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        Chapter 1

        June 10, 2026

      

    
    
      Garrett slanted his eyes up to the sky and narrowed them, suddenly on high alert, and then reached down and slid the gun out of his belt. Two quick moves and the gun was up in front of him, a round chambered, and his eyes on the road that led up to the silo.

      He was positive he’d heard an engine coming from that direction. And people weren’t just driving around like they used to be, these days. Not unless they meant trouble. He also wasn’t expecting company—which meant anyone who showed up would be unwelcome.

      He stood frozen for several moments, the Glock 9mm up in front of his face, the nose pointed at the driveway, and when he didn’t hear the sound again, he slowly started to relax. Slowly being the key word there. This wasn’t the time to get sloppy. Not the time to get too relaxed.

      Because the world was quite literally falling apart around him.

      Garrett gave the driveway one last long, narrow-eyed stare, and when it didn’t give him anything back—no sounds, no vehicles suddenly appearing—he turned back to his own truck and slipped the Glock back into his belt. Getting jumpy, that was what it was. He was getting downright paranoid. It had never been his way before, but he didn’t think anyone could blame him.

      Hell, he didn’t even blame himself.

      Reaching into the back of his truck, he began sliding boxes toward the tailgate while he cataloged the world as he knew it, at this moment in time.

      For too many years to count, people had been expecting something bad. Nuclear winter. Climate change to the point of danger. A damned zombie apocalypse. And he’d banked on it, made it his job. Made lots of money off it, truth be told.

      Garrett was what they called a bunker specialist. Or at least they had, back when people were actually doing things like building bunkers. Starting in the twentieth century, it had become a big thing. Anticipate a disaster the likes of which society couldn’t withstand, and figure out a way to get through it. Figure out where you could go, what you could do, and how you were going to be one of the last men—or women—standing. The most important aspect was the building, of course. It had to withstand pretty much anything—earthquakes, bombs, fires, nuclear blasts, zombies…

      He turned and gazed up at the silo he’d been working on for his latest client, smiling softly to himself. If it was a question of standing up to anything, this place certainly fit the bill.

      An abandoned military building, this place had once been a nuclear missile silo. In other words, they’d stored the nukes here, at one point, and had built the structure to get through almost anything the world could throw at it.

      It had made this building the ideal bunker location for his newest—and richest, to date—client. The place had been decommissioned in 1996, and then used for simple storage until about ten years later, when it went up for auction.

      Garrett wasn’t sure why his client had held onto it for so long without doing anything, but when the man called and told him what he had, Garrett had signed on immediately. He’d been redesigning the space for the last two months, making it into a home rather than a military base meant for bombs, and making sure it would house the man and his wife comfortably through whatever might happen up here on the surface.

      Of course, Garrett had never expected to be using it himself. Still, he’d always prided himself on at least some flexibility. It hadn’t always been a part of his personality, but he was getting better at forcing himself. And now was definitely the time to start looking out for himself regardless of how uncomfortable it would have made him ten years ago.

      He grabbed two of the boxes from the back of his truck—full of water bottles and food that he planned to use for stocking the fridge downstairs—and turned toward the elevator. This had been quite the complex, once, and had come equipped with a full basement section, 500 yards under the ground, and an elevator that ran on both electric and an old-fashioned pulley-based system.

      He’d always figured that last part was because the government had wanted to make sure they could get to the bombs regardless of what was happening. These days—and when it came to humans—it seemed like overkill. He’d never seen a power outage that lasted more than an hour, and with the current tech employed by the energy companies—

      The sound of an engine rolled across the driveway again, and Garrett dropped both of the boxes and whirled around, smoothly drawing the gun from his belt again and jerking it up to face level. He came to a rest in a partially kneeling position, the gun steady in front of his eyes, and blew his breath through stiff lips.

      But all there was in front of him was the same stretch of asphalt that he’d been driving up for months now. The same group of barrel cacti there at the curve, their roots buried in a sand dune the landscapers had insisted on. A couple of scrub pines across from them, throwing what could pass as shade over the driveway. The occasional squirrel, and even a jackrabbit.

      No people. No cars. Where the hell were those sounds coming from?

      He was nowhere near a main road, and even if he had been, he would have bet against much traffic. People were too scared to be out driving around at this point. Hell, they were too scared to go outside at all, if they could help it. Anyone with any brains was staying in their house, doing their best not to touch anything anyone else might have touched.

      He straightened up, his thought sticking on that last point. Doing their best to stay inside. And if he was smart, he’d be doing the same thing.

      In fact, he was starting to wonder if that was what his client was doing, because Garrett hadn’t seen the man in several weeks. It made sense if the guy had decided that staying at home with his wife was safer, smarter than coming out into the New Mexico desert to check on the bunker he’d decided he needed.

      Either that, or he’s dead already, an unwelcome voice suddenly added.

      Garrett shook his head sharply, unwilling to even consider the words. He shoved the gun back into his waistband and turned back toward the boxes, but this time strode to his truck again before retrieving the things he’d been carrying. Leaning over the side and up into the bed, he grabbed at the third box and yanked it toward him. This one was heavier, and bulkier. It wouldn’t be smart to carry it while trying to carry the other two.

      Because these were weapons, and some of them were already loaded.

      These were guns he’d been collecting for years. For a long time, he’d used them for hunting. Nothing big—nothing like those big-game hunters who were all about the trophies. No, he’d hunted for the practicality of it. Deer and other small game, which he’d taken home to his kitchen, and then his barbecue.

      These days, he didn’t even think about shooting any of the wild animals out there. In fact, he only carried one gun. And he didn’t drive around with boxes of them in the back of his truck. Well, except for today. It was stupid—something people only did if they were asking for trouble. Or if they were expecting trouble. And with the world in the state it was, he’d started to think that expecting trouble just made you smart.

      He didn’t shoot or eat the animals because they might be carrying the virus. The same one that was currently decimating the American population, one person at a time. The same one he was using the silo to hide from.

      Stacking the three boxes on top of each other, he hefted them up, his muscles bulging, and made his way quickly toward the elevator. He was positive he’d been hearing an engine, but he was already tired of jumping around, worrying about it. Once he was underground, it wouldn’t be his problem anymore.

      Once he was underground, there were a lot of things he hoped wouldn’t be his problem anymore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Garrett dropped the boxes on the floor of the elevator, remembering only belatedly that one of them was full of weapons, and cringed at the noise and the danger. He tensed, but none of the guns went off, and a split second later he darted into the elevator himself, turned, and jammed his finger down on the button that would take him to the bottom of the silo.

      As the doors closed, he turned to stare at his reflection in what was left of the mirrored walls. There were only shards of mirror left these days, and though it gave him an unsettled, splintered feeling, it also gave him a chance to check up on himself.

      It was the first time in weeks he’d looked himself in the eye. But there was something about what was going on above him that made it seem…important, somehow.

      He took in his appearance, half-grinning at the picture it painted. With his Ken-doll handsome face decorated with deep dimples and crystal blue eyes, topped by a mop of semi-curly blond hair, he’d always looked more like a surfer than anything else. Like one of those guys who spent his entire day on the beach with a beer in hand, and just as comfortable on a surfboard as he was on the ground.

      The truth was, he hated the water. He’d always been a land man himself—and he’d hated the fact that his face made other people question him. No one had ever taken him seriously, assuming he was more a dumb jock than anything else. They’d never taken the time to look behind the big blue eyes to see the keen, sharp-as-a-knife brain that ruled the roost. Never given him a chance to be anything more than a pretty face.

      It was why he’d chosen to go to military school instead of a traditional high school. It was why he’d worked so hard to excel at everything he did when he was there, particularly hand-to-hand combat and weapons. He’d gone out of his way to prove himself, time and again, and when that didn’t work, he’d fallen back on the hidden value of his face.

      Because the fact that no one took him seriously had always meant that they also never saw him coming.

      And he’d bet good money that the boys who had picked on him when he was in seventh grade would never have expected him to be, from what he could tell, one of the few people still up and kicking despite the nanovirus sweeping the nation.

      Nanovirus. His client.

      The earlier thought came sweeping back into his brain, and his eyes went from his hair back to his own gaze. He hadn’t heard from his client in weeks, and though the chaos in the cities could have been a good explanation for that, he didn’t believe it, not in his gut. The guy had been too excited about this silo. Too interested in the details of the rebuild. Too involved in all the details.

      There was no way he would have just ducked out. Stopped coming around, maybe. But stopped calling entirely?

      Garrett pulled his phone out, glanced at the glossy screen, and thumbed up the recent calls list.

      “Jordan, 12:34, 33 minutes,” he read, when he found the last entry from his client.

      Looking up, he met his own eyes again. The problem was, that call had been weeks ago, and he hadn’t heard a peep since.

      The guy was ridiculously wealthy. He’d been able to buy this silo, to start with, and that wasn’t all. Garrett had done his research before he signed the contract, and he knew where that wealth came from.

      Jordan Robins had been born with a silver—make that platinum—spoon in his mouth, a solid one-percenter right from the start. And he’d run with it. Taken advantage of the access to better education, better opportunity, and made himself a success in his own right. He’d created some new sort of software for one thing or another, and then created something else, and then something else, and before long he’d been the CEO and majority stakeholder in one of the biggest tech companies in the country. He’d been a billionaire at the age of thirty, and his wealth had only grown.

      Which meant…

      “He’s exactly the sort of person who would have had the nanotech,” Garrett breathed into the silence, his gaze delving deeply into the cold, hard realization he could see in his eyes in the reflection.

      If that was true, it meant the guy was likely dead already. And if that was true, Garrett suspected he was lucky Jordan hadn’t made a trip to the silo lately.

      Because the people who’d had the injections weren’t the only ones dying anymore. Anyone they came into contact with was in danger. More than that; anyone they came into contact with was virtually guaranteed a drawn-out, horrible death of drowning in their own blood.

      The elevator came to a jolting stop at the bottom of its shaft, and Garrett shook himself. He gave his own reflection one more narrow-eyed glance, and then cleared his expression. Jordan wasn’t his problem. Not really. If the man was dead, it just made him one more person gone.

      And it meant Garrett really did have this place to himself, at least for the time being. Until he could figure out where the hell he was going to go, and what the hell he was going to do.

      He reached down, grabbed the boxes, and then turned and strolled through the open elevator doors, dropping his shoulder to hit the light switch as he walked past it, his mind already flying through his scant options for guaranteeing his own future.
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      He didn’t sleep that night. He’d done everything he should do: had a hearty dinner—or at least a somewhat filling dinner, since he didn’t think old military rations could ever be called “hearty,” no matter how indestructible they claimed to be. He’d found them here in the silo, taken one look at the stamp—“No expiration date”—and promptly decided that they would be the ideal foundation for the pantry down here. After all, the lack of expiration date would come in handy if it came to being stuck in this bunker for months on end.

      And now that it seemed he might be facing that exact eventuality, he’d decided to give them a try. Yeah, he had plenty of fresh food, and a smart guy might have started with that since it would spoil more quickly, but he’d always been more curious than strategic when it came to trying new things.

      The military rations hadn’t sat well with him. He’d felt sucked up and dehydrated himself, like he needed to drink three times as much water just to take care of rehydrating the rations. He’d done exactly that…and then he’d felt waterlogged—and guilty for having wasted so much of the water.

      Not like he couldn’t go up and get more. There were still markets out there, and they were still selling water. Still a lot of people up there trying to act like life was going to go on. Like the government was going to get this all figured out and they’d all go back to their happy lives. Minus a few million of their neighbors.

      No, it wasn’t the use of the water that had kept him up into the midnight hour. It was the fear. Because the more he thought about it, the surer he became that Jordan was dead. And that had brought a whole lot of thoughts—and guilt, and fear—that he hadn’t particularly wanted to experience.

      “Goddamned chicken,” he breathed, turning onto his other side to see if he could get more comfortable that way.

      The military-grade sleeping bag was the best of the best, and if he’d wanted to, he could have slept on the full-size bed he’d brought down here for Jordan and his wife. Also the best of the best, courtesy of Jordan’s money. There were plenty of potential sleeping arrangements. And they were a lot better than anything he’d ever had in his life.

      They just hadn’t come with an option for turning off his brain. A shortcoming that he was starting to really hate the manufacturers for.

      He reached out in the dark and felt around for his phone, which he knew he’d left right next to his pillow. When he found it, he slid his finger along the bottom to wake it up and glanced anxiously at the time. Past midnight: 12:31. Terrific.

      There were several problems with living underground—and by yourself—and one of the biggest so far was the fact that there was nothing to do. Once your brain got started spinning, there was very little to stop it. And no one to talk to about your fears.

      He glanced at the corner of the screen, where his updates generally sat, then sighed and glanced at the opposite corner. The other problem: no cell phone coverage. If anyone was trying to get a hold of him, he wouldn’t know it until he got back up to the surface.

      Garrett flopped over on this back and tried talking to himself, to see if it would be any better. “At least you’re safe down here, man,” he said quietly. “Too many people up there can’t say that. They don’t have beds to sleep in, and they don’t have any safety. Hell, they might not even have their families anymore.”

      He slammed his eyes shut at that and cursed himself for a fool. How exactly did he think this was going to help him feel better? Now all he could think of was his sister—who was one of those people up there in the chaotic world, and most certainly at risk of death.

      Kady. The name alone had him smiling in the darkness. His older sister who had still been smaller than him—and to his mind more vulnerable—Kady had always had a mind of her own. And she’d never been shy about sharing her thoughts with him. She’d always been too bookish to pay too much attention to the world around her, and ever since he could remember, he’d taken that as all the reason he needed to play her protector.

      God, he must have been a royal pain in the ass. Two years younger, always at least two inches taller, and constantly getting into her business. Vetting the people she was friends with. Giving the evil eye to any guy who got too close to her. Staying after school to walk her home when she stayed in class later to study. Their mother had told him relentlessly that he needed to stop, needed to let her take care of herself. But their dad hadn’t been in the picture and Garrett had seen himself as the man of the house—which meant taking care of his sister, older or not.

      His mom had been dead for some time, which made Kady and her husband and son the only family Garrett had left. And it was that thought that had him jumping to his feet and grabbing for his jeans.

      It was no wonder he couldn’t sleep. He was down here on his own, plenty of food and water and safety, while she was up there on the surface where things could go wrong at any time. He had to get in touch with her, convince her to get her butt to New Mexico and join him. He had plenty of provisions for her and her family, and he’d never be able to forgive himself if anything happened to them when he could have tried to help.

      Yeah there was still a chance that Jordan would show up. And if he did, and he found Garrett and his family there…what? What could he possibly do? Worst-case scenario, Garrett would have to move his family somewhere else.

      At least they would be together. With luck, they’d be able to start figuring out what they were going to do when the world turned right-side up again.

      It took him three seconds flat to get into his jeans, and then he was at the elevator, pushing the button and waiting anxiously for the doors to slide open. He needed to get in touch with his sister, and to do that, he needed to be on the surface, where his damn phone worked.
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      “What do you mean you won’t come?” Garrett asked, his heart sinking to his feet.

      He hadn’t expected it to be an easy conversation. But he’d also forgotten how horrendously stubborn his sister could be.

      “Garrett, we’re fine,” Kady said, in that annoying I’m-your-older-sister-and-I-know-best tone. “We’re all the way in Oregon. It would be too long a drive to get to you.”

      “Too long a drive to save your own life?” he asked sharply. Then, knowing that wasn’t going to be enough: “To save Zach’s life? Jon’s?”

      It was a low blow. He wasn’t denying that. Her boy, Zach, was only ten, and he was Kady’s weak point. And she would have done anything to protect her husband.

      He could practically see her disapproval on the other end of the phone. “That’s low, Garrett, even for you,” she said, her tone cold and judging.

      Garrett cast his gaze over the dark landscape and sighed, wishing there was something out there for him to focus on. Something to tell him what to do.

      “I’m just trying to protect you, Kady,” he said, his voice broken. “Have you seen what’s going on out there? In the hospitals? In the street, for God’s sake?”

      Another low blow, because of course she’d seen what was going on. You couldn’t avoid it, no matter how much you wanted to. People who had thought they were healthy suddenly falling dead in the street, blood foaming out of their mouth. People who knew they were sick running around like lunatics, grabbing at people and desperately begging them for help as the blood started to stream from their lips. It was everywhere. Everyone knew someone who had been affected. Everyone knew many people who had been affected.

      “I’ve seen it,” she affirmed. “On the news. It’s not here yet and it’s not coming here. We’re in a safe zone, Garrett,” she said, her voice turning softer. “It’s moving south, not north. If anything, you should come here, not vice versa.” She paused like she was thinking, and he could already hear the lecture coming.

      She always meant well. But they rarely agreed on the smart course of action.

      “I’m worried about you,” she said quietly. “I’ll never understand why you moved so far away, and why you stayed there. Come home, baby brother.”

      At that, Garrett stifled a sob. He wasn’t the crying sort, not usually, but there was something about what she was saying that drove right into his heart, and then twisted. He wanted his family. There was no denying that. But she was wrong about Oregon being safe.

      “The only safe place is a place where other people aren’t breathing, Kady,” he replied. “Tell me you’ll at least think about coming here. There’s plenty of food, plenty of water. Plenty of space. We even have a killer gaming console down here for the kid.”

      She huffed out a laugh. “I’ll think about it. But you think too, huh? About coming here?”

      A ghost of a smile passed over his face. “Yeah, I’ll think about it. I don’t get coverage down in the bunker, but I’ll come up to the surface every couple of days. Call me if you need me, Kady. I mean it.”

      She gave him her promise, then teased him about having called her in the middle of the night—and woken her up—and then he pressed the “End” button, his heart in his throat.

      He wasn’t a hero. He’d never been a hero—or at least he’d never set out to be. But he was a family man. And he would have given anything right then to have his family with him. With them in Oregon, he chose the next best thing, and strode back toward the elevator, intent on getting lost in an RPG where the rules made sense and the enemy was someone you could shoot.
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      By the next morning, Garrett had managed to not only set up the Internet in the bunker but also wire the computers, a single TV, and the gaming system. The solar panels he’d installed in the roof of the silo were working perfectly, converting the sun’s rays into an easy and consistent source of power—which would never run out, assuming the sun continued to exist.

      If the sun ever stopped shining… Well. They would have much larger problems than not being able to watch TV.

      In the meantime, the wiring had kept his brain busy for the rest of the night and the morning. The bad news was that having the TV and Internet meant that he now had access to the news—which was more curse than blessing. Because what he was seeing was nothing good.

      Nothing worse than he’d expected, obviously. He’d seen terrible things happening before he moved down here. But a part of him had hoped things would have somehow improved. They hadn’t.

      The news was full of shocking images, and each of them seemed to him to be more shocking than the last. One broadcast showed a park that had been sectioned off into cages, more or less, the chain-link fencing giving each person little more than a five-foot-by-five-foot area. “The quarantined,” they called them, and he shuddered at the word.

      Their country had gone years without suffering a serious outbreak of sickness, and the word “quarantine” was something they’d placed on history’s shelf—at least when it came to people. The fenced-off area, the cages, the bars… It all looked like something from the misty past, from times that were better left forgotten.

      But they were right there, in the present. The sickness was in the present. In America, where things like this weren’t supposed to happen. And now Garrett was starting to wonder if there was going to be anything left of it at the end of this thing.

      It had all started in such a promising manner. The foremost lab in the U.S. had announced a breakthrough new technology: nanobots in injection form. A shot that could cure you of anything. Anything. Heart disease. Cancer. Diabetes. A predilection for Alzheimer’s, or a tendency toward obesity; you name it, the nanobots would rid you of your ills.

      Science had never been Garrett’s thing, but he’d always pictured it as millions of little soldiers, going into the bloodstream and getting to work on whatever needed fixing. Maybe soldiers who were crossed with construction workers. And the amazing thing was that it had worked. Thousands of society’s richest had jumped at the chance—despite its hefty price tag—and rushed to their doctors for the injections.

      And they’d started healing. Their diseases had been reversed. Their age spots had disappeared. Their lines and wrinkles and gray hair, all gone. They’d not only healed, but seemingly stopped aging, as if those little bots were actually giving them the secret of life.

      Society at large had been agog—and then they’d started celebrating. The fountain of youth, found! And all it took was taking that leap of faith and allowing your doctor to inject you with robots.

      The more squeamish had raised their hands and pointed out how wrong it all was, but for the most part people had started saving their pennies, trying desperately to come up with the $100,000 it cost to have the procedure. People had sold everything. Mortgaged their houses. Borrowed up to their credit limits. It had seemed like the sky was the limit. Finally, immortality was at humanity’s fingertips.

      And then, that winter, the deaths had started. Garrett closed his eyes and gulped, remembering the pictures that had started flooding into the media soon after. No normal deaths, these. No graceful sliding off into the darkness as you slept. No, these people’s lungs gave out on them, their blood vessels exploding until they were drowning in their own blood.

      Garrett couldn’t imagine it. He didn’t want to imagine it. Yes, he’d gone to military school, but he’d never joined the military itself, and there was a good reason for that. He’d never been in love with the idea of death. Never been fearless in the face of danger. Never been brave enough to face the Grim Reaper down.

      That sort of death, that sort of suffering, was more than he could imagine experiencing.

      Then things got even worse. People who hadn’t had the injections started dying, too. It had been bad enough when it seemed as though the injections—those miraculous soldier nanobots—hadn’t been what they appeared. But it hadn’t made any sense that people outside of the test subjects were dying as well. These other people had never had those shots, and yet they were dying in the same horrible, helpless way. The same way the doctors didn’t understand, and the hospitals couldn’t stop.

      It had spread so quickly. It had seemed unstoppable.

      Before long, the government had made an announcement. The nanobots had evolved. “They” had come to see aging itself as a virus. They’d responded by shutting down the host.

      The people who’d been injected had a bomb in their blood. The robots that had been meant to save them were now the enemy—and they were killing them.

      And then, somehow, the bots began to spread. The “healing virus” passed to others. Again and again, with no recourse. No ability to hide. No recovery. Once someone was affected, they were doomed.

      A few days later, the medical establishment had announced that there was a cure: it was some sort of MRI treatment, available only in hospitals with that sort of equipment. It was a treatment that took quite a bit of time, with each session lasting half an hour.

      Garrett remembered the day he watched the announcement clear as day. He’d sat back and chewed on his lip. He’d seen MRI machines. Never been in one himself, thank God, but he’d seen them on TV shows and the like.

      Used in the past—in the more rational version of the world—MRIs, or magnetic resonance images were pictures of the inside of the body: the organs, bones, and veins. All those things that lay underneath the skin. They’d been used to diagnose things like cancer and internal bleeding, when the world was still sane.

      In the past, when things like that would actually get the time to kill you. Before the nanovirus, which pulled the very air from your lungs within days.

      MRIs used magnetic fields and radio waves, the announcer went on, and those magnetic fields killed the nanobots. The announcement offered nothing on how this had been discovered, but the outcome seemed clear: if someone could get into a hospital with an MRI machine within twenty-four hours of showing symptoms of the nanovirus, they could be cured.

      “Amazing,” Garrett had breathed, feeling a flash of hope rushing through his veins. What if it was as simple as that? What if that was the cure, and the victims of the virus could all just go in and get flashed with the magnetic thingies, and that would be it?

      Moments later, his answer had arrived.

      “…Only available to the very wealthy,” the newscaster was saying. “And, unfortunately, out of reach for most of us. At least for the time being.”

      The man had snapped his mouth shut then, as if he had a lot more to say and was stopping himself only because he didn’t want to get in trouble, but it wasn’t hard to figure out what he was thinking. His eyes were sunken into his face and haunted with the residue of many sleepless nights, his skin a pale, jaundiced color. The man was the picture of sickness, and even if he wasn’t showing any symptoms yet, Garett knew it would only be a matter of time.

      The irony would almost have been funny, had the circumstances been different. The very people who’d been able to afford the technology, the ones who’d introduced a deadly, fast-acting new virus to the world, were now the only ones who could afford to be rid of it.

      As for the ordinary people, they were all doomed, every one of them, if the government didn’t come up with some sort of real solution to what was quickly becoming a crisis.

      Four months on, by the time Garrett had run for the military silo and safety, entire towns were dying, riots were rocking the larger cities, and gangs were taking over entire swathes of the suburbs. Places where families had once lived were now crypts, home to the desperate and the dying. And quarantine zones like the one Garrett was seeing on TV had sprung up in every city.

      Not that they did any good. They kept the sick and dying in a specific place, he supposed, but so many people didn’t even know they were sick. Or they didn’t accept it. And as soon as they started showing symptoms, they were capable of spreading the sickness to others.

      Garrett’s neighborhood had been overrun by people who looked like little more than zombies, the hope gone from their eyes, and he’d jumped into his truck and fled into the desert. Now, it seemed that even this sanctuary wouldn’t be enough to protect him from the vision of what American society had become.

      Staring at the screen, at the news story that continued to play, he wondered again whether it would even matter. Even if he survived, would there be anything to go home to?

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      

    
    
      Garrett turned away from the news, hitting the power button on the remote and shutting his eyes for a moment.

      “Idiot,” he muttered. “What did you think you were going to see, puppies and rainbows? You knew what you were getting into.”

      A part of him had always been too sunny to truly match with reality. A born idealist, that was him. And that was the part that was suffering more and more, these days.

      He’d been hired by numerous clients to prepare for the worst. Nuclear war or environmental temperatures that rose so high so quickly that humanity couldn’t survive. He didn’t think any of them had ever thought society would be brought down by something that was supposed to save it. Something human scientists had actually brought into being.

      Now, of course, they knew better.

      He strode toward the other wall, stopping by the refrigerator to get some water, and came to a halt in front of the two large screens mounted on that wall. As he broke the seal on the bottle of water and took a sip, his eyes scanned the fourteen separate windows on the screens, each of them showing full-color representations of the surface above him. Directly above him, in fact, as these were recordings taken of the land around the silo.

      A state-of-the-art system, these cameras were attached to the solar panels and never turned off. They showed exactly what was going on above him at all times, and though he’d originally installed them thinking they would show his client whether any intruders were coming to raid his silo—or even as just an interesting way to take in the view without having to go outside—he now saw a different usage for them.

      If he was going to survive this disease, he needed to avoid contamination. He couldn’t come into contact with any other human being—and he needed to know if anyone had been around the area, so he could be careful about touching anything up there. It had been reported that the virus could last for twenty-four hours on surfaces outside of the human body. If a sick man, woman, or child came around the silo and happened to sneeze on anything, Garrett would have to stay below ground for a full day if he wanted to protect himself.

      These cameras—which were linked to a twenty-four-hour-a-day recording device—would tell him if anyone was up there, or if it was safe for him to go up to the surface.

      His mind drifted once again to his sister and her family, and to the fact that they didn’t have any sort of warning system, but he shut the thought down quickly. He’d given Kady his offer. She knew he had a safe place and plenty of food and water, plus protection. He could only hope she’d take advantage of it. If not for herself, then for her son.

      At that moment, Garrett saw action in one of the windows on the monitor itself and a boy wandered into the frame, staggering slightly. Garrett gasped.

      He’d just been thinking of his nephew, picturing him in his head, and the boy he saw on the screen right now could have been Zach. He was around the same age, and had the same sort of shaggy haircut that was so popular with young people these days.

      Garrett was on his way to the elevator before he’d finished the thought. Whoever that kid was, he shouldn’t be out there in the desert by himself. This silo was a full twenty-five miles from civilization, which meant this kid was twenty-five miles from help.

      Garrett didn’t bother to think about how he’d gotten here—or why. He wasn’t going to let the kid wander around the desert on his own. He must have family near here, or perhaps be here with a field trip or something. It was daytime out, and he would be getting thirsty in the heat of New Mexico’s early summer season.

      Whoever he was, he needed help.

      But the next thought brought Garrett skidding to a stop just as his finger was reaching toward the button for the elevator.

      In the middle of the desert by himself. At that age. There was something wrong here, and if he hadn’t been so quick to try to play hero, he would have realized it earlier.

      Garrett slowly pivoted on his toes and strode back toward the monitors, his eyes on the boy, who was now very obviously staggering, looking like his legs had stopped working correctly. Or his lungs. He reached out toward the silo, probably seeing a human dwelling and assuming that there was someone in there to help him. His face held a confused, terrified expression, and Garrett’s own face twisted in rage and horror. His heart constricted in sorrow at what he was watching. Because he knew exactly what it was, now. It wasn’t new. It wasn’t different.

      That didn’t make it any less horrible.

      People had been driving their sick into the deserts for some time and dropping them off, thinking, perhaps, that a quicker death from overheating was the gentler way to go. Thinking perhaps that they would be stung by a scorpion or even bitten by a rattlesnake, and find an easier death by poisoning rather than a slow, suffocating death of drowning in their own blood.

      In truth, Garrett thought it was less generous and more selfish. People didn’t want to watch their loved ones die, and they would rather it happen far away from them, where they didn’t have to see it. Where they could pretend it hadn’t happened. Even if it meant their loved ones dying on their own.

      In this case, even if it meant one of their children dying on their own.

      His hands balled into fists as the boy on the camera fell to his knees. Though there wasn’t any sound on the recording, Garrett could almost hear the boy’s cries, hear the anguished screams that accompanied that confused look on his face.

      He let out a sob of his own at the thought but refused to turn away. This boy’s family had deserted him to die on his own—or perhaps were already dead—but he wouldn’t leave the boy on his own by turning away. He couldn’t be there in person. He would be risking his life going up there, assuring himself contamination if he touched the kid.

      But he wouldn’t turn away. Someone needed to remember this boy and witness his death. The kid deserved that much, at least.

      The boy started choking, then, and Garrett bit his lip as the blood started to run from his mouth. It wouldn’t be long now, he thought. Once their mouths started to overflow, it was all but over.

      “There’s nothing to be done for him, there’s nothing to be done for him,” he repeated to himself, again and again, willing his feet to be still. He couldn’t go up there. He couldn’t go up there. He wouldn’t be able to save the boy, and he would only doom himself.

      By the time it was over and the boy had fallen onto his face, Garrett’s own lips were marked by his teeth, his throat raw from the sobs he wouldn’t allow himself to release. That was the nanovirus at work. And that was what might happen to his own nephew if his sister didn’t come to New Mexico. That was what might happen to Garrett himself if he didn’t get the hell out of this country, to someplace safe.

      It was the thought of getting out that made him take the next mental step. That kid was laying across his doorstep, and effectively blocking his way out of here. If the reports were true, it would be twenty-four hours before the virus would be cleared from the air and ground in the area. Twenty-four hours in which Garrett would have nothing but his thoughts to keep him company—and no way to contact his sister. Or anyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 6

        Two Days Later

      

    
    
      Garrett stared at the screen of the computer, then shut his eyelids slowly, hoping that he was misreading the story. When he opened his eyes up again, though, he saw the same thing.

      It was an article this time—the news on TV had become nearly unbearable, with the footage they insisted on showing—and it was talking about the cures the medical and pharmaceutical industries had been peddling in the months since the outbreak became a full-blown pandemic.

      From the looks of it, Garrett was starting to think that they’d seen this as nothing more than another way to make money, pushing drugs and faux cures on the public at will, with little to no idea whether they would actually work. There had been injections and medications that you breathed in, meditations and cleanses, and even a sort of hypnosis that was supposed to allow your body to heal on its own.

      Of course, none of them had worked. The article he was reading now had a very clear message on that: there was only one thing that could treat the nanovirus, and it wasn’t an injection or a breathable medication. It was the MRIs. The same treatment that had been announced only days after the first cases made headlines.

      Disgusted, Garrett hit the power button on the remote, tossed it on the desk, and grabbed his phone. He stood and walked quickly toward the monitor that showed the grounds, his eyes going right to the window he’d been watching for the last two days.

