothing.”

      “But we should check it out, right? Ava only has two diapers left. What will I do if we run out?”

      “We should look for cloth diapers.”

      “Cloth diapers?” Quinn pinched her eyebrows at him. “Without washing machines? How are we supposed to wash her poopy messes?”

      “The same way our ancestors cleaned them.”

      “Oh god.” She grimaced. “Don’t make me do that.”

      “That’s where you draw the line?” Anson laughed, and Quinn smiled at the deep rumble. It was as obvious as his handsome features that he’d had a traumatic life, and her chest swelled with the faintest hint of pride every time she made him smile.

      “Everything you’ve survived, and diapers are your downfall?” he continued.

      “Poopy diapers,” she clarified. “She’s been sick, so her diapers have been gross. I don’t want to wash those by hand.” She shuttered for emphasis, which earned her another laugh.

      “I’ll help until we find your mom. Deal?” He extended a hand across the truck bench, and Quinn shook it.

      “Fine, deal. But is it safe to check out that store?” she asked. “Cloth diapers won’t fix her baby formula problem. Or our food.”

      “Nothing is truly safe anymore.”

      She instantly sobered. He was right, but she hated being constantly reminded of the fact. Whatever past Anson hid behind his gruff exterior had prepared him for a lawless world, but her greatest problems had been all-nighters before exams and the fear of losing out on her dream internship. Now something as mundane as a grocery store could kill them.

      “We can take a closer look, though,” Anson said, clearly noticing her shift in mood. “Have you ever shot a gun?”

      “No.”

      He grunted. “I’ll have to teach you.”

      “Do I really need to learn?” she asked. “It’s not like a gun will stop the rain from melting our skin from our skeletons.”

      “Even in natural disasters, mankind is the most dangerous threat,” he said.

      “But I don’t want to shoot people.”

      “You’re going to have to, eventually. I won’t always be here, so you need to grow comfortable shooting first.”

      “I don’t want to kill someone.”

      “I don’t want you dead.” He reached out and grabbed her fingers, pulling them away from her mouth before her anxiety drove her to bite her nails.

      “You could stay with us,” she said. “My parents will agree.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I…” As if realizing he still held her fingers, he placed his hands back on the steering wheel. “You don’t want me hanging around, trust me. I’m not good with families. I promised to get you to your folks, but then I’ll be on my way. So, you need to learn to shoot. You need to learn a lot of things… like washing a poopy diaper. Ava needs you to.”

      Quinn laughed despite herself. For someone who claimed he wasn’t good at family stuff, he certainly had a way with her… or maybe her perspective was skewed since he was the only person she could trust.

      “But we’ll look for disposable ones first.” Anson eased the truck into the abandoned parking lot. “Do not wander when we get inside. We’ll prioritize our needs and go in order so that we don’t waste time. And no perusing the aisles. We get what we need and leave.”

      “Even if the store’s empty?” she asked.

      “Even if it’s empty. An abandoned store is a beacon for trouble. Every survivor will contemplate stopping here. It might be empty, but someone could follow us inside. People get desperate in situations like this. They don’t want to share, and many would rather kill the competition than split food.”

      “We won’t be like that, right? Just because you have a gun doesn’t mean we’ll kill people instead of sharing.”

      “Do you want to share?” He parked the truck and twisted to stare at her.

      “I don’t know. Shouldn’t we?”

      “Even if it means Ava starves?”

      “I won’t let her starve.”

      “Then a time might come when sharing will be impossible.”

      “I…” Quinn cursed as she shoved open the passenger door and jumped out. She needed to escape this conversation, to escape the reality that one day she might have to choose between Ava’s life and someone else’s.

      “I’m sorry, kid.” Anson grabbed the baby and hopped out after her. “You don’t have to decide right now. It’s just something to consider. There’s plenty of food still. The death toll left much for us remaining few, so you have time. But one day, grocery stores will be picked through and bare, and you might have to choose between sharing and Ava starving.”

      “I don’t want to live like this.” She took the baby from his arms, watching him with a pit in her stomach as he pulled a rifle from the truck bed. “I don’t want to train myself to shoot someone so that we can eat.”

      Anson paused before her, armed and unreadable, and for a long moment neither of them spoke. Her face wore too many emotions, while his wore none. He was meant for this world. She wasn’t, and she didn’t know if she wanted to become cruel enough to survive it.

      “You got balls, kid,” he finally broke the silence. “You climbed into a doomed car to save a baby. I’m sure you did extraordinary things to escape Pine Hill. You’re a good person, but you also have the strength to survive. When it comes down to it, you’ll do what’s needed to protect yourself and Ava.”

      “Even if it’s shooting someone?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      “Can we add chocolate to the priority list?” she asked as she tucked Ava into her coat so she could use her hands in the store. He was right. She understood that. How many zombie movies had she watched growing up? They all had the same message. Protect yourself from the dead, but be afraid of the living. There were no zombies in her apocalypse, but nature had taken to consuming flesh. Yet no matter how terrifying nature became, nothing surpassed the fear those men at the trailer park inspired. Nature could kill you, but mankind could do much worse, and she needed chocolate before she hyped herself up enough to pull a trigger.

      “We can include chocolate.” He smiled as they walked toward the entrance. “The question is, how high on the list are we talking? After diapers and formula? After cans of soup? After razors?” He winked at her.

      “Oh… tampons!” she blurted. She realized he’d been teasing her, but cloth diapers for Ava were bad enough. She didn’t want to join her when her period came.

      “Right, tampons.” If the mention of feminine products bothered him, he didn’t show it. “Maybe the chocolate should sit next to those on our list.”

      “A smart idea.”

      “Okay, so diapers and baby formula first,” Anson said as they paused before the entrance. “Canned food and water should be second. Cold medicine third, and then hygiene products and your chocolate last. Do you agree?”

      “I think so.”

      “Try not to talk inside. We’ll grab bags from the front and load the supplies right into them so we don’t make noise with a cart. We get in. We get out. If nothing horrible happens, we can attempt another run.”

      “How are you so good at this?” she asked.

      “My job,” he said, and this time his expression was readable. He was lying, but she let it go. She really wanted chocolate. Her period was coming.

      “You ready?” he asked, and she nodded. Anson led the way, rifle aimed as they stopped at the empty registers. He gestured to the plastic bags, and Quinn ripped an entire stack free from the bagging area before they moved for the aisles. It took only a minute to locate the baby aisle, and as she shoved diapers into the bags, she wondered if Anson’s concern was overdone. The store was silent. They were the only three inside its walls, and they’d be able to salvage more if they used a cart. Anson was strong, but he could only carry so much. These few bags of diapers would be gone within the week.

      She filled another bag with wipes and then a third with formula, deciding to keep her questions to herself. Even if it felt unnecessary, she’d follow his directions until they got back outside. Perhaps if this first run proved safe, she’d ask him to consider a cart. This grocery store was untouched. No one had stepped inside her walls in weeks.

      Anson tapped her shoulder when she reached for the jarred baby food. He shook his head and pointed at the squeezable pouches. Quinn nodded with a blush. That should’ve been obvious. The thin pouches were lighter, and she picked through the options, choosing the higher-calorie flavors over the single veggies.

      Anson tapped her again and gestured at the next aisle. Seemed she’d used too much of their time shopping for Ava, but it almost broke her heart to leave. All that food. Ava would never cry from hunger again⁠—

      The harsh sound of a racking gun slapped her in the face, and her voice strangled in her throat as Anson grabbed her coat and yanked her backward, aiming his own rifle at the barrel staring between her eyes.

      “Drop the bags,” a masculine voice growled, and Quinn finally realized a man stood before them, readying to put a bullet through her brain. Anson had been right. Nothing would ever truly be safe again.
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      “I said drop it,” the stranger repeated when neither of them moved. “Uh uh.” He shoved the rifle barrel further into Quinn’s face when Anson’s finger moved for the trigger. “Gun down too. Drop everything on the floor, and I’ll let you walk out of here.”

      “There’s no need for threats,” Anson said, refusing to lower his weapon, and Quinn couldn’t stop the tears from falling. She’d never held a gun before, let alone stared down the barrel of one, and she hugged Ava tighter against her chest as if her arms could protect the little girl.

      “I said put it down,” the man repeated. “Don’t make me ask again. This is our store. Find your own.” He was older and heavier than Anson’s thirty-six-year-old form, but one bullet was all it would take to kill both girls. Anson’s power was useless to help her.

      “Okay, okay, we’ll leave, but get your gun out of my wife’s face,” Anson growled. He’d reverted to their lie, and Quinn hoped the younger wife and daughter act would invoke sympathy in this stranger.

      “Why? So you can shoot me?” the man asked. “Drop the bags or I will⁠—”

      Ava woke with a scream, cutting him off, and Quinn relaxed her hold on the girl’s ribs. She hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been clinging to Ava, and guilt joined her fear.

      “What the hell, Hank?” An elderly woman popped up from behind the stranger. “Put your gun down. She has a baby!”

      “Stay out of this,” Hank said. “They’re stealing from us.”

      “It’s just diapers,” Quinn blurted, praying she’d found an ally in this woman. “And formula.”

      “Quinn,” Anson warned.

      “Please,” she ignored him. “We don’t have any diapers.”

      “For god’s sake, Hank.” The woman grabbed his arm. “What the hell are you going to do with diapers? We don’t need them. Let them have it.”

      “But they know where we are now,” Hank argued. “And this one has death in his eyes.” He nodded his chin at Anson.

      “So help me god, Hank, if you don’t let this mother get diapers for her baby, I’ll leave you,” the woman shouted.

      “And go where, Betty?” her husband asked.

      “Fine, I won’t leave you, but I’ll never speak to you again. She’s just a kid herself.” Betty glanced between Quinn and Anson as if she finally noticed their fifteen-year age gap. “Don’t be selfish. We can survive without diapers and formula.”

      “We’re headed North anyway,” Anson said. “We’re passing through and have no intentions of coming back. We just need stuff for the baby.”

      “Let me see your bags,” Hank demanded.

      “I’m not putting down my gun,” Anson said.

      “Betty, check the bags. Make sure they only got baby supplies.”

      Betty tossed Quinn an apologetic look and then obeyed her husband. “They’re telling the truth,” she confirmed.

      “Fine,” Hank grunted. “Let’s go.”

      “There’s an entire store here.” Anson inched forward, angling his body to block Quinn and Ava. “There’s plenty to share,” he continued, slipping another inch before her. “We can put the guns down and be civil.”

      “There’s plenty because I don’t share.” Hank shifted to recenter Quinn in his sights. Seemed he understood his life would be forfeit if he faced Anson on an equal standing. “I’m letting you leave with the baby's supplies and your lives,” he continued. “Don’t get greedy. You don’t want anything to happen to your wife.”

      “Please,” Betty begged as Ava’s screams increased. “Please, just go.”

      Anson’s eyes flicked to the woman, and Quinn feared he’d even the odds by aiming the rifle at Betty instead of her husband, but after a tense moment, he retreated until his back slid against Quinn’s torso. Her fingers instinctively fisted the fabric of his coat, and his rigidity relaxed at the contact.

      “Good choice,” Hank said. “Let’s go.” He waved his gun at the front of the store. “And don’t touch anything.”

      Anson obeyed, pulling Quinn along behind him, and by the way he scanned their surroundings, the former sheriff was calculating his next move. Did he obey, or did he fight back? She was undoubtedly the reason he’d surrendered so easily, but she was also the reason they had no food to show for their efforts. 

      “Tampons,” she blurted as they reached the abandoned cash registers. “Please, I need tampons.” She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving so empty-handed. She also couldn’t bear the idea of bleeding through her pants in front of Anson.

      “No,” Hank said. “Now get out.”

      “Please,” she begged, glancing at the wife for sympathy.

      “Quinn,” Anson silenced her.

      “I said no,” Hank said.

      “Hank, I went through menopause years ago,” Betty said. “I don’t use tampons, and I know for a fact you have no need for them. Let the girl take a box.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Betty,” her husband snapped. “They’re trying to distract us, so they can split us up and rob our supplies. She probably isn’t even his wife. She’s probably just some girl he uses to trick his victims.”

      “We don’t want to kill you,” Quinn argued.

      “Quinn, let’s go.” Anson nudged her. “We’ll find what we need somewhere else.”

      “Listen to him, girl,” Hank said. “And don’t come back. I’ll shoot if I see you again.”

      “Hank!” Betty shouted.

      “Get out!”

      “We’re going.” Anson grabbed Quinn’s arm and dragged her out into the setting sunlight, Hank watching them every step of the way to their lonely truck. “Get in the car,” he ordered, the sharpness in his eyes warning she wouldn’t like what came next.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      “Just get in the truck.”

      “Anson, please don’t,” she begged.

      “Quinn, do as I say.” He grabbed the passenger door and held it open expectantly. She could tell by the set of his jaw there was no arguing with him, so she climbed onto the bench.

      “Here are the keys. Lock yourself inside.” He shoved them into her hand, and Quinn watched him cross the parking lot with tears painting her face. He’d warned her. A time would come when she’d have to choose between starvation and murder, between Ava’s life or a stranger’s, but she hadn’t expected that choice to arrive so soon, so she forced herself not to imagine the sin Anson planned to commit inside that grocery store.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Anson didn’t bother sneaking into the store. He strode in, thudding boots announcing his arrival as he counted off the seconds.

      “Eleven, twelve, thirteen.”

      Bang!

      A gunshot exploded the display beside him, and he smirked. He’d recognized it the minute Hank had shoved the barrel of his gun into Quinn’s face. The man was no marksman. Anson, on the other hand? He could hit any target at any speed in any condition. One of the only good things his father had left him with.

      Hank lunged into view a moment later, weapon raised as he aimed for a second time, but he was too slow. Anson vaulted across the floor and knocked the gun from his hands, slamming him against the shelves before Hank could so much as blink.

      “My girl asked you for tampons,” he growled as a shrieking Betty skidded to a halt feet away from the violence. “And you’re going to get them for her. Are we clear?”

      Neither of them answered.

      “I said, are we clear?” he repeated.

      “Yes…” Hank’s voice faltered. “Very.”

      “Good. Betty, find the hygiene aisle and fill a bag of feminine products,” Anson said. “I’m going to stay here to keep your husband company. I don’t plan to kill him, but I would hurry. My hands might slip. We don’t want dear old Hank’s neck to snap, now do we?”

      “Please don’t kill him,” Betty cried.

      “Then get my girl what she needs, and we’ll be gone.”

      “Yes, sir.” The woman fled to the opposite end of the store, and Anson shifted his gaze to Hank’s. He said nothing, but he didn’t need to speak. He was well aware of the threat he posed. Perhaps that was another good thing his father had left him with.

      “Here!” Betty’s panicked feet slapped an unsteady rhythm as she returned five minutes later, arms brimming with overflowing bags. Tampons, pads, toilet paper, and a razor. Quinn would be happy about that.

      “Thank you.” Anson released the shaking Hank, smoothing the man’s shirt back into place in a decidedly threatening manner. “We’ll be on our way, but don’t touch that gun until we pull out of the parking lot.” He twisted on his heels to leave. “I have no interest in shooting anyone today, but I already know you as the type of man who aims weapons at a baby’s head. So I’ll have no qualms about doing so if the need arises… Ma’am.” He nodded at Betty. “Thank you for your help.”

      “You’re welcome,” she squeaked. “Oh, and Mr.?” She chased after him and shoved another bag at him. “Canned peas,” she explained.

      “Betty!” Hank hissed.

      “Shut up, Hank!” She glared at her husband. “You hate peas. I could never get you to eat them a day in your life, and they’re soft for the baby. I’m going to let them take these.” She returned her gaze to the sheriff. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Anson accepted the food from her. “And thank you.”

      Betty nodded, and he strode for the door, but a colorful wrapper caught his eye before he reached the exit. He stopped in his tracks and backtracked, snatching a handful from the register, and then left the store for good.
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        * * *

      

      A gunshot shattered the silence, and Quinn cried into her hands. She hoped Anson wasn’t dead, but his survival meant Hank was. The man had shoved a gun in her face and threatened Ava. She shouldn’t feel guilty about Anson’s retaliation, but she couldn’t help herself. This world had already seen so much death. She didn’t want it to endure anymore. She didn’t want Anson to be a murderer either. His inner demons tortured him, and he planned to leave her the first chance he got, but she couldn’t help but like him. He was gruff and harsh and closed off, the kind of man she would’ve avoided in her old life, but in this one, she liked the sheriff. Maybe because he’d saved her. Or because he was the only man with a shred of an honor code left alive. Or because there was goodness behind his violent exterior that she feared would become stained by murder.

      A knock at the window jerked her out of her misery, and she unlocked the doors, choking on her relief when her blurred vision registered Anson’s face. He opened the door and climbed inside, depositing a few grocery bags on the bench between them. He said nothing as he reclaimed the keys and turned the ignition, but the sheer bags told enough. They were brimming with feminine products… and canned peas. He’d gone back inside for tampons, and she cried harder as she ran her fingers over a tampon box. He’d killed someone just to get her pads, and she didn’t know if she should thank him or despise him.

      The truck eased out of the parking lot, and when they settled into a steady speed on the main road, Anson reached across the bench and slid something onto her lap.

      “I didn’t kill them.” He whispered as Quinn stared at the object, unable to process the colorful wrapper.

      “You didn’t?” Her voice broke from the crying.

      “I should have. He put a gun in your face. He could’ve killed Ava, but no, I didn’t.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re why I didn’t go through with it. I knew it would bother you. One day, I’ll have to kill someone like him. You will too, but right now, there are other stores to raid.”

      She smiled at the wrapper on her lap, realizing that sparing Hank and his wife hadn’t been the only thing he’d done for her. “Extra dark chocolate.” She traced the gold foil on the package.

      “It’s all I found at the register. I hope that’s a kind you like.”

      Quinn ripped open the candy bar and shoved the corner into her mouth, savoring the snap as it broke between her teeth.

      “Good?” Anson glanced at her, and she swore a smile flickered in his eyes. She bit the other corner and then extended the bar to him as she shifted Ava into a more comfortable position on her lap.

      “You eat it.” Anson pushed it back at her. “I grabbed it for you.”

      “Thank you.” She wiped her face on her coat sleeve and ate another square, loving how the bittersweet flavor coated her tongue. Yes, she liked this sheriff. It hurt her heart that he had no interest in staying with them. “And thanks for the tampons. That might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      “Of course…” Anson stared at her as if he’d never been called nice before. “You have…” He reached across the bench and brushed his thumb over the corner of her mouth. He twisted it toward her, showing her the chocolaty smear staining his skin before he licked it off his finger. “I’m not much of a sweets person,” he said. “But extra dark isn’t bad.”

      She broke off another square, oddly affected by the intimacy of the way he’d cleaned her mouth. She’d never been a dark chocolate fan. She preferred the sugary sweetness of milk chocolate, but Anson had fought to get her this bar, making it the greatest thing she’d ever tasted. Pressing the snapped piece against Anson’s lips, she forced him to take the bite. He accepted this time, his lips brushing her fingers as the chocolate slipped into his mouth, but neither of them acknowledged the spark. They remained silent. Anson drove. Quinn savored the candy bar. Ava slept, and for the first time since the bridge, the trio felt something akin to happiness.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ll have to sleep in the truck,” Anson said as they rolled to a stop in the darkness. “I don’t feel comfortable using the headlights, and I don’t want to waste gas searching for a place to spend the night.”

      “Will we be safe?” Quinn glanced up from the back seat where she was trying to change Ava’s diaper in the dark.

      “It’s too dark to see, but I noticed a few abandoned cars on this road. We’ll blend in as long as we don’t turn on any lights.”

      “At least there are three of us, and we have blankets and coats.” Quinn climbed into the front. “Ava and I slept in the car after Pine Hill, but we had nothing. It was miserable.”

      “It’s why I wanted to head south,” Anson said. “It’ll only get colder, and there will be more nights spent in cars.”

      Quinn fell silent as she collapsed on the bench. With every disaster, she learned another harsh truth about this new world, but a buried part of her still trusted life would return to normal. That winter months and head colds weren’t death sentences because heat and snow plows and twenty-four-hour pharmacies still existed. Was she being selfish making him escort her home? What’s worse, was she being stupid?

      “We’ll be fine for the night,” Anson said, clearly sensing her guilt. “We just need to move fast and keep the stops to a minimum. It’ll be uncomfortable, but the faster we find your family, the faster we can aim south.”

      “Everything about life is uncomfortable now.” Quinn sank low in her seat and settled Ava on her chest. Her period was undoubtedly days away from making an appearance. Every emotion running through her was foul.

      “It will be for a long time.”

      “Great.”

      “Quinn…”

      “I’m fine.” She didn’t even believe herself.

      “Quinn….”

      “I’m just tired,” she grunted.

      “I don’t want to lie to you,” he said. “Would you rather I did?”

      “No… It’s just harder for me. I’m not like you.”

      “You think this isn’t hard for me?” Anson asked, and even though she could barely see him in the blackness, she felt his gaze staring through her. “I have survival skills, but do you think I like this? That I enjoy the reality that soon I’ll have to shoot strangers in grocery stores to feed you?”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” She started to cry. Damn hormones.

      “I know,” he said. “But this isn’t easy for me just because I was trained for it.” His shadow moved in the darkness, and for a moment she thought he would reach out and take her hand.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I’m getting my period,” she blurted.

      “I know,” he laughed. “I got the tampons and the chocolate, remember?”

      “My hormones make me moody on a good day. Pair them with the end of the world, and I feel mental,” she said. “I don’t love the idea of not having a shower, either.”

      Anson cursed as he shifted closer to her, pulling a blanket over the three of them. “I didn’t think of that… I’ll try to find you something. Ava always needs wipes, so those could work, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” she laughed, a full belly giggle that made her sound crazy after her outburst.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re the first guy I’ve ever met that doesn’t freak out about periods when I mention them,” she said. “If you even hint about your time of the month, the guys at my school had a meltdown.”

      “It’s just part of natural life.” Anson moved against her, and by the motion, she assumed he was shrugging. “Having a period is a good thing. It means your body is healthy and getting enough food because menstrual cycles halt when women are malnourished. So your biology doesn’t scare me.”

      “But I barely know you, and I’m gabbing all about it.”

      “I don’t agree with that,” Anson said. “I probably know you better than every person you’ve ever met, save your mother. You learn a lot about someone when you face death with them. It’s when they’re the most honest. I’m probably the only person who’s ever truly seen you.”

      “Then why are you planning to leave us when we find my parents?” she asked, blaming her forwardness on her PMS.

      “Because.” Anson shifted on the bench to put an inch of space between them. “I’m not good with people. It’s better this way, trust me. There’s ugliness inside me, and you don’t deserve that.”

      “And I don’t agree with that,” she repeated his words back to him. “We’ve faced death together, and all I’ve seen is a good man.”

      “You should get some sleep,” Anson said.

      “Okay.” She rolled her eyes even though he couldn’t see her and shoved a sweater against the window to use as a pillow.

      “I’m serious, Quinn. I’ll only ruin you and Ava in the end. It’s better this way. You’ll be with your parents, and I’ll head south.”

      “After you teach me how to shoot, right?” she asked, too tired and cranky to argue with a man fifteen years her senior.

      “Sure, kid. After I teach you to shoot… among other things, I hope.”

      “Hmmm,” she grunted as she cradled the already sleeping Ava against her chest.

      “Good night, girls.” Anson tucked their shared blanket tighter around her legs.

      “Night,” she said, or at least she thought she spoke. She fell asleep before she could register her words.
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        * * *

      

      A beam of light hit Quinn in the eyes, and she moaned, rolling to avoid the glaring sunlight. She was an early bird because of school, but without artificial lights and alarm clocks, she was becoming a live-by-the-sun kind of girl. It was sad that her days of sleeping in after finals were a luxury of the past.

      She pulled the blanket over her head, blocking the reflecting rays from beating her eyes, but the darkness didn’t help. She needed to pee… badly.

      “I’ll be right back.” She kissed Ava’s forehead, but the baby didn’t so much as twitch as she lowered her to the truck bench. She knew children in the eight-to-nine-month range slept through the night, but Ava slept better than expected. Granted, she was probably one of the few toddlers left alive. The stress had her sleeping well in odd places, the same as Quinn.

      Easing silently out of the car, Quinn clicked the door shut behind her and scanned the road for a secluded but close place to relieve herself. Another thing she wasn’t looking forward to when she started menstruating. All the modern conveniences she took for granted. She experienced a sudden kinship with her female ancestors.

      Spotting some taller grass at the top of the incline, she jogged down the pavement, but the moment she crested the tiny hill, she froze. For a second, she couldn’t believe her eyes… or their luck. If Anson hadn’t stopped the car when he did last night…

      “Anson!” she shouted, racing back to the truck, bathroom needs forgotten. “Anson, you need to see this!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn’s voice drifted through his dreams, beckoning him closer with an irresistible sweetness. Had anyone ever talked to him with such kindness? He couldn’t remember.

      “Anson, you need to see this!”

      Anson jerked awake at the sound of Quinn’s alarm, his movements so sudden that Ava burst into tears.

      “What’s wrong?” He looked across the bench, but she was gone. Only the baby remained, and his heart rate spiked.

      “Anson!” Hands slapped the driver’s side window, and instinct had him reaching for his gun before his brain recognized the fingers splayed against the glass.

      “What are you doing outside?” he asked as he scooped the fussy Ava up and eased out of the truck into the brisk morning air.

      “Bathroom,” Quinn said.

      “You should’ve woken me.”

      “I just did.” She grabbed his arm and tugged.

      “Before you left the car,” he said.

      “I didn’t want an audience… guess I’ll have one now, though, since I forgot to pee after I saw it.”

      “Saw what?” he asked.

      “That.” She pointed at the highway as they reached the peak. “It’s a good thing we stopped when we did last night. If we hadn’t…”

      Anson cursed at the sight that greeted him, the scene ahead more fiction than reality.

      “It’s all you can see,” Quinn continued, for stretching endlessly before them was a sea of abandoned cars, their metal skeletons blackened and crumbling from the accidents that burned half of them alive. Not a single inch of asphalt remained uncluttered, and Anson couldn’t help but wonder if some higher power had been watching over them. Without streetlamps or headlights, he would’ve never seen the miles of obstruction in time to avoid a collision.

      “Do you think the entire highway is like this?” Quinn asked.

      “I don’t know.” Anson wandered through the closer vehicles, the rotting dead watching him as he drifted through their ranks, and he hugged Ava tighter. It was amazing how something so small and helpless could ease so much of the tension coiling through his chest.

      “Do we go forward, or do we find another route?”

      “I don’t know.” He heard the sharpness in his voice, but it was too late. He couldn’t undo the words.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Go pee and then take Ava back to the truck,” he said. “You don’t need to see this.”

      “I’m fine,” she argued.

      “I know.” He corralled her toward the tall grass. “But I have enough nightmares for the both of us. If you don’t need to see something, don’t force yourself to look.”

      “Okay… but it’s just cars.” She stepped into the grass.

      “No, it’s not.” He turned around to give her privacy.

      “You mean…” she paused. “Oh god. They aren’t abandoned?”

      “No, they aren’t.”

      “Oh god. Yeah… I guess I don’t wanna look.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Um… I don’t want you to listen, either. Can you wait in the truck?”

      “I can’t protect you in there.”

      “Everyone’s dead here but us. I’ll be fine for two minutes.”

      Anson glared at her, the dried grass so tall it came to her knees. “You need to learn how to use a gun first. I’ll sit in the truck when you can defend yourself.”

      “Okay, Dad,” she teased

      “I’m not your dad.” He said it too fast, but he wasn’t her father, nor did he wish to be. He never wanted to own that title again. It didn’t end well for those in his care.

      “I was joking.” Her shoulders sagged.

      “I’m sorry.” He stepped away from her and turned his back. God, why did he have to ruin every relationship? “I just don’t want you to start thinking of me as your dad. I’m⁠—”

      “Leaving, I know.” She finished for him. “And fine, I’ll pee with you there, but hum to Ava or something.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I have to go, too. I’ll let you stand watch so that we’re even.”

      “Fine,” she grunted as the sound of rustling clothes filled the air. To honor her request, he hummed to Ava. Her tiny fingers reached for his nose as she stared up at him, her little nails grating over his skin as she tried to seize the entire protrusion in her fists, and a smile spread over his lips. She was so beautiful. Both girls were. He had to remind himself again that he wasn’t their father.

      “She likes you,” Quinn said, her voice suddenly beside him.

      “She likes you better.” Anson handed the baby over.

      “It’s so cute when she tries to grab your nose. She kept doing it to me yesterday while we were driving.” Quinn took Ava and kissed her chilled cheeks. “I’ll go change her diaper in the truck. It’s easier when we’re stationary.”

      “I’ll be right in.” Anson rubbed the baby’s back before walking to the grass.

      “Can I turn on the heat while I change her?” Quinn asked, glancing at him. “Oh, sorry.” She whirled around, even though he’d only undone his belt.

      “We need the gas to drive,” he said.

      “What about the highway of cars? Most are burned, but a lot aren’t. I’m sure we can siphon some.”

      Anson studied the back of her head. He hated it when she asked him for things. He was a man comfortable telling people no except for her. He hated refusing her. It’s why he’d stormed back into that grocery store for chocolate.

      “Just long enough to warm Ava up,” he caved.

      “Thanks.” Quinn raced to the truck, turning the key the minute she got inside, and when Anson finished relieving himself, he joined her in the slowly heating cab. Despite his concern for their resources, he had to agree with her. After their night in the cold, the warm blowers made life seem less depressing.

      “I don’t know,” Anson said after ten minutes of staring at the map. Quinn had opened one of the baby food squeezables and was helping Ava enjoy a messy breakfast. “There are side roads, but the further we swing away from the highway, the longer this trip will take. We’ll run a greater risk of getting lost or encountering people.”

      “So we stay and weave between the median and the cars,” she said.

      “Until we come across an impassible crash. All it takes is one toppled semi before a bridge to stop our progress.”

      “So, what do we do?” Quinn smiled at Ava as the baby latched onto her fingers and pulled the food pouch further into her mouth.

      “I don’t know. We don’t have a lot of time before snow falls.”

      “We’re hours from where the bridge used to be. Snow won’t come that fast.”

      “We’re a few hours away by the old world’s standards,” Anson corrected. “We’re days if not weeks away now, and once the snow falls, we’ll be stuck. There are no plows or road salt. If we get trapped in a storm, we’ll freeze on this highway.”

      “So, is this it?” she asked. “We’re giving up?”

      “No. I just can’t predict which is the best choice.”

      “Got a coin we can toss?” Quinn asked as she wiped a glob of green off Ava’s cheek. “Because I expect every choice from now on will be impossible. Might as well toss for it.”

      “We aren’t tossing a coin to decide our route,” he said. “But I will ask what you think.”

      “Me? I know nothing about survival. I can’t even read a map. My generation relied on our phones for directions.”

      “Yes, you.” Anson shifted to meet her gaze. “You’ve survived longer than most, as this highway proves, so you know something about survival. So, which way do we go? Find another route, or tempt the highway.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What does your gut tell you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Listen.”

      “Anson…” She pulled the empty squeezable from Ava’s grip and propped her up on her lap. “The highway. We should stay on the highway. There’s gas we can siphon, and I’m sure there are suitcases we can raid. From the traffic, I think whatever happened here killed these people after the bridge collapsed. Which means they were fleeing their homes. They would’ve packed their trunks.”

      “Good girl.” Anson reached out to pat Quinn’s shoulder but thought better of it and rubbed Ava’s back instead. “We’ll take the highway until we can’t.”
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        * * *

      

      “You all right?” Anson called as the sedan jerked to a halt. Progress along the graveyard highway had been slow but constant until they encountered this small bridge. A cluster of cars blocked the crossing, so he and Quinn left Ava to nap in the truck as they cleared a path. She steered. He pushed, but with this car, he’d shoved too hard. It had rolled into the ditch faster than expected, and he cringed as the groaning metal slammed into the dirt.

      “Yeah,” Quinn’s voice came from the driver's seat, and he could tell by her tone she’d tweaked something. “Door’s jammed though.”

      “Hold on.” He started down the incline, but he only made it a few steps before Quinn pulled herself out of the open window.

      “Just one more left, right?” She climbed out of the ditch, and Anson grabbed her wrist to pull her the last few feet onto the road. “I’m cold. I want to get back in the truck.”

      “You want to push this one?” he asked, wiping his brow on his shirt. He had no such issues with the temperature after the exertion, but he didn’t miss the way she stretched her neck in discomfort.

      “I’m not strong enough to push a car.” She pinched his biceps for emphasis, and while he wanted to tell her to stop touching him, he couldn’t find his voice.

      “At least this one doesn’t have a body,” she continued as she strode to the final car, leaving him both uncomfortable with her closeness and missing the warmth of her fingers. True to her word, Quinn hadn’t watched out the windows to witness the dead as they drove unless he needed help to navigate a tight fit. Most of the cars here at the bridge were absent drivers, but a few still held their humans inside their metal frames. Anson had done his best to remove their shriveled skeletons before asking Quinn to steer while he pushed. She’d handled the morbidity well enough, a fact he was glad for despite hating it. She was young and still so innocent. She shouldn’t have to grow so calloused toward decaying bodies, but he needed her help. For her sake, he was thankful this last car stood empty.

      “Woohoo!” Quinn cheered as the engine roared to life. “This one still has gas, and it works.” She leaned out of the open door with a smile. “Guess I don’t need you.” She slammed the door shut and eased the vehicle onto the shoulder before jumping out. “Seems this one’s lucky. Maybe there’s something in the trunk.” She yanked the keys out of the ignition and rounded the back of the car, but Anson gripped her wrist to stop her.

      “What?” she asked. “Afraid a zombie’s going to pop out?” she laughed at her own joke. “Wrong apocalypse, sheriff.”

      “Fine.” Anson let go of her. “But be careful.”

      “Okay…” she trailed off, and he guessed she’d almost said ‘okay, Dad’ again. He realized the phrase was just a joke, but he was glad she caught herself. The more she teased him, the more he felt like a father, and he couldn’t like this student any more than he already did.

      Quinn popped the trunk and screamed the minute the contents came into view. Anson surged forward, but before he could reach her, she leaned inside and yanked something out with a grin.

      “Potato chips!” Quinn shoved the bag into his face as she ripped it open. “Oh my god, I can’t remember the last time I had potato chips.” Her hand dove into the bag to withdraw a fat fistful, and she shoved the salty snacks into her mouth without decorum.

      “Oh my god,” she moaned, and Anson flinched. A girl that pretty shouldn’t make sounds like that.

      “Here.” She pushed the bag into his face again. “Have some before I eat the entire thing and get a stomachache.”

      Anson reached inside and withdrew a few chips.

      “Come on, big guy, take more than that.” She shook the bag tauntingly. “You need to eat a lot more than four to keep me from overeating.”

      “Fine.” Anson yanked the snack from her grasp and held it above her head as he poured too many chips into his mouth.

      “Hey!” She shoved his chest. She really needed to stop touching him. It made him feel human. He couldn’t remember the last time someone inspired that emotion.

      “I said eat some, not all!” She jumped up and stole back the chips, and he couldn’t help but smirk at her.

      “You were the one who told me to eat more.” He reached into the bag and withdrew a massive handful just to enjoy the way her eyes bulged. “I’m only helping you.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Quinn returned to the trunk. “And to think I’d stopped eating potato chips at school and started dieting and working out because I was gaining weight. The exercise paid off at least. It’s helped me not die, but I can’t believe I stopped eating these. I had so much then. Now I’m excited about food from a dead guy’s car… I assume he’s dead. Everyone else on this highway seems to be.”

      “Hey. Go back to being happy potato chip girl,” Anson said. He refused to admit it, but being around someone who could smile and laugh was healing a part of his soul that had been broken since he was born. “If I died, I would rather my trunk be raided by a girl and her baby than be left here alone to rot. I’m sure you would feel the same. So whoever this car belonged to, I think he’d find comfort in knowing his cheap snacks made a girl scream so loud, she popped my eardrums.”

      “I did not.” Quinn bumped him with her hip as she dug through the trunk. “And you’re right. If I died, I would hope someone like me found our truck and not raiders like the men at the trailer park… cheese puffs, beef jerky, more chips, pork rinds… ew.”

      “I’ll eat those.” Anson snatched them from her grip.

      “Gross.” She shuddered.

      “If you were starving, these would taste great.”

      “Ok, maybe, but we’re not there yet, so have at them.” She dug further. “Whoever drove this car did not pack wisely. There’s nothing of use except the snacks… oooo, here’s a bottle of soda. Not normally my thing, but it’s better than being thirsty.”

      “So, not a total waste. You seemed thrilled about those chips.”

      “I am.” She took another bite. “They’re better than I remember, but I’m also starving.”

      “How much gas was in the tank?” Anson asked as they carried the armfuls of junk food back to their truck.

      “At least a quarter,” she answered.

      “That’s decent. Ava’s still napping, so I should teach you how to siphon gas. Most of these cars idled until they ran dry, so we should drain anything we find.”

      “Okay.” Quinn opened the door quietly and tucked the blankets further around Ava before rejoining Anson at the sedan.

      “It isn’t glamourous, but it’s not hard.” He handed her a hose and a red gas can. “So if you ever come across a car with gas, drain it. Even if our truck’s tank is full.”

      “Okay… what do I do?”

      “Undo the gas cap and slip the hose into the tank,” he instructed. “Using the hose like a straw, suck the gas out until it starts flowing, then shove the opposite end into the container. Gravity will do the rest.”

      “What do I do if I get gas in my mouth?”

      “Don’t light a cigarette.”

      Quinn shoved him.

      “It’ll taste bad, but just spit it out,” Anson said with the faintest smile curving his lips. “And seriously, don’t light a cigarette or anything. Even if you spit, some might end up in your esophagus, so you’ll need time for your body to purge it.”

      “I should’ve waited to eat the potato chips until after this.” She sighed as she lifted the hose to her lips and inhaled with a grimace.

      “I’ll go get you the bottle of soda.” Anson stood and crossed the road to the truck. “You deserve it after⁠—”

      Quinn screamed, silencing his words, but this time, it wasn’t an enthusiastic shriek. Fear coiled through her voice as the sedan’s door flew open, but before Anson could register the threat, a body exploded from the back seat. Blackened flesh lunged for her, and Quinn scrambled backward, but its unnatural hands grabbed her, shoving her to the pavement as it surged on top of her.

      “Anson!” she shrieked as what must’ve once been human gripped her wrists and pinned them to the asphalt, its dark skin almost fuzzy and green in the way food forgotten in the back of the fridge decayed, and Anson had his gun in his hands before he realized he was moving. He took aim, readying to blow the head off the putrid body, but then the abomination opened its mouth.

      “Hold your breath!” Anson roared, an unholy fear coursing painfully through him, and he prayed Quinn heard him in time as he pulled the trigger. The thing’s head exploded in a cloud of green around the bullet’s impact, but its mouth released its spores into the world as its mass toppled to the highway.

      “Don’t you dare breathe,” Anson shouted as the particle cloud landed on Quinn’s cheek, and he yanked her off the ground so hard that her joints cracked at the force. “Lean forward and keep your mouth shut.” He unscrewed the soda bottle’s cap and poured the liquid over her face, using almost the entire bottle to wash her clean. He’d heard once that soda removed mold and mildew, and he begged whatever higher power might be listening that the cleaning hack was true. “Okay, open your mouth and gargle, then spit. Do not swallow.” He dumped a mouthful onto her tongue, and when she finally spat onto the pavement, he ordered her to repeat the process.

      “I didn’t see it,” she sobbed, her terrified face dripping with soda so pathetically that Anson could barely look at her. “I didn’t notice anything in the back seat. Am I going to die? Will that happen to me?”

      “No, it won’t.”

      “You don’t know that. How can you know that?” She started hyperventilating. “I don’t want to die like that.”

      “Hey.” He grabbed her biceps and forced her to meet his gaze. “You won’t die like that.”

      “I didn’t see it,” she repeated, crumbling in on herself, and fear took control of his muscles. He yanked her against his chest and wrapped her in his arms as she cried. She seemed so small in his embrace, and he held her so tight that he worried his fingers would leave bruises, but he couldn’t let go.

      “What was that?” she asked into his shirt as she fisted its fabric. “Was that human? Are humans coming back from the dead?”

      “I think it was mold,” Anson whispered into her hair.

      “Mold? Are you sure I’m not going to die?”

      “Did you breathe?” he asked.

      “No… you ordered me not to, but⁠—”

      “You’re okay,” he cut her off. “It was trying to infect you, but I shot it before it breathed into your mouth. You’re fine… you’re going to be fine.” He wasn’t sure if he was telling her or himself.

      They fell silent, the only sounds on the breeze her gut-wrenching cries, and when she finally calmed, he loosened his grip on her. She stepped away from him, rubbing her eyes as she retreated, and some of the tension left his chest. Her face was still Quinn’s face. No spores bloomed on her cheeks.

      “How did I not see him?” she asked as she hovered over the grotesque corpse.

      “He’s dark and was probably on the floor,” Anson said. “Would’ve been hard to notice. I’m sorry, I should’ve double-checked for you.”

      “There’s no blood.” She pointed at the bullet wound in its head.

      “Because it’s no longer human. Like the vines at Pine Hill and the water at the bridge, nature seized control of flesh. It made him into something new.”

      “Mold,” she whispered. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

      “Okay.” Anson rubbed her back. “I’ll siphon the gas quick, and then we’ll leave. “Go wait in the car.”

      Quinn said nothing as she turned and walked to the truck. She climbed inside, sitting in the front seat to watch him without seeing, and her vacant eyes broke his heart. This was why they needed to find her parents. She needed her mom. She needed someone to love her so that she didn’t become a calloused shell.

      Anson forced himself not to stare at her as he emptied the car’s gas tank into his container as Ava screamed inside the truck. There were probably other cars hiding fuel and supplies, but for Quinn’s and the baby’s sake, he’d get them out of here. Ava’s little lungs battled the silence as he packed up, and when he climbed into the driver’s seat, he realized why she was distraught. Quinn still hadn’t moved from her spot on the bench. It was as if she didn’t hear the girl’s sobs, and Anson leaned into the backseat to pick the hysterical child up.

      “Want to hold her while I drive?” He extended Ava to Quinn, but she flinched at his movements and recoiled against the window, refusing to touch the baby.

      “She needs you,” he encouraged, knowing that if Quinn would just hug the child, she’d feel better, but she crossed her arms over her chest in refusal.