      The kid—the body, he corrected himself—was still laying there across the front step of the silo. As he’d known it would be. It wasn’t like there was anyone coming along the streets, collecting bodies. And the animals wouldn’t touch someone who’d died of sickness. They knew, somehow, that it wasn’t safe.

      Which meant that he’d have to deal with it himself.

      He shuddered at the thought. It made it worse that it was a kid, and that was the hell of it. It would be one thing if only the adults in the U.S. were dying. Horrible, but at least targeted. But the fact that the virus wasn’t even leaving the children alive cut him to the core. Not that he’d ever been a huge fan of kids or anything. He’d definitely never felt the pull to be a dad. But to see the sickness take them down like that, and to know that future generations were just disappearing…

      The question that had been growing in his mind, the one about whether there would be anything left once this was all over, lifted its ugly head again. What was left, if everyone out there was dead? What was the point? He’d seen movies where there was only one guy left alive on the entire planet, and it had never gone well for that one guy. Garrett had always thought the loneliness alone would be enough to make you want to slit your own throat.

      Which meant he’d better get up to the surface and make some phone calls, make sure he wasn’t the only one left on the earth.

      He shot another glance at the body on the front step, then looked at the calendar on his phone, just to be sure. Yep, it had been three days since he came down here—which meant two days since that boy had died. Everything he’d learned from the media told him that the virus would be dead by now. He should be cleared to go up there.

      Cleared to get to an area where he could get in touch with the world again.

      That didn’t make it any easier to push the button, slide through the doors of the elevator, and then hit the button for the surface level. His finger hovered over the button with the large “S” as his mind raced through the problems, the possible repercussions…and the fear. What if he was wrong about the twenty-four-hour thing? What if the media was wrong about it? Surely it had come from the doctors, but what if they were wrong? What did they really know about the virus, anyhow?

      What if they’d been lying?

      He blew out a quick breath and shoved his finger onto the button, locking in his fate before he could reconsider again.

      “Nothing for it but to try,” he told himself softly.

      He had to get in touch with his sister again, and at least try to contact Jordan. And the only way that was going to happen was if he left the silo.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time the elevator bumped to a stop, Garrett was sweating freely, his breath coming short and fast. The boy’s body would be right there on the other side of the front door—which lay just steps from the elevator doors—when they opened, he knew. Face-down, so he wouldn’t have to look the kid in the eye, but he’d still have to see him. Have to step over him.

      Have to get way too close to him for comfort.

      When the doors slid open, he was looking up at the seam where the front door met the wall. When he opened that door, he was looking at the horizon rather than down at the ground.

      Garrett scanned the driveway for the group of cacti he’d always used as a marker, and then took a step forward, keeping his mouth shut. Holding his breath. Trying to keep his skin from even touching the air. He stepped out of the silo’s entryway, using his peripheral vision to locate the barrier in front of him, and then carefully stepped over it without looking down.

      One foot over. Second foot over.

      And then he was free and walking away as quickly as he could, telling himself firmly not to look back. Never to look back. He hadn’t been able to save the kid when he was alive, and he wouldn’t be able to do a damned thing for him now that he was dead. Better to leave him in peace than screw him up even more by trying to move him.

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket, thumbed through the recent calls, and hit the button to call Jordan, then put the phone up to his ear. One ring. Two. Three. And then the voicemail message, just like all the other times he’d called.

      Hitting the button to kill the call, he started planning who he’d call next. Not that it took much thought. Kady’s phone number was at the top of the list, and he quickly hit the prompt to call it again.

      She picked up after the first ring.

      “Garrett?” she asked, her voice breathy and quiet.

      Garrett’s blood ran cold. He’d never heard her sound so scared in his entire life.

      “Kady,” he said, his voice just as quiet. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

      A long pause, and then: “It’s here, Garrett. The virus is here. It got… It got someone at the end of our street.”

      Her voice broke and she stopped talking for a minute. When she started again, he could tell that she was making a herculean effort to keep her voice from shaking.

      “Jon saw them on the street. Right before they died. We had Zach in the house, so he didn’t see it, but… That boy, he was here a lot. He was one of Zach’s best friends.”

      At that, Garrett’s blood went from cold to fiery hot with adrenaline.

      “Was he at your house recently?” he asked sharply. “Any time in the days leading up to his death? Did you have any contact at all with the family? Anything?” When she didn’t answer, he snapped, “Kady!”

      “No!” she answered quickly. “No, nothing like that. Everyone’s been keeping to themselves. But I… I’m scared, Garrett,” she said. “Jon told me what happened, and I—”

      “Come here,” Garrett interrupted, not interested in hearing how the family had died or what Jon thought of it. “Get your stuff packed, get in your car, and get on the road. Right now. Before anything else happens. Avoid the airports—they’re the worse place you could be right now. Travel by car only, and don’t stop at restaurants for food. I have more than enough food for all of us and I’ll keep you safe. Come to New Mexico, Kady.”

      “Yes,” she answered immediately. “Yes, we’ll come. I’ll tell Jon right now that we have to leave. And Garrett?” A long, tense pause, and then: “Thank you. Thank you for giving us a way out. I know I haven’t always accepted your help, but…”

      “There’s no need,” he told her firmly. “I don’t want thanks. I just want you to get here. Now. Call me once you’re on the road.”

      She promised him that she would, and a moment later the line went dead, Garrett still listening intently, as if he could will her to safety if he kept the connection open.

      Finally, he pulled the phone away from his ear and hit the “End” button. Then, frowning, he tried his client again. Now that he was going to have company, he was even more concerned about the idea of Jordan just showing up. He’d paid many millions of dollars for this place, and if he showed up to find Garrett and his family squatting here, it could get ugly.

      Garrett didn’t think it would come to that. But better to be safe than sorry.

      He brought the phone up to his ear, assuming that he’d get Jordan’s voicemail again, and was surprised to hear a woman answer instead.

      “Hello?” she asked breathlessly.

      Surprised to hear a voice on the other end—and a female voice, at that—Garrett snapped his mouth shut for a moment, frowning. Then he got himself back together.

      “Hi, yeah, this is Garrett Floyd. I’m looking for Jordan Robins?” he said, making the statement a question out of pure confusion.

      A sob on the other end of the phone was his only answer for a moment, and he listened as the woman broke down. A frown creased his face.

      “Ma’am?” he asked. “Ma’am, are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      “Jordan was my husband,” she said brokenly. “He died three days ago. Along with half our town.”

      Garrett dropped to his knees in the dust of the driveway, a spear driven through his gut. Dead. And half the population of that town.

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise. Of course, it shouldn’t have been; they were the richest people in the area, and nearly all of them had gotten that damn injection. Jordan himself had probably gotten it. Garrett should have seen this coming. He should have expected it.

      But he hadn’t.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” he said quietly. “I won’t take up any more of your time, then. I hope you… I hope you can recover, Mrs. Robins,” he finished lamely.

      He hung up before she could say anything else. If he was correct, and the sound of her voice was anything to go on, she didn’t have much time left, either. She would have been living in the same house as Jordan, which meant she’d been living in contaminated air. Virtually a guarantee that she’d contracted the virus.

      Suddenly he was grateful that they hadn’t come out to the silo. It was selfish and horrible, and he was halfway disgusted with himself for thinking it, but if they’d come out here, they would have brought the sickness with them. And he’d be dead already.

      Not that being alive was much to brag about.

      Garrett drew himself back up to his feet and started walking quickly toward the elevator, pausing only to throw one worried look over his shoulder at the desert landscape beyond, and the unseen enemy in the cities. He’d read the books about the end of the world, of course. Everyone had. He’d just never imagined going through it himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      

    
    
      When Garrett awoke the next morning and turned on the news—despite the fact that he knew he wouldn’t like what he saw—things had somehow gotten even worse. He sat back into the comfortable armchair he’d brought down for Jordan, stuck his spoon into the bowl of cereal he’d poured, and tried to prepare himself for what he was about to see.

      He knew before he even started that it wouldn’t work. But he also knew that he had to keep trying. The moment he gave up was the moment when everything was over.

      When the first images hit the screen, he nearly spilled his cereal all over the floor. It was a scene at a hospital, and even that place, which usually included so much chaos and blood, looked shockingly bad.

      There were at least one thousand people lined up outside of the doors, and they were… Well, the only word Garrett could think for it was that they were rioting. It wasn’t a peaceful march, and there weren’t any signs or banners. No kids on shoulders wearing funny hats or holding up inappropriate signs. No bullhorns. No cheers or coordinated chants.

      Only a group of angry, terrified people. And they were actually raging against the walls—and doors—of the hospital.

      The crowd was moving in a wave, back and forth in the street in front of the structure, and every time it got close to the doors, the people in the front pounded and screamed, the people behind them lending their voices as well. Even worse was the silence that came between those outbursts, though, because as the crowd drew back, all the people moving together as one, and prepared to charge toward the hospital again, they grew eerily, horribly silent.

      “The calm before the storm,” Garrett murmured.

      Then the people were charging forward again, all of them screaming in agitation and fury, and beating themselves against the windows and walls of the hospital.

      The footage was from a news helicopter, so he was looking down on the crowd, and couldn’t actually see anything in much detail. But he could hear the roar of the people, and see how much momentum they built up before they reached the hospital. And he could see the bodies that were left behind when they retreated—the people who had been crushed between their fellow rioters and the cold, unforgiving walls of the building.

      Those people were dying, crushed to death, in an attempt to get into the hospital. And they would probably count it a worthwhile death if it made the hospital open their doors.

      “They’ve been doing this for three hours now,” a voice said, and a moment later the screen split and a newscaster appeared on the right-hand side, her face gaunt and worn. She’d made a courageous attempt at makeup, but her eyeliner was haphazard and the cherry red lipstick she’d applied was smeared.

      A year ago, Garrett would have laughed and joked that she’d been kissing someone before she went on-air. Now he thought she’d probably had her hands up to her mouth in shock…or had been coughing blood. That thought gave the bright red lipstick an entirely new meaning, and he felt a sudden wave of sickness wash over him.

      The newscasters had once been the people in charge of putting a nice face on as they gave the world its news. Now they were the almost-dead, being propped up behind a desk to tell America that the country was coming to an end.

      “A rough count is one thousand, though some say the crowd started at around five times that many,” she continued in her broken voice. “Many have died. Many have been trampled. And law enforcement can’t get into the crowd to save those who might be still alive on the ground. Those on their feet are too angry. Too vicious.”

      Garrett’s eyes flew back to the footage at the hospital, searching for the people she was talking about, and suddenly he saw something he hadn’t seen before. Cops, all of them in riot gear, their visors pulled down over their faces, shields up in front of their bodies. They were coming in from the side, trying to push the crowd sideways, away from the doors of the hospital. Perhaps toward the alley on the other side, Garrett thought, where they could be corralled. Kept from killing anyone else.

      But what do they want? he wondered.

      “They want treatment,” the newswoman answered, as if she’d heard him. “Dallas International has many MRI machines, three to a floor on the top five floors of the hospital. They’ve been treating those who can afford the treatment. These people…”

      Her voice faded away, and Garret’s eyes swiveled back to her. Her expression was even more haunted now, as if she was unsure exactly where her loyalty should lie. With the news as she’d been told to report it? Or with the truth?

      “These people just want treatment,” she said, beginning to sob. “Why should the rich get the treatment when so many of us are sick? Why should it be only the rich who have the chance to live? They were the ones who brought this on us! They were the ones who got those damn—”

      The screen suddenly cut to a full shot of the people at the hospital, the reporter gone from sight, and Garrett let out a slow breath. Not hard to imagine what had happened to her. Even in the midst of disaster, the powers that be didn’t like people who told the truth.

      Not when they’d prepared a story to cover their asses.

      When the picture of the studio came back there was a man in the woman’s place, looking only slightly more polished than she had. He was sitting straight up, though, and had his emotions firmly under control.

      “This is Pete Smith, reporting for the Dallas Nightly News,” he said firmly. “We’ve just received word that another hospital in the area has been bombed…” His voice broke at that and he stopped for a moment, then continued. “Bombed by what law enforcement believes to have been a terrorist group. The group has contacted Dallas PD with a message. ‘We know the virus is a government conspiracy. We know you’re trying to kill the citizens of this country. Give everyone access to the cure or we’ll strike again.’”

      The man put the paper in front of him down and turned his eyes up to the camera.

      “The Dallas PD has no comment at this time and has not yet communicated to the media how they plan to address this situation.” He put a hand up to the bud in his ear, listened for a moment, and then nodded. “We’re going to go to Sally Abrams now, in Atlanta. Sally, you’re on the ground there at the source of a crash, is that correct? What’s happened?”

      The screen flashed suddenly to a suburban neighborhood, the trees tall and green in the background, the street a wide, straight avenue with colonial-style houses in browns and reds marching down it.

      In the middle of the screen stood a red-haired woman who must have once been truly beautiful. But that had been last year. Now she was faded, as if someone had sucked all the color out of her. She nodded gamely at the anchor’s words and held a microphone up to her mouth.

      “That’s right, Pete, I’m on the ground here in Atlanta, where there’s been a terrible crash.”

      She gestured to the camera, which spun dizzily to the left, and Garrett gasped and pushed the chair backward. The screen was now taken up with fire and explosions, with what was left of at least fifteen houses visible behind the flames.

      Sticking up into the sky was what was left of a commuter plane.

      “Air traffic control tells us that both pilot and co-pilot fell sick during the flight,” the reporter went on. “They attempted to get all the way to the Atlanta airport before anything happened. Unfortunately, they didn’t make it. Everyone on board the plane was lost, along with at least fifty people here on the ground. Authorities are estimating the death toll to be over five hundred.”

      Garrett grabbed the remote and hit the power button, horrified and disgusted. He didn’t want to see anything else. He didn’t want to know about anything else. He was already sorry that he would have those pictures in his head for the rest of his life. And there was a part of him that couldn’t quite believe that any of it was actually happening. This was all too horrible. All too… Well, it was like something from a book. Something from a movie.

      He just couldn’t comprehend that it was happening in real life.

      He glanced at his phone, laying fully charged on the desk, and lunged for it. If things were that bad in Dallas—and in Atlanta, evidently—what was going on in Oregon? And how close were his sister, brother-in-law, and nephew?

      It should have been a twenty-hour drive from where they were to his bunker. Twenty-four hours even if they’d taken time to stop to get food, though he hoped to hell they’d been smarter than that. Restaurants held too many people. And the more people they’d had access to, the greater chances they’d get sick.

      His mind snagged on the worry that they’d get sick anyhow, and that they’d arrive sick. What would he do if that happened? Should he make them stay above ground for a full twenty-four hours, to see whether they started to show any signs of sickness, before he let them come down? Could he do it? It was the smart thing, perhaps, but these people were his family. His only family.

      He was moving toward the elevator before he thought fully through the plan, his mind already on the phone call he needed to make. A quick jab of the finger and the elevator was opening, a thirty-second ride and he was at the surface.

      This time, he didn’t even think about the decomposing body he jumped over on his way out into the driveway. He just wanted to hear his sister’s voice. Hear her tell him that she and her family were okay.

      “Hello?” she croaked in answer to his call.

      “Where the hell are you?” Garrett asked. “You guys could have been here by now. How close are you?”

      A sob was his only answer, and at that moment, Garrett knew. He knew that they weren’t coming. Knew that something horrible had already happened. He hadn’t been in time to save them.

      “Zach caught the virus,” she said brokenly. “He’d been with his friend a few days earlier, but I hadn’t wanted to tell you. I don’t think I wanted to believe it myself.”

      “And?” Garrett asked quietly.

      “Dead within ten hours. The hospital was so crowded that I couldn’t even get him to the emergency room. Not that we would have been able to afford the MRI, anyhow. But, I mean maybe they would have treated him anyhow, you know? If we’d just tried harder. If we’d just…”

      “Kady, it’s not your fault,” Garrett said quickly. “You can’t blame yourself. None of this is your fault.”

      Her silence told him that she didn’t believe him, and that she’d go on blaming herself for this until the day she died. He very carefully didn’t finish that thought. The truth was far too painful.

      “We’re not coming,” she said finally. “Jon and I.”

      “Kady—”

      “Garrett, we’re not,” she said firmly. “We’re contaminated, and you know it. Even if we wanted to come, we wouldn’t be able to. The roads are too backed up. Everyone is trying to escape, and no one is managing it. We wouldn’t even be able to get out of town. And we’d bring the sickness with us if we did.”

      Garret wanted to reach through the phone and strangle her—or pull her right through it before she could tell him no. He wasn’t hearing this. He wasn’t going to let her desert him this way.

      “But if you—”

      “Garrett!” she shouted. “We’re already sick. Both of us. And I won’t put your life in danger. If this is the last thing I get to do, at least I’ll know it was something that was truly worth it. I’ll finally get to protect you instead of the other way around. I love you, little brother. Please stay safe.”

      She started coughing, then, and Garrett could hear the blood in it. Hear the wetness of the cough that meant her lungs had already started to give up the fight.

      “Kady…” he moaned, wishing with everything in his body that he could wrap his arms around her one more time, take away the pain, make her better. Wishing that for just a moment, life could be as simple as it had once been, when his only concern had been to get her home safely after school.

      But things had turned too dark. And he didn’t have the power to save her anymore.

      “I love you, Kady,” he murmured. “I would have moved the world itself to save you.”

      “I know,” she breathed. “I love you too. And I want you to live. Promise me that you’ll live. Promise me that you’ll do big things and live life to the fullest and enjoy every minute of it. Promise me that, and I can go in peace.”

      Garrett pressed his lips together. How could he promise that when he had no control over anything anymore?

      How could he not promise it, when it was his sister’s dying wish?

      “I promise,” he whispered, keeping the sobs at bay for another moment.

      “Thank you,” she whispered back.

      And then she was gone, leaving only horrible, empty silence behind.

      A deep, gaping wound opened up where Garrett’s heart had been.

      He hung up the phone and swallowed heavily, trying to process the end of that conversation. Trying to feel around the hole that had suddenly appeared where his heart had been. Then he started to force himself to move. Standing here mourning his sister and her family wasn’t a good idea. It just made him a bigger target—for both rioters and the sickness they were running from.

      He didn’t want to go back into the silo. He didn’t want to go on with his life. But he’d made his sister a promise, and he meant to do everything he could to keep it. Even if that meant putting her death out of his mind for the time being, until he could deal with it later.

      On his way back to the bunker, he saw the dead boy in front of the door. His thoughts went to his nephew. If that were Zach, Garrett would give him a decent burial.

      Garrett went into the bunker, gathered supplies, and was back outside wearing a gas mask and on a mission. He carefully wrapped the body—without touching it—in a tarp and dragged it into the desert. Then he spent the next hour gathering stones and covering the body. The ground was too hard to dig, so the rocks would have to do.

      He used smaller rocks to create a rough cross at one end of the makeshift grave, then said some words he remembered from his mother’s funeral. He stood for a moment in silence, then turned and walked away, trying to ignore the tears in his eyes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Garrett got back into his bunker and hit the power on the TV again, anxious for something—anything—to take his mind off of what had just happened, he was surprised to see nothing but static. Confused, he changed to another channel, and then another… only to see more static, and on one, a message that read: “We are experiencing technical difficulties. Please stand by.”

      He whirled around to the computer and quickly typed in a search on the open window, regarding the media and what was going on. The article that came back was succinct and to the point, written by someone who didn’t have time to try to make his readers feel better.

      The media and all its various pages and outlets had quite suddenly disappeared. Wrung out after reporting the horrors, and depleted of its employees and reporters, the press had quite literally deserted the American people to the disease, sentencing them to a world where they would know even less about what was coming for them—and when.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 8

        July 1

      

    
    
      Garrett had been scouring the Internet for two weeks as he tried desperately to figure out what the hell he was going to do, and so far, he had come up with exactly zero ideas.

      Well, that wasn’t strictly true. He’d come up with many ideas. It was just that none of them were even remotely workable. He put them down to the sheer fear and horror he was living with—and the lack of any other human contact. He hadn’t spoken to anyone since the day he said goodbye to his sister, and he didn’t really even count that as truly speaking. No media outlets had come back online since then, though that didn’t mean he’d stopped looking.

      He clicked the TV on again and started surfing through the channels. Static, static, static. An old re-run of some sort of court TV show that he might have once found interesting and even amusing. Static. Static. A sitcom. And more static. They weren’t even running the daytime talk shows that gave you advice for how to lose weight anymore.

      “They’ve all given up,” he murmured, sinking once again into the chair that had become both seating area and bed in the last two weeks.

      He’d been able to read some news through Internet sources, of course—first-hand descriptions of things that were going on above ground. Blogs with all the latest conspiracy theories. Nothing solid. Nothing useful.

      Just the ongoing idea that society itself was crumbling, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

      He had been able to find one final broadcast from one of the major national news stations. It had been playing on repeat on one of the news sites online, and he thought he’d probably watched it at least one hundred times. It never stopped being scary.

      “It is believed that 75 percent of the American public has perished,” the man said quietly, all hope gone from his eyes. “Another 15 percent are estimated to be infected at this point. Ninety percent of the population is surely lost.”

      Ninety percent. Ninety percent. A once-thriving country had been decimated in the space of months, and that report had happened two weeks ago at this point. God only knew how many people were left now—or whether anyone was left at all. For all he knew, he was one of the only people still alive in this country. Almost certainly one of the only people who hadn’t had any sort of exposure to the disease, given his absolute isolation.

      But that isolation was starting to feel like a curse more than a blessing. Yes, he had plenty of provisions, and would still be able to stay here for years, if he set up a system to distill his own water, which was the first thing he would run low on. That wouldn’t be so hard, he thought, given the fact that he had ready access to power and plenty of food. The lack of human interaction, though…

      That was the part that was killing him. Not knowing what was going on up there was one thing. He could get a good enough idea through the Internet and the blogs he was reading. But it had been weeks now since he’d heard a live human voice, and even longer since he’d seen another person. And he was starting to see why castaways made friends with the trees and rocks around them. Human beings weren’t meant to be on their own. He’d never been an overly social person, and he certainly hadn’t gone out of his way to keep people in his life. In fact, he’d always thought of himself as a committed introvert.

      But even introverts needed other humans around them. He’d never realized just how much he needed other people until suddenly there were none.

      Now… He glanced at the computer screen in front of him, and the photos of the mass graves that had been dug in Idaho, where they seemed to have lost almost the entire state’s population. Was the U.S. completely gone? What about the other countries of the world?

      It was an enticing thought. Because his patience was growing thin, and he just wasn’t willing to spend much more time down here. He certainly wasn’t willing to stay down here for the rest of his life. At this point he was going to go crazy long before he ran out of supplies.

      On top of that, there was the promise he’d made his sister. The promise that he’d survive. That he’d make something out of his life. That he’d go on and do big things.

      None of that was going to happen from this bunker. So what exactly was he going to do about it?

      “Run,” he said firmly, getting to his feet.

      He was going to run. He wasn’t sure where, yet. Mexico, perhaps? It was the closest border, and if the Mexican authorities had done their job and closed the border quickly enough, then restricted anyone from crossing at all, he thought they might have been okay.

      Sure, it could be a fool’s errand. If people had wanted to get into Mexico—and they’d been desperate enough—chances were they’d done it. But Garrett had been watching news reports for weeks straight and hadn’t seen anything about the virus reaching Mexico. He’d have to start his life all over again, build a new identity, make a new job for himself, meet new people.

      But that had stopped scaring him. After all, there was nothing left for him here.

      If he got there, maybe he’d be safe. Maybe it would all be okay. Yes it would be hell to get there, and a long, hard trip. He’d have to avoid cities like the plague—literally—and avoid any human interaction, but the border wasn’t that far away. His truck would make it.

      And at least it would give him some direction. Because he’d had enough of sitting around waiting to die. Enough of rotting down here in a bunker, hiding from the sickness. Running might only be a half-step up on the bravery ladder, but at least it was something.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 9

        July 4

      

    
    
      Garrett stared up into the darkness over his head, his brain too busy to sleep, his eyes too tired to stay open for much longer. He felt as though he’d been awake for days, and for all he knew, that was the truth. Honestly, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept through the night. Couldn’t remember the last time he’d fallen asleep the moment his head touched the pillow. Or even within hours of his head having touched the pillow.

      He missed being able to shut his brain down in that manner. Missed the deep, senseless sleep he’d been able to enjoy before the sickness came. Before the world fell apart around him.

      The problem was, his brain wouldn’t sit still. Now that he’d started thinking about the idea that he could run for the border—and perhaps for a safer life, though it would be a life of unknowns—he couldn’t stop thinking about it. The opportunity to start all over again, the idea that he might be able to get out of this country safely, without giving up his life, was almost too sweet to bear. It was nearly too golden for him to think about for long, and for that reason he’d been avoiding it like a sore tooth. Like something that was too bright to look at for more than a few seconds.

      He’d also been avoiding it because of what it might mean, though, and he was honest enough to admit that. Yes, it could mean getting away from here with his life intact. Yes, it could mean starting a new life, far away from the death and decay that now filled the United States. Yes, it would mean wide open space, fresh air, and being around other people again. All things that he wanted so desperately he felt as though his soul was crying for it.

      But it would also mean all those things. Moving to a new country and the society of people he didn’t know. People who didn’t belong to him, and who he could never call family. And a move away from the United States, which had always been his home, and which held a piece of his heart.

      It was a solution that was part blessing and part curse, part promise and part threat, and he hadn’t decided yet how he felt about it—or even if he could really do it.

      “Chicken,” he muttered, not for the first time.

      It had become a common occurrence, this insult, and there were a lot of reasons for it. He was afraid to go up to the surface, afraid to go to any towns. Afraid to make the run for Mexico.

      And he hated himself for that fear. He didn’t blame himself, necessarily, but he did hate that this was who he’d become. A frightened man living in a bunker, where no one could get him.

      “Well, there’s only one way to fix that,” he said, shoving his feet out of the sleeping bag and onto the freezing floor.

      He shivered as the iciness ran up into the souls of his feet and started making its way up his legs, and he moved quickly for the pants and boots he’d left hanging over his favorite armchair. Slipping into them before he could rethink his plans, he scooted over to the surveillance screens and ran his gaze across them.

      Nothing but blank, open desert out there, caught in the wash of the moonlight and swept by the nighttime wind. It was beautiful. And completely empty. Perfect for what he’d suddenly realized he needed.

      He yanked a sweatshirt over his head, wiped his face quickly with his hands to wake himself up, and then grabbed his phone and headed for the elevator. He hadn’t been out of the bunker in days. It was beyond time for some fresh air—and the fresh thoughts he hoped would come with it.
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* * *

      The moment the door opened onto the outside world, he started feeling better. He headed toward the desert on the other side of the driveway.

      The moon was high and bright tonight, giving everything a sharp, jagged outline, almost like it was all cut directly out of paper. Nothing looked real. In fact, it didn’t even look three-dimensional. Just cut-outs leaning up against the night sky.

      The sand below his feet was unnaturally bright in the moonlight, the cacti and scrub brush unnaturally dark. In the distance, he could hear owls hooting back and forth to each other and a pack of coyotes yipping and crying as they chased some hapless creature. And the smell…

      The smell was clean and sharp, warm sand and cool rocks, with the tang of the summer-blooming cacti and agave. It was a uniquely desert smell, and one that only seemed to come out at night, when the temperatures cooled off enough for scents to travel. During the day, the evaporation was too quick, the heat too intense. But at night, the desert gave you a bouquet of aromas that you would never find anywhere else.

      It had been one of the things that drew him here after he left school. And it had been one of the reasons that he stayed. But he’d forgotten about it. Forgotten about the nighttime walks he’d taken two or three times a week, out in the desert. The camping trips by himself, where he just sat and watched nature as it swept past him. The time he’d spent in the cold, silent night, just watching the stars turn overhead.

      Now he closed his eyes and listened to the coyotes, and the small rustlings of rats or rabbits in the brush to his left, and for a moment, just a moment, he allowed himself to pretend that none of it had happened. The injections. The sickness, and the death. His client. Kady. Ninety percent of the population. For just a moment, he let it all melt away, and felt his shoulders relax, the muscles around his mouth start to let down. And then, just like that, he could breathe again.

      He opened his eyes and looked up into the stars, which never ceased to amaze him out here in the wilderness. So much brighter, so much larger and more powerful than he was. So much more powerful than they all were. The night sky had always been more beautiful out here in the desert than it was in the cities. But being underground for so long made him appreciate it even more.

      Turning, he started to look for his favorite constellations. Cassiopeia. Orion. He’d just found the striking line of stars that made up Orion’s belt when a deafening explosion burst through the sky, followed by another, and then another.

      Shocked, Garrett dropped to his knees, and then his belly, using his hands to cover his head the way he’d always been told to do when he was younger. What was that? Were they under attack? Who the hell would attack America now—and why? What was the point, when the country was on its last legs as it was?

      He got his elbows under him and started hustling toward the closest boulder, moving army-man style to keep a low profile. There would be scorpions and snakes in this sand, and scooting through it like this was incredibly stupid, but he wasn’t about to stand up and make himself a target for whoever was shooting at them. Yeah, it was unlikely that anyone was looking for a target in the middle of the New Mexico desert, but there was absolutely no reason to take the chance.

      He was halfway there when three more explosions tore through the night air, right on top of each other, and this time he saw the flash from one of them. Due east, if his instincts were right, and the explosion wasn’t on the ground. Instead, it was in the night sky, several miles above the ground.

      “What the…” he wondered aloud. Then he started crawling again.

      By the time he made it to the stone he’d decided on, he’d come up with some ideas. Whatever those were, they hadn’t been bombs. At least no bombs he’d ever seen before. There would be no point in detonating them that high up in the atmosphere. Minimum damage up there. Even if they were nukes and whoever had shot them was counting on nuclear fallout, it seemed beyond stupid to waste the explosive payoff.

      Why sentence your enemy to death by nuclear fallout and waste the explosive part of the bomb? And when it came to that…why bother with nuclear fallout when your enemy—since he assumed whoever had shot those explosives had wanted Americans dead—was busy dying of their own accord, courtesy of something the medical industry had thrust upon them and then absolutely failed to cure?

      He crouched next to the boulder for several minutes, hardly daring to breathe and trying furiously to figure out what was going on. When no further explosions happened, though, he decided that it was probably safe to move—and that it would be far safer to be in his bunker than up here in the open. After all, if someone was dropping bombs on them, he’d prefer to be in a bunker that was designed to withstand them.

      Though the fact that the bombs had exploded in the atmosphere was still gnawing at him. There was no logic to it, and that bothered him. He didn’t like unanswered questions—and he hated things that didn’t make sense.

      After forcing himself to wait what he estimated to be five more minutes, just in case, Garrett stood and began creeping toward the door of the bunker.

      He moved stealthily, going from cactus to boulder to cactus to maintain his cover, the way he’d learned at the military academy, and though he realized that he would probably look royally stupid to anyone watching him, he still wasn’t comfortable with making himself a target. Once he got to the driveway, he sprinted across the open patch toward the door, dove through the opening, slamming the door behind him.

      Then he allowed himself to breathe again. The night sky was a wonderful thing, and he loved the openness of the desert, but there was no denying that being in a building was a safer situation. Especially when someone appeared to be dropping bombs on you.

      He took two more steps forward and jammed his finger at the button for the elevator, his mind flying now with ideas of what might have happened—and plans for how to figure it out. To his surprise, though, there was no response.

      Frowning, he pushed the button again, harder this time, and looked up at the indicator light above the doors. The elevator should be right here. It didn’t return to the lower floor unless he was in it requesting to go down there.

      But still there was no response. No lights, no dings, nothing.