      “I can’t drive while holding her.” Anson tried again, but Quinn didn’t budge. She didn’t look at him. She didn’t look at Ava. She simply stared ahead with vacant eyes, and with a sharp pain in his chest, he realized why. She was waiting to die like that man rotten into mold, and she refused to carry Ava to the grave with her.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn refused to touch Ava for the rest of the evening. Anson hoped that by the next morning, she’d feel safe holding the baby, but as the day progressed, she didn’t budge from her huddled position against the door. Anson didn’t mind caring for Ava, but he couldn’t change her diaper, soothe her, or feed her while driving. This cemetery of a highway was challenge enough. Navigating the multitude of cars that had to be moved and siphoning gas from the few vehicles that hadn’t run dry demanded all of his concentration. He couldn’t afford to stop every time Ava screamed, but by the time the sun dipped low in the sky on the second day, Quinn still hadn’t budged from her upright fetal position.

      “Get out of the car.” Anson threw the truck into park and jumped out onto the road. Ignoring her hadn’t helped. As much as he hated the idea, maybe his father’s approach would work… only he would twist the toughness he grew up with into tough love.

      “Quinn, I said get out of the car,” he repeated as he rounded the engine and yanked open her door.

      “Why?”

      “Out, now.” He glared at her and then opened the back door to pluck Ava out of her car seat. He’d found one in an abandoned minivan and installed it in his truck since she was getting a little too good at moving around.

      “What?” Quinn asked as she stepped outside.

      “Here.” Anson shoved Ava into her arms before she realized what was happening.

      “No!” She tried to hand the child back, but he lunged out of her reach. “Anson, stop.” She started crying as she chased him, but he evaded her efforts. “Stop! Please, take her.”

      “No.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Anson!” Panic curdled her voice. “Anson, please.”

      “No.”

      “I don’t want to kill her.” Quinn started hyperventilating.

      “You’re not going to kill her. You’re fine,” he said.

      “Please,” she begged.

      “You aren’t going to kill her,” he repeated.

      “You don’t know that!” she screamed.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “How? How can you know I won’t end up like that man?”

      “Because I won’t let you die.” Anson pulled her shaking shoulders into a hug before he could reconsider his actions. “I promised to keep you safe until I got you to your parents, and I keep my word.”

      Quinn dissolved into gut-wrenching sobs, her entire body trembling against him, and he drew her closer. Ava joined in with tears of her own, and for endless minutes, Anson held the girls against his chest as the sun dipped ever lower.

      “You won’t die, and neither will she,” he repeated when their cries finally softened. “But I need your help. We’ve wasted too much time today, so unless you want to drive this highway, you need to care for Ava.”

      “I don’t want to drive.” Quinn wiped her eyes on her sleeve, and to his relief, she didn’t try to hand Ava back to him.

      “Then you don’t have to, but you need to feed and change her. Moving cars from our path and scavenging supplies requires too much of me, and we can’t afford the delays.”

      “I’m sorry.” She started crying again.

      “Quinn, stop. There’s no reason to cry. I’m not mad.” He paused but thought better of leaving her without encouragement. “Tomorrow will be better,” he added despite the words feeling perfunctory and insincere.

      “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      “Well, maybe this will help.” Anson opened the truck door and pulled something out of his scavenged supplies. “I found this in an abandoned car.” He extended his hand so she could see the colorful package resting there.

      “Sweet and sour gummies,” she read the label.

      “I saved them for you. Figured you might like the candy.”

      “Yes…” She grabbed the bag, but when she struggled to open it with Ava in her arms, Anson took it and ripped off the top.

      “Here.” He pulled a gummy out and popped it into her mouth, watching as a fat tear rolled down her cheek as she chewed. “Better?”

      She nodded without answering, and he helped her back into the truck before stealing a candy piece for himself. He hid the sweets when he found them, hoping they would come in handy, and by her expression, he’d been right. She’d been smart in her suggestion of staying on the highway. Gas was harder to find, but most of the unburned cars still held their drivers’ luggage, and almost everyone had packed food and water. Snacks were abundant, but the average citizen didn’t understand survival. They assumed help was coming, and all they needed to do was escape the cities. Perishables weren’t practical, but most people kept a pantry of snacks on hand. It wasn’t the most nutritious meal, but when chips were the difference between starving and survival, Anson was thankful for all the junk food. Especially at this moment.

      “All right, I’m going to drive until we run out of sunlight. Just hug Ava and eat.” He jumped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “You’ll feel better?”

      “Is there anything to drink?” she asked, her voice small and childlike.

      “Here.” He handed her yet another bottle he’d been saving. Someone had left a six-pack of iced tea in their front seat, and while it couldn’t be used to mix Ava’s formula, it would keep him and Quinn from dehydrating.

      “Oh… I don’t like this flavor,” Quinn said, and Anson’s heart sank. He thought the drink would help cheer her up. “It was the only iced tea my school had because it was cheap. Always tasted weird to me.” She unscrewed the top to his surprise and chugged half the bottle before returning to the candy. “Funny how everything tastes good now.”

      “It’s all we have until I can find clean water.”

      She shrugged as she popped another gummy into her mouth, and while she didn’t say thank you, her body language did. That was good enough for him.

      They drove in silence until nightfall made it impossible, and then they huddled under the blanket together to sleep, the cold truck made survivable by their combined body heat. When the first rays of light hit the highway, they continued their journey through the abandoned vehicles, and as morning gave way to late afternoon, Anson swerved onto an exit ramp to come face to face with a horror he’d thought they’d left forgotten in their past.

      “Quinn.” He shook her shoulders. She and Ava had fallen asleep together in the back seat after lunch.

      “What’s wrong?” she groaned, lifting her head off the crowded bench.

      “Look.” He pointed as she sat up. “We’re here.”
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      Quinn joined Anson at the edge, careful not to gaze into the unnatural ravine as the new morning sunlight kissed the ground. The height made her dizzy, and she disliked remembering the way the earth had opened up to swallow the thousands of traffic-stuck passengers. The water had long since receded, leaving a mini canyon in her wake, and it was surreal to be back where they started. Weeks had passed since she’d last been on this highway, yet it felt like a lifetime ago. Everything had changed in a matter of seconds, and it felt poetic that they’d had to drive through miles of abandoned cars to return to the start. The world had ended while they were stuck in traffic, and even dead, drivers continued to block their path.

      “How are we going to cross?” Quinn asked. After the river had destroyed the bridge, the water surged over this main highway to crack the land in half for as far as the eye could see. Her family home was on the opposite side of this divide, but there was no way across. They could travel along the severed earth for days and never encounter a crossing.

      “I’m still trying to work that out,” Anson said, his muscled arms crossed over his chest in a stoic pose of contemplation. “We can’t afford to drive west endlessly. There’s no guarantee we’d find a bridge. And we can’t climb down. I don’t trust what’s down there.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “So, I’m not sure how we’re going to manage this.”

      “We came all this way,” she said. “We can’t give up now. My parents live so close. I can’t turn around.”

      “I don’t want to give up, but this split was far in our rearview mirror when we were last here. I didn’t get a good look, but standing here, it’s worse than I remember. We can’t jump across, and I’m not climbing down there. It’s too dark, and considering how many people died here, I’m not willing to risk it.”

      Quinn scanned their surroundings, her chest constricting around her heart. Her parents were so close. She was almost home, almost back with her mom. How could she turn around now? “Could we build a bridge?” she asked.

      “How?” Anson asked. “We aren’t exactly a construction company.”

      “Not for the truck,” she said. “For us. Ancient civilizations found ways to cross rivers and canyons. What about a tree?”

      “It’s just the two of us. How would we chop and move a tree large enough to span the divide?”

      “A rope bridge?”

      “That’s a more practical solution, but we’d have to locate a hardware store first, then construct a bridge plus a way to launch it across and secure it. That would take too much time.”

      “There has to be something.”

      “Unfortunately, sometimes there isn’t,” Anson said, finally looking at her. “I’m sorry, but I don’t see how we can cross a divide this massive safely. If it were summer, I’d have time to find a solution, but with winter closing in, we don’t have that luxury. Plus, we’ve been surviving on road trip snacks, and we have only a few days’ supply left. The minute the snow falls, we’re dead.”

      “I can’t just leave them. They’re right over there!” She shoved her hand at the opposite side.

      “I’m sorry, kid. I really am.”

      “I can’t…” She broke down in tears, angry at herself for crying once again, and she twisted to hide her face from Anson’s eternally stoic gaze. She stared out at the scattered monuments to the horrific violence that had stained this land as she wiped the dampness from her cheeks. Thousands of cars lined the exit ramps and the highway shoulders. So many people had tried to escape only to abandon their vehicles or die inside them. All these cars left for the taking, yet they counted for naught when it really mattered.

      “The cars!” she blurted, fishing behind her to grab Anson’s hand. “We can use the cars.” She dragged him toward a minivan abandoned halfway up the grassy slope. “It may take a few hours, but minivans are big. If we drive them off the cliff, eventually they’ll fill the ravine enough for us to walk across.” She released his hand and jumped into the minivan to find the keys still sitting in its ignition, and she tried her best to ignore the empty baby seats in the back. “And it has gas! A lot of gas.” She smiled at Anson. “It must have stalled or gotten stuck in the mud when the river flooded this area. Let’s siphon most of its tank and then drive it off the cliff. It’ll be easy, and Lord knows there are enough cars to plug up that entire chasm.”

      “That might work.” Anson patted the van’s hood, and Quinn’s chest swelled with pride.

      “I’ll get the gas can,” he said, jogging back to their truck, where Ava was bundled up in her car seat with a toy stolen from a highway vehicle. Five minutes later, they’d emptied most of the minivan’s tank, and then he drove it to the edge and shifted it into neutral. “You ready to push?” he asked as he joined her behind the trunk.

      “My potato chip and beef jerky muscles say I am,” she teased.

      “That’a girl.” He smiled at her, and together they pressed their palms against the rear door. “On three. One, two, three!”

      The duo shoved, and with a colossal crash and shattering of glass, the minivan dove into the mini canyon. The cacophony startled Ava, whose tiny lungs managed a sound louder than the mutilation of metal, and Quinn felt only slightly guilty for scaring her. They’d found a way across. One they could hopefully manage before nightfall.

      “All right, let’s pray most of the cars here have gas. Otherwise, we’ll be doing a lot of pushing.” Anson aimed for a sedan with a door torn off. “One car down… too many left to go. Good thing it’s early.”
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        * * *

      

      Dumping cars into the ravenous void took the rest of the day and half of the next. Most had long-emptied tanks, but a few held enough gas to justify siphoning. They saved those cars for last though, pushing the first vehicles into the chasm with good, old-fashioned manpower, and when the crashed cars finally started to pile up, they used the ones still carrying fuel. They drove those to the edge before placing rocks on the gas pedals. The engines propelled them further across the divide to fill the gap, and by midafternoon on the second day, the endless darkness was merely a mass of twisted metal.

      “God, I’m sore,” Anson said as he and Quinn surveyed their handiwork. “But this was smart, kid. You’re going to be okay. You have good instincts.”

      “No idea where I got them.” She hoisted the baby further onto her hips. She might not agree with him about her ability to survive the future, but she agreed with him about her muscles. She was so sore she could barely hold Ava.

      “Probably born with it,” he said. “Or maybe it’s the English major in you. Creative thinking has you existing outside the box.”

      “I would prefer to exist inside a massage,” she said. “I can’t feel my arms.”

      “Want me to take her?” Anson reached for Ava, who instinctively grabbed Quinn and held on for dear life. “I guess not.” He laughed.

      “It’s all the noise,” Quinn said. “The crashing cars bothered her, so she’s feeling clingy… aren’t you?” She rubbed her nose against Ava’s, which won her a smile, and Anson shook his head.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You’ve been her mom for only a few months, yet she’s so attached to you,” he said.

      “I feed her,” Quinn said. “So, I’m her favorite, obviously.” She rubbed noses with the child again, and Ava grabbed her face with a giggle.

      “Yeah…” Anson gave her a look she couldn’t decipher. “I suspect you’d be everyone’s favorite no matter where you went, though.”

      “Ha.” Her voice escaped with sarcasm as she shifted Ava’s weight. “Tell that to the guys at my college. No one was lining up to date me. I was not the favorite. But I’m yours, right, little girl? You think I’m pretty great, right? Probably super pretty too?” Ava laughed at her playful tone as Anson stepped toward their truck, and Quinn couldn’t be certain, but she swore he agreed with her under his breath.

      “We’ll have to walk across,” he said as he opened the doors. “We can’t take everything, so pack only the essentials you can carry. I’ll hide the truck, and we’ll just have to pray it’s here when we get back.”

      “We’ve seen no one living in days,” Quinn said.

      “Because the highway is no longer easily driven, but our truck is fully stocked. If we leave it, there’s a chance we lose everything.”

      “But my parents will be with us. It’ll be easier to scavenge supplies with my father’s help.”

      “If your parents haven’t moved on already.”

      “They wouldn’t leave without me,” Quinn argued. “If they had to evacuate, they would’ve left behind directions… what?” She didn’t like the way he grunted under his breath.

      “Nothing.”

      “What?” she repeated.

      “Quinn… you were on the bridge.”

      “I know. So were you.”

      “And your parents knew it.”

      “They wouldn’t leave without me,” she insisted. “Even if they think I’m dead, they would’ve left a note just in case. I know them. It’s why I need to go back. They didn’t forget about me, and I won’t forget them.”

      “Okay,” Anson surrendered. “Let’s hope there’s a car on the other side with gas in its tank. The faster we find them, the better.”

      “You mean the faster you can abandon us,” she muttered under her breath as she placed Ava in her car seat. They fell silent as they packed, speaking only to discuss what food would be the easiest to carry. They had to leave most of their supplies behind, and Quinn prayed the truck would still be there when they returned… or at least when Anson returned. They hadn’t discussed it, but she assumed he planned to resume his southward journey. She wondered if her parents could convince him to travel south together. Her father was smart, but he wasn’t a survivalist. They would need Anson’s help for the foreseeable future. She felt guilty asking him. He’d already sacrificed so much for her and Ava, but the thought of this man disappearing into the wilds never to be seen again broke her heart. He was the only thing that felt safe, but maybe finding her family would change that.

      “You’re going to have to carry Ava,” Anson said once their truck had been driven deep into a patch of trees. If anyone walked through them, they’d find it instantly, but it was at least hidden from the road’s view.

      “I’ll need my hands to help you across,” he explained. The largest pack was strapped to his back while the lighter baby supplies hung from hers. “But we’ll use a sweatshirt and your coat to bind her to your chest. Do you think you can manage the crossing with her?”

      Quinn followed him to the chasm’s edge and peered down at the chaos they’d built. Ballet classes had given her decent balance, but twisted metal and shattered glass made for a dangerous bridge. They were mere miles from where this nightmare began. The bridge that ended the world. They’d escaped that first death sentence. Would this makeshift bridge see fit to correct that?

      “I think I’ll be okay.” She tightened her arms around Ava.

      “Sections will be unstable, so step where I step,” he said. “We have plenty of daylight, so we’ll go slow. We’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah.” Quinn swallowed her fear. “It’s not like we have bad luck with bridges.”

      “We have great luck on bridges.” Anson stepped onto the first car, the metal groaning at his weight. “All three of us got off alive.” He turned back and extended his hand for her to follow him. “Remember, step where I step and go slow. You survived lightning from God. I’m not losing you because you trip.”

      “Good pep talk, I guess,” she said as she placed her feet in the same spots his vacated.

      “You want someone to get you to your parents? I’m your guy. If you want pep talks, you’ll need new friends.”

      “I didn’t think we were friends,” she said, but he ignored her as he stepped down onto a smaller car. Seemed she struck a nerve.

      When it didn’t collapse, Quinn followed, careful not to lose control of Ava as she slid off one hood and onto the next. Shattered glass fell into the darkness under their combined weight, the car shifting slightly below their feet, and she instinctively grabbed a handful of Anson’s coat to steady herself.

      “It’s just the cars settling,” he said. “We’re okay.”

      “Now that we’re down here, this car crash bridge doesn’t seem like such a good idea,” she said.

      “It was a creative idea.” He slid his toe before him, testing the metal with his weight, and when it didn’t budge, he stepped forward. “And the only option we have. In these situations, having any options is the best outcome, so it was a good idea, kid.”

      “That was a much better pep talk.” She forced herself not to glance down into the darkness as she climbed onto a truck’s sideways tire.

      “I’ll do you one better. We’re halfway there.” Anson slid dangerously onto the truck’s driver-side door so she could pass safely over the thick tires.

      “I appreciate the effort, but I wouldn’t get excited yet. We couldn’t see it from our ledge, but look.” Quinn pointed to the feet before them. “The cars don’t reach the other side. There’s a gap.”

      Anson cursed as he crowded her back. “We’re going to have to jump.”

      “With a baby?”

      “It’s not that far.”

      “With a baby?” she repeated. “I’ll crush her trying to grab the edge.”

      “I’ll hold her while you jump.” Anson carefully slipped around her and eased onto the next crashed car. “When you’re across, I’ll toss Ava to you.”

      “Toss Ava?”

      “Or we turn around.”

      “No.”

      “Then I’ll toss Ava to you.”

      “I did ballet, not sports,” Quinn argued. “I’m not the best at catching things.”

      “She’s not a ball, kid.” Anson held her hips as he helped her over an unsteady minivan. “And the jump isn’t that far. You’ll catch her.”

      They fell silent as they struggled over the remaining cars. The further they got from their original side of the ledge, the more unstable the makeshift bridge became, and the constant groaning of metal and shattering of glass had Quinn ready to vomit in fear. She didn’t want to fall into the pitch blackness below them, nor did she want to jump across the divide onto the grass. Anson was generous when he said the gap wasn’t that far, and all she could picture was Ava’s tiny body plummeting into the darkness to be devoured by whatever evil lay below the surface.

      “Hey, don’t psych yourself out.” Anson gripped her hips again and twisted her to face him. They’d reached the last car before the gap, and it was like standing on a playground seesaw. “Don’t panic, just do. The bigger you make a problem in your head, the bigger it becomes in reality.”

      “I know that people who remain calm survive longer, but that’s easier said than done,” she said as he unzipped her coat and eased Ava free from her makeshift carrier. “If this were any other jump, I’d be fine, but we’re back where it all began. This is where water killed human beings on a molecular level. I don’t want to fall and meet a death I can’t see. We survived this place once before. It feels like tempting fate to ask it to allow us to live again.”

      “Every day we wake up is a temp of fate,” Anson said. “Even before the bridge collapsed. You could walk outside and get hit by a car, or anger the wrong man and get yourself killed. You could love the wrong person, and they could ruin your life. We tempt fate every day. Don’t give it a foothold by letting fear take over.”

      “I’ll make it across, right?” Quinn kissed Ava’s forehead before turning back to face the jump. The car teetered below her, and she let out an undignified yelp which made Ava burst into tears.

      “You’ll make it, and you’ll catch Ava,” Anson said. “Now go before she gets too upset. She’ll be harder to catch if she starts flailing.”

      “I—”

      “Go, Quinn,” he ordered. “Right now. Don’t think. Don’t panic. Just judge the distance and act. I won’t always be here, so you need to be the strong one.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “We all are. Just jump.”

      “Oh god.” Quinn slid as the car shifted below their feet. “Okay.” She unconsciously reached behind her and gripped Anson’s arm for comfort. “Okay… Okay. One… two…” She fell silent.

      “Three, kid.”

      “Three!” she screamed, her voice echoing through the empty air as she bent her legs and leaped. For a terrifying moment, she was weightless, and then her chest slapped the sharp edge of the cracked highway. She roared as she pulled herself onto solid ground, and the instant she was safe, she rolled to her back, a flood of tears blurring her vision. Anson had been right. It was a fairly easy jump, but the fear and sudden relief over her survival were too great to keep bottled inside her.

      “I told you you could do it,” Anson said above her sobs.

      “An ‘I told you so’?” Quinn sat up and wiped her face.

      “Yup.” He winked, and a smile spread across her lips as it dawned on her. She hadn’t cared about other people as much as she cared about the duo standing opposite her in a long time. She’d had friends, but something about the grumpy sheriff and the smiling little girl tugged at her heart. Why did he have to leave when they found her parents?

      Why?

      Because he was merely a stranger who hadn't wished to see two girls die. He wasn’t their friend. He wasn’t their father, and despite their lies, he wasn’t her husband. She was a foolish girl befriending a dangerous man for simply keeping her alive.

      “All right, are you ready for Ava?” he asked, oblivious to her inner turmoil.

      “I guess so… wait.” She ripped off her pack and jacket. It was cold, but the extra padding made her clumsy. “Okay.”

      “On three, and just breathe.” Anson positioned his hands on Ava’s little torso. “You’ll do great.”

      “Okay.” She nodded as she swung her legs over the ledge and leaned over as far as she could without falling.

      “One.” Anson lowered Ava. “Two… Three!” He tossed her across the divide, and Quinn held her breath until Ava’s body collided with hers.

      “Oh, thank god.” She collapsed to her back, rolling feet away from the edge before standing up with a laugh. “She’s okay. I caught her.”

      “I told you so.” Anson winked again. “All right, move back.” He bent his legs as he readied to jump. “I don’t want to⁠—”

      But the car below him groaned, cutting him off, and before either of them could register what the sound meant, the vehicle slid off its perch and into the darkness, taking Anson with it.
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      Anson plummeted through the darkness, his body weightless for painless seconds, and then he crashed into a mangled car far below the surface. Unbearable agony ripped through his leg as he came to a jarring halt, and to the sound of Quinn screaming, he blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      “Anson!” Quinn’s screams woke him, and he jerked to consciousness, his nerves pure and vengeful fire.

      “Anson!” she screamed again. “Anson, oh my god, please!”

      He couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. Her voice was so far away, and all he saw was blurred darkness.

      “Anson!”

      “Here.” He could barely speak through the pain.

      “Oh thank god,” Quinn shouted, Ava screaming in unison with her. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” he said. There was no use sugar coating it.

      “What do you mean?” The hysterics plaguing her speech increased.

      “I’m stuck down here.”

      “No, you’re not. You can’t be. You can climb out. I’ll help you.”

      “Don’t you dare come down here,” he growled. “You stay where you are. Do you hear me?”

      “Anson—”

      “Stay where you are.”

      “Okay, okay.” Fear tinged her voice, and he leaned back against the cold metal of a shattered car. Her terror would be the last thing he heard. He wished he could die to something sweeter.

      “So, what do I do?” she asked. “Send down a flashlight? Rope?”

      “No.” He ground his teeth together to keep his voice from betraying his pain.

      “Why not?” she shouted. He’d fallen so far that he could barely see her in the small sliver of light above his head.

      “Because I can’t climb up.”

      “Yes, you can. If anyone can do it, you can.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “I said I can’t, Quinn!” His raised volume twitched his body, and he almost blacked out again. “I landed on a broken car.”

      “Okay?” Her voice wavered. She still didn’t understand.

      “There’s a strip of metal in my thigh,” he finally admitted his reality. “It pierced through my leg. If I rip it out, I’ll bleed to death before I can climb out.”

      The world fell quiet, and he thought he passed out again until Quinn’s small voice drifted through the cracked earth.

      “What do I do?”

      “Nothing, kid.” He was thankful it was pitch black down here. He didn’t want to see the jagged piece of a car’s frame thrust through his flesh.

      “No.” Her words echoed off the chasm walls. “I can⁠—”

      “You aren’t coming down here.”

      “And you aren’t staying down there.”

      “Quinn, I’ll…” his vision blurred, and he fell silent as his consciousness teetered on the edge. “I’ll bleed out if I take the metal out.”

      “So leave the piece in your leg.”

      “It’s part of the car.” Why did she have to be so insistent? It made dying worse knowing she didn’t want to let him go.

      “Then why won’t you let me come down?” she asked.

      “Because I’m not letting you die too,” he shouted. “I’m dead, but you don’t have to be. Find a car. Find your parents. You’ll be fine.”

      “No.”

      “Leave, Quinn.”

      “No.”

      “I said leave.”

      “And I said no!” She was stubborn, and if it weren’t going to get her killed, he’d love it. “How bad is it?” she asked.

      “It’s through my leg.”

      “No, like where? The side? The middle? You said you’ll bleed out, but how fast? I can’t see you, but you don’t sound too far down. Can you make it up here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think you do, so tell me the truth.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Anson slid his hand over his leg, the warm blood gluing his fingers together as his muscles protested his every movement. “The metal pierced the outside of my thigh. I don’t think it severed the femoral artery, but there’s still a lot of blood.”

      “So, you won’t bleed out fast.”

      “Quinn, you should just go.” He shut his eyes to ease the pounding in his brain. “Find your family.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I’m going to die down here.”

      “So then climb!” she screamed at him. “You either die down there, or you die trying to climb. Either way, you die, so try.”

      “Quinn…”

      “Please,” she sobbed, and he was glad he couldn’t see her face. He’d never heard someone so distressed at the thought of losing him, never witnessed someone beg him so hard to stay. Why did she have to care? He wasn’t built for families, for love, for friendship. He wasn’t her father or her husband. He shouldn’t be her friend, but the way she begged made him long to obey.

      “I need you to build a fire,” he shouted up at her.

      “A what?”

      “A fire,” he repeated. “And find something metal. Preferably with a flat surface.”

      “Okay. Why? So you can see?”

      “No.” Anson took a deep breath as he stared at his thigh. Bleeding out would be less painful. “Because I’m going to try to climb out. I’ll pull the metal from my leg, and if I don’t pass out, I’ll use a shirt to bind it. Climbing will exacerbate the wound, though, so if I can make it to you without falling, I’ll need you to do something for me.”

      “Anything.”

      “I need you to burn me.”

      “What?”

      Anson gritted his teeth at what lay in store for him if he survived the next fifteen minutes. “I need you to burn the wounds closed, both the entry and exit. It’ll keep me from bleeding out once I reach you.”

      “Burn you? No, I can’t do that.”

      “You have to. The pain will be too much for me to handle this alone. I’ll probably pass out after the first burn, and both sides need to be sealed. You have to do this, Quinn. If I’m going to climb out, you need to help me.”

      She cursed, the sound all wrong for her voice as it echoed through the darkness.

      “Or you can leave me,” he said. “Find your family. Get somewhere safe.”

      “I’m not leaving you!”

      “Then build a fire.”

      “Okay!” she screamed at him, rage and fear dancing on her tone.

      “Okay?” he repeated.

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Quinn scanned her surroundings. It was fall, meaning the dead leaves and branches would serve well as kindling. She had a lighter in her pack, so creating a fire was the least of her concerns. There were also countless cars strewn chaotically over the grass, so finding metal shouldn’t be too hard… right?

      She glanced down at Ava, who’d grown irate with all the yelling. She couldn’t build a fire or burn Anson alive with a baby hanging from her chest by the arms of a sweater. She’d have to find a safe place for Ava, and she instinctually scanned the abandoned cars. Within five minutes, she located a sedan with a car seat, but what greeted her when she flung open the door felt like a punch to the gut.

      Quinn doubled over, vomiting into the grass as tears flooded her eyes. “No,” she whispered, cradling the fussy Ava tighter to her breast as she spit out the bile. A baby seat sat in the back of this car, only it wasn’t empty. The child it housed never left, and unbidden tears spilled down her cheeks. This would’ve been Ava if she hadn’t lunged through the window to grab her. How many children had this happened to? How many babies had been abandoned in their car seats to die?

      “I can’t.” Quinn collapsed to the ground, cradling her adopted child against her chest. “I can’t do this. I can’t live like this.”

      Ava started crying with her, and Quinn wondered if it was better to leave Anson in the darkness. Were the people who died on this highway the lucky ones? They’d suffered, but their end had been quick. They didn’t have to endure this new world. They didn’t have to find dead babies abandoned in a car seat.

      “I want my mom,” Quinn sobbed into Ava’s chubby body. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

      “Then you’re a hypocrite,” Anson’s imagined voice whispered into her brain. Hadn’t she just screamed at him to try? To survive? Hadn’t she forced him to climb to his death instead of perishing in the dark? She couldn’t yell at him for giving up, only to do the same minutes later. She wanted to. Every day she wanted to give up, but if she was going to force a man to bleed out to escape the darkness, she had to stand up. She was almost home, almost back to her mother. Anson was leaving them, but her parents would never abandon her. She just had to endure hell long enough to return home.

      So, she stood up, gritted her teeth to stop herself from vomiting again, and reached into the car seat. The child had been wearing a onesie coat and hood, so the fabric contained the tiny body like a death shroud, and Quinn carefully withdrew his bones and laid him to rest on the back seat.

      “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen,” she whispered as she crossed herself. It was all the burial she had time for, and when she finished, she pulled the seat out. A diaper bag sat beside it, and she snatched that up as well. A changing mat poked out of the corner, and she could use that to line the car seat before she placed Ava inside it. She hated the idea of laying her baby down where another child had died, but the seat seemed clean enough. The baby’s clothes and diaper had contained his decay, and it was that or lay Ava on the cold ground. She’d bundle her up, use the changing mat to protect her, and pray to God that Ava emerged from this experience unscathed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Quinn?” Anson called. She was taking too long. His adrenaline was wearing off, and the pain was taking over. If he didn’t try soon, he’d never escape this darkness.

      “Done… I’m done!” she blurted. “It took me a while to find something metal.”

      “Is the fire going?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded wrong. What had happened up there?

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” It was a lie, but he couldn’t focus on her distress. If he survived the climb, he’d worry about what was making her voice shake, but for now, all he could concentrate on was the rod he needed to rip from his muscles. It would be so much easier to just die down here.

      “All right.” He’d removed his belt from his waist and a sweatshirt from his pack to bind the wound. “I’m going to remove the object… I wouldn’t get your hopes up, kid. Just because I didn’t hit the artery, doesn’t mean I didn’t hit something important.” He was stalling, and he knew it.

      “Please try,” she begged.

      “Don’t burn my pants to my legs.” Anson grabbed his thigh. He didn’t want to do this. Why did she have to care? Why did he want her to care?

      “I won’t.”

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “You’ll be okay,” she said, clearly realizing he was the one who wasn’t ready. “You’ll make it.”

      “I hope you’re right, kid.” And with that, he jerked his leg upward. Pain rippled through him, burning him alive, and he roared, the edges of his consciousness fraying at the seams. He felt himself wanting to black out, but his thigh had barely budged two inches. He’d have to yank harder if he wanted to get free, and with tears in his eyes that he hadn’t spilled since he was a boy, he forced his leg skyward.

      The metal slid free this time, blood pumping from the wound to coat the car below him, and his head fell backward. For terrifying moments, he hovered over the eternal abyss, but a woman’s voice yanked him back to the land of the living.

      “Anson!” Quinn screamed. “Anson, don’t pass out.”

      “I…” his voice faltered.

      “Bind the wound,” she ordered. “Do it now.” She was spending too much time with him. They were starting to sound alike.

      With unstable fingers, Anson tied his hoodie around his thigh and then used his belt as a tourniquet. The pressure was pure agony until the blood flow lessened. It was such a short climb, yet it was miles long. His leg wouldn’t handle the distance.

      “If you don’t move, I’m coming down to get you,” Quinn threatened.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Five,” she shouted. “Four, three, two⁠—”

      “If you put one foot over the edge, I will throw myself down into the pit,” he said.

      “Then climb!”

      God, she knew how to motivate him. Ever since he saw her dive into that falling car to save Ava, he’d wanted nothing more than to protect her. It had started as his need for redemption. He’d failed the first mother and child. He wouldn’t fail this pair, but his obligations had changed over the past months. He was no longer protecting her and Ava out of guilt. He wanted to save them because they were starting to feel like family. They needed to locate her parents. He couldn’t afford to grow any more attached to this girl who was almost young enough to be his kid.

      “Do I need to start counting again?” she shouted.

      “Can you be quiet for two seconds?” he snapped. He might care for her, but he wasn’t well-versed in talking to female college students.

      “Will it make you climb?” she asked, and he corrected himself. Maybe he was good at communicating with this one. She seemed to speak his language. They’d definitely spent too much time together.

      “Yes.” He pulled himself to a stand using his good leg. The stacked cars formed a deadly staircase, but at least the unstable ascent would be easier than clinging to the cliff face. His belt was staunching the blood flow for now. If he used only his arms and his uninjured leg to climb the vehicles, he might make it to the surface before the blood loss became critical.

      Anson leaned against a minivan’s engine and scooted backward until he could use his hands to stand. One car down, dozens to go.

      “I can see you!” Quinn shouted when he finally climbed onto his sixth car. A trail of smeared crimson marked his path, and with every vehicle, his head grew lighter. Anson glanced up to find her hanging dangerously over the edge, and with the setting sun at her back, she looked angelic. Maybe he’d already died, and God was making him climb through purgatory to reach heaven.

      “Keep going. I can see you.”

      He grunted his response, the sound all he had the energy for as he pulled himself onto another tire. ‘Just one more car,’ he told himself. ‘One more car, and that’s it.’ Over and over again, ‘Just one more car.’

      And then he was inexplicably at the top, Quinn’s hands clawing at his jacket to pull him onto the cold grass. He rolled to his back, the fight leaving his body, and Quinn collapsed over his chest, pulling him close as if he were Ava.

      “You did it,” she sobbed. “I knew you could do it.”

      “Yeah…” It had been such a long time since someone hugged him. He missed it. “My leg, kid,” he groaned. He wanted to stay in her arms. It would be a beautiful place to die, but she’d never let him leave her.

      “Right.” She recoiled, and he wasn’t sure who was dreading this more. Him or her? Probably her because he’d at least pass out.

      She grabbed his belt and undid the binding, pulling the bloody hoodie away from the wound before ripping apart the torn fabric to reveal his soaked thigh. She gagged at the blood pumping out of him, but she surprisingly didn’t vomit.

      “Remember not to burn my pants to my skin,” he said, but she didn’t move. “Quinn?”

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered. “I thought I could, but I can’t.”

      “You have to.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You made me climb out of the abyss.” Anson grabbed her hand with weak fingers. “I can’t do this myself. You have to, and you need to do it before I bleed out.”

      “But there’s so much blood. How do I clean you?”

      “You can’t.”

      Quinn stared at him, and he knew he needed to distract her before she understood the full gravity of his statement.

      “Heat the metal and don’t let up until the wounds seal, no matter how loud I scream.” He slid his other hand over her legs to grip her fingers.

      “I can’t,” she sobbed.

      “Do it, Quinn. Do it now.”

      “Oh god.” She leaned down and kissed his cheek before scrambling over the ground to the fire. He watched her wrap her fist in a shirt and then grab a piece of a car wreck. He held his breath as she walked back to his side, and he nodded when their gazes met. It was time. They both knew it.

      “You can do it,” Anson said. “I trust you.”

      Quinn nodded, her skin as pale as the bleak fall evening, and then she aimed the steaming metal at his leg. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered and then forced the flat surface against his flesh. The agony was unlike anything he’d ever experienced, greater even than the days he suffered under his father’s hand, and it took him far too long to finally pass out.
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        * * *

      

      Anson’s consciousness resurfaced seconds after she’d finished burning him, but he wished it hadn’t. Pain radiated from his thigh to infect his entire body, and the irrational part of his brain wanted to saw off his leg and be done with the agony.

      “Quinn?” he whispered, his voice hoarse, but when she didn’t answer, he twisted his neck toward the fire. She sat crouched before the flames, her back shaking with her unseen task, and Anson pulled himself across the cold ground until he could see what she was doing.

      “Quinn?”

      “Oh god.” She flinched, dropping the bloody wipes onto the grass.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I just didn’t hear you. How are you awake?” Her voice stumbled over the words as she tried to rein in her tears.

      “When people pass out, it’s usually only for seconds,” Anson said. “Any longer, and it’s a sign of brain damage. It’s something the movies always get wrong.”

      Quinn nodded, shoving the bloody wipes into the flames. “These were in the diaper bag I found in a minivan. I couldn’t stand the blood, so I stole from a baby… a dead baby.” She dissolved into tears. “He was still in his car seat, but there aren’t any people here.” She gestured to the hundreds of eerily abandoned cars, and Anson understood why her voice had changed when she’d returned from building the fire. “His family left him to die alone, and I stole from him.”

      “Hey.” Anson fought to sit up, his leg jutting out from his body at an awkward angle, and he pulled the shaking Quinn against him. “I don’t think his parents left him. You saw what the river did to the people here. They probably stepped out of the car to flee on foot and were absorbed by the flood. They were probably trying to get the kid out.”

      “That makes it worse.” Quinn reached out and rested a hand on Ava’s belly. “At least the water killed those people quickly… if they died at all. I don’t know. Maybe they’re still alive as the water, their liquid bodies suffering as they evaporate and rain down in endless cycles. But the baby was left to starve to death, alone and scared, and I stole from him.”

      “He’s gone,” Anson said. “He doesn’t need that diaper bag.”

      “That doesn’t make it any better.”

      “But it’s the truth.”

      “How can you be so callous?” She jerked away from him.

      “I’m not. It’s just the way of things. People—adults and children alike—died by the thousands that day, and this winter will kill hundreds more. You can’t save all the babies, but you did save one. Ava’s alive because of you, so instead of blaming yourself for the horrors of this world, recognize that you did something most wouldn’t. You risked your life for a little girl that isn’t your blood. You steal from the dead who no longer need material things to save Ava, so that baby wasn’t a corpse. It was a guardian angel. One who left Ava with another chance at survival.” He nodded to the supply-laden diaper bag.

      “How can you see things so black and white? How can you twist all this death and horror into a good thing? I know this diaper bag and the food inside will help Ava, but the cost? It’s too much.”

      “The cost is always too much,” Anson said. “Some people are just worth the price. Ava is, don’t you agree?”

      Quinn nodded.

      “And so are you.” He reached out and grabbed her blood-stained hand. “Which is why we need to leave this fire. It’s too bright of a signal.”

      “But your leg? Can you move?”

      “Not well, but it isn’t safe out in the open. At least one of these vans should have fuel in its tank.”

      “But the fire’s so warm.” Quinn stared at the flames on the verge of tears again.

      “I know, but we need to go.” He squeezed her hand, avoiding his second reason for encouraging her to find a car. He was no longer in danger of bleeding out, but his leg would still kill him. It would only be slower now.

      “Okay.” Quinn pulled free of his grip and rubbed her palms together as if the friction would erase his blood. “I’m sorry I didn’t use the wipes on your leg. I just couldn’t bear your blood on my hands. It’s bad enough I can’t get the smell of your burning skin out of my nose.”

      “It’s okay,” Anson soothed. It didn’t matter. All the wipes in the world couldn’t undo the damage to his thigh.

      “I’ll go look for a car.” She stood up. “There are a lot of minivans…” she trailed off as she registered the connotation, and then she vanished into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The slamming breaks jerked Anson out of a dreamless sleep. He hadn’t even realized the minivan had been moving.

      “What happened?” He sat up from where he’d been sprawled across the back seat, pain searing through his leg at the movement, and in the blackness, he saw the outline of Quinn’s head peak around the driver’s side headrest.

      “Sorry,” she whispered. “Mailbox. I didn’t see it.”

      “Mailbox?” That wasn’t the answer he was expecting. “What mailbox?”

      “There.” She pointed toward the windshield as if that explained everything.

      “How is there a mailbox here?” Anson strained to see in the moonlight. The sky was cloudless, but without streetlamps, it did nothing to illuminate this forgotten stretch of ruined highway.

      “Because I drove,” she said, as if that were obvious.

      “You drove?” Anson tried to keep his voice low so he wouldn’t wake Ava, but how could Quinn be so reckless?

      “I didn’t use the lights,” she spat back. “Okay, I did, but just the little side ones in the front. They’re dimmer than headlights, and I figured it would be safe to use them.”

      “In a world without streetlamps or electricity, any light at night is dangerous.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t going to sleep where so many people died. It’s so cold, and I need at least one night indoors away from empty cars with dead babies inside. Besides, you need to get cleaned up. One of these houses might have running water, and I’m familiar with this area. I went to high school with a girl who lived on this street. Plus, I turned off the lights when I pulled into the neighborhood. Hence why I almost hit the mailbox.”

      “Have you seen anyone?” he asked.

      “No, it’s a ghost town, which is freaky,” she answered. “Everywhere we’ve been has endured some sort of disaster, but this street is wholly unaffected. No cars, no vines, no accidents, no bodies. It’s like a vacuum.”

      “I don’t know, Quinn.” Anson strained to peer out the window. “Something feels off about this.”

      “Something feels off about everything, and I can’t sleep in the car with the smell of your burned flesh still on your leg,” she said. “This is a wealthy neighborhood. Maybe all these high-powered lawyers and doctors were at work when disaster struck, so this street was spared.”

      “Or it’s a trap to lure us in.”

      “I wasn’t close with that girl from high school, but we were friendly,” Quinn said. “I visited a few times to work on group projects with her, so if they’re still here, I think they’ll help us.” She shifted the car into drive without waiting for his response and eased the minivan away from the mailbox.

      Anson opened his mouth to protest, but he was too tired to fight her. His leg was in agony, and his skin was cold. Sleeping in the car for days on end was taking its toll on all of them, and if his future was what he suspected, he’d appreciate a night in an actual bed. So he remained silent and let Quinn ease into the driveway of the smallest house on the block.

      “It certainly looks like no one’s home,” she said. “Should I go check?”

      “No,” Anson said. “I’m coming with you.”

      “But you can barely walk.”

      “My legs don’t affect my aim. Use your hoodie to attach Ava to your chest and then help me out of the van. You guide, and I’ll shoot.”

      “I don’t need the hoodie.” She held up a baby carrier. “Another thing I stole from a dead child.”

      “Ava needs that, though. You too. You need your hands free.”

      “I know.” Quinn stared at her sleeping girl. “But what happens when she gets bigger? She’ll still be too small to run, but I can’t carry a toddler on my chest.”

      “You’ll have your dad for that,” he said because, for an entirely different reason, he was certain he wouldn’t be around to help.

      “I guess.” Quinn fought with the carrier for long minutes until she finally deciphered which straps went where, and with Anson’s help, she secured the fussing Ava to her chest. “I hope they have running water,” she said. “She stinks. I think we have a poopy diaper… Honestly, we all stink.”

      “Be silent once we get inside,” he said, ignoring her comment. His singed flesh was nauseating, yet she didn’t shy away from his stench as she helped him out of the van’s back seat. He tried to keep his weight off the injured leg, but the slight pressure sent knives through his muscles, and his knee gave out.

      “Are you okay?” Quinn asked as she caught him.