      He pushed the button one more time, starting to get desperate. He tried to remember if he’d seen anything in the blueprints for this place that indicated whether the elevator went offline for any reason—and what to do if it did. He’d seen the breaker box for this place, and the elevator hadn’t been listed on it. Had there been another breaker box that he’d overlooked this whole time?

      He didn’t think there was. He’d gone over the blueprints with a fine-tooth comb to make sure this place could stand up to the renovation his client had in mind for it, and he didn’t recall anything of the sort. The only other control panel up here was the one to switch the elevator to manual mode.

      But there was no denying that something had happened to the elevator. He could activate the manual override and use the pulley-and-lever setup. However, that was a lot of work. And right now, he didn’t want to get into a moving box when he didn’t know what was wrong. Thankfully, he had an alternative.

      Cursing at the delay, he turned sharply to the right and made his way to the other shaft that led downward. This one he had built himself, just in case the elevator ever stopped working. It hadn’t been a popular choice, given the expense, but he’d told Jordan that they needed something to use as a backup. Now he was glad he’d insisted on it.

      It was going to be a very long climb. But it would take him down into the safety of the bunker, and that alone would make it worthwhile. It would also give him a very long time to start putting together a list of things that might be wrong with the elevator itself. Right after he tried to figure out who would be shooting bombs into the atmosphere over New Mexico.

      The moment he opened the door into the shaft, though, Garret’s stomach started turning. It was dark in the shaft as well—and there should have been emergency lights in there. He pulled the flashlight he always carried out of his pocket and hit the button for the light—nothing. It was dead.

      Shit.

      Grimacing, Garrett took a quick step onto the first rung of the ladder. The descent was quick, but his mind wasn’t on the physical actions. Instead, he was worried about the problem of the lack of light. First the elevator, then the light in this tunnel. What the hell was going on here? Was it a malfunction with the electricity in the bunker itself? Or maybe the nearest transformer?

      He forced himself to slow his descent, realizing that he’d been going far too fast—and that it wouldn’t do him any good to slip and fall to the bottom. He’d be down there by himself, probably wounded beyond repair, and if his suspicions were correct, he’d be down there in the dark.

      None of that was good.

      He started taking more precaution with his handholds, telling himself that getting to the bottom faster wasn’t going to solve anything. The problem would be the same whether he got there in ten minutes or fifteen.

      When he did finally get to the ground floor and set his feet on the concrete base of the bunker, he breathed a sigh of relief, then moved by memory to the cupboard where he’d stored the candles and lighters, just in case there were ever a problem with the electricity supply. He quickly lit a candle and set it in a holder, his stomach settling as it illuminated his immediate area, then he turned to the right and went into the engine room.

      He hadn’t been here in some time, and there was a good reason for that. It had been the first room he’d built—the place where all the machinery was housed—and once it was finished, he hadn’t bothered with it much again. Yes, it had brought energy into the place and had been a pain in the ass to get sorted, but he’d built it so that it wouldn’t require much supervision.

      Once everything was running, it hadn’t required his management. But now as he stepped in, he realized that the room sounded wrong. It was dead quiet in here, and there should have been several machines running. The piece that coordinated the solar power, the piece that kept the lights on, and most importantly, the piece that guaranteed fresh air into the bunker.

      It was something that too few people thought about, but he’d been keenly aware that this set of rooms was going to exist far underground, where there was no airflow. The machine he’d built was one of his own design, and sucked air from the surface through a specialized tube, then routed it into the bunker itself. Another tube sucked air back out and ran it back up to the surface so there was a constant turnover—otherwise anyone in the bunker would have eventually suffocated for lack of fresh air.

      All those machines were silent now, and Garrett cursed.

      What was going on here? He’d constructed those to be foolproof, and to continue to function through any nuclear blast.

      He quickly stepped toward the far side of the room, and the machine he’d never used before. The backup generator was much smaller, but it would do what he needed until he figured out what was wrong with the larger generator and the rest of the machinery. He stepped to the side, threw open the door to the control panel, and hit the power button.

      Nothing.

      He hit the power button again, but still didn’t get a response. One more attempt and he was starting to think he had a serious problem.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he tried to wake it up. Nothing. Using the candle to illuminate his wrist, he glanced at his watch—fully electric and supposedly indestructible.

      The face was black and blank.

      “Shit,” he breathed, the pieces falling into place far too quickly.

      Being careful not to extinguish the candle flame, he quickly stepped into the main room of the apartment, looking around for anything he could try to turn on. Yes, the generator was off, but things like the computer and TV had battery-powered backups in them and should still have plenty of juice.

      Neither of them responded when he tried to turn them on. And at that point he knew. He’d armed this bunker with everything a man could possibly need—including back-up power sources. This place could have withstood a goddamned nuclear bomb.

      But the one thing his client had insisted wasn’t going to happen in the United States was a bomb that would fry all electronics. Jordan had been adamant that the government would never let that happen. Countermeasures would be in place to keep a bomb like that from ever reaching our airspace, so why spend money to protect against something that surely wouldn’t occur.

      Garrett wasn’t positive what it might have been that was exploding in the sky, but it seemed obvious that it had taken out any and all machinery in the area—which meant that everything down here was now unusable.

      The next mental jump was an obvious one: no one had access to bombs like that. At least not that he knew of. But the military was almost inevitably filled with things he’d never even dreamed of. And if anyone was responsible for this latest development, his money was on them.
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* * *

      It took Garrett ten minutes to climb his way back out of the bunker, and when he got to the surface, he gave himself several minutes of bent-over heaving as he tried to recover from the journey. When he finally stood up again, he headed for his truck. He’d just come to the conclusion that he’d have to pack up and get out of here, and to do that, he’d need a vehicle. Better check it.

      But when he got in and hit the button for the engine, there was no turnover. Not even a click. Not even a hiccup or a murmur.

      He hit the button again, already knowing that it was a wasted effort. Just like the contents of the silo, the internal electronics of his car were fried.

      As the silence marched on, he cursed himself for a fool.

      No car. No phone. And no livable space, not anymore. The bunker would be out of air within a matter of days, with a human down there using it all up, and without lights or power he wouldn’t be able to keep the place running or the food edible.

      He was finished here.

      This complicated his plan to get out of town, but he was even more sure now that he needed to go. It was Mexico or nothing for him. But before he could get started, he needed a vehicle that was still working. And that meant going to town for the first time in weeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

    
    
      Garrett held the candle up at eye level, making a mental list of the things he needed to take with him. The things he could afford to take—and the things that wouldn’t be too heavy. He was going to be on foot for the time being, and he didn’t want to weigh himself down with unnecessary items. He already had his sleeping bag rolled up and ready to go, and his backpack stuffed with several water bottles and all the beef jerky he’d brought with him. It wasn’t going to be a varied diet, but it would do, and he hoped that he’d be able to find more food before long.

      He didn’t like the idea of going into any houses, but if he could find one that looked like it had been deserted for some time, he didn’t think he’d be above foraging for food. He needed enough to last him from here to the border.

      Besides, he didn’t think there could be too many people left at this point. The last true news broadcast had been clear on that point, in terms of how many people were left up there, and it hadn’t sounded good. With any luck, the areas around here would have been cleared out weeks ago, and any houses would be unoccupied.

      He cringed, hating that he’d even had the thought. Cleared out weeks ago? He was talking about human lives here, not old furniture! But that didn’t change the fact that he was in survival mode now and had to think about himself first and foremost.

      Another look around the room convinced him that he already had everything he was going to take. The electronic equipment was no good, and even if he’d wanted to take it there would be no place to plug it in on the road. All of his clothes could stay—they wouldn’t be much use, either, and the lighter he packed, the better. He reached onto the shelf of the bookcase next to him and grabbed two of the books, thinking that they might just keep him sane out there, and stuffed them into the backpack as well. Then he grabbed one last box of granola bars and stuffed them in his pocket.

      As he strapped his backpack and the sleeping bag onto his back, he took one last look around the bunker he’d built for a rich man. The candle didn’t do much to illuminate the room, and he couldn’t see much, but it didn’t matter. He knew this place like the back of his hand.

      And he wouldn’t be sorry to leave it behind. This room held nothing but bad memories for him. It might be more dangerous out there in the world, but at least he’d be moving toward something. He couldn’t spend the rest of his days alone.

      Turning, he left the bunker behind, making his way to the ladder and toward his escape.
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* * *

      Garrett ducked out of the door of the silo to find the sun just coming up over the horizon, the sky still purple and pink with the remnants of nighttime, and the day just a whisper of potential. The desert had a clean, sharp smell to it, and he inhaled deeply, happy to be out of the fetid air of the bunker and into the open.

      When he grew still and listened, he sighed. Knowing that so many people were dead made him feel as if this world, which had always felt sort of friendly and open to him, was now empty and haunted with the souls of the dead. If he stood still, he thought he could actually hear the lack of sound. The lack of laughter and shouting and cars that had followed human society for as long as he could remember.

      Then, putting the thought away, he put one foot forward and started walking. It was going to be at least fifteen miles before he got to the main highway, and a lot further than that before he got to any houses. He had a long, long walk ahead of him. But he also didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t stay here. And going forward was the only other option.

      He wondered again what that bomb had been, and what it had done to the world. Whether it had truly fried all the electronics underneath it…and whether that had included the nanobots that had brought death to humanity.

      If the bombs had been meant to fry the electronics, and therefore the bots, he hoped it had worked. Because if it hadn’t, there was a very good chance that he was walking toward his death right now.
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* * *

      By the time he made it to the main highway, the sun had risen and was high in the sky, already making Garrett wish he’d brought more water with him. Yes, he was already at the highway, and yes, the town of Timmons would be less than ten miles up the road—where he would, theoretically, find plenty of water—but the last time he’d reached into his bag he’d already been down three bottles. And it made him nervous.

      His feet hurt, and he wasn’t happy, but he’d also spent his entire high school career learning how to deal with things like this—and how to think ahead to potential problems. He’d spent far too much time in high school walking mile upon mile…and spending the entire time planning ways to keep himself out of trouble in the future, and off his feet.

      Unfortunately, that had only worked when he’d known what sort of problems he was trying to solve. Today, the thoughts that had accompanied him had been nothing more than revolving questions. What had that bomb been? What exactly had it done? And if it had done what he thought it had—killed all electronic machines—could it be that it had taken care of the nanobots? Was that why it had been used in the first place?

      Had the American government actually been the one to shoot those bombs out over the night sky? Because if it had, that meant the government still existed, somehow. And in the end, it was that thought that started to bring him hope. If the government was still out there, and they were still making decisions, then there was hope for them all. Granted that decision had been about detonating bombs over the heads of American citizens, and that didn’t look very good.

      But maybe it was to protect them.

      Could it be that the country he’d grown up in was still fighting for its soul? That its leaders were still hard at work, trying to solve the problem?

      He could only hope that was true.

      Then, two hours after he hit the main highway, he reached Timmons, and all the hope he’d been currying for himself suddenly died.

      The last time he’d been in this town, he’d been here to pick up last-minute provisions for the silo. It wasn’t a big town, and they hadn’t had any worthwhile restaurants. Only one movie theatre and a pool hall for entertainment. But it had been a charming place, the epitome of small-town America, and had boasted a decent supermarket, which he’d used for stocking up on things he didn’t want to go all the way to a bigger city for.

      His favorite aspect of the town had always been that there was one main street, with about ten other streets branching off from it. He’d always thought that it would have been amazing during Christmastime. He’d been positive that the inhabitants had gone crazy during the holidays.

      Now it seemed that the town would never celebrate the holidays again.

      He’d been able to smell it before he came around the turn and saw it, but he’d been putting it down to the random scents of the desert. The moment he turned the corner, though, he saw that the scent was indeed coming from Timmons.

      Or what was left of it.

      The entire town looked like it had been bombed. Many of the buildings on the Main Street were burned to the ground, while others sported frames still, but no roofs or walls. Burned-out cars sat on the street, the trees that had lined the street were devoid of any leaves, and he came to a stop at the head of the street, completely speechless at what he saw before him.

      Then he started to spot the bodies.

      Men, women and children littered the sidewalks and the street, and it looked as though some of them had actually died inside the burned-out buildings. He didn’t stop to wonder whether they’d been in there before or after the buildings burned. It didn’t matter. Death was still death, and no matter how these people had gone, it had been unpleasant.

      He took a stuttering step forward, and then another. Before long he was walking more quickly, trying desperately to keep his eyes pointed forward instead of turned toward the bodies on the sidewalks. He’d glanced at one long enough to see a spray of blood across the sidewalk in front of it—sure sign of how that boy had died—and had then stopped looking. He didn’t need to see it. He already knew.

      And it was starting to look like someone had decided that the best way to keep the disease from spreading outward after it hit this town was to burn it to the ground. Garrett wondered who had made that decision, and how many other towns they’d burned. How many people they’d sentenced to that sort of death. Was it the military? Was this some other aspect of the scheme he’d guessed at? Set off EMP weapons to kill the bots, and then burn any towns affected by the disease?

      Had they even bothered to see whether there were any survivors before they set fire to the buildings?

      He shook his head sharply and kept walking. He needed to do two things while he was here: see whether there was any water to be had, and see whether he could find a functioning vehicle and the keys that belonged to it. After that he would leave. And he’d never think of this place—or the people who had died here—again.
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      Garrett had just walked out of what was left of the market, his backpack heavy with bottles of water and a pair of keys jingling in his pocket, when he heard the sound of an engine.

      He came to a sudden stop, his brain trying to make sense of that sound in a town that looked like it had been completely stripped of life. An engine? Here? Where the inhabitants seemed to all be lying dead on the street?

      Then he started running. He had keys, and he knew from the look of them that they belonged to an older Toyota. He needed to find that car, and fast, so he could get the hell out of here. Because if his guesswork was correct, then the military was responsible for a whole lot of bad things, and it would be just like them to come strolling back around, checking on their handiwork.

      And they would most certainly have vehicles that had been able to withstand the EMP.

      No, it wasn’t a sure bet. There were older, gas-powered vehicles that should have been running still, given their limited reliance on electronics, but there didn’t look like there were many people left in this town to be driving around. And he wasn’t willing to take that chance.

      He darted into the parking lot, his gaze rushing through the cars as he desperately held onto the key he’d stolen from the cash register in the market. He ran down one row, then another, praying to whoever might be listening that the car was here. When he tried the key unsuccessfully in two vehicles, he sprinted forward, toward the alley on the other side of the lot. Maybe whoever drove the car had come into the lot, found it full, and decided to park somewhere else.

      Maybe the car was just around the corner. Maybe it was on another street. Maybe they hadn’t driven to work at all today, bringing their keys only because they also had the house key attached to them.

      Each thought was getting more and more outlandish, and he forced himself to stop jumping to conclusions as his legs pumped harder and harder, carrying him flying over the asphalt and toward the alley. He went skidding out of the driveway, slipped on some gravel on the road, and barely righted himself. Then he was dashing forward, his eyes anxiously scanning the narrow street.

      Nothing. Where the hell was that car?

      He was just getting ready to turn and rush the other way when a military vehicle came screeching into the street and flew right toward him. He came skidding to a halt and spun, ready to fly the other way, but stopped when he heard a voice behind him.

      “Freeze or we shoot!” a man hollered.

      Garrett froze. He knew he didn’t have a choice. Not really.

      He spun slowly, hands in the air, to see that the vehicle had come to a stop and emitted two men, who were now standing on the street with rifles pointed at him.

      “Identify yourself,” the taller of the two men snapped, his gun steady.

      Garrett felt the weight of the Glock at his belt and remembered the box of hunting rifles he’d left in the bunker, but he knew it wouldn’t have mattered. Even if he’d had that gun in his hand, he couldn’t have taken on two men with guns. Not if he expected to survive.

      “Garrett Floyd,” he said clearly. “I’m an architect, been working on a bunker for a private client right outside of town. I just came in to restock on water.”

      “That why you have a sleeping bag strapped to your back?” the guy asked, his voice clearly indicating that he doubted Garrett’s very right to live.

      Garrett shrugged and tried to smile. “Always be prepared, right? Isn’t that one of the core ideas in military life?”

      The man’s gun dipped, as did his partner’s, and Garrett breathed out in relief. When the men walked toward him, demanded his gun, and put him in handcuffs, he cooperated, his mind flying through his options. No, it wasn’t ideal. Yes, he thought the military might be guilty of attacking civilians. Yes, he’d just lost his one and only weapon.

      But he’d come out of his military training with one enduring idea: if you were going to fight back, choose a time when you had a good chance of success. This wasn’t that time. But he was sure that if he watched carefully, he’d figure out how to get away.

      And if he could do that, and steal one of their vehicles, then he’d have a head start on getting to Mexico.
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      The guys who had handcuffed him shoved him into the back of their truck and up onto one of the benches lining the sides, then returned to the cab. As he listened to the engine starting up, accompanied by the murmurs of their voices, Garrett scanned the compartment. Army green, completely stripped of any decoration, with racks lining the walls for guns and bazookas. Definitely military issue, and he could confirm that based on what he’d seen of the outside of the truck. Army green and camouflaged, with their standard license plates.

      This was a military vehicle. But the men who had arrested him hadn’t been in uniform, and they certainly hadn’t spoken like soldiers.

      He scooted toward the front of the bench and found the window he’d expected there—the one that should open right into the cab. His hands were still cuffed behind his back, which was inconvenient, but he used his teeth to grab the edge of the window and slide it sideways. Then he stuck his head right through the opening.

      “So, are you guys going to tell me who you are and what you’re doing?” he asked, his head appearing between the two men in the cab of the truck.

      Both men jumped and whirled toward him, their faces wearing identical expressions of surprise crossed with frustration and anger, and Garrett almost smiled. That had been totally worth it, regardless of how dangerous it was.

      Then the men turned away from him, neither of them bothering to answer.

      “Are you with the military?” he asked, eyes narrowing. “Army? Marines?”

      Still no answer, and he was starting to get annoyed now. He hated when people ignored him. Particularly when those people had just handcuffed him like they had the right to arrest him.

      “What base are you with?” His voice was colder now, more serious, and though he wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone else, he was starting to get worried. No, military guys didn’t like answering questions—especially when they came from civilians. No, they didn’t like to be told that they’d done something wrong.

      But they also didn’t act like you didn’t exist. And there had always been a code of honor among them about giving people adequate reason for their arrest. True, not all soldiers adhered to that code. But if you had two soldiers in one place, one or the other of them should have been following the rules.

      “Army,” one of them said suddenly. “Small base, you wouldn’t have heard of it.”

      Garrett pressed his lips together. Right. Small base, he wouldn’t have heard of it. Well, it was possible. New Mexico and Nevada were both chock-full of bases that the public had never known about. That didn’t explain why these guys were patrolling a burned-out town.

      “And what were you doing in Timmons?” Garrett asked, his eyes on the road ahead of him.

      “Patrolling” was the only answer he got.

      He leaned back, finished with his questions. He wasn’t going to get anything good out of these guys, and he had a feeling they’d end up getting tired of his questions sooner rather than later. But he already knew things they didn’t know. Like that he’d been in military school and knew more about how the military operated than they realized.

      He’d also taught himself a few tricks while he was in school, thanks to his less honorable friends, and he had a feeling they were going to come in handy pretty soon.

      Taking a deep breath, Garrett focused on his hands, trying to figure out how tight the handcuffs actually were. Not tight enough, he thought, as he folded his thumb up into his palm and using his other hand to compress the knuckles on his folded hand. He gritted his teeth, ready for the pain, and started to pull the folded hand up through the handcuffs.

      It slid out even more easily than he remembered. He’d evidently lost some weight. In his hands, of all places.

      Breathing out in some relief, he slipped his hand back into the loop. Right, ability to escape, confirmed. That would definitely be useful.

      And now that he knew that, he started paying attention to where they were going. He knew the streets around here like the back of the hand he’d just slipped out of the cuffs, and had spent months driving back and forth as he worked on the silo. He knew the highway they were on right now, and he knew the street they turned down half an hour later. From there it was a straight shot to what he assumed was their destination, and when they rolled to a stop in front of an immense cast-iron gate, he knew that they were still in New Mexico and probably seventy-five miles, at most, from the silo where he’d been holed up.

      It would have taken him days to get back to the silo, but that wasn’t his target. He also knew exactly which direction he’d have to take to get to Mexico. And now he thought he might have access to the vehicle to get him there.

      A moment later one of the guys was throwing open the door behind him and motioning for him to get out of the truck. Garrett went without fighting, jumping out and landing gracefully on his feet. It was getting dark out now, and though that made him feel nervous—the dark had always made him slightly edgy—he was already planning his move. Easier to escape in the dark. Harder for them to follow. Simpler to hide.

      “You guys going to tell me why I’ve been arrested?” he asked sharply. “It’s my right to know, you realize.”

      Neither of the men answered, and Garrett found himself being led quickly toward what looked like the main building on a military compound.

      He could see other men and women around, but there was something distinctly off about the place. The way the people walked wasn’t right. And they handled their guns as if they weren’t completely comfortable with them. These weren’t people who had spent years sleeping with their guns, people who could take them apart and put them back together with their eyes closed.

      These looked like civilians who had been commandeered and forced into new positions.

      He filed that away on the growing list of suspicious things, and then filed it under the heading of “Things That Might Be Useful” as well. These people might have bigger guns than he did—well, they might have guns at all, since his had been taken from him—but he was already starting to think he had more training than all of them put together.

      After a moment they were entering the building, and the place looked like every military building he’d ever been in. Done in bland walls, the floor a generic buff color, the desks around him made of metal and painted green or black, the place was depressing as hell.

      The soldiers behind him turned him and marched him down a long hall where the lights above him flickered, and Garrett paid attention for long enough to realize that there were lights on here—which meant they were using electronics and machinery that had withstood whatever those bombs were.

      A true military base, then, though that didn’t answer the question of who exactly had shot those bombs into the night sky.

      Then he realized that the hallway around him was changing. The quality of the steel supports suddenly increased, and the windows around him were now lined with high-grade steel and looked as though they were triple-paned. The walls turned darker, the concrete beneath his feet somehow more textured. And then the lights changed. They stopped flickering, and the color became brighter. More intense. Hotter.

      What the hell was going on here? Was this some sort of top-secret base, full of higher tech than you would usually see on a military compound? This place had obviously been here before the virus; had it had anything to do with the experiments that led to the nanobots themselves?

      True, that last one was a reach. But he’d only ever heard stories of places like this. And those stories had always included an aspect of quasi-illegal operations.

      Suddenly the soldiers stopped at a door that looked like it was reinforced steel, heavy rivets lining the edges of it. When they swung it open, he saw row upon row of cells, each of them separated from the others by at least a foot of space, and everything done in heavy steel bars set close together.

      This wasn’t a standard prison. This was a prison wing designed to allow the soldiers around it to observe the prisoners twenty-four seven. A prison designed to house terrorists and enemies of the state.

      The soldiers shoved him into the first cell they came across. Garrett was just turning around when they slammed the door shut. Then, without a word, they walked back out the main door and closed it, shutting the light out completely.
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      The door had barely closed when Garrett started hearing sounds in the darkness. He froze, trying desperately to remember whether he’d seen any other prisoners when he’d scanned the place. He’d seen lots and lots of bars, yes. Many aisles, which had led him to believe that soldiers walked through here often, and that they wanted easy access to the cells themselves. Had he even been able to see the walls at the outer edges of the room? He thought back, telling himself that he should have been able to see them through the bars, but didn’t remember anything like that.

      He’d thought he was observing. Turned out he’d failed completely. And that left one enormous question: who—or what—exactly was in this room with him right now?

      He grew still, took a deep, silent breath, and held it, straining his ears against the darkness to catch the sounds again. There, he thought. A scuffling. Not even anything specific, just the whisper of something against the concrete. And there it was again.

      He narrowed his eyes, trying to think. It didn’t sound like claws. It sounded like clothing rubbing against the floor. Could there be… Were there other people in here? The thought both sickened him and brought him a sudden burning hope.

      “Hello?” he asked quietly. “Is there anyone else in here?”

      His only answer was that deep, heavy silence, and the darkness that accompanied it. He squinted, but the lack of light was such that his eyes had nothing to work with. He couldn’t even see his own hand in front of his face. But his ears were starting to catch more sound, and he was sure now that there were people in here. Off to his left, he heard what he was sure was breathing. And more and more rubbing of cloth against the floor of the room.

      There was someone in here. Several someones, in fact. But where had they come from, and how had they gotten here?

      “Please,” Garrett said, putting a note of pleading into his voice this time. “I don’t know where I am, or why I was arrested. I just want to figure out why I’m here.”

      Nothing wrong with making himself the victim, at least for now. Later on, once he got these people talking, he’d tell them what he was planning. Plenty of time for them to figure out who he actually was then, after he’d gained their trust.

      He waited, knowing that it might take a second—but that there was bound to be at least one prisoner who wanted to talk, wanted to know what was going on outside this room. And that prisoner would be the one who broke the silence.

      “Who are you?” a female voice suddenly grated out. “Why are you here?”

      Ah, there she was. The woman who had been acting as their leader up to this point—or the one they all hated for being incapable of staying quiet. It didn’t matter, really. She’d get the rest talking, and Garrett could start figuring out what was going on here.

      “My name’s Garrett Floyd,” he said quietly. “I’m an architect. Was working on turning an old missile silo into a bunker when everything went sideways on me. I’ve been living in the silo for almost a month now, came up for some air and supplies, ended up being arrested by two guys in a military vehicle. Two guys who didn’t look like military to me.”

      It wasn’t the whole story. But those were the useful points, he thought. That whole bomb-that-knocked-out-the-power-grid didn’t seem like it was important right now. Besides, he’d always found it useful to hold back some information for later use. You could never tell when you were going to need something to…encourage people.

      He closed his eyes at that thought. He was starting to sound just like one of his teachers at the military academy. One of the teachers he hadn’t particularly liked, due to his manipulations of others.

      “There was some sort of bomb last night. You guys know anything about that?” he added.

      A snort to his right was his only answer. “We’re in prison, dude. How do you think we’d know anything about what’s happening on the outside?”

      “I heard a soldier talking about that this morning,” the first female voice answered. “My name’s Alice, by the way. Man who runs this place is called Green. I don’t know much about him, but I do know he’s not a nice guy. Has some screwed-up idea of what he’s doing and how it’s going to help the country.”

      “Seems to me he’s more interested in helping himself,” the other male voice Garrett had heard added. “I’m Manny, by the way. Been here three weeks, from what I can tell. Hasn’t been a pleasant stay.”

      “Manny, Alice,” Garrett said, nodding his head in greeting—and realizing belatedly that it was a stupid thing to have done in the pitch dark. “Alice, what exactly did the soldier say about those bombs? Were they EMP weapons? They knocked out all the electricity in the area.”

      “Guy said Green believes the government set them off,” she answered quickly, and despite the hoarseness of her voice, Garrett thought he could hear strength there. Determination.

      This woman wasn’t happy being locked up, he thought. And if she wanted to get out as badly as he did, she was going to be a valuable ally.

      “He said that Green—that’s the guy who runs this place, who calls himself a general if you can believe it—believes the government hoped the EMPs would kill everything that needed juice—including those nanobots.”

      Garrett pressed his lips together. Just as he’d thought, then.

      “So they sent the country back to the Dark Ages—and perhaps the whole world, depending on how far those things reach,” Garrett said. “And they may or may not have cured us of this sickness.”

      “That’s the way I read it,” she answered.

      Right.

      “So that just leaves one question,” he murmured. “If the world is safe again, how are we going to get back into it?”

      Before any of the other prisoners could answer him, however, the main door swept open, bringing with it a bright, glaring ray of light.

      Startled, Garrett squeezed his eyes shut. He could hear several soldiers coming in, their boots ringing against the concrete, and then hear the door in front of him swinging open.

      “On your feet,” a harsh voice said.

      Thinking that now wasn’t the time to argue, Garrett got to his feet without argument, and didn’t struggle when handcuffs were snapped around his wrists again.

      He walked forward willingly, the soldiers strutting behind him, and took a moment to actually look for the people he’d been talking to. The woman right across from him was striking, though small, a petite thing with chin-length hair, sharp cheekbones and nose, and wide, dark eyes. Impossible to know whether she was just overly thin or naturally small, but he could see strength in those eyes and knew immediately that it was Alice.

      She was the only one he got a chance to find before he was marched out the door, his destination unknown.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Several minutes later, Garrett found himself being shoved through the doors of another room, this one looking like it had once been a strategy or comms room. It had been turned into something completely different, looking now like some sort of courtroom. A man was sitting on a raised platform behind a desk, while several people sat to the side of him in lowered desks or chairs. He was told to stand still in front of the man, and looked up, confused.

      “Do you understand the charges brought against you?” the man asked sternly.

      What?!

      “What charges?” Garrett asked.

      “You’ve been charged with looting the dead,” the man said, looking at Garrett as if he’d just murdered someone.

      Garrett opened his mouth to argue. This was clearly some sort of kangaroo court, and he didn’t know who was running the show or what they thought they were doing, but they had no authority for that sort of thing and he knew it. But then he glanced around the room, at all the men with guns—also clearly not belonging to the military—and closed his mouth. They might not be real soldiers, but he had no doubt that they would shoot him at a moment’s notice, and arguing with them probably wasn’t the smartest course of action.

      “What’s the sentence?” he asked instead.

      The judge asked him a series of questions about who he was and what he’d been doing before the virus, what his life skills were, and even what his schooling was, and nodded and took notes as Garrett gave him the shortest possible answers. Yes, he wanted to appear useful. No, he didn’t want them getting any ideas about pushing him into a situation where he’d have to fight back.

      Finally, the judge held his hand up to end the questions.

      “I, General Green, sentence you to a year of hard labor for your crimes,” he intoned.

      “By what authority?” Garrett sputtered, shocked.

      The man gave him a slow shake of the head. “There is no authority anymore, Mr. Floyd. Only God and my military faction.” He looked up at the soldiers then. “Take him back to the brig. He starts his sentence in the morning.”
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      The moment the door closed them into the darkness again, Garrett opened his mouth and started talking.

      “I’ve just been sentenced to a year of hard labor for supposedly looting the dead. Is that how you guys got here? What the hell kind of place is this, anyhow?”

      “More or less the same thing, across the board,” Alice answered. “We were all picked up on bogus charges—probably arrested by the same guys who arrested you—and had to stand trial in that fool court of theirs.”

      “We’ve all been sentenced to years of hard labor,” Manny continued. “If you only got one year, you got off lucky.”

      Garrett sat up straighter. This didn’t make any sense. If the government was still able to set off bombs, then they should be the ones in charge, and that contradicted what Green had told him in the courtroom.

      “Whose authority is he under?” he asked. “Is the government responsible for this? Is this guy even with the military?”

      This time it was a new voice that answered. “Used to be,” he said. “We were actually assigned to this base. In charge of top-secret medical experiments. Or rather we were the guards who were guarding the scientists who were doing them. And then everything went to hell. Almost everyone on the base died quickly, and before long only a couple of us were left. That’s when things got scary around here.”

      “What’s your name, friend?” Garrett asked, intrigued at the idea that this man had actually been here from the start. “And where exactly is here?”

      “Raoul,” the man answered after a long pause. “Staff Sergeant Raoul Simms. Or at least I used to be. We’re at a top-secret base southwest of Socorro. Middle of the desert, and you won’t find it on the map. Called Fort Paine. Don’t know if the men who named it that had any inclination about what it would become.”

      That made sense, Garrett thought. Definitely matched the mental map he’d built for how they got here. And it didn’t make him any further away from the Mexican border than he had been before. Being in prison was never going to be good news, but this wasn’t the worst news he’d ever received.

      “And how did this all happen?” he asked.

      “The leaders of the base died first,” Raoul said simply. “Green was never that high up, and wasn’t even high in the chain of command. Hell, he wasn’t even in the military anymore. His CO had dismissed him and he’d been dishonorably discharged for cruelty to younger recruits. But when everyone else dies and you’ve got a bone to pick…”

      “Nobody’s left to tell you no,” Garrett finished. “And the military moves anyone with true leadership quality up the chain. Those left below…”

      “Aren’t fit to make decisions,” Raoul finished in agreement. “And particularly with people who’ve been dismissed. That was exactly the problem with Green, right from the start. Low-level soldier who made trouble and abused the younger soldiers to the point that he was kicked out. I don’t know how he ended up on base again, but he must have been in the right place at the right time. One day we were all terrified that we were going to die, confused about what we were supposed to do. The next day our leadership had all drowned in their own blood and were gone, and Green was back, telling us he’d been secretly promoted to general and was taking charge. Never even had time to fight him, not that many people would have. The entire base was decimated. In the end, only three of us survived. Well, three of us outside of the immediate circle he recruited.”

      “So those guys he keeps around him are actually soldiers?” Garret asked, surprised. He’d never have guessed that.

      “They were once. These days they’re nothing but thugs. Without a country to be loyal to, they’ve turned into his bodyguards. I used to know some of them, back in the day. These days I wouldn’t even recognize them.”

      “You said there were three of you that survived. Where are the others?” Garrett asked, his mind working furiously. He had a plan. But for it to work, he was going to need help, and the more soldiers he had on his side, the better it would be.

      “Dead,” Raoul said bluntly. “They were higher up than I was, and Green never even gave them a chance. Shot them both in the head the day after he took power.”

      Garrett cringed. This Green guy was really starting to get on his nerves.

      “But he left you alive?” he asked softly, hating to bring it up, but needing to know all the facts. Why had Green killed the others and left Raoul?

      There was a long pause before Raoul answered. “Told him I was on his side,” he said. “Convinced him that I thought he was doing the right thing, taking over. That I didn’t think the American government was going to protect us anymore. He believed me—had never had any reason to doubt my word, if I’m being honest—and that was that.

      “He made me part of his crew. I was in charge of going out into the countryside and finding new recruits. Forcing new recruits is more like it, though. There was no volunteering here. We were just taking prisoners and making them work for us. And if people didn’t come with us, they were killed. Never by me. I couldn’t stomach it. But by…the others.”

      He stopped speaking for a long time, and Alice was the one who took up the story.

      “Raoul here started a rebellion,” she said softly. “We never saw it; we were in here. But the guards talked about it a lot. He actually had plenty of people on his side, and when they finally made a move, the guards here had thought he was going to succeed. I’m not sure whether they wanted him to or not.”

      “But I didn’t,” Raoul said darkly. “I was caught before I could do anything useful. They beat me in the courtyard, then sentenced me to a life of hard labor and threw me in here. Happened just a few days ago, actually. Don’t figure I’ll ever see the outside again—not as a free man, anyhow. Green doesn’t have any intention of letting me go.”

      Garrett let that one rest for the moment. He had plans, but now obviously wasn’t the time to bring them up. He still needed too much information.

      “And what about the rest of the place?” he asked, his voice subdued. “What else is going on here?”

      “Forced labor,” Alice answered. “He’s gathering all the survivors he can from the surrounding areas and putting them to work. We don’t know what his ultimate goal is, but we’ve heard rumors that he executes anyone who defies him. And that there are others in other rooms. Rooms where he’s torturing them to death.”

      “Right,” Garrett breathed.

      That settled it, then. He had to get out of here before he became one of those people being tortured to death, because he knew himself well enough to know that he wasn’t going to be able to keep his mouth shut. And when he escaped, he realized, he was going to be taking the rest of these prisoners with him. No soldier left behind.
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      The next morning the prisoners were loaded onto a large truck—which must at one time have been used for transporting troops, Garrett figured—and driven away from the military base. Having taken the seat next to Alice, Garrett kept his mouth shut and merely watched the road pass them, trying to figure out where they were going and how close he might actually be to someplace he recognized. The desert looked like it did in so many other places, though—red sand over sun-bleached rocks, row upon row of cactus and scrub pine, with the occasional century plant or agave thrown in for good measure. Jackrabbits dashing through the sand, sometimes even a snake, and hawks in the sky.

      No, the surroundings weren’t going to tell him anything at all about where they were. He was going to have to get out and count on the sun and the stars to guide him, and that was really all there was too it. If he was lucky and could figure out where the soldiers were storing the supplies they’d taken from him when he was arrested, he’d also have the compass he had stashed in his backpack.

      But he wasn’t counting on that. Getting out, that was really all that mattered. Now that they were out of the compound—and out of those cells—his need for freedom was even stronger.

      “Where are we going, do you think?” he whispered to Alice.

      “To a town where they think everyone is dead,” she answered promptly. “It’s always the same. The soldiers will have been out into the area and found a town where it looks like everything is dead. Once that happens, there’s no one to stop Green and his men from taking whatever they want. And as long as we’re their prisoners, we’ve got no choice but to help them. Do whatever they want.”

      Garrett stifled what would have been a grin in less severe circumstances. “So, we’re going out to loot the dead. Going out to do exactly what I was arrested for doing.”

      Alice turned and gave him what might have been a returning grin—in another life. “Except this time it’s state-sanctioned looting, and that makes all the difference. Just keep your head down and your mouth shut and you’ll be fine. People who argue tend to be executed. And I don’t know about you, but my new motto is that as long as I’m alive, I can find a way out of this mess.”

      “A woman after my own heart,” he said, glad to hear the confirmation about her thoughts on escape.

      They hadn’t been sent with many others, but Manny and Raoul were both in the truck with them. Garrett planned to try to get them alone out here in the open, sound out their feelings on the idea of escape. He would have talked to them earlier, in the brig, but he wasn’t sure yet whether they were being spied on in there. A better idea was to do any of their scheming out here in the open. Where they’d at least see the soldiers coming.

      “Does this sort of thing happen a lot?” he asked, continuing the thread with Alice.

      She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Depends on what the scouts can find. They only attack towns where everyone is dead. Or at least…” A shadow crossed her face, and Garrett wondered fleetingly what it was about, but then she was talking again. “They mostly only attack towns where everyone is dead. So the scouts have to find a place where they’re pretty confident that they won’t find people guarding the stuff.”

      “This the only way they get anything?” Garrett asked.

      He hadn’t thought of it before but now that he was sitting down and letting his mind run through the facts, he realized that Green and his company were feeding quite a few mouths. Though they might not require money, they certainly did require food.

      But Alice shook her head. “Everyone they find who agrees to cooperate goes to work in the fields,” she said. “He’s building a commune. Growing his own food, that sort of thing. Yeah, we’re looking for food and water while we’re out, to make that easier, but it’s not the only source of food.”

      Then they were pulling up to a small town that looked little better than Timmons had—though it hadn’t yet been burned—and one of the soldiers was standing up at the front of the truck.

      “This is Jupiter,” he belted out. “Town’s dead. Everyone in it is dead. Get in there and see what you can find. Grab food, water, and anything that looks like it might be valuable. Bags are at the back of the truck.”

      And that was that, evidently. The soldier jumped down out of the truck and strode off toward the town, leaving Garrett and the others to follow as they would. Garrett watched him go, then turned to Alice with a frown on his face.

      She shook her head. “Don’t let them fool you. We might look like we’re going to be operating independently but they’ve got eyes on us like you wouldn’t believe. The two who came with us aren’t the only ones in this town. It’s not safe to try anything.”

      Right. Well that complicated things. It didn’t mean he was going to stop planning, though.

      He rose and followed Alice toward the back of the truck, grabbing a large canvas bag from the pile when she did. Each bag had a strap, and he pulled it over his head and then threaded one arm through it. At least it would make carrying things—and potentially running—easier.
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* * *

      Garrett and Alice stuck together as they walked down the street, Garrett’s head on a swivel. This place was just like Timmons had been. Main Street with all the fixings, and several smaller streets carving off into the residential areas. At least that meant it was familiar—and that he’d know where to look when it came to food and water.

      “I say we hit the supermarket first,” he said reasonably. “Then maybe head back toward the houses.”

      “The market will go to the soldiers,” Alice answered. “They always take the easiest spots. The safest spots.”

      “Leaving the dangerous spots to us,” Garrett realized aloud. “The places where there might be bodies. Where there might be sickness.”

      “Exactly. Why take the risk with the soldiers when they can send their prisoners in and risk them instead?”

      Garrett shook his head. “I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything else from someone who’s basically running an authoritarian regime from his very own army base. You think that soldier was right about the EMP killing the virus?”

      A short pause, during which Alice took a sharp right onto the next street, which ran between what had been the bank and a local bar, and then she said, “Guess we’d better hope so, huh?”

      Her words didn’t make him feel much better. Garrett had spent weeks avoiding any run-in with the virus, and now he was waltzing through a town that had died of it. While desperately trying to figure out how to get away from the man who had captured him.

      Add it all to the list of things I never thought I’d see in my lifetime, a voice in his head said, and he stifled a laugh. This was no time for jokes. But in the same breath, maybe jokes were all that was going to keep them sane through this.
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* * *

      They’d just entered the first house—a single-story, ranch-style number that looked just like both its neighbors—when Alice started talking.

      “So, who were you before any of this happened?”

      Garrett turned, located the kitchen with his eyes, and cringed. The place was a mess. It looked like it had been looted by at least three other people before they got here, the pictures laying broken on the floor and the couch cushions torn apart in the living room. They were going to be lucky to find anything at all here. But he guessed that wouldn’t serve as a very good excuse for Green and his soldiers.

      He also got the idea that they were in a “moving faster is vital” situation. Which meant the faster they gathered anything in this house, the quicker they could get to the next one, and the less chance they had of getting in trouble.

      “I was an architect, like I said,” he said, striding into the kitchen and going right to the cupboards. Perishables first. He hadn’t seen any bodies in here, and he was hoping that meant that the people who’d lived here had escaped rather than died—which would mean that anything in their kitchen should be fair game. And safe.

      He went on. “Worked for wealthy clients who thought the world was ending and wanted to build structures where they could stay if that happened.”

      “Like those old basements where people stayed when there were tornadoes?” Alice said, moving into the kitchen next to him and making for the refrigerator.

      “Exactly,” he confirmed. “Only fancier. And also, not just for tornadoes. For everything—nuclear war, climate change, the zombie apocalypse…”

      Alice threw open the refrigerator, let out a cry, and took several staggering steps backward, her hands to her face.

      Garrett whirled around, positive that something terrible had happened, but huffed out a laugh when he saw that there weren’t any bodies in the fridge. Just a bunch of rotting food. Then he smelled what had caused the reaction.

      “Several days without power, now,” he said, nodding. “I don’t think that fridge is ever going to be the same.”

      Alice nodded, still holding her nose, then turned around, took a deep breath, and dove for the fridge. She rummaged through it as quickly as she could, grabbing at anything that looked like it had been sealed and tossing it at Garrett. Unprepared, he dropped the boxes he’d been holding and started trying to catch stuff and stuff it into his bag. When the flow of goods finally stopped, he looked up to see the refrigerator door closed and Alice moving away from it as quickly as possible, still holding her breath.

      They made their way into the next room and dumped his bag on the floor so they could go through their booty more easily.

      “And who were you before the virus?” Garrett asked, returning the question as he shuffled through bottles and cans, trying to decide what would have kept and what would have spoiled.

      “A normal person, I guess,” she said sharply. “Just like everyone else.” Then her voice softened and her shoulders relaxed a bit. “I was a schoolteacher,” she said. “Second grade. And a single mom. I had an eleven-year-old son. Jesse.”

      Her voice faded away, and it didn’t take a genius to know what had happened to the kid.

      Garrett kept his mouth shut, letting her carry forward as she would. Alice didn’t speak again, though, and they finished sorting through the food and drinks, dividing them evenly between their bags, in silence. Once they were done they hurried out of the house, unwilling to stay in that deserted dwelling any longer, and made their way toward the next.

      “He was my life,” Alice said suddenly, once they were out on the street again. “His dad had left when he was born, and good riddance to him. Never did anything but beat me up in the first place, so I was glad to see him go. Me and Jesse had a good life. A safe life. But that all changed with the virus. We didn’t know much at first—didn’t know it could be passed to people who hadn’t had the shots. Didn’t know how quickly it would pass from one person to the next. How quickly it killed.”

      She stifled a sob, and Garrett instinctively put his arm around her. No, he didn’t know this woman. Yes, he’d just met her, and yes, they were in a horrible situation where he didn’t think anyone could count on anyone else. But he’d never been able to see a woman cry without feeling as if he wanted to take care of her, and now was no different.

      He pulled Alice into her arms and let her sob against his chest, wondering blankly whether there was more he should be doing—or whether they’d get in trouble for this too, from the soldiers who were no doubt watching them.

      Watching them, and perhaps laughing.

      He tightened his arms as she started to grow quiet, and when she pulled back he leaned down to look into her eyes. To hear the end of this story that she so obviously felt in the deepest places of her heart.

      “I never even got to say goodbye,” she murmured. “He died on a school field trip. Healthy and fine when he left for school, and then he just…didn’t come home.”

      She straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath, and suddenly the Alice that Garrett had come to know was back—full of sharp edges and hard surfaces.

      “Everything stopped mattering to me, then, and I turned my heart off. Had to if I was going to survive. And I have to survive, if only to remember my son. No one else is going to remember him for me.”

      Garrett carefully drew his hands back from her shoulders, everything about her demeanor telling him that she wouldn’t thank him for treating her with kid gloves. Not anymore. She might have needed a hug when she was telling him that story, but now she was back to being a survivor, and he didn’t want that sharp edge turned against him.

      “So how did you get here?” he asked, turning again toward the next house.

      She fell into step with him, her expression hardening. “Shot one of Green’s men after he showed up at my front door and tried to force me to go with him—‘somewhere safe,’ he said. His buddies almost killed me on the spot, but then one of them pointed out that I knew the area around here and might come in handy. They took me to their court and sentenced me to life for murder. I’ve been looking for a way out ever since.”

      Garrett nodded, taking it all in. If Alice knew how to use a gun, and wasn’t afraid to do it, she was definitely valuable.

      Definitely someone he was going to be able to use by his side once he got out of here.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 16

      

    
    
      When they got into their third house, their bags already heavy with food and drinks, they found something they hadn’t been expecting. This house looked much like the others; it had already been robbed several times, and the furniture was broken, the kitchen ransacked. In this house, though, they found a body. A boy, no older than thirteen or fourteen, stretched out across the living room floor. Garrett saw him and moved to get between him and Alice, instinctively seeking to protect the woman from the sight, but she’d already seen the kid and threw her hands up to stop him.

      Stepping quickly around him, she went to the boy and dropped to her knees.

      “Alice, be careful!” Garrett hissed. “He might have died of the virus!”

      “He’s not dead, idiot,” she snapped back. “Have you ever seen this much color in a dead man’s face?”

      She put her hand to his forehead, and then the other hand to his neck, feeling anxiously for a pulse. Now that she’d said something, Garrett could see that she was right—the boy had good color still, though he wasn’t moving.

      Suddenly, Alice’s hand went still on the kid’s neck and she looked up.

      “He has a pulse.”

      At that, Garrett was rushing to the boy’s side as well, fumbling in his bag for one of the water bottles they’d picked up. Alice propped up the boy’s head while Garrett carefully poured water into his mouth, wondering at the wisdom of giving someone water when they were obviously unconscious. To his surprise, though, the water somehow woke the boy up, and he opened large, clear blue eyes and turned this gaze from Garrett to Alice and back again.

      “Who are you?” he croaked.

      “Friends,” Garrett said simply. “Where are you hurt?”

      “Broken ankle, I think,” the boy responded. “I heard a scream. Fell down the stairs and passed out. When I woke up again everyone was gone. My mom and dad…” He stopped and frowned, and his face grew firm. “They weren’t here when I woke up, and the house had been ransacked. No food. No water.”

      “How long ago was that?” Alice asked, her eyes meeting Garrett’s.

      He nodded. If the boy had been without food or water for long, it was no wonder he’d passed out on the living room floor.

      “Three days,” the kid answered.

      “Well we’ve got food and water,” Garrett said, motioning for Alice to give him something to eat. “Let me see about this ankle.”

      He moved down toward the kid’s feet and pulled off his boots, considering as he unwrapped the long laces. These were good hiking boots and came with full ankle support. If this kid had been wearing these when he fell, his ankle would have been well protected. No way it was broken.

      That thought was confirmed when he got the boots off. The left ankle was swollen and looked bruised, but it also looked completely straight to him, and he’d found that broken bones—even when they were in joints—tended to give off a sort of crooked appearance. They always looked broken. This one just looked swollen.

      “I think you’re fine, kid,” he said bluntly. “Probably just a sprain. Can you sit up?”

      After some struggling and plenty of grunting, they got the kid to a sitting position and pulled him over so he could lean against what was left of the couch. Then Garrett cast his gaze up to meet Alice’s, and she nodded. They left the kid with the remains of the granola bar he was eating and went into the kitchen together.

      “You’ve been in this situation longer than me,” he said, his voice as quiet as he could make it. “What do we do with him? Try to take him with us?”

      “No,” Alice said immediately. “If we tell the soldiers about him, they’ll just take him prisoner, same as the rest of us.”

      “We can’t exactly leave him here,” Garrett reasoned. “By himself. He’ll die for sure.”

      Alice shook her head. “Not necessarily. We have plenty of supplies. If we—”

      She was interrupted by the sound of the front door being wrenched open.

      “Alice Carter, Garrett Floyd, are you in here? You two have been taking longer than you should. We…”

      The voice stopped, and Alice and Garrett rushed out into the living room to see three soldiers staring at the boy they’d been trying to save. The boy was returning their look, his eyes wide and terrified, and it didn’t take much to guess that these were the exact same sorts of men he’d seen before. Maybe the men who had taken his mother and father from him in the first place.

      “How long have you been here?” the soldier asked, moving forward and jerking the kid to his feet.

      The boy cried out in pain at the sudden weight on his ankle, and Garrett was already on his way to help him when Alice put out her hand and yanked him back.

      “Out of our hands now,” she muttered. “We can’t do anything about it. No sense getting yourself killed trying.”

      Garrett felt like he bit right through his lip at her words, though he knew she was right. That didn’t make it any easier—or make him feel any better—to stand there watching while the soldiers shouted questions at the kid, pushing him trying to see if he could stand on his own.

      “Useless,” one of the soldiers finally said. And without another word, he lifted his gun up, fit the nozzle to the boy’s head, and pulled the trigger.

      Garrett shouted in pain, confusion, and rage, and before he could think about it—and before Alice could stop him—he was shooting forward, his fists flying for the soldier’s face.

      He got in two good punches before the other guards pulled him off and tossed him to the ground. They began kicking him and beating him with their guns, and though he could vaguely hear Alice in the background, screaming at them, he barely registered the outside world. Instead, he curled into a ball and wrapped his arms around his head, trying desperately to protect himself from the attack, trying not to feel the steel-toed boots driving into his ribs and belly.

      When they were done, he was positive that he had sustained severe damage. His hand was most certainly broken, and he would be lucky if his ribs were still whole. The soldiers dragged him to his feet and one leaned in close, getting within inches of Garrett’s face.

      “Keep complaining and you’ll come to the same end as the kid,” he hissed. “Now get back to work.”
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* * *

      Hours later, Garrett wrapped himself around the pain in his hand, wishing desperately that he could go to sleep and knowing it wasn’t going to happen. Not with this much pain. He’d managed to finish out the day despite the pain, but now that he was here, in his bed in the cell, and the adrenaline was leaving his system, it was getting harder and harder to remember why he was fighting so hard. Whether it was worth it.

      Suddenly he felt tears rushing down his cheeks. He turned his face into the blanket underneath his head and let them come. Let himself cry for all the things he’d lost—all the people he’d lost. No, he didn’t have proof that Kady and Jon were dead, along with Zach, but he knew in his gut that it was true. Knew that they’d died the same way so many others had, with that fear and confusion in their eyes, that sense of absolute betrayal.

      It was no way to go. But after what he’d seen today, he wondered whether it had actually been for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      

    
    
      He woke up aching in every muscle in his body, and feeling even worse on the inside. His hand was throbbing so badly he was shocked he’d managed to fall asleep at all, and he could feel every spot he’d been kicked, hit, and jabbed at the day before. Worse, though, was the feeling in his heart. He’d had dreams about the boy they’d found, the look in his eyes when they woke him up…and the look on his face right before he’d been shot. The utter shock and terror, along with a hefty dose of betrayal that Garrett would never be sure was aimed at the soldiers instead of him and Alice.

      Maybe they should have left him there on the floor. Maybe they should have let him just die in a peaceful way, drifting off in his sleep. He hated that he was even thinking things like this—hated that the world had become a place where he had to have these sorts of thoughts. And he would regret for the rest of his life having seen the hope in that boy’s eyes when he was found, and the terror when those soldiers showed up.

      He wanted to go back to his life before. The life that had made sense, the life that had been comfortable and easy and hadn’t included people with guns or viruses that killed you or life-or-death choices every day. He missed his sister. True he hadn’t seen her often, but he missed the thought that she was even there, in Oregon. That he could see her any time he decided to jump on a plane—and that there was someone out there who remembered him as a child, and what he’d been like. Someone who cared whether he lived or died.

      He missed the security of knowing that life would go on tomorrow, and the day after that, the way it always had. He missed feeling as if he knew what he was supposed to do.

      Instead he was stuck in a world where nothing made sense, and his life was in constant jeopardy. And just as he’d decided that he was going to close his eyes and see whether he could go back to sleep, the door to the room flew open and let three soldiers in, all of them barking for the prisoners to get on their feet and get ready for breakfast.

      Garrett groaned, but shoved himself up in a rough semblance of grace and managed to get to his feet. To his surprise, rather than gathering all of the prisoners from their cells, two of the soldiers opened his and jerked him through the door, and then out the door of the room.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, instantly concerned. His mind went back to what the soldier had told him yesterday, and he gulped. Was this it? Were they going to execute him, just like that? No warning, no speech, no trial?

      He flexed his good hand and narrowed his eyes, turning his gaze from left to right in a quick effort to see whether there was any chance of getting away before the soldiers got him to wherever they were going.

      He might be wounded. He might be horrified at the nightmare he’d had to live through yesterday. But that didn’t mean he was going down without a fight. If they thought he’d go quietly into the night, they had another thing coming.

      The soldiers shoved him through another door before he could throw together anything resembling a plan, though, and he looked around warily. This looked like…a living quarters.

      It had been a large, open space once, but someone had put temporary walls up—more like room dividers than anything—and cut the space into an office and living area, with walls big enough to fit several men, shoulder-to-shoulder.

      The architect in him suddenly snapped to attention and he started considering the space from a builder’s point of view. Smart. It was really smart. First of all, it took advantage of this room in an entirely new way, which appealed to him. The space would offer better airflow, courtesy of all the room and the windows on the side, and it would have been less expensive to build, courtesy of the lack of real walls.

      But it would hold heat in the summer and stay cold in the winter, a voice argued with him. The vaulted ceiling would be impossible to get to and would hold the air you didn’t want. Impossible to warm this space up. Good for looks, bad for real living.

      Get a hold of yourself, man, he lectured himself. For all he knew, he was in here to have his head chopped off—or worse. And if and when that happened, he doubted his thoughts on the room’s functionality were going to do him one bit of good.

      That was when he noticed the man at the kitchen table, eating what had to be his breakfast.

      To his surprise, he recognized the guy from the court. The judge. Which made this General Green. The man who had been dismissed from the military and had then returned in the midst of the confusion after the virus to perform his own coup. And who had then started executing people who didn’t agree with him.

      Right. Keep your mouth shut and live, keep your mouth shut and live, he started repeating to himself. Better alive than dead. Better to be still kicking than right. At least if he was alive, he had the chance to find a way out. Dead and it was all over.

      “Welcome to my quarters, soldier,” Green said.

      He was eating, Garrett saw, scrambled eggs, bacon, and hash browns, and despite his disgust for the man, his mouth started watering. It had been so long since he’d had any real food. There had been food in the bunker, of course, but he hadn’t stocked the kitchen with anything that would spoil quickly—and that meant no eggs. Cheese had been out, and that had been one of his favorite foods since he was born.

      The thought of scrambled eggs covered in cheese, with a hearty dash of salt and pepper and perhaps even some hot sauce, nearly brought him to his knees.

      When Green pushed another plate of food across the table in Garrett’s direction and gestured to it with his chin, Garrett had trouble not diving into it headfirst.

      “For you,” Green grunted. “I assume you’re hungry. Been a while since you’ve had a real meal, hasn’t it?”

      Garrett swallowed heavily, trying not to look at the food. Green was right—and it hadn’t gotten any better since he got here. They’d had something that resembled food the night before, for dinner, but it had been tasteless mush, and no matter how hungry he was Garrett hadn’t been able to get much of it down. Still, he shook his head.

      “Sorry, sir, but the last time I saw you, you sentenced me to a year of hard labor for a crime I didn’t commit. You’ll forgive me if I don’t exactly trust you.”

      Green barked out a cold laugh. “It’s not poisoned, kid. That wouldn’t do me any good. I need you alive, at least for the moment.”

      Right. And Garrett was just going to believe this guy because he said so.

      “Eat a bit of the potatoes,” Garrett said sharply.

      Oldest trick in the book. But if they were poisoned, the man would refuse, and that would be that.

      Green looked up at Garrett, scowling, then shoved his fork into the potatoes and lifted a mouthful to his lips. He lifted one brow in derision and put the morsel between his teeth, chewing three times before swallowing.

      “Happy?” he snapped.

      Happy would have been pushing it, but Garret was at least satisfied, and he took about ten seconds to get to the table and tuck into the food. It was difficult, given the state of his hand and the pain he was in, but he was making it work when he looked up and caught Green’s eyes on him.

      “What is it you want?” Garrett asked, putting his fork down with effort and telling himself he could finish the food once this negotiation was over. Because this couldn’t be anything other than a negotiation. He just wasn’t sure yet what Green thought Garrett could—or would—offer.

      “First things first,” Green answered. “I apologize for what my men did to your hand. They weren’t supposed to touch you. Definitely not maim you. I can have my medic set it for you if you like, give you some pain meds. Make sure it heals properly.”

      Confused, Garrett opened his mouth to reply, then realized that he didn’t know what he was going to say. Of course he wanted the hand set; it was his left hand, and wouldn’t affect his writing or artwork, but he wasn’t exactly keen on the idea of going through the rest of his life—however long or short it might be—with a crippled hand. But why would this man offer something like that? Had Garrett’s violence somehow got the guy’s attention, made him think Garrett was more like him? The man was a psychopath, from what he’d heard, and Garrett didn’t think he had any natural generosity of spirit.

      What made him think Garrett was worth the time and effort?

      “Why would you do that? Why would you do all of this?” He gestured at the food and table in front of him.

      The general sat back and shoved his own plate forward, evidently finished with his food. “I don’t know how much you know about what we’re doing here, Mr. Floyd, but I thought it was time we got better acquainted.”

      He wiped his mouth roughly with a napkin, then went on. “The truth is, the world out there is no longer what it once was. So much of the population is dead, and what’s left is threatened. There are gangs running the cities now, and what remains of the government is detonating EMP weapons above its own citizens, caring little for what might happen to the people without energy. It’s dangerous out there. There’s no place left for humans.”

      Well that seemed like a lot of big assumptions. But Garrett didn’t say anything. He still didn’t know where Green was going with this, and until he did, he wasn’t going to add anything to the conversation.

      At his silence, Green continued. “I know you’ve seen it firsthand. You’ve seen the towns where everyone is dead. The bodies on the sidewalks. You know the end of humanity is nigh.”

      “What’s your point?” Garrett asked. He slammed his mouth shut again, furious with himself for having reacted at all, but it was too late. His smart mouth really was going to get him killed at some point.

      Possibly sooner rather than later.

      Green gave him a look that agreed with that thought, then shrugged. “We have to have a place where we can find safety. Where we can continue to exist,” he said. “That’s what we’re building here. A fortress.”

      “A fortress?” Garrett asked, the words forced out by the sheer shock he felt. Was this guy crazy? What did he think, they were living in medieval times, when castles were a thing?

      He wasn’t surprised when Green merely nodded as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

      “A fortress. I want this place to be impregnable. I don’t know what else is going on out there or who might be coming for us, but I want to be protected when they do. I want us all to be protected, as we deserve to be. And that’s where your skills will come in handy. Your background. You’d be a useful addition to my team.”

      My God, the man was completely insane. Certifiable. He was acting like this was all no big deal, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      “My skills?” Garrett asked, evidently having lost his ability to do anything more than repeat what was said to him. What did this guy know of his skills? Had he somehow found out that Garrett had gone to military school, and was that even what he was talking about?

      “Your skills,” Green said, putting special emphasis on the last word. “You know how to build things, and how to design structures. Isn’t that what you did?”

      He paused for long enough that Garrett nodded, still dazed, and then continued. “I want you to help us design the place so it’s as secure as it can be. Beyond that, your practical skills, your toughness, will come in handy. You went through almost a full day with a broken hand, and my soldiers tell me you never even complained. I could use more men like that on my squad. I want more men like that on my squad. What do you say?” He narrowed his eyes as if he’d just realized that he’d asked a stupid question, and shook his head. “And I must warn you that refusal isn’t an option. Not if you want to live.”

      Garrett gave himself a moment to breathe deeply and really consider what this man was saying. A part of his team. Probably an important part, if he was going to be helping to design the so-called fortress. It could be a smart decision. It could get him closer to the outside.

      Closer to escape.

      “And what happens to the other prisoners?” he asked, as if he was working through the options in his head. “Are you going to add them to your team as well?”

      Green gave a mild shrug. “They are murders, looters, and undesirables. The men will be worked until they die. The women will be used to repopulate our country.”

      Garrett very nearly threw up the breakfast he’d just been eating. Worked to their deaths? Used to repopulate the nation? The man was talking about something diabolical—something evil, and he was doing so without batting an eye.

      He’d been right to call Green a psychopath. In fact, he was starting to wonder if that was doing a disservice to all the psychopaths of the world. This man was entirely devoid of humanity.

      What was more, he was positive that the prisoners had absolutely no idea what was in store for them. If Alice knew what Green had planned, just to fulfill some crazy dream of his…

      But he did his best not to let the disgust show on his face. Green had offered him something valuable, and if he was going to take advantage of it, he had to get better at hiding his revulsion. Pretending to play along.

      Fake it till you make it, my boy, he told himself. Hide in plain sight for a little while, until he’d figured out a way to get himself—and his new friends—out of here.

      “It seems you leave me little choice,” he said, taking another bite of potatoes. He glanced up at Green. “I’m in.”

      Green gave him a curt nod. “I thought you’d see it my way. This confirms my assumption that you’re a logical man and will be a valuable part of the team. Go with the soldiers. You’ll have a room of your own from now on, and you’ll be taken to see the medics after you’ve settled in. They’ll see to your hand. Make sure you’re ready to get to work tomorrow. I may have moved you up, but I can move you back down just as easily.”

      Before he could answer, Garrett was grabbed from behind by one of the soldiers and shuffled out of the room.

      The soldier hustled him down the hall, up a set of stairs, and to a narrow door, where he pulled out a key and shoved it into the lock. The room he was pushed into was narrow—only enough room for a twin-sized bed and a dresser—and looked as though it had a bathroom attached. There was a window—with bars on it—and very little in the way of decoration.

      He’d just turned around to ask what the rules were when the door closed in his face and the lock turned from the outside.