      “Yeah.” He had to grit his teeth to answer. “Let’s just go,” he added quickly to silence any further questions. She took the hint, bearing as much of his weight as she could support, and together they hobbled through the unlocked front door. The easy access instantly put Anson on edge, but the further they explored, the more confused he became. The house was spotless and void of life. It was as if the expensive home had been frozen in time, the small traces of dust the only clue that something was amiss. They found no signs of its owners, nor signs of destruction. It was as if nature had miraculously spared this street, and he wondered if Quinn was right, his father’s conspiracies popping into his head. Had the earth left this street untouched because no humans were home?

      “Look, running water!” Quinn turned on the master bathroom faucet with an adorable squeal, and it bothered Anson that something so mundane thrilled her. She was twenty-one. She should be girlishly excited about dates or landing her dream post-college job, not a working sink.

      “Gosh, that’s cold, but it’s clean.” She yanked her hand out of the stream with a sheepish grin. “Ava’s going to be beside herself after this bath. Do you think the lights still work?”

      “I doubt it, but there are flashlights in our packs and plenty of towels. We can wedge one under the door so no one sees.” He let go of her and eased himself onto the lowered toilet seat.

      “I wonder if their clothes are still here. We could change into them. Clothes that don’t stink,” she said in a dreamy voice as she disappeared into the bedroom. “Yup, there’s an entire closet!” she called from the darkness. “Although a bunch of hangers are empty. Maybe they were on vacation when this happened.”

      “Maybe,” Anson agreed, and a few minutes later, Quinn returned with two sets of outfits before locking them all in the bathroom and wedging a towel below the door. Anson flipped on both flashlights once they were sealed inside and then stared at Quinn to ask something he’d hoped he’d never have to.

      “I need help,” he said. “My leg hurts too bad to stand, so you’ll need to help me into the tub and wash my leg.”

      “Oh…” She studied him with pink on her cheeks. “I expected that, though.”

      “Right.” He glanced at his lap to avoid her eye contact.

      “Can we bathe Ava first?” she asked. “I want the tub fresh for her.”

      “Of course.” Anson leaned back on the toilet as she undressed Ava and turned on the faucet. The baby screamed the entire time Quinn bathed her with the soapy washcloth, but in the end, the little girl emerged clean and alive. Quinn left the bathroom, and when she returned minutes later, Ava was swaddled in a blanket stripped from a secondary bedroom. She then arranged a nest on the floor with the excess fabric, but the baby fussed for long minutes before finally passing out.

      “Your turn.” Quinn stood before Anson, and he suddenly felt like Ava 2.0. If she felt awkward about the task at hand, she hid it well, and with a lot of pain and swearing on both their parts, she stripped off his clothes and helped him sit in the bath. She turned on the freezing water, and he understood why Ava had screamed her lungs out. It was brutally cold, and the only upside was his leg eventually went numb. His emotions unfortunately didn’t, though. Quinn moved quickly, but he hated being completely bare before her. Every part of him was humiliatingly on display. His scars. His blood. His filth. His dick. He hated being helpless, but she was gracious with her care. She scrubbed him from head to toe with the homeowner’s shampoo, and then she rinsed him off until he was blue and shaking. She helped him into a towel and out of the tub to his perch on the toilet, where she slipped the stolen clothes onto his icy body. They were far too big, the person they belonged to clearly double his waist size, but she’d picked out the warmest garments she could find, and bless her, even huge they felt glorious.

      “Ok, I guess it’s my turn… my hands are frozen though,” she said. “I’ll help you into bed first.” She leaned down, and he wrapped his arms around her neck.

      “It’s a king-size mattress,” Anson said. “We should sleep together if you’re okay with that. It’ll be good for warmth and smart in case of an intruder. I want you two where my gun can protect you.”

      “I figured as much,” she said as she laid him on the mattress. “It’ll be no different from sharing the truck bench, except this won’t hurt my spine.”

      “Your spine,” he smirked. “My old man joints are killing me.”

      “See.” She winked as she returned to the bathroom. “This wasn’t such a bad idea after all.” And then she shut herself inside for her freezing shower, and in the silence, Anson thanked her intuition for getting them here. She needed this moment of peace before his reality destroyed it.
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        * * *

      

      Anson battled his own body just to wake the next morning, and he knew. As his eyes finally peeled open to find Quinn sitting with a quilt wrapped around her, he knew.

      “I definitely think these people were on vacation,” she said when she noticed him moving. “There’s no food.”

      “Then what are you eating?” he whispered as he watched her shove something white into her mouth.

      “Dry, raw oats,” she answered. “Okay, they had some food, but mostly bougie pantry staples. No snacks or canned goods. All I found was a bottle of expensive olive oil, which I took, and those pretty glass containers with single ingredients. They had oats, rice, flour, sugar, and walnuts. Not much of the rice, flour, or sugar was left, but they must’ve just stocked up on oats and walnuts, since those were full. Hence why I am eating raw oats. I also put a bunch in a bowl and filled it with water. After a few hours, it’ll be bland overnight oats for Ava.”

      “Don’t babies like bland?” Anson asked.

      “She’ll have to.” She stared at the rolled oats in her palm. “Me too, I guess. Anyway, the glass containers are too heavy, but I found gallon bags. I poured everything they had but the oil into them so we could take it with us.” She pointed to where a few plastic zip locks sat by their packs. “I was really hoping for pop tarts, but oats and nuts are okay. It’s food.”

      “They’re filling and nutritious,” Anson said. “It’s better that you found those.”

      “Such a dad thing to say.” She popped a walnut into her mouth. “You want some?” She slid her raw breakfast across the mattress.

      “No, thanks.” He tried to sit up, but the pain and lightheadedness forced him back down. “Quinn?”

      “Yeah?” She glanced at him and froze, her hand halfway to her mouth. “What’s wrong? Does your leg hurt?” She tossed her handful of food back into the bowl and stood up. “Their bathroom is pretty stocked. Shampoo, soap, razors, toothpaste, Advil. I know you need something stronger, but the Advil might help a bit.”

      “It’s not that, kid. Can you please sit down?”

      “You’re scaring me.”

      “I know.” He watched her sink onto the edge of the bed, her cheeks almost as pale as the white sheets. “But I need you to understand what’s coming.”

      “Okay…”

      “My leg is going to get infected,” he said. “It’s not a matter of if. It will, and when it does, it will kill me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “But we burned the wounds.” Quinn’s brain felt suddenly dizzy, and she pressed her palm against the mattress to steady herself.

      “That only stopped the bleeding,” Anson said. “It didn’t kill the bacteria. Those cars were filthy, and who knows what that flood left behind when the waters receded. Infections aren’t kind, and we saw what mold did to that driver. There’s a chance the bacterium has mutated, and no amount of burned flesh or cold-water baths will stop it from killing me.”

      “So we’ll find antibiotics.” Quinn hopped off the bed, unsure why he was being so dramatic. Yes, infections were dangerous, but they were only a few hours from her house. She knew where all the nearby pharmacies were located. One of them was bound to be still stocked. “People always keep leftover medication too,” she said as she aimed for the bathroom. “There’s probably some⁠—”

      “Kid,” Anson interrupted her. “When I said that the bacteria have mutated, it wasn’t a guess.”

      Quinn stared at him from where she stood scanning the medicine cabinet, and the severity of his eyes was like a blow to her kneecaps, forcing her to grip the sink for support.

      “Show me,” she whispered.

      “Quinn…” his voice was a plea.

      “Show me.”

      Anson held her gaze, each of them fighting an unheard battle, and then he finally gripped the quilt and peeled it off his legs. They’d found some gauze under the sink and had used it alongside some basic tee shirts to bind his wound, but Quinn didn’t need to remove the makeshift bandage to realize he was right. The color of the blood seeping through the white fabric was nauseating, and his thigh had swollen to unnatural proportions. This wasn’t a matter of if he’d get infected. He already was, and if he continued at this progression, he’d be dead by tomorrow.

      “But antibiotics will work… right?” She crossed the room to where Ava still slept on the mattress. She’d woken early, had a diaper change, eaten some of the banana and pears puree salvaged from the deceased baby’s diaper bag, and then fallen back asleep. Rationally, Quinn knew a wound’s infection couldn’t crawl across the sheets to contaminate her, but she still scooped Ava into her arms.

      “I don’t know.” Anson didn’t miss her intentions, and Quinn wanted to cry at the suffering in his eyes.

      “We’ll try.” She strapped Ava into her car seat before vanishing into the walk-in closet. Her schoolmate’s mother was thankfully not much bigger than she was, so she was able to steal a warm outfit and a new, un-bloodied coat before she snagged the husband’s sweats for Anson. “I don’t know this area well, but we can find a pharmacy. We can get you help.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.” She stormed out of the closet and gripped his jaw, forcing him to meet her gaze. “Yes.”

      “I don’t think I can move.” He grabbed her wrist and held on tight, and for the first time since she’d met him, he seemed genuinely afraid. “I’ll weigh you down and distract you. If I’m going to live…” he paused as if it physically hurt to ask for help. “You have to do it. You have to venture out there alone, and you’ll need to take Ava. I can’t take care of a baby. Not like this.”

      “So, I’ll go.” She let go of his jaw, but he refused to release her wrist.

      “It might not save me,” he said. “It’ll be safer if you pack up the minivan and go home.”

      “Would you leave me here to die if our situations were reversed?” she asked. “Would you leave Ava?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then let me go. We don’t have much time.” She pulled her arm free of his grip and then froze. “What am I getting?”

      “I’m not a doctor, but I know Amoxicillin works for infections. There’s Doxycycline as well.”

      “Amoxicillin and Doxycycline,” she repeated. “So, look for names that end with an ‘in’ sound. Like Penicillin?”

      “I guess so, yeah,” he said.

      “Okay.” She shoved her feet into her sneakers. “I should’ve gone to medical school or for something useful. A lot of good those creative writing classes did.”

      “You can do this,” he said. “And understanding the written word isn’t a bad thing. There are textbooks out there that’ll help you identify medications and illnesses. You’ll be teaching me soon.”

      Quinn stared at him, wondering if he’d meant his words, or if it had just slipped out. Did he mean to stay with them? Or was he trying to get her out of this house before he died?

      “One more thing before you go.” Anson gestured to his pack, and when she handed it to him. he withdrew his Glock. “Keep Ava in the baby carrier on your chest so you can grab this if you need to. You see this?” He pointed to the trigger before removing the magazine and the bullet in the chamber. “The little lever on it is the safety, so you can’t pull the trigger unless you depress that first.” He demonstrated his meaning. “And don’t get fancy with it, either. Don’t try for a headshot or a mercy leg shot. Aim for the largest mass.” He tapped his chest. “Dead center.”

      “But that will kill them,” Quinn said.

      “Good. Better them than you.” He returned the magazine and closed her fingers around the metal. “And, kid? Use it. Don’t be a hero. Don’t be merciful. Death by gunshot is kinder than what many men will do to you if they catch you. If you find someone out there, pull the trigger and pray for forgiveness afterward.”

      “I can’t do that.” She blinked her eyes to stop herself from crying.

      “Yes, you can,” he said. “You’re a writer. Use your imagination for what happens to pretty girls in the apocalypse. Remember that. You’ll be able to pull the trigger.”

      Quinn swallowed, her confidence suddenly gone. She was just going to the pharmacy. At least that’s how it felt until Anson’s ugly words reminded her that she and Ava would never truly be safe simply because they were girls. Then again, when were women ever safe from men? Not even the end of the world had changed that.

      “You’ll be fine,” Anson encouraged. “Be quiet, be fast, and don’t take what you don’t need. If I survive this, we can return to the pharmacy and strip it bare, but for now, remember Amoxicillin and Doxycycline. Clean water and antiseptics too.”

      “Can I grab diapers?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled, but she hated the expression. It was too soft for his harshly handsome features. It was too resolved to his fate. “You can grab diapers.”

      “I’ll be back soon.” She aimed for Ava’s car seat, but something stopped her and forced her back to Anson’s side. “Wait for me, okay?” She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tight against her chest. “Wait for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Quinn slammed on the brakes, the minivan skidding to a halt on the barren streets, and Ava gave out a tiny squeak at the jolt.

      “Sorry.” Quinn grimaced. She didn’t know the area well, but she had vague memories from when she’d visited for their high school group projects. She knew there was a shopping plaza somewhere, and luck favored her. She found it within twenty minutes, and sitting among these abandoned shops like a crowned jewel was a pharmacy.

      “See, that was painless,” she said as she parked the minivan. “And it looks empty. The only upside to being the last humans left alive, I guess.” She scanned the parking lot to be certain and then scrambled out to strap the baby girl to her chest. Ava secured, she shoved the Glock into the waistband of her pants, the cold metal burning the base of her spine. She’d never touched a gun before the bridge’s collapse, and now Anson expected her to shoot someone if they approached. This wasn’t who she was. That was Anson, all brute and no smiles. He was the violent one. The protector. She was just some girl playing parent.

      Quinn stared down at Ava. Was she playing parent? She’d planned to hand Ava’s care over to her mother when she arrived home, but that somehow felt wrong. The longer Ava clung to her chest as they fled from broken highways to annihilated towns, the more she felt like Quinn’s flesh and blood.

      “All right.” She kissed Ava’s forehead as she aimed for the pharmacy’s front door. “Amoxicillin or Doxycycline,” she repeated to herself, but the minute she stepped through the front door, the urge to plunder the fully stocked shelves took over. Bottled water, snacks, baby supplies, makeup. She’d never been a big cosmetics user, but everyone had their favorites, and she’d gone months without them… or warm showers or a way to style her hair or even her own clothes. “Get a grip,” she muttered under her breath. Anson was dying from a rapidly mutating infection, and she was fantasizing about grabbing eyeliner. Not because she was vain, though. It was because stepping inside this perfectly preserved drugstore tricked her into believing nothing had changed. The bridges and vines and dead babies were just horrifying dreams. In here, she was simply a college student stopping in for deodorant and studying candy. She was just a single girl traveling with the most handsome man she’d ever met, and this world had forced her to urinate in the grass in front of him. Anson was leaving. He’d made that clear, but she felt so disgusting in the presence of someone so beautiful. Maybe it was because she was young. She couldn’t imagine Anson worrying about his beard’s appearance while trying to survive a bacteria-riddled leg.

      Quinn forced her brain into tactical mode, and she grabbed a basket before making a beeline for the baby aisle. She pulled packages of wipes, diapers, purees, and children’s Tylenol off the shelves, and basket full, she strode for the pharmacy at the store’s rear. But just as she exited the aisle, the shape of a man’s leg came into view, and her heart lodged thick and painful in her throat.

      “What the f—” The man’s shock died on his tongue when he saw the gun barrel aimed at his chest, and Quinn fought back her tears at having to hold such a cold and violent piece of metal. She didn’t want to use it. She couldn’t kill another human being.

      “Hands where I can see them,” she ordered because she had to shoot him. Because she wouldn’t let a stranger turn her into another apocalypse casualty. One that would suffer endlessly before death finally came.

      “Okay, okay.” The man raised his arms. “It’s all good. We don’t want any trouble.”

      We?

      Quinn glanced behind him and noticed a woman crouched by the feminine products on the end cap. The couple wore wedding rings, and they looked to be in their late twenties. Both had pleasant faces, and by the plastic shopping bags stuffed with shelf-stable food and cleaning products, they were here the same as her. People in desperate need of supplies. Quinn didn’t want to shoot this couple. They wore kindness behind the fear in their eyes. Were they the monsters Anson had warned about? If she let them go, would they reveal just how depraved they really were?

      “We’re just here for food,” the husband continued, hands still raised.

      “You.” Quinn aimed her glare at the wife. It was safer for Ava if she wasn’t Quinn but Anson at the moment. “Stand up. Hands where I can see them.” The severity of her voice surprised her, and the woman settled beside her husband and mimicked his stance.

      “We really don’t want trouble,” the wife begged. “I just needed tampons… I’m sure you understand.”

      Quinn said nothing. What could she say? She did understand because she’d gotten her period in the middle of the night in a home thankfully equipped with a shower and toilet, but her sympathy didn’t mean she wished to end up chained in a basement.

      “We don’t want to hurt you,” the woman pressed. “We can help you and your baby.”

      “I don’t need help,” Quinn said, refusing to lower the gun.

      “Okay,” the husband said. “I realize you don’t know us, but we aren’t crazy. We’re just trying to survive, but we found a house with a finished basement. It’s safe.”

      And there it was. A basement. That sounded less safe and more like chained to the wall.

      “I said I don’t need help,” she repeated.

      “All right,” the man said. “But we won’t hurt you. We can help, but if you don’t want any, that’s fine. We’ll go our separate ways. How about that?”

      Quinn paused, unsure what Anson would do in this situation. If they truly left to return home, she’d be safe, but if they left simply to hide and ambush her later, she was a dead woman walking.

      “No.” She tightened her grip on the gun, and the woman recoiled as she waited for a bullet to rip through her. “You want to help?” Quinn continued. “I need antibiotics. If you’re serious, keep your hands where I can see them and search the pharmacy for Amoxicillin or Doxycycline.”

      “Okay,” the wife said. “We can do that.”

      “And I need bandages.”

      “I can get the bandages, and Cal can find the meds,” the wife said.

      “No,” Quinn said. “We go together.”

      “Okay, whatever you want,” Cal said. “I’m going to start walking now.”

      Quinn nodded, and the trio moved carefully down the aisles until they encountered the first aid. Cal and his wife kept their hands in sight the entire time, and as she pulled supplies off the shelf, he arranged them in Quinn’s basket. When they couldn’t fit any more gauze or antiseptic cleansers, they moved to the pharmacy. It took far longer than Quinn felt comfortable with, but eventually, Cal located both antibiotics.

      “Here you go.” He set the full antibiotic bottles in her basket. “Do you need anything else?”

      “Not now,” Quinn said.

      “How about food and clean water?” the wife asked, as if she were determined to prove herself a trustworthy stranger.

      “I…”

      “We’ll exit through the grocery aisle,” the woman said. “We can dump stuff into bags quick since I grabbed a whole roll. If I pack a bag for you, can we keep some?”

      “Fine.” Quinn didn’t wish suffering on anyone, and she was starting to trust that she wouldn’t have to shoot this couple. “But hands where I can see them.”

      The wife nodded, and true to her word, she didn’t try anything. She simply opened the plastic bags as she walked and shoved dry goods inside. By the time they left the drugstore, each duo had two crammed full of trail mix, crackers, and granola bars.

      “Walk away,” Quinn said, raising the gun higher without looking at her minivan. She didn’t want to give the couple any clues as to where she’d be headed next, and to her relief, a spattering of abandoned cars peppered the empty parking lot. “I’ll watch you as you go. As long as you don’t try anything or I don’t see anyone else, I’ll let you leave.”

      “There is no one else,” the wife said, her shoulders sagging with the confession. “You’re the only person we’ve seen in weeks. We thought we were the only people left.”

      Quinn’s chest tightened around her heart at the statement. Unlike south of the highway, where people had died mutilated deaths, north was a ghost town, as if its inhabitants had evaporated into the atmosphere. And maybe they had. Maybe like the water transformed the drivers at the bridge, so the air absorbed those living here.

      “Are you sure you won’t come with us?” Cal asked. “We can help. Really. The basement is a finished apartment, and being underground means it’s warmer and protected. We could help you and your baby.”

      “No.” Quinn’s answer was the same, but her reason had shifted. She believed their intentions were pure, but she wouldn’t let Anson die in her high school acquaintance’s house alone. He was far more dangerous than this couple, but he was the only person she trusted. The only person she’d feel safe hiding in a basement with. Unfortunately, he didn’t feel the same.

      “Okay, well, good luck,” Cal said.

      “Be safe,” his wife said, and, joining hands, the couple strode through the parking lot toward the road. Quinn exhaled her fear when they turned in the opposite direction. She wouldn’t have to drive past them when she left.

      She waited until they were almost gone, and when they finally walked out of earshot, she opened her mouth in a whisper.

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Anson!” Quinn took the stairs two at a time, Ava jostling against her chest, and she ran so fast that her shins hit the bedframe before she could skid to a stop. She cursed as the sting in her bones tugged unwanted tears from her eyes, and she collapsed against Anson’s legs as she fell to the mattress.

      “Anson?” She cupped Ava’s head and pulled her closer as the little girl belted her discomfort. “Anson, wake up.” She ignored the pain in her shins and crawled up the bed. Beads of sweat coated the sheriff’s brow, and if it weren’t for the rise and fall of his chest, his stillness would’ve convinced her he died in her absence. “Anson, please don’t do this.” She captured his clammy face in her hands and slapped his cheek. “Don’t leave me like this.” She slapped him again, but only his groans answered her.

      “Okay… um… okay.” Quinn swiped the tears from her eyes and pulled the Amoxicillin bottle from her pocket. She’d abandoned the rest of the supplies in the foyer as she raced upstairs, praying she wasn’t too late, but by Anson’s failure to respond, the fear in her chest whispered she’d failed. She’d taken too long, and he would pay the price. He would die in this wealthy couple’s bed and rot into the sheets. A man without family remembered only by her. It was a depressing end for the man who saved her life, and she tore off the bottle’s lid with a curse so loud that Ava startled.