      Garrett sank onto the bed, mind churning. Okay, better room, a bed, the promise of medical treatment. All good things. Access to more air, and potentially access to escape. Definitely good things. But he’d been taken from the rest of the prisoners without a word, and now there was no way to let them know what had happened—or that he knew what he was doing.

      Worse, there was no way to let them know what Green had just told him, or what his plans for the prisoners were. He’d known they had to escape, but it had just become even more important. They were in more immediate danger than they’d ever realized, and Garrett had started to think of those prisoners as his own gang. Something, somehow, had brought them together, and he wasn’t going to let them come to harm.

      The problem was, those people needed a hero if they were going to escape. And he was the only one available.

      He wasn’t sure he was a big enough person to do it. He also wasn’t sure he had any choice in the matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 18

      

    
    
      The next morning found Garrett in what he quickly began to think of as the factory. Really it was just a large room that might once have been a cafeteria and had now been changed into a sort of community office, full of desks and bookshelves and chairs. He didn’t know anything yet about Green’s team or who exactly was on it, but it included enough of a range that he’d found three new characters in this room, all of them dressed in what could once have been business attire. These guys were nothing like the soldiers, who all wore something that at least looked like it belonged outdoors—and all had boots on, as if boots were their only form of uniform.

      No, these people looked like they were the brains of the outfit. One of them was even wearing traditional horn-rimmed glasses.

      It made Garrett, in his khakis and Hawaiian-print shirt, stand out like a sore thumb.

      He’d quickly tried to make friends with them, though, thinking that the more people he knew—and the more they told him—the better chance he had of figuring out a way to get the hell out of there.

      The first guy he’d talked to, who had introduced himself generically as Bob, had seemed too nervous to be of any use to anyone. He’d just mumbled something about it being nice to see a new face around here, and gone back to whatever it was he was doing at his desk. The next guy—the one with the glasses—called himself Kevin, and while Bob had seemed nice enough, but jittery, Kevin was downright standoffish.

      “You come in from the outside?” he’d asked, staring at Garrett’s hand as if it was going to start spouting flames. He looked up and met Garrett’s eyes, his own blue eyes cold, flat, and unblinking. “Then don’t touch me,” he said, his voice monotone. “I don’t want any of your dirty air around me. Probably brought it in here already, didn’t you? Probably sentenced us all to death just with your presence.”

      Garret was both surprised and a bit defensive at this unprovoked attack. Weren’t these people prisoners here, just like him? Shouldn’t they have been banding together and fighting it out, back to back, rather than throwing judgment all over the place?

      “Actually, I—” Garrett started.

      The man’s hand jerked up, palm out, cutting him off.

      “Don’t want to hear it,” he snapped. “We were better off without you. We’ll be better off when the place is secured and people like you can’t get in anymore.”

      “Riiiight,” Garrett said, drawing out the word as he started to spin on his heel. Evidently Green wasn’t the only psycho around here. He’d captured one of them, too.

      Actually, Garrett realized, he’d probably captured more than one. Because it looked like every one of those soldiers was also on his side—which meant they bought into his crazy authoritarian scheme. Bought into the idea of trying to start a whole new civilization right here in Camp Paine, or whatever it was called.

      He stopped turning when he saw the third person in the room. She wasn’t anything special, and probably wouldn’t have caught his attention in his life before. Mousy and small, with a snub nose and rounded cheeks, she looked like she couldn’t be more than twenty-five or so. No supermodel, but there was something about her…

      It was the fact that she was obviously fighting a grin, he realized suddenly. She’d heard the conversation with Psycho Kevin and had found it amusing.

      When she looked up to meet his eyes, he lifted one brow in an eloquent question—“I’m sorry, did you think that was amusing?”—and the smile she was fighting got stronger, bringing a dimple out in her cheek.

      Yep, definitely interesting. And, if he could play his cards right, perhaps an ally. Perhaps someone who could tell him the truth about what was going on around here.

      He walked up to her, stuck out his hand, and gave her his most charming lopsided grin. “Garret,” he said. “I can see that you’re laughing at me, and I’m hoping that means we’re going to be friends. Because I could use a friend right now.”

      She put her hand into his and smiled enough to show him the other dimple. “Julia,” she said, her voice somehow childish.

      “And how did you get here, Julia?” he asked, dropping into a seat next to her. “What’s your story?”

      Before she could answer, Green himself came charging into the room and stalked right toward Garrett, who pushed back into his chair and tried desperately to decide whether he should get up and salute or not. It didn’t seem like protocol, but when you were living with a dictator, respect was always the right choice. The smart choice.

      He got to his feet and waited for the other man—but drew the line at saluting. The man might be the head honcho around here but that didn’t make him God. And that didn’t make him worthy of a salute.

      “Soldier,” Green snapped, coming to a stop.

      “General,” Garrett answered, tipping his head in greeting.

      The other man threw a stack of papers on the table and put his hands on his hips, looking so much like a child’s army man that Garrett had to pinch himself to keep from laughing at the image. He broke eye contact with Green to look down at the papers and saw a set of eminently familiar drawings.

      “Blueprints?” he asked, then looked up at Green with a frown.

      Green nodded. “Time to earn your keep, boy,” he said gruffly. “That’s the old dining hall. You’re going to turn it into a new set of living quarters. Make sure it’s large enough to hold one hundred people. And make sure there are residences for families in there, too. Not just singles. You have three days.”

      He spun on his toes and marched off before Garrett could even think of an answer to that, and Garrett watched him go, trying to give his brain a second to process the information before he started asking it to figure out how to do it. Living quarters. For one hundred people. Including apartments for entire families.

      Families. Because Green was going to have children in his utopia.

      The thought brought Garret crashing back toward the earth, and he completely forgot about the slash of hope he’d felt at Julia’s presence, and the idea of an ally. Because that ally was a woman. And he had a bad feeling that he wouldn’t be allowed to keep her for very long—or that he’d be forced to take her in a way he didn’t want to imagine.
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* * *

      Six hours later, and Garrett had learned that Julia had been in college when the virus hit, making her even younger than he’d thought. She’d been studying business, and had managed to make it out of the outbreak on the campus by hiding in the library and surviving on food out of the vending machines.

      “No one else really went to the libraries if they could help it, so there wasn’t anyone there to infect the air,” she’d said with a shrug as they whispered over their work. “I never got to go back to my room for my things, and I’ve been wearing the same clothes for weeks.”

      She pulled her blouse away from her neck with a grimace of distaste, and then flashed him a quick grin.

      “But I’m alive, at least.”

      “What about everyone else?” he asked.

      He’d seen so few people since the outbreak, and almost none of them had actually been in one of the cities. He wanted to know what it was really like out there. Wanted to know if society had actually crumbled like it looked to have done. If Green was telling the truth—and if there was anything left to run to.

      Julia’s expression turned incredibly sad. “All dead,” she whispered. “Or most of them, at least. My parents both died. I heard them die on the phone. My friends are mostly dead, or at least I think so.”

      She looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears. “It was horrible. Everyone just sort of… It was like everyone’s bodies started rebelling against them. Like the air we were all breathing was poison. Like we’d forgotten how to live. I wanted to help, I did, but I… I was scared. And I wanted to live more than I wanted to help, I guess.”

      She lifted her chin and stared at him as if she was daring him to judge her, and Garrett suddenly saw the stubborn streak, the bravery, that had ensured she did live.

      Her thoughts matched his own so closely that he couldn’t judge her. Not for a moment. He’d done the same thing at the bunker.

      “You did the right thing,” he said.

      A loud cough from the other side of the room told him that Kevin had noticed that he and Julia were having a conversation that didn’t include him, and further, that he didn’t approve.

      Garrett turned and stared at the man, his injured hand in his good one. It itched and ached at the same time, and though it was properly set now and he’d had painkillers, he didn’t think he could count himself as truly functional.

      He narrowed his eyes at Kevin anyhow. He might only have one useful hand at the moment, but that didn’t mean he was going to allow himself to be bullied. Not by a guy like that, who seemed to legitimately think he was better than everyone else.

      “What do you know about this place?” he asked Julia out of the side of his mouth, maintaining his eye contact with Kevin. “Know anything about the campus itself? The grounds?”

      He felt her grow extremely still next to him, and knew he’d struck a nerve. If her reaction was any tell, then she knew exactly what he was actually asking.

      “Haven’t been allowed out to the outer reaches of it or anything, but I know a thing or two,” she said, her voice deceptively casual.

      Well that was promising.

      “Know anything about what these guys are actually doing?” he asked, deciding to go with the biggest question first. “He told me he was building a fortress.”

      He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and saw that she was gesturing to the report in front of her. A list of numbers, from what he could see, with different labels next to the numbers.

      “Considering he has me drawing up plans for a fully functional farming community, I suspect that’s what he’s doing,” she said quietly. “And I don’t know why he’d lie about it. It’s not like any of us is going to run out and tell the media or the local cops or anything.”

      Well that was a good point. Garrett had assumed that he was still hiding something, but if he’d been willing to tell Garrett about his plans for the women, it didn’t seem likely he’d kept anything else up his sleeve. He couldn’t have been expecting the prisoners to stage some sort of rebellion and rise up against him.

      Which, Garrett thought, meant he’d never see it coming when they did.
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* * *

      Garrett stumbled through the hallway toward the stairway that he thought would lead him back to his room, exhausted after a full day of working on blueprints and scheming. He’d stopped in the cafeteria for some food—real food, at least—but hadn’t been able to choke down more than a hamburger and fries. He’d been too tired, and too distracted by the plans that had been forming in his mind all day.

      He’d been given access to the blueprints of the place—well, not all of them, but he suspected he’d be able to get them if he asked, as long as he had a good reason—and that meant he might be able to figure out the lay of the land. He’d practically grown up reading blueprints. If he could see the layout of the entire base…

      Then he could figure out how to get the hell out of there.

      Of course, he had to assume that any of the gates into the outside world were locked. Particularly given Green’s paranoia about the virus, and people trying to break in. But if there were locks, that meant there had to be a key. He just had to find it.

      He was just trying to get his fatigued mind to tackle the problem of how to convince Green that he needed the plans for the whole base when he came around a turn and almost ran into Raoul and Alice, who were mopping the hallway.

      He almost melted in relief.

      “Oh my God, you guys, am I glad to see you,” he said, stepping as close to them as he dared and dropping his voice. “So much has happened, and I—”

      He didn’t get a chance to say anything else.

      “Sellout,” Raoul snapped.

      Alice gave him a scathing look, dunked her mop back into her bucket, and started to move quickly away.

      Garrett, confused, turned to follow them—but then saw two soldiers walking down the hallway toward them, chatting. One of the soldiers took the time to shove Raoul on his way by, while the other pressed Alice up against the wall and pretended he was going to kiss her.

      “Hey!” Garrett shouted, starting toward them. He might be trying to play nice with Green, but that didn’t mean he was going to stand by and watch his soldiers abuse people.

      “What, new guy?” one of the soldiers snarled, turning on him.

      “Uh, just wondering if you can direct me up to the rooms, actually,” Garrett stuttered, coming quickly to the conclusion that if he could distract the soldiers and give his friends a chance to get away, it would probably do just as well as actually getting in a fight. “I’m all turned around in here, any chance you could show me?”

      Seeing that the soldiers were getting ready to argue, Garrett shrugged one shoulder. “I’m sure General Green wouldn’t want to hear about me being left on my own in here. Never know what sort of trouble I might get up to.”

      He lifted one brow in the soldier’s direction, wondering if the guy was bright enough to catch on to what he was hinting, and was rewarded by the sight of the soldier suddenly turning a shade whiter—and Alice and Raoul turning and heading in the other direction.

      It hurt him to see his friends treating him that way. He couldn’t blame them, but he wished he could tell them what was actually going on.

      His bigger issue right now, though, was the soldiers in the hallway with them. They’d both moved way too close to him, now, and were standing over him, grinning like idiots.

      “Right, we were actually just coming to find you. Take you to your room,” the first soldier said. “We’ve got orders to lock you up.”

      The guy held a ring of keys up in front of Garrett’s face, jangling it, and both soldiers laughed. Garrett, though, was too busy counting the keys to pay attention. Lots of room keys, there, and one that didn’t quite look like the others. One that was an enormous skeleton key, good for old locks—and big locks.

      Locks like those you’d find on the gates that led into a military compound.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 19

      

    
    
      He split the next day between the factory, where he went back to work in the morning, in his desk next to Julia, and Green’s quarters. The morning consisted of a quick breakfast—which he enjoyed immensely, given the amount of cheese available to him—and then several hours at his desk.

      The project was turning into something far more challenging than he’d expected, and that was made more complicated by the fact that he’d been given such a tight timeline for the work. Although the space itself seemed like it could easily accommodate the number of people Green had demanded he accommodate, the idea of making the residences separate meant a lot of construction, including ceilings, and the engineering aspect of that was going to be a challenge.

      Garrett had never specialized in building in this manner, which equated starting from the ground up. Once he’d finished his schooling, and then his internships with the large firms, he’d jumped right into what he considered specialization: kitting out existing buildings to fit a client’s idea of what he or she wanted. In truth, it was a lot more like interior design and planning—up to and including machinery and systems like solar power—than actual architecture.

      Still, that architecture tag had been his ticket out of the dungeons, and he wasn’t about to tell Green that he couldn’t handle the task. Not when it was giving him such a good shot at escape.

      He’d already started working on the soldiers in charge of the factory in terms of getting the blueprints for the entire base.

      “It will make it easier for me to see where else we can build,” he reasoned with the soldier at the door. “Tell the general that if I can get a look at the entire base, it will mean I’m more likely to know what else we can do. I’ll be able to come up with a list of recommendations—options,” he quickly amended, seeing the look on the guy’s face at the idea that Garrett might be making demands. “Options for what the general might be able to do to further his goal.”

      It didn’t look like the soldier was going to agree, though, so Garrett added the carrot he’d been preparing.

      “If you’re the one who takes him the idea and he ends up going with it, it’s going to make you look pretty good,” he murmured, as if it was an afterthought.

      That had the soldier nodding, his eyes narrowing down to thoughtful slits, and Garrett congratulated himself. If it worked, he’d have the blueprints for the entire base tomorrow. And from there it would be quick work to figure out the best place to get out.

      Which meant he just had to figure out how exactly he was going to do that.

      He knew the soldiers patrolled the place regularly, though they weren’t nearly as regular about it as real military patrols would have been. He would have to figure out whether they were on a regular schedule, and where their paths took them, so he could avoid them. With luck, there would be some window of opportunity when he could slip through the cracks and right out the door.

      But that brought up a bigger problem. He still hadn’t been allowed to see the prisoners, and he knew for a fact he’d never be able to find the prison room on his own. Even if he did, he didn’t have the keys to get them out. He knew what the key ring looked like, and suspected the general was stupid enough to keep all the important keys on one ring, and in one place, but unless he knew where to find it…

      “Floyd, the general wants a word with you,” the soldier at the door snapped.

      Garrett’s head jerked up, his heart racing. “What?” he asked. “What does he want?”

      “To see your progress,” the man said with a nasty smile.

      Right. Terrific. Garrett gathered up his papers—which weren’t nearly as complete as he’d like them to be—gave Julia a quick grin, and then stood up to follow the soldier out of the room.
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* * *

      “What did you say these were?” Green asked, jabbing a finger down on the blueprint Garrett had been explaining.

      “Those are the load-bearing walls, sir,” Garrett answered. “We’re going to be putting up a false ceiling, so it won’t weigh as much as a real roof, but we’ll still need certain walls to bear the load. So to speak. They’ll have to be the walls that we never move, and they’ll have to be the most secure. I suggest using actual construction materials there—steel frames, wood, concrete board. It’ll make the whole thing more secure.”

      “And for the other walls?”

      “Just wooden framing with concrete board should do it, sir,” Garrett answered quickly. “It’s faster. Cheaper. The people in those rooms won’t have a whole lot of privacy, but…” He lifted his hands and shrugged in a gesture that said that really wasn’t his problem, and Green gave a hearty chuckle—just like Garret had thought he would.

      People like him never had a sophisticated sense of humor. Tell enough off-color jokes and they thought you were hilarious. Which was exactly what Garrett wanted Green to think. If he could get the general to like him enough, he might start to get more leeway, and that flexibility would really come in handy.

      Green’s hand came down—hard—on Garrett’s shoulder, and Garrett staggered a bit.

      “You’re doing a great job, kid. Exactly what I had in mind. Exactly what we needed.”

      “Happy to hear that, sir,” Garrett said, nodding. “When I see a worthy project, I give it my all.”

      Green’s smile suddenly died, and the bottom fell out of Garrett’s stomach.

      “Speaking of projects, I hear you’ve been asking about the blueprints for the entire base,” the general said, his voice cold and even. “What exactly do you want with those?”

      Garrett launched into his explanation for why he needed them—which he’d prepared earlier in the day, thank goodness—and how he had ideas for what to do with some of the other spaces, but needed to be able to see those spaces before he could confirm the ideas.

      “Just think of it, sir, we could have a real restaurant in one of the larger rooms. Make it just like home, huh? Maybe even turn one of the meeting rooms into a movie theatre of sorts. I know you want this to be a fortress, but if we’re going to rebuild society from here, we need to make sure the people are happy.”

      God, he was laying it on thick, and it disgusted him. He felt like throwing up at his own antics.

      But I’m only doing it to get us all out of here, he reminded himself. What was letting go of your dignity when it came to saving lives, after all. Heroes didn’t only wear capes. Sometimes they wore masks. And sometimes those masks had to make them into people they would absolutely never have been in real life.

      Green was nodding once again, and Garrett knew that no matter how much he had disgusted himself, it was working. Green was completely buying what Garrett was selling. And little wonder—the man was completely convinced that he was doing what was best for all the people at the base. Or at least for the people he’d chosen to protect at the base.

      “I can’t say I care much about their happiness, Floyd, but you’re right about the space. If we’re going to use this place to repopulate the world, we need to be able to live here for quite a while.”

      He pounded his fist down on Garrett’s drawings and looked up at Garrett, his face still serious and more than a little ferocious. “Do it. I’ll give the orders for you to have those blueprints. I want a list of your suggestions in two days. And make sure they’re worthy of the world we’re building.”
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* * *

      Ten minutes later, Garrett was leaving the general’s living quarters, feeling slightly dazed, horrified that the man was taking this all so seriously…and also feeling more than a bit victorious. He would have the blueprints for the entire base tomorrow, and that would mean he’d have access to all entry points.

      And all exit routes.

      He skipped dinner, having more important things to attend to, and got back up to his room quickly. There he considered taking some of his pain medication—his hand always hurt worse at the end of the day—but left the pill bottle on the shelf. He’d take one before bed. Right now, he had a list of observations to write down, and he needed to keep his mind sharp.

      The painkillers made his brain foggy. If he was going to carry forward with this plan, he needed to wean himself off of them, and the sooner the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 20

      

    
    
      Over the next couple of days, Garrett began fleshing his plan out. He’d received the blueprints, as Green had promised, and had spread them out immediately and started memorizing them.

      He might never have been an accomplished architect, but he’d always been very good at blueprints—and at memorizing them. Within an hour he had a working idea of what the base was like, and to his surprised pleasure, he found that it was an extremely large base—with what had to be many deserted halls and rooms on the outer reaches. He’d done enough watching, and asked enough questions of the guards, to know that Green’s immediate circle of soldiers was only twenty men deep. He didn’t trust many people and only kept a select few around him, and that meant that the entire base was being patrolled by twenty men.

      During its peak, this base had probably been guarded by at least two hundred active-duty security members. Twenty men wasn’t nearly enough to secure all the exits. It wasn’t even enough to secure the building they were currently using.

      He’d also been using Julia for whatever information she could give him. Based on the plans she’d been told to draw up, they were able to figure out what rooms might actually be in use, in terms of storage of machinery, food, and supplies, and which were most likely off-limits.

      There was a large tract of land behind the base, and they’d decided that that would be where Green wanted the crops to be planted. The rooms on that end of the complex would probably have most of the supplies he seemed to have brought here—which would mean patrols, or at least cameras. He would have to avoid that end of the base like the plague. He didn’t know whether there were working security cameras here, but if there were, he had to assume Green would have put them with the valuables. And if he was building a farm, the things with the most value would be the supplies for said farm.

      The front of the base was also out, for many obvious reasons—not the least of which was the fact that the front of the base was where Green had established himself. That left the two sides, though, and both looked to have many exits. If he could just find his way to one of those—with the key—he’d be able to get out into the desert. No, he didn’t have any of his supplies. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He’d been camping for most of his life and knew how to rough it.

      He’d found the prison room on the map, courtesy of the label, which was in all capitals, and was pleased to see that he did know where it was. More importantly, he’d be able to get to it easily when the time came—as long as he could ditch the guards.

      And he was working on that, as well. He’d been making friends with them, telling them amusing stories—which he mostly made up—about his life before the virus. He’d even started doing rounds with some of them, pretending that he just wanted to talk when he was, in reality, memorizing their routes and figuring out how many of them were on patrol duty at once, and how far out they went.

      The soldiers didn’t seem to mind too much. Some of them even seemed like decent people. But Garrett was constantly reminding himself that these were men who hadn’t hesitated to shoot a teenage boy in his own home when they decided that he wasn’t useful. These were men who were willingly following a crazy bastard who wanted to set up an authoritarian regime.

      These were the men who had been promised the prisoners as wives.

      They weren’t people he would have been friends with on the outside. And they weren’t people he could afford to feel any sympathy for in here. They were the enemy, and that was all there was.

      Three days later, the one thing he hadn’t seen was the prison. He wasn’t allowed to have any contact with the prisoners, and he wasn’t allowed to go anywhere near the prisoner’s part of the hallway. A deliberate move on Green’s part, he was sure. It must have been obvious that he was going to bond with the prisoners, and his reaction to the soldier killing that boy had shown Green and his men that Garrett could be a troublemaker. A rebel. A revolutionary.

      They were keeping him away from the others so that the others assumed he’d turned. And from the glimpses he’d caught of Alice—and the dirty looks she was throwing his way whenever she saw him—it had worked.
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      Three days after he started working with—or for, as he thought of it—Green and his men, Garrett was forcibly reminded of just how dangerous the situation was. Though he hadn’t known exactly what the other men were doing or why they were in the factory with Julia and Garrett, he’d assumed that Bob and Kevin were at least important enough to maintain.

      That had evidently been a complete fabrication. Something that his logical and perhaps too idealistic mind had cooked up.

      That morning, when he woke up, he was told that there was going to be a special presentation before breakfast. And he was then frog-marched down the stairs, his hands behind his back, and out into a sort of courtyard that sat off of one of the larger halls.

      There, he found the guards gathered into a group, the prisoners gathered into another. He was forced forward to stand next to Kevin and Julia, and he frowned. Where was Bob? He was the other member of their little club of geniuses—was he not going to be forced into whatever group activity they were doing here?

      Then he looked across at the prisoners and caught Alice’s eyes. She glared at him, and he cringed at her anger, but then her expression melted into fear, and he felt a sudden need to run to her. To protect her in some way. What was she so frightened of?

      He turned his eyes fearfully to the single soldier in the middle of the square. What was going on here, and how did Alice know it was something to cause fear?

      They stood there for some time, the sun beating down on their heads, and Garrett soon grew thirsty. Worse, the longer they stood there, the more concerned he was becoming. What sort of devilry was this? Some new torture device, whereby they were going to be killed by being slowly dehydrated out here in the sun? And if that was true, why were the soldiers out here? Were they being punished as well?

      All thought flew out of his mind when someone emerged from the door on the other side of the square. It was Green…and Bob, who was handcuffed and being shoved along in front of the other man. He looked like he hadn’t slept all night, and like he’d had the daylights beat out of him. One leg wasn’t working correctly, and both eyes were blackened. His horn-rimmed glasses were gone. He looked like a dead man walking.

      And right then, Garrett knew why they’d all been brought out here this morning. Why they’d been forced to stand in the sun for so long. They were here to witness a punishment. To be shown what would happen to them if they got out of line.

      Green got to the middle of the square and pushed a sobbing, wounded Bob to his knees. Then he looked up at the prisoners.

      “You all know why we’re here. You’ve seen this sort of thing before, but I find it useful to remind you. Remind you of what will happen if you’re caught doing anything illegal. If you’re caught”—he shoved Bob’s head—“fomenting rebellion.”

      Garrett didn’t know Bob well. But he’d worked with him for a few days, and he’d seen how jumpy the guy was. Scared. Nervy. That wasn’t the sort of man who fomented rebellion. That was the sort of man who stayed in line just to keep from drawing any attention to himself.

      Green was making this whole thing up. Just to prove a point. And Bob was paying the price for it.

      Then, without warning, Green took out a handgun and shot Bob in the head. When the body fell to the ground, he shot him three more times. Then he turned and walked casually back into the building.

      Garrett stared at the person who had been Bob, shocked beyond belief, and completely disgusted.

      He’d known Green was insane. He hadn’t realized he was also a cold-blooded murderer.
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* * *

      Ten days later, Garret was starting to feel like he was actually going to make it, despite everything he’d seen—and heard—here. He’d become friends with many of the guards, and had successfully done many of their patrols with them. He knew this area of the complex like the back of his hand—and more importantly, he’d been studying the blueprints of the full base in every second of his spare time. He knew exactly how he was going to get out. He’d also had several days of meeting with Green, who had been complimentary of his work, and had managed to get his list of suggestions approved. That had led to more work, where he was redesigning other halls into new uses of his own making, and yesterday, Green had even suggested that Garrett work in Green’s kitchen, where he had easier access to food.

      The food was nice. The fact that he was locked into Green’s room was unsettling, to say the least.

      He also found that he immediately started missing Julia, who had become a sort of surrogate little sister to him over the last week. She was always smiling and making a joke of things, and when they were living in a recycled military complex, being ordered around by a lunatic with a god complex, the humor had been welcome.

      She’d also become incredibly valuable in the planning, and had been irreplaceable when it came to sneaking information into his hands. He had a good idea now exactly how much material Green had stuffed into those rooms near what would become the farm, and he even had a list in his room of what he thought might come in handy.

      True, the farm equipment would be next to useless. But there was food in those rooms as well, and weapons, if her lists were to be believed. And though his primary goal was to get out, Garrett knew they had to have a way to survive once they got out there. A head start on the food would make that a whole lot easier.

      If they managed to escape at all. And if they had time to make any stops on their way out.

      He was confident about the first but wasn’t banking on the second. Honestly if he managed to find the other prisoners, get them out of their cells, and get them moving toward an exit, without anyone catching them, he knew he wouldn’t bother with any of the equipment at the back of the compound.

      The only thing he’d be thinking about was the exit.

      Unfortunately, he still hadn’t worked out exactly how that was all going to go. He wasn’t allowed anywhere near the prison room, and though he had a plan for how to get out of the complex, and even had the timing down, in terms of when the hallways would be unguarded, he had no idea how they were going to start. They would need a distraction of some sort for him to get into the prison and release the others, and he had no idea how he was going to manage that one.

      The other big problem was the key. He’d seen the key ring multiple times, but it was always attached to one of the guards. And he’d never seen where anyone put it—which meant he had no idea where to look for it. And without those keys, none of this was going to happen.

      Put that all into the framework of the clock he knew was ticking, and Garrett was starting to get extremely nervous. Every room or theater or kitchen he designed was another the prisoners were put to work on, and the moment those bedrooms were done, he knew the general was going to start handing women to the men. Start building his families.

      If he wanted to keep his friends safe, he had to get them out of here before that happened.

      He was just bending down to get back to work on the list he was making right now—an exact timetable of when the guards were in the hallways, and where they were—when the door suddenly opened with a bang.

      Garrett glanced up, stuffing the paper rapidly into his pocket, and was surprised to see Alice at the door with a mop and bucket of cleaning supplies rather than the guard he’d been expecting. She looked thinner than she had the last time he’d seen her, her cheekbones jutting out more sharply, her eyes looking far too big in her face. Her hair was messier, her skin dirty.

      She was also sporting a large bruise across one side of her face. And at that, his blood started to boil.

      “Alice,” he breathed, jumping to his feet and rushing toward her. He put a hand up to her face. “What did they do to you?”

      She jerked her face away from him and shoved him backward. “None of your business, traitor,” she spat.

      “What?” he asked, torn between shock and understanding. From where she stood, he must have looked like the most horrible sort of traitor, selling his friends out for a comfortable bed and warm meals.

      But that wasn’t why he’d done it. And she deserved to know the truth.

      “Alice—” he started.

      She flew at him, nails scratching, teeth bared, and before he knew what he was doing he’d reacted in self-defense and had her pressed up against the wall, one hand on her shoulder and the other holding both of her hands between them. He didn’t even remember how they got there—or how he’d managed to grab both of her hands in his—but it had surprised her enough that she was just standing there, mouth hanging open. This was his chance to talk. Before she came to her senses and started fighting him again.

      “It’s not what you think,” he hissed. “Not at all. I have a good reason for everything I did, but you have to promise to listen to me, Alice. Listen to me and I’ll get you out of here. Do you promise?”

      She stared at him, chest heaving, her expression flickering between rage and hope, and he stared back, wondering how much she trusted him. Hoping she trusted him enough.

      Finally, her face settled on hope and she opened her mouth to speak.

      “Escape?” she whispered.

      He nodded, feeling so elated that he could have kissed her. She was going to listen to him—and for now, that was all he needed.

      “Escape,” he whispered back. “You might think I joined Green’s team, but I promise you that I’m just as much on your side now as I was when I was sleeping in that cell next to you. I accepted the role with Green for a reason. I did it for all of us.”

      She looked doubtful, but he could see that she wanted to believe him—wanted to believe that there was hope—and he quickly bent closer to her face, lowering his voice even further. He didn’t know if there were cameras in here, and if there were, he hoped it looked like they were making out, rather than plotting an escape.

      “He made me an architect. Gave me blueprints to redesign. And I’ve managed to get the blueprints to the whole base. I know everything about this place now. I know how many guards there are and where they go. I know what their hours are. Where we can find supplies, where we can find the things they took from us. I even know where the exits are. I’ve got a plan for getting out of here.”

      “Really?” she asked, her eyes shining with tears.

      “Really. But I had to agree to work with Green to get all of that. You see that, right? I had to get access to figure out how we were going to do it.”

      Her lower lip began to quiver, but she nodded, and a moment later her features were firm again, her voice low and stony.

      “There was another raid today,” she said softly. “We went into a different town, found more survivors than before. Many of them were brought here, but there was a boy—couldn’t have been more than ten—who gave the soldiers trouble. They shot him, Garrett. Just a kid, a kid who didn’t know better, and then—” She put her hand sharply to her mouth to stop herself, and he could see the pain in her eyes.

      Her son had been around that age. He hadn’t been shot by soldiers, but she must have felt an immediate affection for that child. And the soldiers had killed him like it didn’t matter.

      Any kinship Garrett had felt with the men melted into thin air at that. That was who they were. They might have been amusing company while he was here, but that didn’t make them anything more than killers.

      And Green was encouraging it all.

      In that moment, he made an adjustment to his plan. They’d burn the place when they left. As far as Garrett was concerned, Green and all his murdering psychopaths could burn. They’d earned it.

      “They killed Raoul,” Alice continued after a moment. “He attacked the soldiers after they killed that boy, really went after them. He’d found a knife in one of the houses and he started slicing at them, trying to kill them and then…” Her eyes met Garrett’s. “They broke his legs to get him to the ground, and then just shot him in the street. Shot him like he didn’t matter, like his life didn’t matter.”

      He pulled her into a hug, then, his heart breaking for the disgraced soldier he’d only known for a day. The man had had more integrity than Green’s entire team combined, and he hadn’t deserved any of this. But beyond that was the guilt. Today. They’d just killed Raoul today. If Garrett had been faster, if he’d come up with a plan and a way to execute it sooner, he could have saved him. He could have saved them all by now.

      “I swear I won’t let one more of you die,” he said, burying his face in her hair. “I’ll get us out of this.”

      She turned her face into his chest. “If you have a plan, Garrett, act on it soon. I don’t know how much longer any of us can last. I don’t know how much more I have in me.”

      A noise sounded in the hallway, and the two of them jumped apart just before two of Green’s soldiers came strolling in.

      Garrett realized immediately how this would look—and that it would get Alice in trouble.

      “Never do anything like that again!” he screamed, aiming his words at her. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      She cringed back in shock, her face turning angry, but then her gaze slid over to the soldiers and back to Garrett, and she looked down and nodded.

      “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir. I’ll just be on my way then, shall I?”

      “See that you go right back to the prison,” he snapped, meaning that in more ways than one. “Don’t stop, don’t get any food, and spend the rest of your night in your cell. I don’t want to see your face out here again.”

      She nodded, peeked up at him from beneath her hair, and then turned and pushed the mop bucket quickly out of the room. Garrett watched her go, his chest heaving in fake rage, and then looked up at the soldiers. These two, at least, he could occupy until she reached safety. If you could call a cell—which these soldiers had the key to—safe.

      “Bitch nearly pushed me into the dirty water in her bucket,” he snarled.

      The soldiers merely laughed, like this was all some big joke, and then told him they were there to escort him to dinner—and then to his room. Which was more like a cell unto itself, he thought, considering he was locked in every night.

      One more problem to be solved before he could find his way out of this place.

      “Just let me gather my things,” he told them, turning back toward the kitchen. He strolled toward the table where he’d been working, taking his time, with the thought that it would give Alice more time to get out of the way.

      Once he was at the table, he bent over and started shuffling the papers randomly, trying to look like he was actually cleaning up. After several moments of faking it, though, he assumed he’d pushed things as far as he could and finally started forming a stack with the papers.

      He was just bending down, reaching for a pencil that had fallen under the table, when he saw the key ring. It was hanging from a hook under the sink, which, like many industrial sinks, sat over an open space rather than a cupboard.

      Someone at some point had thought that open space was an ideal hiding spot. They must have attached a hook to a non-water-bearing part of the sink. Green had either had it put there or found it, and thought it would work for storing the ring.

      Garrett could see that it was the same ring he’d seen so many times before—with all the room keys, and the other. The skeleton key. The one he thought would unlock the larger doors. If he was right, and this compound was like the one where he’d gone to school, that one key would unlock all the larger doors.

      Even the ones on the cells.

      He straightened, feeling good enough to dance—and stopping himself only because he knew who was watching him. He’d discovered the keys, and now had the way to not only get his friends, but also get them all out of here.

      Now all he needed was a distraction.
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      The next night, after another long day of pretending to work while he was actually studying the blueprint of the grounds, Garrett was surprised to find an invitation waiting for him in his room—to a dinner in the officer’s mess. He’d never been to dinner with Green before, being more inclined to eat in the cafeteria by himself. And whatever this officer’s mess was, it made him nervous. He could only imagine the types of people Green had elevated to the label of officer—and what they’d done to achieve that goal.

      Either for Green or just for the pleasure of it.

      Gritting his teeth, however, he slipped into the clean shirt Green had sent up for him several days before, rewound the bandages on his hand—which was feeling much more useful now that it was out of its cast—and walked back out the door of his room to make his way down the stairs and toward Green’s quarters.

      He was halfway down the stairs when he realized that he’d walked right out of his door, without any help from the guards. Which meant his door hadn’t been locked.

      A thrill of excitement went through him at the idea. True, it could have meant nothing at all. Just an oversight by the soldiers, who tended toward lazy in any case, or maybe even one-time thing. But it made him feel suddenly more confident that everything was going to be okay. If he was allowed out of his room on his own, rather than being locked in, it could mean that the soldiers—that Green himself—were starting to trust him.

      And trust led to sloppiness. And quite possibly to escape.

      He strode quickly down the remaining steps and turned left at the bottom of the staircase, making directly for Green’s room. According to the invitation, the officer’s mess was through the door right next to Green’s personal quarters, which should have made it…

      Ah. Garrett spotted the door in question—easily identified by the chants coming out of it—and slowed his steps a bit. Was he really ready for this? Yes, he’d managed to fit in for the last two weeks, and had gained quite a reputation among the soldiers for his stories, but was he truly ready for a dinner with them? Something about it made this feel as if it was a true act of taking their side. As if he was truly joining their team, just by having dinner with them.

      He remembered Alice’s eyes when she’d accused him of being a traitor—and then the look on her face when he’d told her he’d only done it so they could find a way out of there. And finally, he thought of her telling him that if he had a plan, he needed to act on it quickly. Quickly enough to save those of them that were left.

      And that right there was all the motivation he needed to keep walking forward. Because he wasn’t doing this for himself—and he certainly wasn’t doing it because he was joining Green’s crew. No, he was doing it for the other prisoners. Alice. Manny. Julia. Maybe even Kevin, if the guy could manage to accept help.

      He wasn’t a traitor; he was a hero. He’d never thought of himself that way before, and even now it sat strangely on him, like a coat that didn’t quite fit. But those people needed a hero, and he was the one best placed to fill those shoes. He had the map. He knew where the keys were. Perhaps tonight he’d figure out how to create the distraction he needed to finish this.

      He ducked through the door and came to a stop just inside, looking around. The place had been a meeting room once, he thought, and would have served that purpose better. Now it was packed with picnic tables that didn’t fit—or match—and there were too many men in here. In reality, he only counted ten, but it was a small, crowded room, and none of them had bathed recently.

      Garrett held his breath, tried to smile, and looked for Green. The sooner he figured out what the general wanted, the better.

      “Floyd!” a voice boomed out from the other side of the room. “Welcome!”

      Green came striding out from a group of soldiers, a grin plastered across his face and his hands held out to Garrett.

      “Boys!” he called, bringing the meeting to order. “You all know Garrett Floyd. I’m sure you’ve all spent some time with him by now.

      A couple of chuckles sounded out around the room, and Green nodded in a satisfied manner, as if he’d set the entire thing up on purpose.

      Arrogant bastard, Garrett thought. The man was beyond conceited, acting as if this entire situation had played out exactly how he’d always wanted it to. As if he’d made it happen himself. When in reality he was taking advantage of something that had to be the worst situation humanity could possibly have faced, with millions of deaths occurring within weeks and the fate of the United States itself hanging in the balance.

      And yet this man was here celebrating with his so-called officers, as if everything was right with the world, and none of that mattered.

      The man sickened Garrett, and for a moment he felt like pulling his hands back, turning, and running for his life—away from the influence of this monster. Away from this sick fantasy, and the idea of repopulating the world through rape and forced labor.

      He didn’t, though. This was where he had to be, at least for tonight.

      Tomorrow, he could think about running.

      “I’m just glad to have been of service,” he said blandly, allowing that general answer to reflect on everything he’d done for the past two weeks, from working on blueprints to telling the soldiers jokes and keeping Green happy.

      Green nodded wisely. “Well, you’ve been a wonderful addition to the team, just like I said you would be. And you’ve fit in so well. I congratulate you for that. You have truly made our future brighter. I have a reward for you.”

      “A reward?” Garrett asked weakly. This wasn’t a man who gave rewards—at least not the sorts of rewards Garrett wanted anything to do with.

      “That’s right,” Green said, grinning. “For your service, I’d like to give you one full night with any female prisoner of your choice. I’ve heard you’ve been working closely with the girl Julia. Perhaps you’d like to get closer to her, huh?”

      He waggled his eyebrows at Garrett, who was having trouble keeping his hands in his pockets. By God how he wanted to punch the man. Absolutely pummel him, for thinking it was all that easy. For even suggesting such a thing.

      Green mistook his silence for indecision, though, and quickly came up with another suggestion.

      “Or Alice? She’s not as clean as Julia, but she may be more pliable, eh? And you’ve spent some time with her in the cells. Perhaps you’ve already started something, my boy?” He took the opportunity to elbow Garrett suggestively, and this time Garrett actually did step back, his hands forming into fists in his pockets.

      He was going to kill the man for even suggesting such a thing. To think that—

      Then he realized that Green had given him the perfect answer. He’d been looking for a distraction. Something big enough to cover his escape with the rest of the prisoners. And causing a distraction would be much easier with Alice there to help him.

      “Alice,” he said firmly. “The woman gave me some trouble a few days ago and I’d like to give her a good seeing to.”

      He could hardly finish the sentence, he was so disgusted by it, but it was a brilliant idea. Alice was incredibly clever—and she was desperate. He might not be able to figure out how to cause a disruption in the schedule of the compound, but he was positive she’d be able to think of something. And if she was already with him, she’d be one less person he had to worry about getting out of a cage.

      Green laughed, nodding like a sage old man, and slapped Garrett on the back.

      “Good choice, my boy, good choice. I’ll have her sent to your quarters later. I ask only that you don’t hurt her too badly. She’s a good worker and knows the area, and we use her often for her knowledge. She does have a smart mouth on her, though. Killed one of my men, did she tell you that? She’s lucky to have gotten away with her own life. The day she stops being useful, she’ll lose it.”

      Garrett hid his grimace at the casual reference to Alice’s death, and slipped back out of the door, his mind racing as he started building his plans for their escape. Once Alice arrived, he would take a moment to brief her on his plan, grab his things—and the maps—and get out of there.

      Before he went to his room, of course, he had one stop to make. If tonight was the night of the escape, then there were certain people who needed to know what was going to happen. And telling them ahead of time should make the actual escape quicker—and with luck, more successful.

      He could only pray that with his knowledge, and Alice’s brain, they could make it work.
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      Garret walked back to his room half-dazed and half-terrified at what had just happened—and at what was going to happen that very night. Then, after some thinking about it, he came to the very solid conclusion that his first thought had been right. This was a brilliant opportunity. The very opportunity he’d been waiting for, honestly. He was going to have Alice alone with him—and not for any nefarious purpose.

      Or for a very nefarious person, he supposed, depending on who you were talking to. It just wasn’t at all the purpose Green thought it was.

      At the thought, his steps—and breath—quickened, and he made his way more hastily toward the stairway that led up to his room. He might have been wrong about the need for a distraction. Maybe it would just take him and Alice being in the same place at the same time, so they could coordinate their efforts.

      And if that was true, it meant tonight was the night. Which meant he had to be ready. He had to have everything in place.

      He hit the staircase and went darting up the stairs, hoping no one was watching him—but preparing an excuse just in case they were—and reached his own room at a dash.

      He burst through the door, slammed it behind him, and rued for the first time the lack of a working lock on the inside. After much searching, he’d found that the only lock was actually a deadbolt that only had an opening on the outside—so that the guards could lock him in. When it came to him locking them out, he’d never had the choice.

      It had made storing the things he’d been gathering more difficult. He’d been terrified that the soldiers would come into his room and toss it while he was out, just to see what he was doing. But he’d also been thinking of them as real soldiers. These days he didn’t hold any such fears. These guys would never even have bothered to come in here and toss the room. It was too much effort—and probably outside of what they thought of their responsibilities.

      Still, a lock would have been really convenient right now. If he and Alice were going to scheme in peace, he didn’t want to have to worry about someone else walking in on them while they were at it.

      He quickly went to his bed—yes, the most obvious place ever, but the place he’d chosen for exactly that reason—and stuck his hand down into the sheets, going right to the foot of the bed. There he bent his wrist so that he could reach down over the bed, to where the sheets folded around it and formed a natural pocket.

      And there the lists and lists he’d made of the guards’ schedules, and the blueprints of the entire complex. Or rather, the copies he’d made of said blueprints.

      He’d known right away that he couldn’t take the actual prints; the guard at the factory would have noticed immediately if he’d failed to return them, and of all the things you didn’t return, the map to the entire property would have been about the stupidest choice. “No, Mr. Guard, I’m not planning on leaving the place. I don’t know why the blueprints to the entire complex are missing, it couldn’t have been me.”

      Instead, he’d copied them painstakingly. By hand. When no one else was looking. He’d even made sure Julia was out of range at the time. He trusted her and meant to help her escape, too, but he also hadn’t wanted to give her any chance to slip up and tell the guards things he couldn’t have them knowing. She was young, and enthusiastic, and she, like everyone else here, was doing her best to survive and stay out of their way.

      It was the prime opportunity for her to say something he couldn’t have her saying. So he’d kept her in the dark.

      And though he had almost everything he was about to look at memorized, he also didn’t want to make any mistakes. He wasn’t sure when Alice was going to show up, but he wanted to be prepared to move the second she got here. And if that meant studying for the next hour, and going over things he’d already figured out, then that was what he would do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was two full hours before there was a knock on his door, and Garrett’s eyes were sore from holding the blueprints in front of him and forcing his gaze over them again and again. He’d already figured out the best way to get out of this place, and a route that included both the prison cell and what Julia had told him doubled for a women’s wing of the dorm rooms.

      Now he just needed the keys. He’d figured out that each guard carried a single key that opened most of the doors, but when he’d asked, he’d also been told that those keys didn’t open the ones he needed most: the prison cells or the doors into the outer world. He had to get to that key ring in Green’s room. The large skeleton key was the one he needed. He was sure of it.

      He jumped when the knock came at the door, his conscience screaming at him that he’d been caught—and in the worst possible way, with contraband in his hands. Then his mind came back into gear and reminded him that he was actually expecting a visitor, and he jumped up, stuffed the pages under his pillow, and took the two steps it took to get to the door.

      When he opened it, he found Alice standing right on the other side, looking bruised and angry, and a guard behind her, grinning. Her hands were behind her back and it didn’t take much for Garrett to guess that she’d been held that way for the entire walk to his room. He was also sure the guard had been filling her head full of the things he thought Garrett was going to do to her.

      He was certainly glad he’d told her ahead of time that he’d come up with a plan. He only hoped she realized that this was part of it. Otherwise she’d arrived furious at him, and that was going to hamper what he had in mind.

      “Got a delivery for you here, Floyd,” the guard—who he’d become friendly with—said, his grin widening.

      Garrett gave him a wink and, playing up his part, asked, “Thanks. Got any handcuffs I can borrow?”

      The guard gave a shout of laughter at that and started to reach for the pair he had strapped to his belt. “Only if you give me the full rundown after you’re through—”

      The moment the guy looked down, Garrett flew at him, wrapped one arm around his head, and slammed his head against the jamb of the door, knocking him out. He pulled the man’s head back and slammed it down again, just to be sure, and then grabbed him under the arms and dragged him into the room.

      “Get in here!” he hissed at Alice, who was standing in shock in the doorway. “Shut the door behind you!”

      She took approximately half a second to do just that, and once he had the guard stretched out on what little floor there was, Garrett started frantically searching his pockets. Keys, keys, where were the keys?

      He grabbed the guy’s gun, checked the safety—it would have been just like one of those idiots to be walking around without the safety on—and stuck it in his own pocket, then went back to searching for the keys, his hands flying through every pocket and loop he could find.

      “What are you doing?” Alice muttered. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

      “We can’t do that without the keys,” he snapped back. “Every guard has a single key that unlocks all the doors, and we need it. Ah!”

      He found the outline of the key in the man’s shirt pocket, reached in, and snagged the key, then jumped to his feet.

      “Now we can get the hell out of here,” he said, grinning.

      Alice grabbed his hand. “Words I never thought you’d say,” she muttered, turning toward the door. “What’s the plan?”

      They darted out into the hallway and came to a stop at the head of the stairs, each of them taking a side and leaning around into the opening to stare down the stairwell. Garrett knew they should be in the clear here; given his scheduling, all of the soldiers would be downstairs still, in the mess hall, with their dinners and desserts. After that, most of them would make their way back to their rooms or to the two security checkpoints they had in the outer reaches of the building.

      Those checkpoints would be what they had to get past. He didn’t think it would be a problem.

      “Let’s go,” he said, starting down the stairs and sticking to the side, where anyone who passed would be least likely to see him. Alice fell in behind him, her feet light on the carpeted stairs.

      “He’s got twenty soldiers on rotation as patrols,” he muttered in answer to her question. “I’ve got their schedules memorized. I’ve also got the way to an exit memorized. There are supplies at the back of the complex that I’d like to try to take with us, but if we don’t have time, we make right for the exit. We have three stops to make on the way: the prison, the women’s wing, and Green’s bedroom.”

      That brought Alice’s hand down on his soldier, and she ducked closer to him so she could speak without taking the chance of being overheard. “What? Why?” she gasped.

      Garrett held the key up over his shoulder. “Because this will lock and unlock all the doors like mine,” he said simply. “But it won’t get the other prisoners out of their cells. And it won’t get us out of the complex. Green has the only key that’ll do that.”

      They got to the bottom of the stairs and he paused on the last one, taking a deep breath and then leaning out into the hallway.

      Garrett moved as slowly as he could, part of him screaming that someone was going to see him, and prayed that he was right about the soldiers being gone from this section of the building by now. He was positive they would be; everything he’d seen when he was walking with them told him they would be. Hell, he’d even stayed up and walked with some of them at night, just to be sure.

      But now that his life was on the line, it had all become a whole lot more serious. Guessing at something from his room was different than actually doing it.

      He slid his face finally out into the hallway and stared down the walkway in front of him. No one. Thank God. Then he turned his head and looked the other way, toward the darker part of the building. Toward the place where they’d find the deserted section of the complex, and where they’d find the way out. On that side, the hall ended in shadows.

      That was their exit. And it was completely empty.

      A part of him screamed for them to get out of there right then. Just take that right-hand turn and get the hell out of there. But that wasn’t the plan, and he wasn’t going to listen to that voice. Instead, he turned back to the left.

      “Where do we go from here?” Alice breathed in his ear, sending chills up his already stiff spine.

      Garrett turned his head so he could keep from raising his voice. “Green’s room,” he whispered in response. “He has a set of keys hanging in there, and we need them if we’re going to pull this off.”

      “Right,” she breathed back. “Of course we do. Green’s room. No problem.”

      A ghost of a grin crossed his face. Alice might have only been a schoolteacher in her past life, but she was a warrior now. And she certainly wasn’t worried about going into danger. This brought another thought to him—one he hadn’t considered before—and the grin died.

      “Alice, there’s a chance you’ll have to kill again before this is all over. It might mean saving our lives.”

      He felt her stiffen behind him and could almost see her lifting her chin in defiance.

      “I’ll do what I have to do,” she answered. “If it gets us out of here, it’ll be worth it.”

      Garrett took that as answer enough, and stepped out into the hall, his mind bringing the blueprints back and showing him exactly how to get to Green’s room. He didn’t think anyone would notice there was a soldier missing for a while—they were too sloppy for that—so they had time to go carefully on the way to Green’s living quarters.

      As soon as they got to his room, though, things were going to have to move quickly. Because he had no doubt that Green would sound some sort of alarm.
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      Garrett paused at the next turn, knowing there could be a guard posted just on the other side—or other guards leaving the mess hall—and listened closely. But he didn’t hear anything, and he’d already realized that these particular guards didn’t move around slowly. Instead, they were constantly chatting and laughing. They were the worst sort of guards imaginable—unless you were trying to escape from them.

      Which he was.

      When he didn’t hear any sound, he slid his face around the corner and narrowed his eyes against the glare of the hallway. There was more light in here because it was a more common area, and if he’d been counting on shadows he would have been out of luck. But there was no one in the hallway.

      Without saying anything at all, he grabbed Alice’s hand and darted forward, across the intersection of the two walkways and toward the other side. This was where he’d find Green’s room—and the trouble he knew was going to come with it.

      They paused again at the next turn, and he listened closely. It took only a matter of seconds to hear the smacking of someone chewing bubble gum. Then the snap of them blowing a bubble and popping it, and a chuckle.

      God, these guys even thought it was funny when they blew bubbles with their gum. Green really hadn’t chosen the best or the brightest. Then again, Garrett wasn’t sure the best or the brightest would have agreed with his insane plan for the world.

      The guard near Green’s room was going to be a problem, though. Now that he thought about it, he realized he should have been expecting this. Of course there would be a guard here. Of course Green would have himself of all people watched after. Garrett didn’t know if that guard was there all the time, but the fact that he was there right now meant that Green was almost certainly in his room.

      With the keys.

      Right. He’d hoped to get here before Green, get those keys, and get out of there. If Green was in there, it was going to call for a change of plan.

      Garrett eased himself back a bit from the corner and turned to Alice.

      “There’s a guard in front of Green’s room and we have to get past him,” he said, his voice barely above a breath. “You’re going to play decoy, okay?”

      Alice nodded, her eyes solemn, her mouth a straight line, and didn’t answer.

      Garrett went quickly through what he thought she should do, with Alice adding one or two details, tweaking the plan here and there. She narrowed her eyes when he came to a stop, tipped her head back and forth, and then nodded.

      “Got it,” she said. “It works. Leave it to me.”

      And with that, she stepped out of the hallway and started walking casually toward the guard at Green’s door.

      Behind her, Garrett kept himself out of sight and held his breath, part terrified and part elated at how close they were. A quiver ran over his skin, all the hairs standing up in its wake, and he tried to sharpen his hearing to hear what was going on. If she was following the plan, Alice was walking right toward the guard right now, all innocence. Well, as innocent as a woman who wanted to kill the guard in question could possibly look.

      A moment later, he heard her voice.

      “I’m finished in Garrett’s room,” she said. Then she paused and amended her statement. “Garrett is finished with me.”

      “And what does that have to do with me?” the guard snapped. “You looking for some more fun?”

      He heard a long silence, and pressed his nails into his palms, telling himself to keep quiet. She can take care of herself, he told himself.

      Finally he heard her voice, deceptively soft. “I was told to report to General Green when I was done. I’m here to report.”

      Garrett breathed out a sigh of relief at her voice and prayed it would work. She almost certainly wouldn’t have been told to report to Green. It made absolutely no sense. But they were hoping this particular guard was stupid enough to believe it.

      He heard the sound of a scuffle, and knew the guard had snatched at her—either to handcuff and lead her back to the cells, or to escort her into Green’s room. If Alice was doing her job, they’d both be facing away from Garrett when he came around the corner.

      That had been the plan, anyhow. If she hadn’t succeeded, he was just going to have to hope he could get to the guard before the guard got to his gun.

      When he came flying around the corner, they did both have their backs to him, Alice struggling in front of the guard as if she was trying to fight him about putting the handcuffs on.

      Garrett darted toward them, doing his best to keep his footsteps as quiet as possible, and yanked the gun from his pocket as he went. He came to a stop directly behind the guard, lifted the gun to the back of his head, and clicked the safety off.

      “Don’t move, soldier,” he said firmly.

      The guy froze, evidently completely incapable of figuring out what to do with this situation, and Garrett quickly reached around and yanked the guy’s gun from his belt. He tossed it at Alice, who caught it easily and lifted one brow at the soldier, her mouth quirking to the side.

      “Mine now,” she breathed, chambering a round and aiming the gun at the soldier.

      He let out a curse under his breath and was just inhaling, no doubt ready to start yelling his head off, when Garrett pressed his own gun against the guy’s head.

      “Do it and you’re dead, get it?” he muttered. “They might get us, but you won’t be alive to see it. Is it really worth the risk?”

      The man shook his head, and that was good enough for Garrett.

      “Not as stupid as I thought,” he said with a grunt. “Get to Green’s door and knock on it. I want him to see you when he looks through any peephole he’s got.”

      The man went without argument, stepping three paces to the right and knocking firmly on the navy door.

      The moment the door swung open, Garrett swung the gun and clocked the guard on the back of the head, putting enough force into the swing that the guy went down immediately. Then he swiveled the gun up and pointed it right at the general.

      Green was already in his pajamas—flannel green and red things that made Garrett wonder how the hell anyone could sleep in those in the middle of the summer. Then again, he was talking about a lunatic here. There was no telling what this guy got up to in his room when he was there by himself.

      “What the—” Green stuttered, his mouth hanging open and his eyes flying back and forth between Alice and Garrett.

      “God, no wonder you were kicked out,” Garrett said, shoving the man backward into the apartment and gesturing for Alice to follow. The last thing they needed was for any more guards to come along and see them when they were in such a precarious position. “You have no idea how to react to an emergency, do you?”

      He pushed Green back once more, and the man tripped and went down on the floor. Garrett followed his movement with the gun, his hand steadier than it had ever been, the nose of the Glock aimed at the spot right between Green’s eyes.

      Then he turned the gun and aimed for the man’s right knee.

      “I want the keys you’ve got hanging under your kitchen sink,” he said quietly. “The key that opens up the brig and all the cells, and the exit doors. Give them to me or I shoot.”

      Instead of saying anything, Green jumped up from the floor and flew straight toward Garrett, his head lowered like a charging bull. He hit Garrett in the midsection, but Garrett had always been stronger than he looked. And though Green had a good fifty pounds on him, he was also in a lot better shape than the older man.

      He shifted a bit to get Green’s head on his side rather than buried in his stomach and wrapped his arms around the man’s neck, keeping a good grip on his gun. Yes, he could just shoot the man, but he didn’t want to shoot unnecessarily, because it would bring the other soldiers running. This might be a military compound, but gunshots didn’t just happen, and he had no intention of dealing with more than one soldier at a time.

      He used his grip on Green’s neck to try to flip the man away from him, but the other man’s own grip around Garrett’s waist was too firm for him to move the guy. Instead, they both staggered several steps to the right, then to the left, each of them viciously clawing at the other and trying to take the other down, grunting the entire time.

      Garrett stuck his foot out and snagged the general’s ankle with his toes, but only ended up taking himself down in the process, as the general’s grip refused to budge. They both hit the ground with another grunt, and the wrestling match continued on the floor.

      A voice in Garrett’s head was screaming at him that they didn’t have time for this—that Green might have pressed some button to alert the soldiers, and that they had to get the hell out of there now. But that wasn’t helping him to dislodge Green’s hands.

      Garrett brought the heel of his hand sharply up toward Green’s face and connected sharply with his nose, producing a sick crunching sound, and Green cried out and shoved him back.

      Then, just as Green managed to turn Garrett on his back and he started to think that he was actually in trouble, the weight on top of him disappeared. He looked up, confused, to see Alice standing behind Green with his ear in her fingers, viciously twisting it. Another quick glanced showed him a kitchen knife—stuck right into the meat of Green’s thigh.

      “Doesn’t feel so good, does it?” she asked casually.

      Green grimaced in pain, but didn’t say anything, and Garrett jumped quickly to his feet. Well that hadn’t been part of the plan. But he wasn’t going to complain. He yanked his gun back up and pressed the muzzle to Green’s forehead.

      “Move again and you’re dead,” he said, matching his tone to Alice’s.

      Then he whirled around, dashed to the kitchen sink, and went to his knees in front of it. And there, just as he’d hoped, was the key ring. Now that he had the key from the first soldier, the other keys on this ring were unnecessary. But that skeleton key was absolutely necessary if they were going to escape.

      He grabbed the keys, stuffed them in his pocket, and dashed back to where Alice and Green were still standing. Stooping down, he yanked the knife out of Green’s thigh and handed it to Alice.

      “We need him to be able to run, and this might hamper that,” he muttered.

      He yanked the man around, grabbed the gun from the side table, and then noticed a pair of handcuffs lying there.

      “Perfect,” he muttered, grabbing them.

      He made quick work of handcuffing Green’s hands in front of him—easier for running, he thought—and shoved him toward the door.

      “Wait, we’re taking him?” Alice snapped. “That wasn’t the plan.”

      “Change of plans,” Garrett answered. “He’ll be perfect as a hostage.”

      They dashed through the door and headed right for the brig. The clock was running, now that they had Green, and they didn’t have time for any more sneaking. With Green as a hostage, though, he hoped they wouldn’t have to bother.

      Anyone else they ran into should back off immediately when they saw that he had their leader with a gun to his head.
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      Then they were running down the hall, neither Garrett nor Alice looking anywhere but forward. Garrett yanked Green along behind him by the hands, forcing the man to run to keep up with them, their feet heavy and loud on the floor. Garrett didn’t care. If he was right about Green having had some sort of alarm button in his apartment, then the other soldiers were already aware of their escape. And if he hadn’t had such a button, they would be aware as soon as one of them happened across one of their fallen comrades.

      There was no way they could hide now. And there was no time to try. They needed to get to the brig, get their friends out, and then run like hell for the exit. All thoughts of going for any supplies were gone from his head now. The only thing he cared about was escape.

      He didn’t want to see what would happen to them if they were caught. He had a strong feeling none of them would survive the experience.

      They went skidding around the last corner before hitting the brig and found two soldiers in their path, though neither of them was prepared. The men took one look at Garrett and Alice, out of breath and towing a very stunned and obviously wounded Green, and immediately went for their weapons. Garrett pulled Alice back around the corner just before the first bullets started flying.

      “We’re going to have to shoot them if we want to get into that room,” Alice huffed, her gun up in front of her face and her eyes looking to Garrett for confirmation.

      “Shoot them and there will only be more to take their place,” Green ground out.

      Garrett turned and shoved the general to the ground. “Your input isn’t necessary, Green,” he snarled. He nodded once at Alice. “Shoot them it is. Give me some cover while I get to the other side of the hall. Then we shoot in tandem, take them down.”

      Alice gave him a curt nod, and almost before he could brace to run, she was shoving her hands around the corner and firing haphazardly, not bothering to aim but just laying down cover the way he’d asked her to. Garrett flung himself into action—also before he could think about it—and a moment later he was rushing across the hall, his arms over his head, his legs pumping to get him to the other side as quickly as he could.

      The soldiers had started shooting now, though he didn’t know whose bullets came closers—those of the soldiers or Alice’s, from ricocheting off the wall.

      When he made it to the other side of the open hall, he slammed his back up against the wall, took three seconds to breathe, and then looked over and met Alice’s eyes. She had stopped shooting and the hallway was full of a thick, threatening silence, and though Garrett listened hard, he couldn’t hear any footsteps.

      If the soldiers were creeping toward them, they were doing so more quietly than he’d thought possible. Those men were the opposite of subtle. Which meant, he thought, that they were still about fifty feet down the hall, right outside the door of the brig.

      He motioned for Alice to hold tight for a moment and went quickly through his training, trying to find some way to handle the situation. Something he could do to get closer, something he could do to take those guys out of commission. In the end, the only thing he could think of was so completely suicidal that only a crazy person would attempt it.

      So completely suicidal that he hoped they wouldn’t even see it coming.

      Looking over at Alice, he motioned once again for her to stay put and keep an eye on Green. This was his risk to take, and he didn’t want to have to be thinking about protecting her while he did it. He was going to have plenty on his mind already. Then, taking a deep breath and sending a quick prayer heavenward, he darted out into the hall, his gun up and ready.

      Just as he’d expected, the two soldiers had put their weapons down at their sides and started listening for Garrett and Alice, rather than staying prepared—and rather than trying to get any closer. Neither one was ready for him to come exploding out into the hall, and neither one had any prayer of getting his weapon up and the safety off before Garrett had finished his action.

      Garrett threw himself into a roll anyhow and came up on his knees on the other side of the hallway. He quickly shot at one soldier and then threw himself into another roll without waiting to see whether he’d hit the guy. When he came up, he shot the other soldier right between the eyes.

      The second soldier fell on top of the body of the first, who Garrett had indeed hit, and silence settled on the hallway.

      But it wouldn’t last for long. Those shots were going to attract the attention of the rest of the guards in the base, making their timeline even shorter.

      “Get to the brig!” he shouted. “That was enough noise to wake everyone up, and we’re going to have company soon.”