      “Sorry, baby girl.” She kissed the child’s forehead as she dumped the pills into her palm. “How many do I give you?” She glanced at Anson as if he might wake and tell her what to do. “I don’t know how many to give you. Um… it’s five hundred milligrams… That’s a high dose, right? My friend at college got a UTI after an unfortunate boyfriend, and she took antibiotics twice a day, but I think it was a lower dose… ugh, why didn’t I pay attention? Why did I have to be an English major?” Quinn poured all but one pill back into the bottle and stared at the solitary antibiotic resting in her hand. It was such a small thing, barely centimeters long, but if she shoved too much down his throat, it might kill him. Doing nothing would kill him anyway, so what was the point of caution?

      “Forgive me for any wrongs I commit.” She swallowed her fear and forced the single pill past his feverish lips. UTIs were infections of a milder infliction. One pill twice a day had cleared up her friend’s discomfort, so perhaps two pills twice a day would save this sheriff who stood double her classmate’s size.

      Unscrewing the bottle, she captured another pill and shoved it into Anson’s mouth to chase the first. She then rushed to the bathroom to fill the cup she’d stolen from the kitchen.

      “Please don’t choke.” She pinched his cheeks until his lips puckered and dripped the water into his mouth. “Swallow for me. Please, Anson, I’ve seen so many people die. Don’t make me watch your death.”

      Anson coughed as the liquid hit the back of his throat, and she halted the pour. He sputtered and choked, but just when she thought all was lost, his throat bobbed.

      “Yes!” She wiped the drool from his lips with her bare fingers, not caring that his spit coated her skin. He’d swallowed the pills. Both of them. A small triumph before the longest twelve hours of her life as she waited to see if he would survive until his next dose.
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        * * *

      

      “Quinn?” Anson’s voice sounded above her in the darkness. She’d spent a panicked twelve hours hovering over his sleeping body, a pair of decorative candles watching over them when it grew dark. Using the battery-powered clock in the kitchen, she’d tracked his medication schedule and forced another two pills down his throat before realizing how demanding her exhaustion was. It felt wrong to sleep beside his diseased leg, so she’d dragged one of the kid’s mattresses onto the master bedroom floor for her and Ava to share. The grogginess coiling through her warned she’d only just fallen asleep, which explained why her name sounded garbled.

      “Quinn?” His voice echoed again, closer this time and all wrong, as if marbles clanked against his teeth as he spoke.

      “Anson? Are you okay?” She rolled over and came face-to-face with the sheriff. He hovered over her in the blackness, his bloated and grotesque face bulging in all the wrong places. Pus leaked from purple blisters crowding his cheeks. Drool fell from his lips as he moaned her name. The red of his bloodshot eyes glared at her like a window to hell, and he unhinged his mouth as he lunged for her, his hanging jaw filled with blackened teeth ready to rip her flesh from her bones.

      “Quinn?”

      She jerked awake with a scream, her fear so violent that she threw herself off the mattress and slammed into the wall with an echoing thud.

      “Quinn, are you okay?” Anson called in the darkness. “What’s happening?”

      “Oh my god.” She doubled over at the pain in her skull, her nausea so volatile that she feared she would lose her dinner in her lap.

      “Quinn?” Anson’s completely normal voice repeated as Ava’s little lungs unleashed her fury at being woken, and Quinn crawled across the floor to scoop her up before launching herself on the bed.

      “You’re alive,” she sobbed as she collapsed on Anson’s chest, and despite the blinding darkness of a world without streetlights, she recognized that his face was ruggedly handsome and not bloated with decay. “You’re alive,” she repeated through her sobs. Her tears started in fear but had transformed into relief, and she couldn’t stop her body from collapsing on top of his. “The Amoxicillin worked. I didn’t kill you.”

      “How would you have killed me?” Anson asked as he lay frozen below her.

      “I didn’t know how much to give you, so I gave you one thousand milligrams every twelve hours. Your leg…” she choked on her words. She’d cleaned his wound before it got dark, and the sight of his infection would plague her nightmares for years to come. “I didn’t kill you.” She nestled her face into the crook of his neck, savoring the feel of his dry skin. The sweating had stopped, and her lips trailed over his cheek of their own accord. “Thank you for not leaving us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Anson couldn’t bring himself to fully meet Quinn’s eyes after that kiss. They’d spent days trapped in that bedroom together as she nursed him back to health, and logically, he understood her midnight kiss on his cheek had been a relieved reaction. But he couldn’t wash away the sensation, no matter how he tried. Her lips burned his skin every waking moment of the day. How long had it been since someone kissed him? He’d forgotten how much comfort that affection offered, and if he looked at Quinn for longer than a few seconds, the urge to ask her to repeat the gesture grew unbearable. He didn’t crave her in an inappropriate way. He simply wanted to experience another human being’s care, but he wouldn’t ask that of her. She was already too attached to him. He was already too attached to her. Leaving would be torture, and he wouldn’t make it worse. It was better for the girls if he stayed far away, especially as Ava grew. The only parental role model he had was his father, and even if he defied the odds and resisted becoming his dad, he still wasn’t good enough. Ava would grow up damaged, just like him. Quinn might walk into the woods, never to return because of him. Two women he cared for had already chosen to desert him in the most traumatizing ways a woman could leave a man. Better he leave Quinn before she became the third.

      And yet he still wanted to feel her lips press against his cheek. So he stopped meeting her gaze. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to notice. For the first few days, she’d been obsessive in her nursing, and now, as they drove toward her parent’s house, a new panic had overtaken her. The closer they got, the more their hope died in their chests. The neighborhoods were abandoned, not a single living soul in sight. No bodies were strewn across the roads. No life. No death. Just emptiness.

      And then they turned into her childhood neighborhood.

      “Anson?” Quinn whispered as she eased off the gas. The minivan slowed, granting them a horrifying view of the homes lining the street. It was like driving through a time warp to revisit the past, to revisit the horror he’d felt when he returned to Pine Hill to find the entire town infected. Only instead of mutated vines that were both flesh and plant, thorny branches had overrun this neighborhood, their surfaces lifeless and grey. And they were somehow worse than the living vines. These were gnarled and sharp, the massive thorns more weapon than plant. Even from this distance, he could see the bodies strewn across the lawns, the thorns protruding grotesquely from the corpses as if their skeletons had exploded from their flesh to tangle with the air. The mutilations stretched on endlessly before them, and Anson regretted caving to Quinn’s request. They should’ve driven south. They should’ve never risked the winter to come here.

      “They might…” Quinn trailed off as she hit the gas. The minivan lurched forward, and she drove with reckless abandon before slamming on the brakes in front of her infected home.

      “Mom?” She flung herself out of the car, and Anson barely fell from the passenger seat in time to catch her before she reached the walkway.

      “Let me go!” she spat as he tightened his hold on her waist. “Dad! Dad, I’m home.”

      “Quinn.” Anson dragged her away from the house.

      “Mom? Dad? Let me go.” She dug her nails into his arms as she fought for freedom, but Anson welcomed the pain instead of letting her go.

      “Quinn, quiet.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Quinn.” Anson picked her up and deposited her against the car, forcing her to meet his gaze. “No,” he whispered.

      “I have to,” she sobbed. “I have to check. They might have gotten out. Maybe they weren’t home. Maybe they left a note.”

      “Quinn…”

      “They could’ve escaped.”

      Anson tucked her hair behind her ear before he noticed his hand was moving. He knew what waited inside that house, but the pain on this lovely girl’s face hurt worse than the infection riddling his thigh.

      “I’ll go,” he said.

      “No, I need to⁠—”

      “I’ll go first,” he cut her off. “You stay here with Ava, and I’ll check the house, okay?” His thumb trailed over her cheekbone as he dropped his hand from her hair. “Okay?” he repeated.

      “Okay,” she whispered, her entire body shaking with dread, and Anson did something he knew he shouldn’t. He hugged her. He pulled her smaller frame against his chest, and she folded in on herself, melting into his embrace. Her tears flowed harder at their contact, but when the urge to kiss her head grew too strong to resist, he tore himself away and limped toward the house without a backward glance.

      “Hello?” he called as he shoved open the front door. The wood protested his force as the thorned branches that barred the entrance snapped. They were brittle and dry, and the implication made him sick. The bodies strewn through the lawns outside were long dead, their flesh decaying to rejoin the earth, but these thorns hadn’t grown from the dirt. Despite the rot, he could tell from the way the neighbors’ wounds split apart that the thorns had exploded from within as if the wood had replaced its victim’s skeletons and then burst free. If these thorns were once the bones of the residences, their brittleness warned no life remained in this neighborhood.

      “Hello?” he repeated as his aching leg stepped over the cracked branches strewn across the threshold. Someone had died in this house. He didn’t need to venture inside to realize that, but he pushed into the foyer, anyway. If these thorns were anything like the vines at Pine Hill, they’d taken weeks to infect and fester. Maybe Quinn’s parents had gotten out in time. Maybe the dead inside this home were squatters, not the owners.

      Anson stepped into the homey kitchen, wishing his glimpse into Quinn’s picturesque childhood wasn’t accompanied by such devastation. The cheery wallpaper. The threadbare dish towels with humorous cooking puns embroidered into their fabric. The lacy curtains. The family photos pinned to the fridge. What had it been like to grow up in such a pleasant home? To grow up with parents so proud of you they hung your achievements on the refrigerator? His heart broke at the worn but polished tiles and the farm-inspired clock. Quinn had experienced a beautiful life here, and he was about to rip it away from her.

      Anson left the empty kitchen and limped into the living room. Its homey comfort was equally abandoned, so he turned his feet to the dining room, knowing before he even stepped within its boundaries that it would forever change the course of Quinn’s life. This dining room would destroy her.

      “Good god,” he cursed as he halted in the doorframe. Life rarely shocked him after his upbringing, but the sight before him sickened him in a way he didn’t realize was possible. Dread flooded his chest, and for a long moment, he simply stared at the dining table. Quinn couldn’t see this. She could never see this. Anson had noticed a knitted blanket folded across the couch, so he limped to retrieve it before spreading it over Quinn’s parents. He didn’t need her confirmation to know the couple was her mother and father. The woman in her fifties looked so like Quinn that he gagged when he draped the blanket over her mutilated corpse. All he could picture was Quinn sitting here like her mom, head flung back and mouth open as a grotesque thorn ripped through her lips to grow heavenward. Her mother sat before a rotten breakfast, brittle thorns growing from her eye sockets and protruding through her knuckles, but it was the one bulging from her mouth so forcefully that her lips had peeled backward and split that cramped his stomach. All Anson saw as he gazed upon the disfigured woman was the girl outside, her body torn apart and in pain. He’d witnessed horrors, but this dead glimpse into Quinn’s future disturbed him to his very marrow, and he hobbled into the kitchen, barely making it to the sink before he vomited. Her father was just as brutalized, but it was Quinn’s features on a mature face that undid him. No. She could never see that room.

      Anson tested the faucet, and when a thin trickle of water spilled out, he rinsed his mouth. He didn’t want to go outside. He didn’t want to look that beautiful girl in the eyes and tell her the hope she clung to had been dead for weeks. He was no parent. He couldn’t care for her like her father had, and she was now as alone in this world as he was.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn feared her heart would break every bone in her ribs as it beat its terror against its cage. Anson was taking too long, and she knew what that meant. Yet she refused to believe it. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be, so she leaned against the minivan, fighting the urge to vomit in the grass until she was sweating.

      The neighborhood was silent. The dead couldn’t speak, and Ava was napping, leaving her alone with her anxiety. It doubled and then tripled inside her chest until her head felt too light for her body. It was going to rip free. It was going to float away and leave her thundering heart on the sidewalk to beat until every drop of blood pumped out of her neck.

      And then Anson emerged from her childhood home.

      “No.” Quinn’s voice broke at his expression. He didn’t need to speak. His eyes warned that her worst fears had come to life. “No!” She bolted down the walkway, but despite his injury, he was too fast.

      “Don’t.” He caught her before she reached the front steps. “Don’t go in there.”

      “I have to see!” She writhed fruitlessly against his hold. “Let me go.”

      “Quinn—”

      “I have to see them!”

      “It won’t change anything.”

      “You’re lying!” She beat against him, her shirt riding up her belly as she fought. “They aren’t dead. You’re lying to me.”

      “Quinn…”

      “You’re lying!” she screamed so loud that Ava woke with a scream just as shrill. “I have to see. I have to.”

      “You can’t⁠—”

      “Let me go!” she cut him off.

      “Quinn,” his voice softened as he whispered her name in her ear, and it broke her. “You don’t want to see that. You shouldn’t see it.”

      “No, don’t say that,” she sobbed. “Don’t you say that.”

      “You don’t want to go in there,” he continued. “Remember them how they were. Remember this house how it was. Don’t taint your memories.”

      “Stop. Please, stop.” She collapsed in his arms, her despair spreading weakness through her limbs, and Anson lowered her limp body to the sidewalk. “Don’t say that,” she repeated as she crumpled forward, boneless and inconsolable. “Please don’t say that.”

      “I’m sorry.” Anson’s broad palm spread across her back, and she suddenly despised his comfort. She despised what it meant, that he had to give it, and an unyielding rage rippled through her. She couldn’t bear his touch. It burned where rested against her, and she lunged away from him. She crawled over the grass like a rabid animal, and when her palms stung from the sharp rocks hiding in the dirt, she stumbled to her feet and fled.
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        * * *

      

      Anson leaned against the minivan’s hood. His leg ached, but he refused to sit inside the vehicle. He wanted to stand where he could see Quinn, where he could easily reach her if he needed to. When she’d first charged across the yard, he’d feared her grief would get her killed, but she simply ran down the street until she tripped in a neighbor’s lawn. She’d collapsed into a fetal position, but Anson let her lay in the grass. There were no bodies on that property, and she clearly didn’t want his comfort. Not that he had much to give. He didn’t know how to fix such heartbreak, so he let the beautiful girl sob in the dead grass until her shoulders stopped shaking. She eventually sat up, but she made no move to stand. She stared before her with unseeing eyes, and he watched over her. That he could do.

      The afternoon began her fiery goodbye by the time Quinn moved. She’d been in the grass for so long that Anson feared she’d grown roots, but she stood without anything unnatural tethering her to the dirt and strode for her front door.

      “Quinn.” Anson hobbled to cut her off, catching her arm before she climbed the stoop.

      “I need a new coat,” she said, her voice hollow and numb. “My coat.” She met his gaze. “My things.”

      “Okay,” he relented. He couldn’t deny her that. This was the last time she would possess things of her own. After today, her life would be filled with the stolen goods of those long dead. “But pack quickly and grab only what’s useful. It’s getting late, and I want to return to your schoolmate’s house before dark. Staying in this neighborhood isn’t safe.”

      “My mom always had a full pantry,” she said in the same vacant tone. “Lots of toilet paper, tampons, and soap, too.”

      “I’ll pack the groceries up,” he said.

      “Our suitcases are in the hallway closet. They should hold everything.”

      Anson nodded as he grabbed Ava’s car seat and followed Quinn into the silent house. She froze in the foyer, and her eyes drifted toward the dining room. It was as if she knew that was the place that contained her grief, but before she could obey its call, Anson cupped her back and urged her toward the stairs.

      “Don’t touch any thorns,” he warned. She was smart enough to avoid the branches, but he didn’t know what else to say. Quinn nodded without truly hearing him, and she drifted through the hallway and up the steps as if she no longer existed in the real world. Anson watched her disappear, wondering for a second if she should be left alone before deciding against violating her privacy, and when she was gone, he found the suitcases and the treasure trove that was the kitchen pantry.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn paused in her bedroom doorway and stared at the bed she’d called her own for twenty-one years. The last time she’d slept on that mattress, her mother had lay beside her. Her parents had conveniently offered her too much wine, forcing her to stay home for one more night before her senior year started, and that was the last time her world had been safe, the last time her family stood alive in this house together. Had her mom known? Had she sensed the oncoming end? Was that why she’d over-served her daughter? Was it why she’d crawled into this bed and slept beside her adult child for the first time in a decade?

      Quinn shouldered the duffle bags and backpacks. She’d trade the stolen coat for the puffy winter jacket hanging in her mom’s closet since it was warmer than the one that hung in her room. She then packed up her clothes, forgoing the cute tops and dresses she once treasured in favor of the practical garments. She shoved every pair of socks from both her and her parents’ drawers into her packs before moving on to the sneakers. Only one frivolous item sat folded at the bottom of the pack. Her mother’s favorite red dress. Quinn had grown up loving it, and in recent years, her mom had outgrown the waistline by a few inches. She’d kept it for Quinn, though, who’d planned to cross the graduation stage in the crimson. Passed from mother to daughter, that red dress was everything a glamourous outfit should be, and Quinn hoped that one day, she’d have reason to don a skirt. Her bags were overflowing, the addition of one red dress barely making a difference, but these clothes were all that remained of the girl she was. She couldn’t bear to leave anything of value, which was why she’d stolen the family photo album off her mom’s dresser. Countless photographs decorated the house, but she couldn’t steal them all. She had to leave her family’s smiling faces behind, but she would carry this album with her for the rest of her life. It was her mother’s sacred album. Every year, she collected her favorite photos and relegated them to the pages of this book. She’d started the tradition when she’d met her father and had continued until her death.

      Death.

      Her mother was dead.

      Her father was gone.

      These photos were the only proof they’d ever existed. It didn’t matter that the album wasn’t essential. It didn’t matter that it was heavy. Quinn would carry it south with her so that when she forgot her mother’s voice and her father’s laugh, she wouldn’t forget their faces.

      Quinn blinked back the tears as she pictured her and her mom on the mattress. Maybe in another timeline, her family was still alive and well. Maybe in another universe, they were sleeping on her bed together.

      And with that thought, she left her bedroom for the last time. This home was as dead as her parents. She was never coming back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll climb across the cars with the ropes,” Anson said. “When I reach the other side, I’ll attach the anchor so we can pulley the supplies across. If it’s sturdy enough, we can try using it for Ava’s car seat so you can cross without a baby strapped to your chest.”

      “Will your leg make it?” Quinn asked. “I can go first. Test that the cars haven’t shifted.”

      “No.” He spoke too fast. “If I go down, take Ava and the supplies back to the house. You’ll have to get creative to stay warm for the winter, but it’s better than falling through whatever doorway to hell this is.”

      After leaving Quinn’s childhood home, the trio returned to her school acquaintance’s house. Anson’s leg was on the mend, but he wasn’t strong enough to cross the bridge of cars they’d created. They ate well thanks to both Quinn’s pantry and her pharmacy run, but the girl was a shell. She didn’t cry. She didn’t rage or scream or wallow. She simply existed as flesh without a soul, and Anson couldn’t bear the sight of her empty eyes. He hadn’t realized how accustomed he’d grown to her spark until it had been snuffed out, and that scared him. He was supposed to leave the girls in her family’s capable hands. He couldn’t keep them. They wouldn’t be safe with him. No one ever was. Not those he cared for, at least.

      So like a coward, he abandoned her to suffer her grief in solitude while he turned his attention to the trip south. Winter was upon them. Without snow plows cleaning the highways, one raging blizzard would strand them. They had to cross the highway, but this time, their supplies were heavy. As an English major, Quinn had clearly read one too many disaster novels. She hoarded supplies in ways that swelled his chest with pride, but her instincts made for complicated travel. At least in this case, the days of recovery gave him ample opportunity to raid the neighboring garages for tools.

      “Be careful,” Quinn said around her fingers. She’d bitten her nail beds raw over the past few days, and Anson reached out and pulled her hands into his fists.

      “It can’t be worse than our first crossing,” he said, earning him a vacant glare. “I’ll be fine.” He rubbed her fingers. “No need to bite your nails on my account.”

      “I’m not…” she trailed off.

      “I’ll be careful.” He dropped her hands. “The pulleys will work, and if we’re lucky, the truck will be where I hid it.”

      And they were lucky, in that respect at least. It took an hour, but his planning paid off. They crossed the yawning chasm that was once the highway, supplies and all, and the truck sat untouched in the trees, its tank still flooded with gasoline.

      “Where will we go?” Quinn asked as he eased the overflowing pickup out of its hiding spot.

      “South.”

      “But where?” She curled up against the window, her mother’s jacket swallowing her whole as she shrank in on herself.

      “Wherever’s safe.”

      “Is there even such a place?”

      “I…” He glanced at her huddled form, and for a split second, he decided to lie. He couldn’t add any more pain to her overwhelming grief, but the moment passed. He wasn’t a liar. He wouldn’t spare her feelings at the cost of her safety. “I honestly don’t know. The South might be safer. It might be uglier. All I know is that the snow without heat and proper food stores will make survival painful, if not impossible.”

      “Hmm,” Quinn grunted, and without a word, she rolled over and shut her eyes.

      Anson let her shut down, and he assumed she meant to retreat within herself, but after an hour of silence, he realized she’d fallen asleep. He reduced his speed as he navigated the packed highways so as not to jostle her. She’d been struggling to sleep, the sorrow and nightmares her constant companions, and this was the first moment of peace he’d seen her experience since she learned of her parents’ fate. He wound through the mess of metal and carnage for another half an hour without issue, but a pothole appeared out of nowhere, jerking the entire truck as they barreled over it.

      “What the—!” Quinn bolted upright, arms flailing as she fought an imaginary enemy, and her fingers smacked the radio.

      “It’s okay.” Anson grimaced at the sloppy driving. “It was just a large pothole.”

      “Oh…” She fell back against the window before lurching upright again. “What’s that?” She leaned forward, and Anson finally noticed it. The radio… it was playing.

      “Oh my god.” Quinn twisted the controls, and the volume surged to life.

      
        
        “We have food.”

      

      

      The broadcast said.

      
        
        “We have medicine and protection. We have doctors. There are women and children here. This is a safe place. Calling all survivors. We repeat, this is a safe place.”

      

      

      The broadcast rattled off the address of a military base before it looped back to the beginning.

      “Oh my god,” Quinn whispered as the message repeated for the third time. “Survivors.”

      “Maybe,” Anson said. He wasn’t one to trust people.

      “It’s the military,” Quinn protested.

      “I…” he trailed off. He’d sworn to get her and Ava to safety, but his vow didn’t encompass their entire future. He’d promised just long enough to find them a new home. Her parents were no longer living to assume the burden from him, but a safe military compound? Especially one with medical professionals? If this refugee camp was real…

      “We should check it out,” Quinn said, her demeanor hopeful for the first time in days. “If there’s really a community of survivors, we need to go. There’s safety in numbers, and there are doctors for Ava.”

      “And if it’s a trap?” Anson’s syndical nature took control of his response.

      “That’s why I said check it out. If it’s unsafe, we’ll head south, but Anson…” She gripped his arm. “This could be a good thing.”

      “You really want to go, don’t you?” He stared at where her fingers clutched him. He wasn’t one for community, but he understood she was. If this sanctuary was real, then it would be an answer to his prayers. He would’ve fulfilled his promise to find her somewhere safe.

      “It could be the beginning of rebuilding society,” she said. “We owe it to ourselves to at least drive by the place.”

      “It’s not far,” Anson said. “I recognize the town’s name… are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I...” she trailed off, and the despair on her face haunted him. He understood her hesitation was, in part, due to her parents. She wanted to live with them, not strangers at a military base, but her conflict went deeper than that. He felt it in her increasing iciness towards him. She wanted him to stay. If only she understood what she was wishing for. She didn’t know the truth about his past. If she did, she wouldn’t have hesitated.

      “I want to go,” she finally finished. “Doctors. Kids. Other women. Ava needs that.”

      “Okay.” If this refuge hadn’t been overrun by horrors, it would be an answer to his prayers. He could deliver the girls into the care of those far more qualified and be free to venture south on his own. He could fulfill his promise of keeping her safe and wash his hands clean of all responsibility.
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        * * *

      

      “Stay in the truck,” Anson ordered as he parked among the trees. After hearing the broadcast, they’d found a gas station with paper maps, an oddity Quinn had never experienced, so she was a useless navigator. But even if she understood how to read the weaving blue lines, she physically couldn’t help him. She was a shell of her former self, and it was as if he drove alone. She was a vague presence beside him, and for her sake, he prayed this safe haven was real. He couldn’t bring her back from the abyss. He didn’t know how to. But a base filled with women and children might.

      He thankfully understood the convoluted papers, but it took four days to reach the location. Between the natural disasters, distance, and human obstacles, the trip took far too long. If the roads were any indication of what the rest of the world looked like, he’d never reach the southern states before the snow fell. As much as he feared that prospect, he might be trapped here in the cold until next spring.

      “I’ll check the base out first,” he said, grabbing his rifle. “I can move faster alone, and I don’t want to risk Ava crying. It’s safer if they don’t notice us… if they’re even still there.”

      “Okay.” She didn’t argue. She just sat there, and he wanted to shake her. Old Quinn would’ve protested being left behind. “What if you don’t come back?” she asked, and he internally flinched. It was a valid question. He’d taught her to think ahead, and if this base proved to be what the broadcast claimed, this was their last day together. It was smart that she was considering life in his absence, but it didn’t feel like foresight. It felt like she was giving up.

      “Take the truck and find somewhere safe,” he said.

      “Not south?”

      “It might be too late for that.”

      “My family used to drive to Florida in two days,” she said. “Sometimes one if Dad insisted on an all-nighter.”

      “That was with unclogged highways and paved roads,” he said. “The trip here should’ve taken hours, not four days. It could take weeks to travel south, and if you get trapped in the snow without shelter, firewood, or food, you’ll freeze to death. At this point, it’s safer to find a secure location and stock it with supplies.”

      “What are our chances?” she asked. “Be honest with me. What are my odds of surviving the winter on my own because I can’t chop wood? I know nothing about medicine or raising a child. I⁠—”

      “Hey.” Anson gripped her thigh until she met his gaze. “I’ll be back, okay? And if the base is legitimate, you won’t have to worry. If it’s gone, I’ll find you somewhere else safe.”

      “Nowhere is safe… not when you won’t stay with us.” Her voice was so small that he barely heard her last words, yet they still sliced through the beating organ in his chest.

      “I will be back.” He jumped out of the car instead of giving Quinn what she needed, and his shortcomings sat thick and heavy in his gut. “Keep the doors locked.” He slammed the door behind him and strode toward the road without a backward glance.

      It took him fifteen minutes to reach the base. He encountered only silence as he walked, and just when he convinced himself this was another false hope, a shriek pierced the air. Anson dropped to a crouch, shrinking in on himself as he blended with his surroundings. The base loomed ahead of him, a fenced-in compound that stood untouched by nature’s wrath. A good omen until the scream came again to sully it. It was a child’s voice, and Anson contemplated turning around. He didn’t want to witness the place that pulled such a sound from a child, but Quinn’s visage was suddenly beside him. Her imagined ghost glared at his self-preservation, and for a moment, he let himself remember the first time his eyes found her. She’d been kneeling atop a doomed car to save a stranger’s baby. She would’ve died if he hadn’t hauled her to safety by her jeans. She risked her life to rescue Ava, so he couldn’t leave this child to suffer. He owed it to the college student he was about to abandon.

      Pulling his rifle off his back, he slipped through the overgrowth like a predator. No soldiers guarded the perimeter, and unless they had a generator, the surveillance no longer functioned. He was invisible, and the child’s voice had sounded from outside. He couldn’t saddle Quinn with another kid, but he wouldn’t let a child die on his watch. Quinn would despise him, and she was the only person in his thirty-six years to genuinely care about him. He wouldn’t let her down now, so⁠—

      Anson tripped at the sight that greeted him at the rear of the base. Of all the scenes he’d mentally prepared himself to encounter, this was never one of them.

      “A playground?” he laughed at the wholesomeness, and he suspected the little boy frequenting the slide was the source of the shrieks. Three children played on a play set that looked to have been commandeered from a wealthy homeowner’s yard, and two women sat huddled on picnic benches to watch them. He couldn’t hear the mothers’ conversation from this distance, but the only thing that seemed to trouble them was the temperature. The kids were boisterous and energetic, and Anson’s chest released its overwhelming tension so forcefully that he coughed at the sudden relief. Mothers. Children. A playground and a fence and nature that grew as God intended. The broadcast had been telling the truth, and not only would Quinn be safe. She could thrive here. She and Ava would be okay without him.
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        * * *

      

      “Get out of the vehicle with your hands in the air!” the soldier guarding the base entrance shouted as their truck eased to a halt a few yards down the road.

      “We come in peace!” Anson shouted in return as he opened the door. “Don’t get out of the car yet,” he whispered to Quinn before he stepped outside with his arms raised. “I’m a sheriff, and I have a young mother and her baby with me,” he said as he strode closer to the man with the aimed rifle. “We heard your broadcast, and the woman I’m with is seeking asylum for the winter.”

      “Tell her to get out of the truck!” the soldier shouted.

      “Not until you promise me that she’ll be safe,” Anson said.

      “Tell her to exit the truck, or I will shoot.” The man sharpened his aim. “I need to see that you really have a girl in there and not some⁠—”

      “Please don’t shoot!” Quinn jumped out of the cab, and Anson ground his teeth. For a man willing to leave her here, his erratic heart rate certainly despised other men interacting with her.

      “He’s telling the truth!” she continued. “I’m Quinn. My daughter is Ava. We were on the bridge that collapsed, and we’ve been searching for a safe place to spend the winter ever since. Please… my baby isn’t even a year old.”

      “Let me see the child,” the soldier demanded.

      “Okay.” She retreated to the truck.

      “Quinn…” Anson hissed.

      “What choice do we have?” she whispered. “I can’t survive on my own. I need help, and you saw kids and a playground. This place is good for us. They’re just being cautious.”

      She resumed unstrapping Ava from her car seat, and Anson bit his tongue. She was right. He knew that even if her willingness to trust another man twisted his heart.

      “See!” she called, cradling the little girl for the soldier’s benefit. “This is my daughter. My parents are dead… as is her father,” she lied. Neither of them knew what had become of Ava’s biological dad. “It’s getting cold, so we answered your broadcast. We only want help.”

      “Sorry about the hostile welcome,” the soldier said as he lowered his weapon and jogged forward. He was young and handsome. Another check in the plus column for Quinn, even if the thought soured Anson’s stomach. If she was going to have any chance at a future, she’d need men her own age. She’d need friends and community and lovers. As uneasy as her relying on another man for survival made him, this base was proving itself with every second.

      “You can never be too careful,” the soldier continued. “The civilians here rely on us to keep them safe, and for the most part, newcomers simply want to join our haven. But some have tried to take it for themselves by any means necessary.”

      “Of course, I understand,” Quinn said as the soldier scanned her appreciatively, and Anson had to force himself not to knock the man’s teeth out. “But we aren’t here to take control,” she continued. “I have a baby. She needs heat and diapers and doctor checkups. We have nowhere to go.”

      The soldier studied her sympathetically before turning a wary gaze to Anson, and the sheriff understood. This base would accept Quinn and Ava without question. He was the reason for the hesitation. Not that he blamed the man. Anson made most people uncomfortable. Everything about his height was unwelcoming, but if he wanted the girls to have a future, now was the moment to let them go.

      “I’m leaving,” he said, and he swore Quinn flinched at his announcement. “I don’t plan to stay here since I’m heading home down south,” he half-lied. His departure held more credibility when combined with the sentimentality of returning home. “I just agreed to drive her here.”

      “Right.” The soldier nodded, and it irritated Anson that the man looked relieved. “Well, we ask that all our prospective inhabitants meet our leadership before we welcome them,” he continued. “During the day, the women and children remain inside the base while we hunt for supplies. We need a lot of food, clothes, and medical supplies to support our growing numbers, so you’ll be expected to pull your weight. Everyone is assigned a job based on their skill, and we all do our part to keep our community safe, but we have no infection. Of course, you may choose not to stay if welcomed, but this is the best place for you and your baby.” He extended a hand toward the front gate. “Shall we?”

      Quinn nodded her agreement, and the soldier turned on his boot heels. She started to follow, but when Anson didn’t budge, she caught his forearm. “Please,” she whispered.

      He opened his mouth to refuse, but the plea in her eyes confirmed she wasn’t asking him to stay indefinitely. She merely wanted him to accompany her inside these walls and give his stamp of approval. It was a wise request, and he owed her that much, so with a tight nod, he peeled his boots from the pavement and followed her.
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        * * *

      

      “You said you were an English major, so our makeshift classroom might interest you.” Martha, the unofficial matriarch interviewing Quinn, halted before a room with plastic chairs as she finished their tour. “With winter approaching, our soldiers have been more concerned with scavenging canned goods instead of textbooks, but learning is important. I’m sure you could make do until next spring when our men have more time to shop.” She laughed at her play on words. “We require everyone to pull their weight, but we’ve yet to encounter a teacher. If you agree to stay, would you consider stepping into that role for our kids… and yours?”

      “Yes, I would be interested,” Quinn said as she shifted Ava to her other hip. The tour had been beautiful, almost too good to be true, and she kept pinching herself to ensure she was awake. Besides the handful of soldiers stationed around the compound, only women and children graced the halls, some of whom were close to Quinn’s age. An army medic lived on the base. There was a stocked cafeteria, a playground out back, and a schoolroom. This building, with its fence and lack of infected nature, was a godsend.

      “Well, Quinn and Ava,” Martha said. “You two would be a perfect fit here in our little community. So if you want to grab your things, you can say goodbye to your friend, and I’ll show you to your bunk.” The woman threw Anson an unreadable expression when she said ‘friend,’ and Quinn glanced at him to catch his response to the interaction. His eternally stoic face didn’t shift. His eyes betrayed none of his inner thoughts, but Quinn had spent too much time with him because his blank features spoke volumes.

      “Yeah…” She nodded at their guide. “We’ll say goodbye after I collect my things from his truck.”

      “Oh, no need for that,” Martha said. “I’ll get one of the guys to do it. That’s what their muscles are for. Am I right?” She playfully swatted Quinn’s arm. “Just leave her stuff on the road,” she instructed Anson. “I’ll give you two a moment of privacy.”

      “What?” Quinn asked when the woman stepped out of earshot.

      “Nothing,” he grunted.

      “It’s not nothing,” she argued.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You don’t have to. You are the only person I’ve been with for months now. I know your expressions, so what’s up?”

      “Nothing,” he repeated.

      “Anson—”

      “That’s just it,” he lowered his voice. “There’s nothing wrong with this place. It’s… perfect.”

      “I wouldn’t call it perfect,” she said. “It’s an army base converted to house dozens of displaced families who’ve all lost loved ones. It’s just people surviving together, and with winter upon us, it’s a blessing.”

      “Things too good to be true usually are.” He crossed his muscled arms over his chest.

      “Maybe to a sheriff who always sees the darker side of the world, but until the bridge, a lot of good things happen to me.” She paused, but when he remained silent, she continued. “What happened at Pine Hill was horrible, but Mrs. Evans had been kind. She taught me gardening tips and how to cook with fire. If the vines hadn’t infected the town, we would’ve been safe there. Mrs. Evans wasn’t too good to be true. Decent people who want to protect children exist, and…” she faltered because now that the time had come, she hated Anson. He’d been her only companion for months, and in a matter of minutes, he would exit her life. He was a grump of a stone wall, a man who held no warmth in his soul. Yet she would miss him fiercely. Her parents were gone, and he was about to rip another hole in her young heart. 

      “And you’re leaving,” she continued, ordering herself not to cry. “I can’t survive on my own. I need help with Ava, so if there’s nothing wrong with this place, this is as good as it gets for me… there are women close to my age. I won’t be alone.”

      Anson glared at her, but this hostile expression she couldn’t decipher. He’d never been cruel to her, but this stare made her step back. This was it. The end of their unexpected encounter. He’d done what he’d promised. He’d delivered her and Ava to safety. They weren’t blood, so he owed her nothing else. He’d done more than most would’ve in his shoes, and she’d be forever grateful. It didn’t matter that she would miss him more than she expected. Losing him felt like yet another death in the family, but wasn’t that the world they lived in now? Death and terror and disappointment.

      “Thank you, Anson, really,” she said, her eyes disobeying her order not to shed tears. “Thank you for not letting us die. You…” she stumbled over her words, too afraid to voice her emotions. “You’re a good man.” She lost the fight with her tears, and they spilled down her face. “I hope you find whatever you’re looking for out there.” She wanted to hug him. Oh, how she desperately longed to hug him, but he just stood opposite her with his arms folded over his chest and a scowl on his handsome features. “Stay safe, Anson.” She swiped at her eyes, Ava growing heavy in her arms. “Please, stay safe… goodbye.” She rushed down the hall in the direction Martha had disappeared because she couldn’t stare at him anymore. Anson and Ava were all she had left in this world, and he didn’t care that this was goodbye. He hadn’t even wished her well, and she couldn’t bear to watch him drive away. She was a foolish girl. A foolish young girl who understood nothing about how the world worked, especially this new, terrifying one.
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        * * *

      

      Anson pushed the truck to a dangerous speed so his brain couldn’t replay Quinn’s goodbye. All its focus was on not crashing the vehicle, leaving no room for the crying girl. She was probably the only person to want him in her life, and he’d just left her there with tears streaming down her pink cheeks. He hadn’t even said goodbye. His voice refused to work. It couldn’t form words. No one had ever shed tears for him, so he’d just stood there before her, a storm of emotions he detested waging war in his chest. He believed his father had bred that weakness out of him. Seemed he’d failed.

      His truck hit a pothole too hard, and Anson cursed as he fought for control of the wheels. For an unending moment, he feared gravity would win, but then the brakes strained and squealed until he jerked to a halt.

      Anson cursed again as he flung himself out of the car and stormed into the trees, doubling over when his chest tightened around his lungs. He couldn’t breathe, and he gagged over the dirt, cursing a man long since dead for being right about the end of the world. For forging him into a monster who would survive this apocalypse at all costs, even that of a crying college student who liked him despite his demons.

      “Dammit!” He kicked the fallen branch at his feet, launching it at a tree where it exploded upon impact. It was getting late. The sun would be setting soon. He needed to find shelter before darkness trapped him on the road.

      “No…” His chest sagged when he turned back to his truck. Quinn’s belongings. He’d been so desperate to escape her condemning tears he’d fled without unloading her and Ava’s bags. He’d have to waste the final hours of daylight delivering them to her since he had no need for feminine products or diapers. He didn’t relish the idea of returning to the base, though, with its scrubbed-clean floors and pretty, smiling women.

      “Pretty women…” he whispered, the realization dawning on him. Something about that base disturbed him, but he hadn’t been able to pinpoint the issue. On the surface, it was the answer to Quinn’s future, but the picture-perfect promise they offered settled like a rock in his gut. He’d assumed Quinn’s accusation had been right. Growing up jaded tainted his perspective of the world, but he’d had a sixth sense on the bridge. The same intuition plagued him now. Every woman living at the base had been attractive, Quinn surpassing them all with her intoxicating features. Not one elder. Not one conventionally unattractive woman. Not one woman with extra pounds or deformities. They were all beautiful, with no men in sight. Martha had been the only female older than thirty. Anson had chalked it up to the men accompanying the soldiers on their scavenging missions before the snow locked everyone inside, but that explanation rang hollow. What were the odds that the only survivors these soldiers found were model-worthy young women? Life didn’t work like that. Humans came in all shapes and sizes, as did survivors. They also came in the form of men, yet the only males present were the guards… guards who’d been all too eager to see him gone.

      Anson cursed as he dove for the driver’s seat, but before he loaded into the truck, an odd sound echoed through the air. He should ignore it and return to Quinn, but something wouldn’t let him. Intuition reared her head, and he followed her siren’s call. His feet advanced of their own accord, and he slung his rifle over his shoulder as he strode through the woods. He moved on silent feet, his body one with the forest, and when he crested the far hill and found the noise’s source, he hit the ground in a hushed roll, praying no one had seen him. He held his breath for a beat, but when his position remained uncompromised, he crawled back to the crest, and the sight that greeted him turned his stomach upside down as an all-consuming dread filled his chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “These gentlemen will escort you to the living quarters, and if you give me your baby, I’ll take her to the medic for a checkup.” Martha smiled a different grin from the one she wore while Anson was present. Her lips still curved, her eyes still sparkled, but it was as if someone else had taken over her body. Someone not of this world, but below it.

      “No, that’s okay.” Quinn prayed her voice remained steady. “I can take her to the doctor myself.”

      “Of course you can, dear.” Martha patted her arm, her smile growing wider, and Quinn missed Anson’s scowl. Better his disapproval than this woman’s friendship. His glare didn’t scare her.

      “Let’s find you a bed. I’m sure you’re tired,” the woman continued, her plastic lips never relenting in their curve.

      “I…”

      “Come, come,” Martha cut her off as she strode down the hall. Quinn paused, glancing behind her at the exit she’d long since lost sight of, but the two soldiers flanking her made it clear. There was no going back outside. Not tonight at least, so she tightened her hold on Ava and let the men lead her further into the building. They climbed the stairs to the barracks, but just as they were about to enter, something inside her warned her to look up. She obeyed, throwing her eyes to the top of the door, and her legs faltered as the soldiers closed in on her.

      A lock.

      An industrial-grade lock hovered above her… on the outside of the door. It wasn’t to keep intruders out of the bedrooms. It was to imprison the women inside, and the fight within Quinn roared to life.

      “My things.” She turned abruptly. “I need to get my bags. My baby needs a diaper change,” she lied as she tried to force her way through her guards. “She smells.”

      “I’ll change her,” Martha said as the soldiers seized her.

      “No, that’s okay.” Panic made Quinn’s words almost unintelligible.

      “It’s no problem, dear.” Martha flashed her plastic smile as she pried Ava from her grasp. Quinn fought the woman with the rage ingrained inside every mother, regardless of the species, but the soldiers were too strong. They peeled her arms away from her adopted daughter’s body as she screamed and thrashed and spit.

      “Get your hands off her!” She roared as Martha stole the distressed Ava. “Don’t touch her! Don’t you dare touch her!”

      “Don’t worry, dear,” Martha said placatingly as the men dragged the thrashing Quinn toward the locked door. “We’ll take good care of her for you.”

      “Give her back!” Quinn grabbed the doorframe and wedged herself in the entrance, but the soldiers peeled her fingers from the wall with such force that she feared her bones would snap.

      “Now, now, Quinn.” Martha halted her departure to offer her a stern look of disapproval. “That’s no way to behave when we’ve opened our doors to you. We’re going to feed and clothe you. We’ve put a roof over your head, and this is how you thank us? You should show a little more gratitude, dear.”

      “Gratitude?” Quinn spat as the soldiers finally shoved her into the barracks. “How’s this for gratitude?” She channeled Anson through her roar. “If you don’t give me back my daughter, I will kill you!”

      If Martha responded, she didn’t hear her. The soldiers slammed the door in her face, and the bolts of that unyielding lock slid into place.