      Seconds later he was on his feet and sprinting forward, leaving Alice to deal with Green and get to the brig to help.

      He jerked to a stop in front of the door, pulled out the key ring, and jammed the first key he found into the lock. It was one of the generics, and he had been right. The lock on the door slid open soundlessly and it rolled open, exposing the rows of cells.

      This time he knew that only eleven had been occupied. Well, nine now, since Alice was out of hers and Raoul was dead. The prisoners the general had decided to use for things like fieldwork weren’t housed here, but were outside in a different building, and Garrett wasn’t worried about them. Not right now.

      Right now, he was only worried about the people who were inside this building, where the guards were.

      When Alice came skidding into the room with Green, he was already on the second cell, having released Manny first. The skeleton key was opening the cells—another correct guess on his part—and he was going to be able to make quick work out of getting through them. The prisoners, to their credit, were on their feet already and prepared to go as if they’d been warned ahead of time.

      Maybe they had, he realized. Maybe Alice had known when she left here tonight that they’d be escaping, and had told everyone else to be ready.

      That reminded him that there was still one person who hadn’t arrived yet, and he allowed himself enough time to throw a glance at the door to the brig, wondering. Wondering if she’d found his note—or if someone else had. Wondering if she’d been able to secure her door the way he’d showed her, so that the lock didn’t engage when she was “locked in” for the night.

      Wondering if she’d bother to come at all, or if she would refuse to believe that he was going to do such a thing.

      Then Julia appeared in the doorway, her cheeks flushed with running, her chest heaving.

      “Thank God I found you,” she muttered. “I was terrified I’d be too late. What can I do?”

      “Take the guns off the soldiers in the hallway,” Garrett said quickly, ignoring the shocked look on Alice’s face. “Give one to this guy.” He pointed at Manny. “And keep the other for yourself. We’re going to need all the cover we can get to get out of here.”

      Five minutes’ work saw the rest of the prisoners freed from their cells, and moments later they were bunched up together at the doorway, Garrett barking orders at them.

      “I have a specific route out of here, so no freelancing,” he said firmly. “Everyone on my heels and stay together. The closer we are the more protection we have and the harder it will be for them to get anyone. If the person next to you is hit, you help to carry them. If they go down and you can see that they’re dead, you leave them. Don’t bother with bodies, they’ll just weigh us down. We take turns encouraging the hostage to keep up, and we don’t stop until we’re outside. Alice, Julia, Manny and I are the ones with the guns. We’ll be in the front and the back to lay down cover.”

      He ran his gaze over everyone in the group and saw eleven heads nod. Green’s lack of agreement didn’t matter, and Garrett didn’t give anyone a chance to ask any questions before he was out the door and darting down the hall, counting on them to follow him.

      They ran into a set of guards almost immediately, and though Garrett screamed that he had their commander, the guards shot anyhow, not bothering to aim. Their bullets went high and wide, and though Garrett knew they could hit him at any moment with a lucky shot, he went to his knees, aimed carefully, and took both soldiers out without much thought. Then he was on his feet and rushing through the complex again, aiming for the dark hallways at the back of the campus where the soldiers would never think to look for them—and where the exit he’d chosen lay.

      Then they came to a gate across the hallway. A gate that he didn’t recognize, because it hadn’t been included on the blueprints.

      When he shoved his key into it, the one that should have opened any locks, it didn’t turn.

      “Come on, come on,” he hissed, trying again.

      But the universal key evidently didn’t work in this unknown gate—which meant, he hoped, that this was one of the locks that required the skeleton key.

      Garrett fumbled through the keys on the ring, searching desperately, and finally came across it. Shoving it into the lock, he turned, desperate for the lock to engage.

      Nothing.

      “Dammit!” he huffed.

      Why hadn’t this gate been included on the blueprints? Why hadn’t he seen some sort of marker here to indicate that there was a barrier? And if there was a gate here, did that mean there was a gate like this in all the hallways? Had the general actually walled off the set of rooms he wanted to use, and ensured that no one would be able to escape in the process?

      He whirled around, located Green with his eyes, and rushed toward him. When he reached him, he grabbed him by the front of the shirt and threw him up against the wall.

      “Are there gates like this in every hallway?” he hissed. When Green didn’t answer, he slammed the man against the bricks of the wall. “Are there?”

      Green merely grinned, showing a broken tooth, and Garrett punched him again in the nose, earning himself a howl of pain.

      Cursing, he turned back to his team. “My escape route is blocked and I suspect that we’ll find every tunnel has a gate just like this one,” he said quickly. “That means we’re going out the front doors rather than the back. I hope everyone’s ready.”

      A chorus of agreements told him that they were, and they turned and ran right for the front of the complex—and the place where all the other soldiers were no doubt congregated.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It didn’t take them long to find the other soldiers, but instead of engaging with them and using what ammunition they had left, Garrett decided to evade as often as he could, zigging and zagging down various hallways to stay away from where he thought the soldiers might be, while still making their way toward the front of the compound.

      And this was where his memorization skills came in handy. With every intersection that came up, he brought up his memory of the blueprints of the place, figuring out where they were and which way they needed to turn to get to where they needed to be. The front door was the most dangerous for them, certainly—but it was also their only option. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember any usable exits on this side of the campus, and even if he could have, he now suspected that Green would have put some sort of gate across the hallways that led to them.

      Gates that evidently didn’t have keys. At least not keys that he’d kept.

      They tore down the hallways, the other prisoners turning whenever Garrett turned, one of them always dragging Green along with them. The man was kicking and cursing up a storm, but had little choice in the matter, and though Garrett still thought he’d be valuable as a hostage, he was also beginning to wonder if it was worth the trouble.

      Then they were suddenly in a hallway that he recognized as one that ran parallel to the front of the building. If his calculations were correct, they were only about two hundred yards from the front doors he was aiming for. They were almost out. Almost free.

      But something told him they were going to have to go through fifteen armed soldiers before they got to the desert beyond the complex.

      “Guns ready!” he shouted, his mind flying through the things they would be passing between here and the front doors, trying to find something they could use as shields. He wasn’t stupid enough to think his faux suicide act was going to be enough for them to take down fifteen soldiers, but he wasn’t sure what else they could do. There weren’t any handy pieces of metal laying around to use for cover, and if they just ran out into the yard, guns blazing, they were sure to be shot in seconds flat.

      To his surprise, they got to the front door of the building and found…no soldiers outside at all. They were just…

      “Where the hell is everyone?” Alice snapped. “Why aren’t they out here trying to stop us from escaping?”

      “What makes you think they’re not going to stop you from escaping?” Green rasped, sounding as if he was amused.

      Garrett turned to look at the man, wondering what he was hiding, and saw several soldiers sneaking up on them through the hallway. A trap, he realized. They’d walked into a goddamned trap!

      “Everyone out!” he shouted. “They think they’ll be able to corner us here in the doorway.” He gestured behind them to the three soldiers who were now rushing toward them, shouting. “Everyone out into the yard! Find whatever cover you can and shoot back at the doorway! Anyhow you see, shoot them!”

      Then he was running for the nearest tree in the driveway, his heart racing, his back bared to the bullets that could be coming his way at any moment. He could hear guns firing furiously behind him, though he didn’t know whether they belonged to the soldiers or his own team. He knew only that any of them could hit him and take him down, and according to the orders he himself had given, the rest of the team would leave him here, to be recaptured.

      Well he wasn’t going to let that happen.

      He hit the tree, slung an arm around it, and brought himself skidding to a halt, then faced the door of the building and crouched down, breathing heavily. The three original soldiers were already down, he saw, their bodies spread out on the ground in front of the building, but there were bullets coming from the doorway and the windows of the building. Other soldiers were in there carrying on the fight. And it didn’t seem to matter to them that their comrades were down.

      Honestly, they were more organized than he’d thought they could be. This must be the brass of the joint, he thought—the ones who’d actually managed to retain some of their training. That didn’t mean he respected them any more than the others. They’d still followed Green’s crazy plans. And they were still trying to kill Garrett and his team.

      The problem was, his team was going to be running out of bullets sooner rather than later. They didn’t have any extra clips, and they were short on guns as it was, with only the four. They were going to be outmanned within moments—and then they’d be in trouble.

      That was when he saw the turret at the front gate of the place. Turret, he thought. That would be for defending the base against intruders. Which meant it would have a machine gun. A machine gun with plenty of bullets.

      He looked to his left, saw Alice ducked down behind a half wall, and whistled at her. When she looked up, he tossed her his gun, then pointed to his own chest, and then to the turret.

      She gave him a look that said she thought he was completely bonkers—and then gave him a grin and mimed shooting back at the building.

      Perfect. She’d give him cover while he got to the turret, and now she had two guns to do it with.

      The run was terrifying. It was at least five hundred yards to the turret, and even with the increased food intake over the last two weeks, Garrett was undernourished and in terrible shape. The run through the base had winded him—along with the fight with Green—and he was huffing and puffing when he started the dash for the next stop. Dirt kicked up all around him as shots missed, and his back felt horribly exposed. Alice might be laying down cover, but she was only one woman, and it felt like there were at least fifty soldiers actively shooting at him.

      Then he was there, and he threw open the door and took the stairs two at a time until he got to the top floor. He found a machine gun there, just as he’d hoped, and went skidding toward it, his eyes already running over the thread of bullets leading up to it. It was old-fashioned and wouldn’t have done much good against a true army, but he wasn’t fighting a true army. He was fighting a small group of ragtag soldiers.

      He ducked down and glared through the sights of the gun, looking for a likely target. Those soldiers weren’t going to stop shooting until they ran out of ammo, and he had no idea how much of that they had. He also didn’t really understand why they were bothering, since they hadn’t even attempted to mount a rescue mission for their general.

      Were they just shooting on principle?

      Either way, he needed something that would make them stop, so that he and his team could get out into the desert and regroup. A split second later, he saw exactly what he needed. A large fuel tanker was sitting just to the side of the main door of the building, and from what he could see, it had already been hit by one or two bullets. It was leaking fuel onto the ground beneath it—and that was all he needed by way of encouragement.

      He took aim, breathed out, asked for forgiveness from the military, and then pulled the trigger, pumping about twenty rounds into the tanker. It immediately exploded, the flames rushing up into the sky, and within seconds those flames had hit the military compound itself. They got into the shingles on the roof and spread like wildfire from there.

      As building after building began to catch fire, he heard shouting from the men in the building, and a second later, a row of soldiers emerged from a side exit and went fleeing into the desert, evidently forgetting entirely about the commander they’d been fighting for minutes earlier.

      Garrett and his team were free. They’d made it. He blew out his breath, hardly daring to believe it, and then rose up and started climbing down the stairs.
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      The rest of his team met him at the base of the turret, Alice leading them, and Garrett grinned at them and threw his arms around Alice.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” she whispered.

      “Me either, honestly,” he answered, laughing. True, he’d hoped it would work. And he’d planned on it working. But that didn’t mean he’d truly believed it would be successful.

      Still, he’d realized the first day they were here that it would be better to be shot trying to escape than spend the rest of his life in forced labor. He supposed that had colored his decision to run rather than just staying and dealing with things.

      Now, it seemed, they actually had to figure out what they were going to do next.

      Alice cast a glance back at Green, who was on the ground, blubbering about his life and how much he would be worth to the authorities.

      “So what are we going to do with him?” Alice asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      Garrett knew the answer she wanted. And he knew she was likely right. Green had committed crimes against his country and against humanity itself. And as long as there was no law except for them…

      “I suppose the best and kindest thing to do is to take care of him. For humanity’s sake,” he said quietly.

      Alice gave him an amused look. “I suppose you’re right. Let’s go.”

      She tossed him back his gun, and when he popped the clip out and opened it up, he saw that there were two bullets left. Just two. Enough for this task, and yet not enough for anything more. That didn’t make him feel any more confident about what they were going to do.

      “You boys stay here, we’re going to go take care of this,” he said to the rest of the group. “Julia, you too. You’ve already seen too much. You don’t need to see this.”

      The others all nodded, evidently more than okay with leaving this execution to their leaders, and Alice and Garrett strolled toward the gate and the desert beyond, Green between them.

      By the time they got ten paces outside of the front door, Garrett was already tired of hearing Green beg for his life. The man, it seemed, had absolutely no pride, and wasn’t worried about his reputation.

      “You can’t kill me!” he sobbed. “I’m an important man, there are plenty of people who will pay to keep me safe.”

      “Say we believe you about that—which we don’t. What are we going to do with something like money, fool?” Alice asked, shoving him to his knees. “Where do you think we’ll spend it?”

      “You can sell me to the government!” the man blubbered. “They’ll want to have me back.”

      “Have you back for what?” Garrett asked, mystified. Did Green’s delusion run far enough to make him think he was actually valuable to the government for anything more than information about how he had done what he’d done?

      He held his gun up to the man’s head, ready to end the diatribe. But then he hesitated. Yes, killing Green would eliminate the man as an enemy, and that was important. Even if Garrett and his team escaped, he had a feeling Green would find a way to come after them, if he was still alive. This sort of man didn’t give up on his crazy dreams that easily, and he certainly didn’t let go of power once he’d had it.

      But could Garrett live with himself if he just killed a man in cold blood like that? Was that really who he was—or who he wanted to be? True, he’d killed men in the battle in the base, but that had been different. Those men had been trying to kill them. Green was a helpless, unarmed man.

      This wasn’t about Green, Garrett realized. This was about Garrett himself.

      And he wasn’t a man who killed helpless people.

      He drew his gun back, prepared to give some sort of speech about how he was better than Green, and was shocked when Alice grabbed the gun from him, held it to Green’s head, and shot twice.

      She was cool and casual when she handed the gun back, as if she hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary, and looked up to meet his eye. Then she nodded once.

      “For people like him, there’s no room for mercy. He never showed any for us. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      They turned and walked back toward the fort and the rest of their team, leaving Green’s body in the sand of the desert for the buzzards to pick clean. And as they walked, Alice slipped her hand into Garrett’s, paused a second, and squeezed.

      He squeezed back, his heart suddenly full, and kept his face toward the team who was suddenly starting to feel a whole lot like the family he thought he’d lost to the virus.
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      Garrett stood outside the small building, his eyes sharp on the horizon around him. The dust was blowing in from the west, like it always did at that time of day, and for a moment he narrowed his eyes in that direction, his heart hammering, his breath utterly still.

      It wouldn’t be the first time he’d seen someone else out there. Someone else in a vehicle of some sort, coming straight at them at the worst possible time. At this point, he’d grown used to it—but that didn’t mean it was welcome. It certainly didn’t mean he wanted to encounter whoever might be in that vehicle.

      His left hand dropped to the Glock he held in his right and gripped the gun tightly while his right thumb reached up and flicked off the safety. He had a rifle strapped to his back, and if he needed something longer-range, he’d have to use that. He’d made sure it was within easy reach for just this sort of opportunity.

      For right now, the handgun would have to do. It was safer. Easier to sight down. More manageable in a tight space.

      He brought the gun up in front of him in one smooth, practiced movement, and pointed it directly at the cloud of dust in the distance, his gaze running down the barrel of the gun as he tried desperately to part that cloud with his mind. Tried to see what might be in the middle of it. Was it a vehicle? One of the motorcycles he’d seen on the horizon in the past? And if it was, did that motorcycle hold someone who might end up being a friend… or someone who was after the same thing he and his crew were after—and who might take offense to the fact that Garrett’s group had gotten there first?

      He blew out quietly, trying to steady his heart. There was no guarantee that it was anything. Could just be the wind. Could be one of the animals they’d seen around. Could be a random twister that had just sprung up out of the desert. The problem was, he wouldn’t be able to relax until he knew for sure.

      He took one step forward, then two. He wasn’t supposed to leave his post outside the building—and had, in fact, promised the people inside that he would be right there if they needed him. But he needed to know for sure what was going on in the desert, and whether they needed to get out of there in a hurry.

      Then, just as he was about to take a third step—maybe even start walking more quickly toward what might have been dangerous interlopers—the dust suddenly dropped back down to the desert floor, leaving… absolutely nothing in its wake.

      He huffed out a laugh that was half self-ridicule and half relief. “Starting to see things, boy,” he murmured to himself. “Starting to out-and-out imagine things, is the problem. Your paranoia is getting the better of you.”

      He spent another two minutes staring out at the horizon, taking in the groups of barrel cacti, surrounded by little more than sand and rocks. This area of New Mexico didn’t even have the scrub pine he’d grown used to in his old life, or the century plants about which he’d once made up stories. Very little vegetation. Very little wildlife. Absolutely no water. Just lots of beige out there, all against the backdrop of the chocolate-colored mountains in the distance.

      Not where he would have chosen to hole up. But it had been their best—and only—option.

      At the sound of the door behind him opening, he twirled around and strode quickly back to the building. Alice was just appearing through the doorway, her arms completely full of what looked like wine bottles.

      “Wine?” he asked sharply, searching for the sense of humor he’d once found so easy, and now seemed to be missing entirely. “Are we planning on having a party?”

      “Liquid,” she told him shortly.

      No-nonsense, that had always been Alice—and he loved her for it. Really. She’d kept him on the straight and true when he would have gone spinning off into the darkness. It was just that sometimes, he wished she would be a little more… optimistic.

      “Besides, wine is just as good when it comes to quenching thirst as a lot of the other stuff we’ve been hauling in,” she added. Then her mouth quirked in the half-smile he’d come to recognize as the biggest concession she was willing to give to hope. “And you never know when we might have something to celebrate.”

      He laughed at that, then moved toward the door to help with whatever the others had found inside. They’d hoped for a good haul at this vineyard, but they hadn’t been sure. After all, it wasn’t the sort of place where anyone had been living. Sure, they might have fuel and even the stock of wine, but their hopes for anything else had been tightly controlled. Still, if Alice was carrying so much, the others might be too, and now that they were nearly finished he could put his hands—and eyes—to use at something other than keeping watch on the world around them.

      “See anything out there?” Alice asked before he could get through the door. Her own eyes were now on the horizon, sharp and worried.

      “Dust storm,” he returned. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing that looked like another human being.”

      “Thank God for that,” she breathed. Then she was gone, hurrying toward the truck they’d brought with them and leaving him to grab whatever he could get and join her.

      He didn’t waste time looking after her. They might be safe for the moment, but that didn’t mean they’d be safe indefinitely. And they needed these supplies too badly to put them at risk by taking too long in this location, where there was very little protection and every opportunity for someone else to find them.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 1

        October 2026

      

    
    
      Garrett leaned against one of the posts on the porch of the house he’d adopted in Trinity Ranch, his eyes on the street in front of him. It had been three months since they’d escaped the general and his band of merry men, along with his plan for the future of the human race, and Garrett had rarely thought about it since that night. Well, sort of rarely. He still had the nightmares about that prison. The room full of individual cells, the bars, the cold concrete under his cheek…

      The fact that General Green had executed some of his friends without bothering to think twice about it.

      He shook his head and tried to send that thought away, using the sight of the desert on the horizon to replace the dank, dark memories. Out there, it was wide open spaces, fresh air, and the wind in his hair. Things he’d never thought he’d appreciate as much as he did now.

      He turned his eyes to the dusty street in front of him—dirt, just like so much of the rest of the landscape—and smiled at the sight of a boy riding a rusty bike down the street. Three months here now, and they’d collected a ragtag army of their own, building a family out of the people they’d found along the way and the few who had managed to wander into town on their own.

      Trinity Ranch was miles from anything else, set in a section of New Mexico that boasted nothing, really, except for military base after military base where they conducted weapons training—or what they hid under the heading of “weapons training.” And he had to admit, the military bases had made him tense at first. Incredibly tense. General Green had set his operation up in an old military base, and Garrett didn’t think he was ever going to be able to pull up to the gates of a camp like that again without thinking about the way Green had twisted the entire operation.

      But when they’d been running for their lives that night after they escaped and Alice had said she knew of a small town where no one would ask their names, and where they might find not only shelter but also food and water—and maybe allies—he’d agreed to it immediately.

      He’d never thought to ask how she knew of the town, or what her history was here. He knew enough of her past to know that it was scattered with ghosts, and that she wouldn’t want to bring most of them back up. Besides, it wasn’t like he’d had any better plans at the time. A vague idea that Mexico might be a good idea, but no real method for getting there. Certainly no access to a vehicle.

      Now, courtesy of Alice’s plans, they were within one hundred miles of the border. And they’d been hearing from travelers who passed their way that there was a place in Mexico they might aim for. Some town where refugees were welcome. A town where, he thought, they hadn’t been struck down by the virus. A town where they might be safe.

      For the moment, this place would do.

      So far, Trinity Ranch had treated them fairly. When they arrived, tired, frightened, and thirsty, they’d found the place nearly deserted, with only a few people still sticking it out in their homes.

      Most of the people in this area of the country hadn’t faired so well, but Trinity Ranch seemed to have had its fair share of doomsdayers. People who had been hoarding food and water for months, maybe even years, before disaster actually struck. They’d been able to save at least some of the town’s inhabitants, though certainly not all of them.

      Garrett let out a sigh of laughter. Doomsdayers. In another life, in another world, he’d worked for that sort of person. Wealthy ones, to be exact. People who’d had enough money to not only collect supplies, but actually build their own forts in case something like this happened. People who’d wanted every comfort while they were in hiding from the zombies or nuclear winter or whatever else might have come their way.

      Little good it did them. The man he’d been working for when disaster arrived hadn’t even made it to the home Garrett had designed and then built out for him. He’d died in the city of the nanovirus, just like nearly everyone else in the U.S.

      Those who hadn’t died had been taken out in the riots and anarchy that reigned in those final weeks, before the government utilized EMP weapons to try to kill the minuscule robots who they’d thought would reverse aging, and which had ended up becoming a manmade pandemic.

      The EMPs might have taken care of the virus—he still didn’t know for sure, since there was no way of finding that out without any newscasts—but they’d also doomed what people were left, sending them back into pre-electric times without any preparation. People had starved to death or died of thirst or medical issues without important things like electricity, transportation, and the lines that brought them food and water.

      The government might have killed the nanovirus. It also killed most of the country’s people. And even those with enough wealth to have built and fully equipped fallout shelters hadn’t been able to escape the situation.

      Even more frightening was the fact that it had happened so quickly. Mere months between when the nanobots were introduced and the first wave of deaths to a previously unheard of disease. Another few months, and they’d been facing the destruction of all American civilization.

      He coughed and brought himself back into the present, turning his eyes to the street before him. Bart, one of the teenagers they’d found here, was still riding his bike along the road, making for the supply warehouse where he did double duty as both a user of the stores and a daytime guard. Across the street, another couple strode along together, making small talk. Though Garrett expected it was something slightly more complicated than “small talk” would have been a year ago. No one had much time these days for anything that didn’t directly contribute to their survival.

      Three months here, which made it October, as far as he and Alice could guess, and they’d settled in and made a relatively safe and secure home for themselves. Garrett, Alice, Manny, Julia, and the rest of the ragtag crew that had managed to escape Green’s alternate universe had chosen houses for themselves—an easy process, since there had been so many open—and set out the day after their arrival to figure out what their next steps were.

      They’d gathered the people who were still left in the town—a mere handful—found out what supplies they had, and started planning missions to go out into the countryside for more supplies. The most surprising part had been that some of the townspeople had seemed to know Alice already, which had made Garrett suspect that this was a town she’d been secretly prepping for her own future, before Green had found and arrested her. A small town that she’d known of, indeed. This had been her insurance against the disaster she could see coming. Her own fallout shelter.

      Again, though, he hadn’t asked. He wasn’t the sort to look a gift horse in the mouth. He just sent up a silent prayer of thanks for her vision and started making lists of the things they needed.

      At that first meeting, his group of former prisoners and the townspeople had taken a vote and elected Garrett leader, much to his shock. They’d used solid reasoning, though—he’d done time in a military environment and had run his own business. Those who had broken out of the prison had also brought up the fact that he’d organized the entire effort, and though he’d been surprised, Garrett hadn’t been able to argue with them in that regard. Besides, there were things he knew they needed to do. And he didn’t feel certain that anyone else was going to make sure they were done.

      Before Garrett and his team had arrived, the people of Trinity Ranch had been surviving on supplies they found in empty houses in town, but they had failed to come up with a plan to replenish their dwindling food, water, gas, and other necessities. Months later, and though the attempts the townspeople had made at farming in the harsh climate had been largely unsuccessful, Garrett had organized searches to other towns to gather the supplies they needed.

      These days, the place was running pretty well.

      Every time a wanderer arrived in their little town, the current residents did interviews and then either invited the newcomers to stay or sent them on their way. The population of Trinity Ranch was now up to a whopping twenty-eight people, which even included some kids.

      Garrett had to admit that he took pride in what they’d built here. Pride in the fact that they were even managing to survive, against incredibly stacked odds. No electricity. No water. No real contact with the outside world, and no way of telling whether the nanovirus was still out there or not. No way of knowing whether the outside world even still existed.

      Or if it would welcome them if they showed back up on the radar.

      Because he knew that at some point they were going to have to do that. Trinity Ranch was a great stopping point, but that was all it could ever really be. They would eventually run out of other towns to raid, and once that happened, they would be out of supplies. Out of water. No, they were going to have to move on. As leader, it was his job to figure out how they were going to do that—and when.

      Soon, he thought. It was going to have to be soon. He’d seen strangers in the distance too often lately, and there was no way of knowing whether they were friend or foe. Ally or enemy. The town was fairly well fortified, and he had several men here who could handle a gun. The problem was, they were also a town that had a stockpile of supplies. Supplies that other people would want. And that made them a target.

      Garrett had developed a system of guards, and conducted defense drills with those guards. They had watch posts and a system of fire signals in case things went south. But they were only twenty-eight people, and some of them were children. Even the guards… Well, it had occurred to him that there was a good chance those guards might become too lax at some point, as domesticated life took over. Even guards can get sloppy when they think they’re safe.

      And that didn’t even take into account the number of military bases lying around in this part of the state. Given what happened before, with General Green, he didn’t trust them. Any time they made their way onto a base he did it with his heart in his throat, his finger on the trigger of his gun. Military bases seemed to attract nutjobs, and he wasn’t in a hurry to run into another man who thought he was going to rule the world now that the U.S. government seemed to have fallen.

      “Hey Bart, wait up!” he called out suddenly to the boy on the bike.

      The kid skidded to a stop and turned, his face breaking into a grin when he saw Garrett. “What’s up, Cap?” he asked, using the nickname he’d given Garrett on Day 1—and which Garrett had never gotten used to. He knew what it was—a nod to Captain America of comic book fame. But there was no way he could live up to it.

      No way he’d ever even try.

      Still, it had been important to a kid who had lost his entire family to starvation. Garret hadn’t had the heart to disappoint him by making fun of the nickname.

      “You going to the old schoolhouse?” he asked.

      Bart’s grin suddenly dropped off his face as he realized that this might be about security or supplies information. “Sure am. It’s time for me to go on duty. Do you need something over there?”

      “Got a meeting with Alice,” Garrett confirmed, striding down the steps of his new home and working to catch up with Bart. “Go slow, I’ll walk with you.”

      Bart immediately stretched up as if he’d been given the most important responsibility in the world. He got off his bike and walked it as they strolled down the street.

      “What are you guys meeting about?” he asked solemnly.

      Garret barely stopped himself from grinning. The kid couldn’t be more than sixteen, but he had an overblown sense of self-importance already, and Garrett was betting that at some point, he’d had a little sister who he was way too protective over. In that way, Bart reminded Garrett of his own younger self.

      “Just the supplies,” he said, matching the boy’s tone with a monotone of his own. “Every day we have a meeting at sunset to catalog how much we have left, where we’re running low, and how long we can last if we don’t bring anything else in. You know that. You’re often there when we meet.”

      “Doesn’t mean I listen to you,” Bart replied. “Not my place. Although…”

      He paused, and Garrett glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “Although?”

      Bart heaved a deep sigh, tipped his head as if he was really considering whether or not he should ask what he had on his mind, and then gave himself a quick nod. “Garrett, what’ll we do if we can’t find any more supplies? What if we’ve stripped everything from the towns around here? What if…”

      “What if we find we have to move on, because there’s nothing here to keep us alive?” Garrett asked, filling in where he thought the boy was going.

      Turning to him with big eyes, Bart nodded. “After what happened with my parents and my sister… I don’t want to have to go through that again. What if we can’t find more food? What if it all just disappears?” His words were coming out in a rush, now, and suddenly Bart was acting like a young kid. A young kid who had lost his entire family. Who had actually had to watch them die.

      Garrett put his hand on Bart’s shoulder and gave it a slight squeeze. “I won’t let that happen, Bart. That’s why we do these meetings. If we see that we’re running low on something, we know we have to go find it. If we end up running low on everything, well, we’ll just have to find a new place to live. A safer place.”

      The relief on Bart’s face almost broke Garrett’s heart—especially because he knew he couldn’t actually make those promises. Not for certain. He’d never had less control than he had right now. But that didn’t mean he was going to take them back. He would have done just about anything to get rid of the frightened, haunted look in Bart’s eyes. And if telling him a white lie about their security was all it took, well, Garrett had never shied away from lying, when the occasion called for it.

      At that moment, their conversation was interrupted by Alice, who came running up, her chest heaving as she struggled to breathe in the hot desert air.

      Garrett put a hand out to support her and stared at her, confused. Alice was one of the least emotional people he’d ever met. He’d seen her shoot Green at point-blank range, and then heard her tell him that the man hadn’t deserved mercy. If anyone had ever had ice water running through their veins, it was her.

      Whatever had her so riled up, it was bad.

      “I’m afraid to ask,” he said quietly, staring into her eyes.

      She stared back, her eyes equally concerned. “It’s bad,” she confirmed. “I got to the storehouse early, figured I’d get a jump on our catalog for the day, save some time. When I got to the basement, the door was hanging open. The lock was destroyed. And the stores…” She put a hand over her mouth and gulped, trying to collect herself. “Garrett, someone’s taken almost everything. Everything we’ve been building up for months. Gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      

    
    
      Garrett had to remind himself to stay upright. That Bart was watching, no doubt terrified at what he’d just heard. That Garrett was the leader here, and that people would be looking at him, expecting him to actually lead them. Rather than going to his knees in shock and horror.

      Gone. He could hardly believe it. All their hard work over the months of being here, and before that, all of Alice’s hard work as she gathered supplies. All that planning, all those raids, all the danger of going out into the country barely armed, when they knew someone was watching them. Everything emptied out.

      Then the next thought came tearing into his head. Either they’d been robbed by an outsider, or they had a mole in their operation—someone who was gathering the supplies in preparation for running, or actively handing their supplies over to someone else. Someone who was pretending to be their friend—their family member, even—and was actually stealing from them. Neither was a good option. Both were dangerous.

      But the who didn’t matter right now. It mattered more that he get to the storeroom and figure out exactly how much had been taken. Alice wasn’t given to exaggeration, so he assumed that by “almost everything” she actually meant almost everything. Still, panic did funny things to the human mind, and first impressions could be a lot more dramatic than reality. Maybe she was wrong. He could only hope that she was.

      “Walk with me,” he said bluntly.

      He didn’t wait to see whether she was going to follow him, but immediately increased his stride to its full limit and rushed down the road in long, lanky steps, his mind racing through the possibilities.

      What were they going to do if everything was gone? They’d been gathering supplies for three months under his guidance, and the town itself had been stockpiling things before that, with Alice’s help. True, they hadn’t shared it with everyone—Bart’s family was testimony to that—but he and his fellow escapees from Green’s prison had arrived to find plenty of food, water, and fuel in the town. After that, using what gas they had to go to other towns and increase their supply had been a logical step. Not easy, necessarily, but also not impossible.