      “No!” She beat the door, her fear pouring from her mouth. “Give her back! Give me back my baby!”

      She lost track of how long she screamed, of how long she raged. It wasn’t until her throat hurt and her fists bruised that she realized she wasn’t alone. With a hiccup, she whirled around to find a handful of women staring at her, but it wasn’t their faces that shocked her. It was the dirt. Downstairs had been clean and bright, but these dingy hallways were forgotten… as were these women. The mothers downstairs had been all smiles and brushed hair and washed faces. These women weren’t filthy, but the attention to their cleanliness was lacking. Their hair was slightly stringy. Their clothes weren’t fresh, and Quinn saw her future in their hallow eyes.

      “You can’t get out,” a blonde said. “That lock can only be undone from the outside.”

      “The windows then.” Quinn pushed through the crowd. She’d escaped from a second-story window once before. She had no issue attempting it again.

      “There are bars outside the glass,” the blonde said. “You can’t get out. We’ve all tried.”

      “It’s not so bad,” a redhead chimed in. “They don’t hit us. They don’t like anything weird either. We get food and beds. It’s really not that bad.”

      “Don’t like anything weird?” Quinn repeated, praying that the woman’s meaning wasn’t what she feared.

      “Why don’t you come with me so we can find you a bunk?” A tall brunette stepped forward. She was the oldest woman present, and Quinn instantly tagged her as the alpha of this sullen group.

      “No.” Quinn stood her ground. Why hadn’t she listened to Anson? “They have my baby. I need to find her.”

      “They have all of our children,” the brunette said. “It’s how they keep us quiet. They go after women with kids… young women. They don’t let men or elderly people stay… except for Martha, but that’s because she’s one of them. Girls like us fall for her motherly act.”

      “But why?” Quinn asked. “Why are they doing this?”

      “Because they can,” the brunette said. “Because this world belongs to those powerful enough to take what they want, and these soldiers want us. But it really isn’t that bad. There are worse people out there. They feed us, clothe us, keep us warm, and care for our kids. We have access to medicine. They just want companionship.”

      “Companionship,” Quinn gagged. “You mean sex.”

      “It’s the only thing men ever want from women,” the brunette said, and Quinn bristled. That was not all Anson wanted. He’d saved her because he was a good man… a good man who’d left her in a nightmare.

      “But if we behave, they let us downstairs,” the redhead said, and Quinn’s heart ached at the woman’s acceptance. How long had she been here that she’d resigned herself to this existence? “Those girls are their favorites. They get to be with their kids. I think they’ll let me downstairs very soon. Then I can be with my Benny.”

      “I’m not going to whore myself out for some pervert just to see my daughter,” Quinn spat, praying that she never became the redhead. “I will get her back, and then I’m gone.”

      “Don’t,” the brunette said. “Don’t make them angry. Have you been out there? Have you seen what plants do to people? Have you seen what men do to girls like us? We have it good here. We have a place to survive the winter, and they don’t hurt us.”

      “Yeah, they’re nice about it,” the redhead said. “Some are even cute. It’s almost fun if you get a cute one.”

      “And if you make waves, they’ll punish you,” the brunette continued. “Don’t make things bad for us, okay? Don’t put us in danger because we’ve seen the soldiers escort people outside the base. Those people never come back, so don’t anger them. Don’t ruin a good thing for us because we have nowhere else to go. If you make them angry, they could turn all of us and our kids out, and in winter, that’s a death sentence.”
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        * * *

      

      Dirt fell atop the bodies, the dark granules rolling over each other as they slid down the limbs, and Anson understood why the base offered sanctuary to only the lovely. A few months into the apocalypse, and mankind had already embraced barbarity. The world had fallen, and it would only get worse.

      And he’d sacrificed Quinn and Ava at the devil’s altar.

      The soldiers in the clearing below him were shoveling dirt into a mass grave, but these deaths hadn’t been natural. These men weren’t burying fallen comrades or family members. They weren’t burying loved ones lost to nature’s new bloodlust. Anson didn’t need to be a sheriff to recognize fresh bullet wounds. These victims were executed without mercy, their only crimes being too old or too unattractive to satisfy these soldiers’ needs. The corpses of men crowded the mass grave as well, and Anson realized this was where he would’ve met his end if he’d attempted to stay with Quinn and Ava. The soldiers presumedly would’ve required his help with their raids, and he would’ve ended up face-first in a ditch. What excuse would these men give his girls? What mutation would they have blamed his demise on?

      His girls.

      He didn’t remember when he’d started thinking of them as his, but it didn’t change the fact that Quinn and Ava belonged to him. And he would kill anyone that took what was his.

      Anson slid down the small hill to the soundtrack of soldiers mocking the dead. They were still burying the bodies, but they were almost done. He had maybe a twenty-minute head start, but he would make do with only five if it came down to it. He careened around the truck’s hood and threw himself into the front seat, forcing it into drive before he even closed the door. He steered a reckless U-turn, and then he pushed the vehicle until she rattled below him. It didn’t matter, though. He could find another truck. He’d never find another Quinn.

      The return drive took too long, stretching endlessly before him, and then suddenly, he was skidding to a stop before the base’s entrance. With the grace of a trained predator, he stepped out of the truck as she slid her final few feet, and he raised his gun at the soldier guarding the gate.

      “What the—?” The young man fumbled with his weapon, but Anson shot him between the eyes before he could even find his trigger. He’d instructed Quinn to aim for center mass, but he offered no such hope of survival. Soldiers were good shots. He was better. He never missed. His father made sure of that. Every vile lesson that man had beaten into him had forged him into the perfect survivor, but Anson wasn’t his father. He would never be his father. Two strangers on a bridge had seen to that.

      “Quinn?” He roared as he burst through the front doors. “Quinn?”

      A soldier rounded the corner, but Anson shot him before the man even realized there was an intruder.

      “Quinn!” He charged through the base, mentally ticking down the time. He could take on a handful of twenty-year-olds left behind to guard mothers. He couldn’t battle an entire unit. “Quinn, where are you?”

      A group of women shrieked as he barged into their common room.

      “The new girl,” he growled. “Where did they take her?”

      The women remained frozen, so Anson raised his gun in a threat.

      “Where did they take the new girl?”

      No one answered, but a woman at the group's rear tilted her eyes to the ceiling.

      Anson bolted from the room in search of the stairs, and when he located them, he climbed two at a time. “Quinn—uff!”

      A body barreled out of nowhere and slammed into him, launching him across the hallway to the tiled floor. Anson growled as the soldier tried to pin him to the ground, but he used his legs to restrict the man’s movements as he fumbled for his knife. He pulled it free on the second try and plunged it into his attacker’s waist. He stabbed the man more times than necessary, but he couldn’t stop the rage. He stabbed until there was nothing left for him to carve into, and then he bolted, bloody and savage, to his feet.

      “Quinn?” he shouted, registering footfalls below his voice. He slipped his back against the wall and waited, slitting the soldier’s throat as he rounded the corner. Too easy. These men were making it too easy to kill them.

      “Quinn, where are—” His question died on his tongue when he reached the barracks. The entrance was locked… from the outside with an industrial-grade mechanism, and he felt sick. What sat behind these doors that required such imprisonment?

      He didn’t have the key, but thankfully, a manual lever graced the lock. He undid the latch before throwing the door open, and the stark clash of cleanliness sickened him. An hour ago, he’d stood downstairs marveling at the pride these survivors had in their base. He should’ve known it was a façade.

      “Quinn!” Her name echoed through the hallway, and he couldn’t remember a time when his voice sounded this desperate. She wasn’t answering him. She wasn’t here. What had they done with her? If they’d put so much as one finger on her, he’d line them all up and rip their entrails out one by one while they were still alive.

      “Quinn?” he roared. “Quinn, dammit, you answer me! Where are you?”

      “Anson?” an emotional voice sounded seconds before the girl bolted from one of the bunk rooms. She froze on the tiles, and when their eyes met, her gaze fixated on the soldier’s blood coating his hand.

      “Quinn, now!” he extended his bloody palm, and without fear or hesitation, she raced for him.
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        * * *

      

      A gunshot shattered the evening’s stillness, and all the women ducked save Quinn. A single gunshot followed by silence followed by another single shot. One shooter, and they’d gotten inside the base. Not a raid. Not the soldiers. One person. It couldn’t be… could it?

      “Get down!” The brunette grabbed her wrist and dragged her into the closest room. The women cowered against the walls and behind the bunk beds, their eyes wide and mouths tense. How long had they been here that twin gunshots terrified them so? Did they know what was happening outside these walls? Did they realize a single shooter was the least dangerous thing inside this building?

      The heavy lock at the hallway’s end clicked seconds before the door flung open with excessive force, and the women screeched except for Quinn. She held her breath and prayed. They were trapped inside these halls with an active shooter. They were either dead or rescued, and she dared to hope.

      “Quinn?” a desperate voice echoed off the walls, and she lunged for the hallway, but the brunette and redhead captured her escape.

      “Come on,” she tugged at the women’s hands. “We’re safe, but we have to go. He’ll get us out of here.”

      “No,” the redhead hissed. “You don’t know what’s out there.”

      “Yes, I do, and trust me, it’s better than what’s inside these walls.”

      “There are monsters,” the redhead said. “Evil men. You have to stay here. We can’t make the soldiers angry. They keep us safe.”

      “Please come with us,” Quinn begged. She didn’t know how they would escape with only one truck, but she couldn’t leave these women and their children to wither away until they were Stockholm victims.

      “No,” the brunette said, and as their unofficial leader, the others nodded their agreement. “It’s worse outside. Men out there… they take with violence. The men here don’t. They just want company… it’s our duty to repopulate the Earth.”

      The lock on the barracks door told a different story, and Quinn didn’t understand how these women had grown complacent so quickly. Maybe that’s what happened when a child born of a woman’s womb was stolen from her. They lost their fight because, unlike her, their children had been the fruit of a painful labor. Or maybe her months with Anson had taught her surrender was never an option, not when a little girl’s life depended on her every action.

      “Please—” she begged.

      “Quinn?” the shooter roared, cutting her off. “Quinn, dammit, you answer me! Where are you?”

      “I have to go.” She ripped free of the women’s grip. If they chose to stay, she couldn’t force them to change their minds, but Anson had forged a survivor inside her, and living like this was the opposite of that. What would her mother say if she gave up and stayed at this base? How would her father react if she allowed these men to chip away pieces of her soul until nothing remained? This was surrender, and she would rather have died on the bridge than submit to this existence.

      “Anson!” She bolted into the hallway and came face to face with the older sheriff. He’d come for her, and she fought her tears as her gaze caught on the blood coating his hands. This wasn’t the first time he’d killed to save her, and by the savage relief on his features, it wouldn’t be the last. He’d come back for her.

      “Quinn, now!” He extended his bloody palm, and without fear or hesitation, she raced for him. She didn’t stop until her fingers slipped through the slickness of his fist, and then they were running, his power dragging her through the base. “Where’s the baby?” he asked.

      “They took her from me, but I don’t know where. The medic maybe?” she responded.

      “Medic…” he repeated as he tugged her down the stairs. They hit the first floor, but a bullet exploded in the wall inches from their heads as they rounded a corner. Anson cursed as he shoved her back, and then he raised his weapon. One shot. That was all he needed to drop the soldier. He recaptured her hand, and for a moment, Quinn fixated on those women’s warning. Monsters ruled this new world. Good men couldn’t shoot with that level of skill, could they? She’d seen Anson kill before. He was cold and calculated. He was good. Too good. Was he the evil those women warned about? And what did it say about her that she’d rather live alongside him than under the thumb of these United States soldiers?

      “Medic…” Anson scanned the halls. “Where would he be…? We have to hurry, though. There are more soldiers out there. I had a head start, but they aren’t far behind. I can’t fight them all, so if they return before we leave…” he trailed off. He didn’t need to finish his statement. She knew the fate they would suffer if they were outnumbered.

      “We can’t leave Ava,” she said anyway. “I won’t abandon her.”

      “Maybe this way.” He picked up the dead man’s rifle and slung it over his shoulder as he pulled her further into the base. They passed a cowering trio, and without remorse, he aimed his gun for the kill shot. “Medic?” he demanded, but the three women just stared at him, too afraid to betray their captors.

      Quinn flinched as a bullet slammed into the wall behind the trio’s heads, and she rubbed her ears to ease the ringing.

      “Medic?” he repeated, finger hovering over the trigger with intent. His aim wouldn’t miss next time.

      “End of this hall make a right,” one of the women said, and Anson grabbed Quinn’s wrist and yanked her after him. Their pace increased to a jog, and after minutes they couldn’t spare, they burst into the medic’s office.

      “Hands in the air!” he ordered the room’s occupants.

      “Ava!” Quinn lunged for her adopted daughter, but Anson’s arm shot out and caught her stomach. She opened her mouth to berate him for stopping her when she saw his reason for concern. Martha hovered over the exam table behind the medic, and her hands stretched threateningly around Ava’s abdomen.

      “Let go of the baby.” Anson shoved Quinn behind him and aimed his rifle. “And don’t even think about it.” He nodded at the medic’s sidearm.

      “I was a registered nurse before the army.” The man raised his hands in surrender. “I’m just trying to help people.”

      “Then give her the baby.” Anson jerked his head at Quinn.

      “Okay, okay.” The man stepped for the scowling Martha. “Give her to me.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she hissed. “You know what they’ll do to us if they learn we let them escape.”

      “They won’t do anything to you because you’ll be dead!” Quinn shouted, a violence that surprised even her bubbling over in her chest, and without realizing she was moving, she tore the dead soldier’s rifle off Anson’s shoulder. “I told you I’d kill you for taking my daughter.”

      “What? And shoot your own baby?” Martha yanked Ava against her chest like a shield. “You are a dumb bi⁠—”

      “Give her to me!” Quinn screamed, jabbing the heavy weapon at the woman. Her parents were dead. Her friends and grandparents and neighbors and classmates were dead. Everyone she ever knew and cared for was dead. Ava was the only family she had left, and she wasn’t leaving this hellhole without her.

      “Martha,” the medic warned. “Hand her over.”

      “No!”

      “Martha…”

      “I said no. Stop being so spineless.”

      “I’m a medic, damn you!” the man spat. “I save people, not get them killed. It’s one stupid baby. We have plenty of other kids here to feed, and we’re being held at gunpoint. They won’t punish us for losing her. That was the guards’ job, but it seems all of them are dead.”

      “They are,” Anson confirmed.

      “So give her to me.” The medic pried Ava out of Martha’s hands before offering her to Quinn. “Here… take her and leave. Please don’t come back.”

      Quinn glanced at her crying child before returning her stare to Martha. With a determined set of her jaw, she aimed the gun, savoring how the woman’s eyes grew wide with horror, but as her finger brushed the trigger, tears blurred her vision. She shook in anger. She shook in fear and despair and relief. She shook in hatred of both this woman and her own weakness.

      “Quinn…” Anson grabbed the barrel of the rifle and tugged it out of her hands, and she sank in on herself with defeat. She’d promised to kill this woman for stealing Ava from her, but she couldn’t bring herself to end a life. She couldn’t pull the trigger, not even to avenge her daughter, and with blurry vision, she pulled the baby from the medic’s grasp and hugged her to her chest.

      “Please, just go,” the man said.

      Anson swung the spare rifle back over his shoulder and ushered Quinn out of the room. “Go. I’m right behind you.” He pushed her down the hall, and she sobbed uncontrollably as she held her daughter close.

      Her daughter.

      They weren’t blood, but what was DNA to love? Quinn loved this little girl, and she swore against the baby’s head that this would be the last time someone stole her.

      A gunshot rang out, and she flinched, ducking against the wall until she realized Anson wasn’t behind her. He was still in the exam room, but a second later, he emerged to press a broad palm against her back. She didn’t need to ask what had happened. One shot. For Martha, and not the medic. He’d fulfilled her promise for her. Yes, Anson was the monster the girls upstairs warned her about. He was the evil equipped to survive this world.

      She pulled away from him until his palm fell from her back. He met her gaze with guilt in his eyes, with uncertainty that by honoring her wishes he’d exiled her friendship, but then she slipped her small hand into his still bloody one. His powerful fingers closed protectively around hers, and together they fled the base and climbed into their truck. He’d come back for her. He hadn’t left her behind, and as he pushed the pickup to a treacherous speed, Quinn curled up against the window and sobbed. They weren’t out of the woods yet. The soldiers would crave revenge after what he did to their comrades. The night ahead of them would be long and demanding, one they might not survive if those men chose to hunt them down.

      But he’d come back for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Anson glanced over to where Quinn sat curled in the passenger seat, biting her nails. They’d driven straight through the night, using the truck’s sidelights for guidance. It slowed their progress, but he didn’t want to stop and give the soldiers time to catch up. Plus, he was too wired to sleep. Finding Quinn behind that bolted door after seeing those executed people in the dirt had electrocuted him with emotions that he didn’t think himself capable of. So he drove all night to keep his girls safe. Not that Quinn wanted to be around him. She wouldn’t stop biting her nails, and he could guess why. Killing the guards was necessary, but Martha? She’d used her age and kindness to lull Quinn into a false sense of security before locking her in that grungy hallway and stealing Ava, but she’d been unarmed when Anson put a bullet between her eyes. Why? Because Quinn had promised to kill the woman for her transgressions, but he couldn’t let murder stain her young hands. His? His were already tainted, so he fulfilled her promise for her. Only it had forced her against the window with bitten fingernails and puffy eyes.

      “Hey.” He reached out and pulled her fingers from her mouth. “You’re hurting yourself.” He folded her hand into his as he drove, and she surprisingly relaxed at their contact.

      “You came back for us,” she finally whispered as the sun rose through the sky.

      “I couldn’t leave you with those soldiers. Not after what I saw.”

      “So, where will you leave us now?” Her voice was so small that she seemed younger than her twenty-one years, and it dawned on him that she wasn’t biting her nails because of Martha. She was afraid he intended to keep his oath, to find her and Ava somewhere safe before he ventured south alone, and hope fluttered in his chest.

      “I was thinking.” He tightened his grip on her fingers and told himself to just spit it out. “I don’t think you should go anywhere… you should stay with me.”

      “Yeah?” She pinned him with a bloodshot glare, her eyes wide as they begged him to be telling the truth.

      “Yeah,” he repeated. “No more separating. No more searching for places to leave you. From now on, wherever we go, we go together.”

      “No matter what?” she asked.

      “It’s impossible to promise absolutes.”

      “But you want to stay together?” She straightened up with a dismissive wave at his cynical comment. “The three of us… always?”

      “Yeah, kid.” He nodded, finally accepting the truth. In the world before, he was the last person these girls should be around. He would’ve ruined them, but in this world? In this one, he was the perfect protector, despite his unpleasant edges. His father had seen to that.

      “So, if you agree,” he continued, “we’ll stop looking for somewhere to leave you two. It’s pointless anyway. I’m the safest place you’ll find, so we should stick together. No more splitting up.”

      “I hate splitting up,” she sobbed, but unlike her earlier tears, these were spilled with a smile.

      “Okay then.” He smiled back at her. He liked that the girls made him smile.

      “Okay then,” Quinn parroted, and she shifted closer to lean her head against his shoulder. He stiffened at the contact, but he liked it. For the first time, someone needed him, and he hadn’t let them down.

      They drove through the morning pressed together, Quinn eventually falling asleep against him. At midday, they stopped to siphon gas from a crashed cargo truck and stretch their legs, and then they continued on their way. By a stroke of good luck, they ran into no obstacles. No natural disasters. No people. No miles of abandoned cars. If their fortune held, they’d reach the warm southern states soon…

      But Anson’s optimism crested two soon because the moment hope swelled in his chest, they encountered it.

      “How are we going to get across?” Quinn asked as they huddled side by side in the cold.

      “I don’t know.” Anson stared at what used to be a four-lane highway in both directions. Like the disaster at the bridge, this freeway had collapsed in on itself. Only the flood here had never receded, and it surged past them for as far as the eye could see.

      “We can’t swim it.” Quinn pointed to a disintegrating road sign on this new river’s banks. The metal was corroded, only acid hadn’t caused the damage. The water had, for every time the river splashed it, it sizzled and melted before their eyes.

      “We can’t dump cars into the ravine, and who knows how far west this stretches,” she continued. “We aren’t making it south, are we?”

      “With the weather this cold, and poisoned waters splitting the country in half? No, we aren’t,” he agreed.

      “So, where do we go now?” she asked. “There’s nowhere safe. Every town or neighborhood we’ve encountered has been destroyed by nature… it’s like the earth is trying to exterminate us.”

      She was right… but he already knew that. His father had warned about this, and it sickened Anson that the man had been right.

      “It’s too cold to live in the truck all winter,” she continued. “What are we going to do? Where are we supposed to go?”

      Anson glanced down at her, and everything in his chest screamed no. He’d swore he’d never return to that place, but as he stared down at the college student beside him, he realized his feelings didn’t matter. These two girls mattered. They were why he’d survived his father. They were why he’d survived the bridge, so he had to go back. For them, he would go back.

      “I know a place,” he sighed. Even the memory inflicted unbearable pain. “We’ll have to turn around and head north for a few days, but it’ll be safe.”

      “How do you know?” she asked.

      “Because,” Anson started, his chest so tight that he thought he might pass out. This place wasn’t safe. It had never been safe. Not for him at least, but for these girls? It was probably the only place in the world where he could protect them. “Because it was built for this new future.”
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