      If those stores were gone, it would mean not only that they didn’t have much food or water left, but also that they might not have enough fuel to go gather more food and water.

      “Fool,” he muttered, kicking at the dust on the road. “Idiot!”

      He was furious with himself. His gut had been telling him for days that they were getting too comfortable, that they needed to increase security on the things that mattered most. He’d known there were people out there who had eyes on them, and he’d known that they were going to have to gather up what they had and get out of there, sooner rather than later. And yet he’d delayed, too proud of what they’d built, too comfortable in this little town that was starting to feel safe. He’d known that they had to do something. And he hadn’t done it.

      No, he couldn’t fully blame himself for whatever might have happened. But he could sure as hell take some of the guilt onto his own shoulders. His gut had never lied to him before. Why the hell hadn’t he listened to it before it was too late?

      It took them less than ten minutes to reach the old schoolhouse, whose basement had become their storeroom. It was the chilliest place in town, given its location, and had come ready-made with storm doors in the ground, which had hoops for a padlock. When he reached it, he saw that the padlock was in fact broken. Hanging in pieces, to be specific, with one piece on the ground in front of the storeroom. The doors were thrown open as well. Whoever had been here had come packing something big enough to break a padlock, and they hadn’t bothered with trying to be subtle.

      Garrett waited until he heard Alice and Bart come huffing up behind him, then took a deep breath and started down the stairs. The storeroom had, via some creative architecture, several small windows along the top of its walls, so the room was fully lit by the setting sun—despite the fact that it was a basement. It had always made this room doubly valuable, since they didn’t need to bring any of their precious candles down here, as long as they were here during the day.

      Now, though, the long rays of the sunset showed him a sight that made him gasp.

      When he’d been here yesterday, the place had been full of goods. One entire wall had been taken up with things that were in easily stackable containers: crackers, cereal, cookies, cases of canned goods—anything they could find that they could either use as food or use on food. Another wall had held meat, which was both more valuable and more perishable.

      Mostly they’d found bags of dried meat, like beef jerky. Anything fresher had gone bad months before. But there had also been hundreds of tins of canned chicken, corned beef, soup, and tuna, courtesy of a well-stocked market they’d found several towns away. They’d grabbed as much as they could carry and then gone back the next day to finish clearing it out. They’d estimated that they had hundreds of gallons of water after that, given the number of gallon jugs they’d been able to bring home.

      And on the final wall, they’d kept whatever gasoline they could find. That had been the most difficult thing to come by, since people hadn’t exactly left fuel sitting around in easily portable containers. They’d had to actually siphon it out of whatever gasoline-powered cars they’d found, the vast majority of which no longer functioned in the wake of the EMP. And there had been ten full containers sitting there, yesterday.

      Now, they were nearly all gone. As was at least half of the food, and what looked to be nearly one-quarter of the water.

      And now Garrett did sink down to his knees, his legs unable to keep him standing any longer.

      “Good God,” he breathed.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Alice answered, her voice containing an uncharacteristic quiver.

      “Fuck,” Bart added, somewhat more succinctly.

      That got a half-smile from Garrett, who had been thinking the word but not wanting to say it, given Bart’s presence. It seemed the boy had a better command of the more colorful words in the English language than he’d given him credit for.

      “That about sums it up,” Garrett said, moving from his knees to a sitting position and staring into the half-empty room.

      This was bad. Lately, their raids had already been garnering them less and less in the way of supplies, and there was a good reason for that: they were running out of places to raid. They’d hit all the nearest towns several times over, and had cleared them out as quickly as they could. They’d done the same with the military bases in the area, and had focused on any place they could reach on foot, to try to spare the gasoline.

      But they were running out of places to look. There were a finite number of towns in this part of New Mexico, and once they cleaned them out, there was no restocking. It had always been a problem with their plan. Now it looked like their deadline for figuring something else out had become a whole lot tighter.

      “Looks a whole lot like we’re going to have to figure something else out,” Garrett said, putting voice to his thoughts. “And soon. There aren’t enough towns left in this area for us to replace all of that. At some point, we were always going to have to think about our next step. With half of our goods missing…”

      “We might have to think about that next step a whole lot sooner,” Alice finished for him, her voice stronger now. “I agree. Do we need to try to figure out who did this?”

      She was right. Garrett was jumping ahead of himself. Already trying to solve the problem, move to the next step, when there was a more important question. If bandits had done this, then they needed to figure out how to guard themselves against them before they came back for the rest of the loot. If this was someone in their midst, they were going to have to ferret them out and get rid of them before they did anything else—including starting to plan for where they were going to go next.

      “Who was standing guard today?” Garrett asked quickly. “We know everything was here last night, and someone should have been here all night, with someone new here all day. If we have a mole in our midst, it’s likely that whoever was standing guard knows who it is.”

      Alice didn’t pause for more than a millisecond. “Steve was on night duty last night,” she said. “Checked in right after we did our check of the stock.”

      “And Manny’s here now,” Bart added. “I’m here to relieve him.”

      Garrett took a deep breath. Manny was one of the men he had been imprisoned with at Green’s military base. The man—a former soldier, though he’d never been one of Green’s men—was honest and forthright, and had been one of Garrett’s closest allies these past few months. In fact, he’d been an ally from the day Garrett had landed in the prison, courtesy of Green’s thugs.

      Steve, on the other hand, had been a problem since the day they arrived. He’d been a big shot in his last life, or at least acted like he had, and had been the sole and only vote against Garrett taking the leadership position here in town. Once he was overruled, he’d seemed to decide that it was his job to undermine Garrett at every opportunity. Garrett had never liked the guy, but hadn’t been in a position to do anything about it. In this new version of the world, you couldn’t be picky about how much you liked your allies.

      But Steve being on duty at the same time as a bunch of their stores were stolen was one too many coincidences for him. The man had a bad attitude, and he happened to have been guarding the storeroom when there was a robbery?

      “Color me biased, but—”

      “Sure does look like Steve’s our man,” Alice finished, already making her way toward the door. “Let’s talk to Manny first, see if he noticed anything out of place when he switched with Steve this morning. Make sure he’s okay. Then we find Steve.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they found Manny, he was in the back of the schoolhouse, smoking one of the cigarettes they’d picked up in one of the first towns they raided. There had been cartons and cartons of them in one of the houses, and though Garrett had thought it was disgusting—and not something they should encourage—some of the men had insisted on taking all the cartons, just in case. In the end, Garrett had given in, figuring all supplies were good supplies. Even if they had evidently belonged to some sort of hoarder.

      Manny had been more excited than anyone else in town about it. Evidently he’d been a dedicated smoker in his previous life, and had been anxious to jump right back into the practice.

      Garrett still thought it a horrible habit. But for Manny he was willing to overlook it.

      “What are you talking about?” Manny asked, aghast, when they asked him if he’d seen anyone around the schoolhouse. “I’ve been here all day and haven’t seen a soul, aside from the people who take walks during the day. You think I’d just see some stranger walking around out here and let them? And then forget to tell you about it? Are you guys going crazy out here in the desert or something?” He gave Garrett a suspicious look, and then directed an accusatory glare in Alice’s direction. “It’s like you guys don’t know me at all.”

      “Did you go inside the storeroom?” Alice asked quietly.

      Manny gave her another long, narrow-eyed look. “And why would I have done that? As far as I knew, everything was A-okay in there. You two said so, and you’re the ones obsessed with the paperwork. I don’t exactly go in and catalog the place, like you and the captain there.”

      “I’m not a captain,” Garrett said automatically.

      Manny grinned at him and cast a glance at Bart. “Okay, Cap.” Then he grew serious again. “I didn’t see anyone. Traded off with Steve this morning, just like I always do, and I’ve been out here ever since. Changed locations several times, like I’m supposed to. One of the girls brought me lunch and I ate it right here. I ain’t seen nothing.”

      “And Steve?” Garret asked. “Did he seem to be acting… strange when you switched with him?”

      Manny snorted. “You mean was he suddenly a nice guy, all generous and happy and talkative? No. He was his normal self. An asshole. Claimed I was late, and that he’d been freezing all night because the people who were supposed to bring him blankets hadn’t shown up. God forbid he think about bringing a blanket with him when he comes. You’d think he’d never stood guard at night before.”

      “You’d think,” Garrett said quietly. He turned to Alice. “How often has Steve stood guard at night? Is this the first time?”

      Because he’d just realized that they changed things up regularly, for this exact reason. It was fall and the nights were turning chilly. Garrett went out of his way to keep men from having to stand guard overnight more often than they had to. And if he was remembering correctly…

      “Last night was the first time,” she answered immediately. “We’d never put him on nights before because we didn’t trust him.”

      “And his first night on, stuff goes missing,” Garrett said. He turned to Manny and gave him a mock salute. “Thanks, Manny. Get yourself to your house and get some warm food. I’m about to have an awkward conversation with Steve, and I might need you to back me up.”

      “You know where to find me if you need me,” Manny answered with a nod. He turned on his heel and disappeared around the corner of the building while Garrett turned back to Alice.

      “Far as I can see, Steve has one, never liked me and two, always thought he could do a better job as leader. If anyone was going to let strangers into the camp—or steal our goods for himself—it’s him.”

      “And the first night he stands guard, half our stuff goes missing. Seems like an awfully big coincidence,” Alice said with a twitch of her eyebrow.

      Garrett nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Bart, you’re on duty here. Alice, let’s go have a chat with our good friend Steve, shall we?”

      He didn’t want to think Steve had done it. Didn’t want to think one of their own had actually sold them out like that. But they weren’t in any position to allow this sort of theft to go mysteriously into the night. And it had definitely happened on Steve’s watch.

      If the man was an enemy, Garrett needed to know about it right now, before it went any further. Yes, he had plans to move the group out of the town at some point, regardless. But he didn’t want to be forced into it by some mole in the village. And if they had a mole, he didn’t want the guy knowing where Garrett was taking the townspeople—or when they were planning on leaving.

      If a man had flexible enough morals to sell out his own group, then he also had flexible enough morals to try to sell that group out to someone else. It was a risk Garrett couldn’t afford to take.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      

    
    
      They found Steve right where Garrett had thought they’d find him: in what passed as the bar of the town. Garrett got the idea that this was where the tough guys had hung out when the town was still fully functional, and it was certainly where Steve and his friends chose to hang out now. They were in the corner, at the pool table—which worked just as well now as it ever had.

      Steve was up, and was bent over the table, wiggling his butt as he lined up his shot and slid the pool cue in and out of the V between his thumb and forefinger a few times, making sure he had a smooth track for it. Garrett pressed his lips together and put up a hand to stop Alice until he was done. This conversation was going to be unpleasant enough as it was. He didn’t need to make it any worse by screwing up the guy’s shot.

      Besides, there was a part of him that was still trying to make the man like him. If Steve hadn’t done anything wrong and did have a good alibi—unlikely, but still a possibility—he wanted to start the conversation in the gentlest way possible. Not by interrupting a shot and potentially costing Steve money—or whatever it was these guys were betting on the game.

      The two men in the corner glanced up and saw Garrett, and their brows lowered in confusion. Garrett cast them a glance and shook his head slightly. He wasn’t here for them, and they weren’t in trouble. At least not that he knew of.

      Alan and Scott weren’t bad guys, necessarily. Sure, they’d become Steve’s sidekicks and tended to back him up when he had an idea, but they’d never intentionally gotten in Garrett’s way and they’d never actually caused any trouble. In fact, Alan had been invaluable when Garrett and a small group had found trouble in a nearby town, the truck they’d been driving blowing through a tire on the way into the city. Alan, a former mechanic, had made short work of finding a vehicle in a nearby parking lot that had tires of roughly the same size, and had jacked both trucks up and changed out the tire on his own while the rest of the team went scouting for food and water.

      It wasn’t the action of someone who was actively selling out the group, and Garrett didn’t think he could expect trouble from those two. They were just sidekicks. They made Steve more obnoxious, for sure, because he thought he had backup against Garrett, but those weren’t the sort of guys who actually acted on anything. All talk and no action. Garrett had known plenty like them in military school. They’d always acted like they had a bone to pick with the higher-ups, but had kept their mouths shut when those same higher-ups got them backed into a corner and started shouting insults at them.

      Steve, though, was the sort who lashed out when he felt cornered. It was going to make this even trickier. Garrett had to figure out how to get him to answer questions without tipping him off to the fact that Garrett didn’t trust him.

      In front of him, Steve pulled back the cue, paused for a moment, and then shoved it smoothly forward, hitting the cue ball with a loud thwack and sending it flying toward the group of balls in the corner.

      Garrett’s eyes moved quickly, following the ball, and while several of the target balls went flying in different directions, none of them went into any of the pockets.

      Great. Turned out Steve wasn’t that good at pool, either. And Garrett had a feeling that miss was going to make the coming conversation even more difficult. Steve wasn’t the sort who took failure in stride.

      The truth was, Garrett was angry. Furious, in fact. Many of their supplies were missing, and he thought it very likely that he was looking at the man responsible. Even if Steve hadn’t stolen them himself, he’d been on guard when it happened. He should have told someone that something was wrong.

      If he was innocent, he would have.

      But he’d dealt with people like this before. Attacking him wasn’t going to get him anywhere. He had to at least start by playing it cool.

      When Steve stood up, cursing, he noticed that Alan and Scott were looking at something behind him, and whirled around, eyes blazing. Those eyes narrowed and turned cold when he saw Garrett and Alice standing in the doorway.

      Garrett put his hands up in what he hoped was a peaceful sort of gesture and stepped forward. “Don’t mean to interrupt your game, Steve. But I’m hoping I can have a word with you.”

      Steve snarled and drew himself up even straighter. Then, after thinking about it for a moment, he seemed to come to the conclusion that this wasn’t the time or place for a fight. “Right, okay,” he said slowly. “Alan is up, so I have a moment. Guess I can spare you the time.”

      Garrett did his best to smile at the slight concession. “Terrific.”

      He took a deep breath. Play it cool, play it cool, he reminded himself. You get more bees with honey. Even when those bees have a bad attitude and are looking for a fight.

      “Alice and I have just been over to the storeroom to do some inventory, same as we do every night, and Steve, we’ve got a problem.”

      He watched the guy closely, waiting for a tell. Waiting for something that would indicate what he thought to be true—that Steve did in fact know something. Or, at the minimum, that someone had knocked him out and then proceeded to rob the place. But there wasn’t a glimmer. Not even a wink from the other man.

      “Problem?” he asked gruffly. “Does it have to do with me, or are you just keeping me updated about the goings-on around here?”

      Garrett forced another smile. “Has to do with you, I’m afraid,” he said. “Half of our supplies are gone. And it looks like you were the one on guard duty when they disappeared. Don’t think I have to tell you how that looks.”

      And now there were tells all over the place. Steve’s eyes narrowed, his lips drawing up in a snarl, and his hands clenched into fists. Garret’s own hands balled up as well, and he leaned onto his toes, ready for whatever was about to happen. Beside him, he could feel Alice tensing as well, and wondered suddenly if she had the Bowie knife she always seemed to carry around with her.

      He hoped they wouldn’t need it, but you could never tell with this guy.

      “And how exactly is that my problem?” Steve growled, leaning forward. “You guys can’t keep track of your supplies? So what? That ain’t got a damn thing to do with me.”

      “Except that you were on guard duty,” Alice growled back. “You forgetting that little detail? Because it means that it’s got everything to do with you.”

      Steve’s shoulders drooped a bit and Garrett could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he tried to figure out how to get out of this little scrape. No matter what he said, Garrett thought, it wasn’t going to be good enough.

      “I ain’t the only one who was on duty,” he finally said. “I only stood duty last night. Manny’s been there all day.”

      “And Manny’s already cleared himself,” Garrett answered quickly. No need to go into the idea that he trusted Manny more than he’d ever trust Steve about that sort of thing.

      He pressed on. “What happened last night, Steve? We’ve got a lot of supplies missing, and I don’t have to tell you how dangerous that is. In this situation, we’re constantly on the edge. And we all worked for those supplies. What happened?”

      There was another long pause, Steve’s eyes starting to flick back and forth in something that looked like panic but might also have been evasiveness, and then Garrett saw the sag to his shoulders as he decided to give in.

      A coward, at the end of the day, Garrett realized. And that had always been the thing about Steve. He wanted to lead. But he didn’t have the backbone for it. He was all mouth.

      “Yeah, it happened when I was there,” he said, his voice quiet. “But I didn’t have a thing to do with it. I swear. They came up behind me in the middle of the night and hit me on the head with something. I blacked out, no idea how long for. When I woke up and got to the storeroom, I panicked, I…”

      His voice broke, and Garrett almost felt sorry for him. This guy was depending on those stores, too, and knowing that something like that had happened on your watch had to be crushing. Then he remembered that Steve had known about this since it happened—and hadn’t said anything.

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Garrett asked, his voice low with fury. “You didn’t think the rest of us needed to know? Didn’t think we deserved a shot at, I don’t know, chasing the guys who did this? Finding out what happened to our stuff?”

      Steve snapped his mouth shut and glowered. “I knew you’d blame me,” he answered coldly. “Hell, for all I knew, you’d think I’d organized the thing. Let someone else take our food and water. I didn’t want the hassle.”

      “And you what, didn’t think we’d figure it out?” Alice hissed. “Didn’t think we’d notice, and pin it down to being something that happened when you were on watch?”

      But Steve was done talking. He’d given them their information, and now he clammed up, simply lifting one shoulder in a motion that indicated quite clearly that he wasn’t going to cooperate any further.

      “You’re off guard duty,” Garrett snapped. “And from here on out you’re not allowed anywhere close to the storeroom.” His hand shot up when Steve made a move to answer. “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t blame you for what happened—sounds like you were caught off guard, and that could have happened to anyone. But you should have told us about it immediately. It was your responsibility to the town, and you failed. So I won’t be giving you that sort of responsibility again.”

      He turned on his heel and strode out of the bar, finished with the conversation. Alice followed, her pace matching his.

      “What do we do with him?” he asked, hoping she had some brilliant plan.

      “Exactly what you did,” she answered. “We can’t trust him, and I don’t even fully believe his story. Then again, you’re a lot more generous than I am. Flaw in my character.”

      He heard the slight smile in the statement and would have laughed but for the situation. Maybe he had been too generous with Steve. Maybe the guy had known about what was going to happen and had played a part in it. But his gut told him otherwise. Either way, they had a code here, and he was going to stick to it.

      “Gotta take it to the entire group,” Garrett said. “He might be guilty, but we can’t decide that on our own. It’s not the way we work here. Call a town meeting for tonight. I’ve got something personal to take care of.”

      “Personal?” Alice asked, doubt coloring her voice.

      “Personal,” he confirmed, already walking away.

      Garrett didn’t keep much from Alice. But he had something planned today that was going to cut him to the bone, and he didn’t want anyone else there to see it.
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      As he walked back toward his house, Garrett let his mind play with the problem Steve had just caused them. True, there was a chance Steve hadn’t been involved as anything more than the guy who’d had the bad luck of being on guard duty when it happened, but he’d still kept it to himself, which meant that whoever had robbed them had had a clear pathway for escaping.

      But Steve was only part of the problem. Just the start of it, really. The bigger problem was the new scarcity of supplies. True, they could go out and try to get more, and he thought that was probably what the group would vote to do later. But what if they couldn’t find what they needed? What if they couldn’t find enough? And what would they do in the future, when they needed more and more and more?

      The adults among them would do their best, and most of them were relatively healthy. They’d be able to cobble together an existence for some time yet. But this group wasn’t made up of only healthy adults. There were children as well, and some of them were sick.

      One little girl in particular, Fawn, had been sick ever since he and his smaller group had arrived. She had some sort of recurring fever. It would leave for a few days and then come back, and without any medical supplies, they’d been incapable of healing her.

      The worst part was that the sickness was destroying her body, which was wasting away in front of them, exhausting its resources as it tried to fight whatever the sickness was. They’d given her as much extra food and water as they could, and made sure she had as many blankets as her frail body could stand, but the truth was, he wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold out.

      It brought to mind something that he’d learned early in his schooling. He couldn’t remember what the lesson had been or for what class, but he remembered the outcome quite distinctly: inadequate food and supplies always affected the youngest and weakest first.

      It made sense that the weakest would succumb most quickly, and he’d never questioned that, but Garrett had always wondered why the youngest would fall in the face of such adversity. They had younger bodies, and were more resilient; surely they should be able to live through more than adults who had spent years beating their bodies up already?

      Now he was seeing it play out firsthand, though, and he was realizing that it was true. They’d already lost one young child to sickness, though they had, of course, been mystified about what that sickness was. A lack of medical care made diagnoses like that impossible. And now there was Fawn, dying of her mystery fever.

      Decreased supplies would only hasten that.

      The thought cut him right to the bone, given how close he’d started to feel to everyone in the town. Fawn’s mother, Elisa, had become one of his closest allies, and the thought of a little girl dying under his care ripped him to shreds. His mind tried to shy away from it, but it was a stark and unbending truth—and one that they’d have to deal with sooner rather than later.

      He pulled up in front of the house he’d adopted, death on his mind, and took a deep breath. It was fitting that he was thinking about death, because he was here to visit the dead. He needed someone’s advice, and in his entire life, there had only been one person who was there for him with advice whenever he needed it.

      Kady.

      Instead of going up the steps into his house, he walked around the side and opened the gate into the backyard. It had been a nice yard, once, with a wide, open space that may have sported grass or some other landscaping, surrounded by row after row of barrel cacti, forming a virtual forest in the outer reaches of the yard. The landscaping was long gone, dead for lack of water, but the cacti were still there, and he’d used them as a backdrop for one of the first things he did when he got here.

      A memorial for his sister, brother-in-law, and nephew. Something by which to remember them. Something to remind him of what family felt like.

      Kady, Jon and Zach weren’t actually buried there, of course. He had no idea where they actually were, or if they’d even had proper burials. Didn’t know if there had been enough people left to care. He’d decided on a simple memorial, and it had been enough for him. A small demonstration that they had been here, and that they’d mattered.

      He halted in front of the rough cross he’d made by himself and laid a handful of wildflowers at the base of it. The flowers were a rare addition, given the lack of water, but now that the fall had arrived they’d actually been getting some moisture at night, and a few weeds had sprung up in the cracks of the earth. These tiny yellow blooms weren’t much, but they were the best he could do, and he thought that wherever Kady was, she was probably thankful for them.

      Either that or laughing at how emotional he’d become. Because he didn’t kid himself about that; the first thing she would have said to him was some joke about how sentimental he was these days.

      “You have no idea how much I wish you were here, Kady,” he said softly. “I need you now more than I think I ever have. I miss you so badly it feels like my soul has been ripped out of my body. And the worst of it is that I don’t know what to do with it. Don’t know how to fill that hole back up. Don’t know how to…”

      His voice finally broke and he gave himself a second before he finished. “Don’t know how to put myself back together.”

      She’d been his rock. And though he’d spent most of their childhood trying to take care of her, and actually forcing her to allow him to do just that, he’d realized since she was gone that he’d been wrong the entire time. She was the strong one. She’d been the one taking care of him. He’d just been too stubborn and hardheaded to see it at the time.

      “I need you to tell me what to do,” he said, laughing a little. “Remember how much I always fought that when we were kids? How much I always tried to tell you how to live your life? Never thought I’d be asking you how to live mine. Though I don’t suppose you’d be surprised about that. You always knew things a long time before I did.”

      A memory of her lecturing him about how he was treating a girl at school flitted across his mind, and he chuckled. Garrett had been an absolute idiot about girls, but Kady had never hesitated to give him her advice on the matter. And she’d always been right. Always known exactly what she was talking about.

      “What do I do, Kady?” he asked. “I see the next step, but I’m not sure how to take it. I’m not sure whether they’ll follow me, or insist on staying here, where there’s no future. We’ve had half our supplies stolen, and that puts us in danger. I’m afraid we’re going to slide back toward what we were, when we’ve made so much progress and become something bigger. The people are actually starting to smile again. Starting to laugh. Things are beginning to feel normal.

      “But we can’t rest on that. If we stay here, we’ll be finished. We have to keep moving forward. I want to take care of these people, but I’ve never been trained for anything like this. Nothing in my life has ever prepared me for making decisions for other people like this.” He knew he was rambling now and stopped himself.

      His sister wasn’t going to break in and give him the next step. She wasn’t going to put the thing he was trying to grasp into words. He had to do that for himself. But if he listened very closely, he wondered…

      Garrett closed his eyes, sending his consciousness up into the sky, and waited. If he was patient, if he listened closely enough, maybe she would be able to speak to him again. Maybe.

      Then he had it. Suddenly and as clearly as if she had said it.

      They would have to leave, yes. He had heard rumors about a place in Mexico where they might find sanctuary. He would set a target date for leaving. And in the meantime, they would have to expand their range in the search for more supplies. Get into some of the larger towns. Places where they could perhaps get some news about the rest of the country. If it still existed. Use that information to build a plan, build a timeline.

      The winter rains were coming, and they needed to move before those arrived. He’d give them another month in this town, max. Then they’d be on their way.

      And with that question answered, he turned and headed back toward his house. Kady always had had the answers. Now he just needed to present them to the rest of the group.
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      By the time he got back to the schoolhouse, the meeting was already in session—or at least getting there. Alice was at the front of the room making some announcements about upcoming raids and the like, and when he entered, her gaze flew to his. She gave him a quick nod and then wrapped up, and he knew immediately what she’d done.

      She’d prepped the townspeople with everything else they had to announce, and she’d left the breaking of bad news to him.

      A part of him grimaced. A larger part of him acknowledged what she’d done and almost thanked her for it. She’d backed him into a corner, yes—but she’d also done him the favor of not giving him any way out. An announcement had to be made, and now he had no choice but to do it.

      He reached the front of the room and held up his hands for quiet, then turned his gaze on the people around him. People he was starting to think of as family, and most certainly friends. Bart, standing with his female counterpart, Riley. Elisa, there by herself, having no doubt left Fawn at home in bed. Kristy and Shane, the young couple who were expecting a baby soon. (He would have to take that into account when he made his final plans for leaving—they had to get to wherever they were going before Kristy went into labor, he thought suddenly.) Greyson. Cora and John. Julia. Manny. Alan. Scott. Steve. A number of others, each of them equally important.

      All of them staring back at him, their faces intense. Rumors would have spread, and he had no doubt that they all knew already what he was about to say. This was his chance, though, to set the story straight, and give them his plans for what they were going to do about it.

      “Hey guys,” he started out. “I know you all know why we’re here, and I know you all know that we’re not here for updates on when the next raid is going to be.”

      Some scattered laughter at that, as he’d hoped. Best to keep them relaxed. He didn’t need them freaking out about what he was going to say.

      He cleared his throat before going on. “But as long as we’re talking about raids, it looks like we’re going to have to move up the next appointment, so to speak. Last night, at an undetermined time, someone broke into our storeroom. It looks like it was someone from outside of town, though we don’t have any further details. A good amount of our stock was taken, and I hate to say it, but we’re running short on quite a few items.”

      This statement was met with a buzz of sound from the audience. That buzz quickly grew to a roar, peppered with shouted questions and accusations.

      “What do you mean, someone broke in?” Cora shouted. “I thought we had guards to keep that from happening!”

      Garrett nodded. “It is why we have guards. But even guards are human.”

      His eyes met Steve’s, and he paused for a moment, wondering if he should say who had actually been on guard that night. But he shook his head at himself and kept that part back. No good would come of releasing that sort of information.

      “What are you talking about? Their only job is to guard!” Greyson, a one-time cop, responded loudly. “Who was it? What happened, exactly? How do we know that whoever was on guard wasn’t working with the thieves? Maybe they let them in!”

      “He wasn’t, I’m sure of it,” Garrett answered calmly. “It looks to me like someone came in with a weapon big enough to not only knock the guard out but also break the deadbolt on the storeroom. There wouldn’t have been any need for that if the guard was working with them.”

      “Like hell there wouldn’t!” Greyson shot back. “It’s called covering his ass! He would have wanted to make it look like he wasn’t involved, so we would let him stick around!”

      A number of voices rose up to either agree with Greyson or argue with him, and Garrett watched, unsure of how to respond to this. Greyson had a good point, and he hadn’t even thought about it. Not really. His gut had told him that Steve wasn’t involved, and he’d just gone with it. Now he realized he should have done a bit more research—if only so he had answers for the people who were now questioning him.

      Before he could think of how to respond, though, another voice rang out through the crowd.

      “I didn’t do it!” Steve shouted, furious and defensive.

      Silence fell over the rest of the room, and everyone turned to look at him.

      “Steve?” Greyson asked. “It was you?”

      “I didn’t do it,” Steve repeated. “Assholes came up behind me and knocked me out. By the time I woke up they were long gone. Damage was done. If I was a part of it, don’t you think I would have gone with them? Gone with the supplies? Why would I stay here when there’s going to be a shortage? Don’t make no sense!”

      “So why didn’t you tell anyone? You didn’t think you should maybe wake Garrett up and let him know?” John shot back. He turned his thin, lanky frame toward Steve. “It didn’t occur to you that if you’d let everyone else know, we might have been able to catch them? Maybe do something to get our stuff back?”

      Steve scowled at him. “I’d say the more important question is what we’re going to do about it now,” he snapped. He turned his gaze to Garrett, his eyes sharp. “So how about it, oh fearless leader? How are we going to get our stuff back? What are you going to do to make sure the people in this town have enough to eat tomorrow, and the day after?”

      And just like that, attention was back on Garrett, Steve’s actions forgotten—at least for the moment.

      Garrett scoffed at Steve’s sidestepping of responsibility, and took a second to collect his thoughts, focusing on the need for peace. He quickly decided right then and there that it was time to announce his new plans for what they were going to do. He couldn’t have the people fighting among themselves, no matter how much he disliked Steve. He needed them to be united—and focused on a common goal.

      Luckily, he already knew what that goal was, and how to accomplish it.

      He held his hands up in a gesture for quiet, indicating that he actually did have an answer for them, and after a couple more shouted, intense questions, silence descended over the crowd.

      “So?” Greyson asked, his voice hopeful. “You have a plan, right Garrett? You always have a plan.”

      “Wow, I love the faith, but that’s kind of a lot of pressure,” Garrett responded to some scattered laughter. “But you’re right. I do have a plan. The first part—the longer-term part—is that we’re going to have to think about what this means for our future. We can’t stay in Trinity Ranch. I think we all know that. We’ve got to start thinking about what we’re going to do in the long run.”

      “What are you talking about?” Shane sputtered. “Where would you have us go, exactly?”

      “Look, this is a short-term sort of situation we’re in right now,” Garrett said reasonably. “Think about it. We’ve been here for what, three months as far as I’m concerned, but longer for those of you who actually lived here before the virus. For at least three months, we’ve been raiding everything we can reach around here. And we’re running out of options. We can only raid every town until it’s out of supplies, and then what?”

      “It’s not like they’re being restocked,” Shane said in agreement. “You’re right.”

      “And we’re running out of places to look,” Julia added. “Eventually…”

      “Eventually we’ll have run out of places, period,” Garrett finished. “And then what? We can’t support any farming enterprises. We’ve tried that, and without electricity or any access to running water, we’re out of luck there. We’ll have water in the winter, but not the temperatures for growing things. And that also eliminates the option of supporting any livestock.”

      “You’re right,” Greyson said, nodding. “This isn’t sustainable, and I don’t think any of us has ever thought it was. I don’t know about everyone else, but it’s been a thought I’ve been avoiding, if I can. So what do you suggest?”

      “That town in Mexico, the one we heard about from the traveler who came through here last month,” Garrett said quickly, thankful that they were open to what he had to say. “He told us they were taking refugees, and that they were still fully functioning as a society, even without power. We’re only one hundred miles from the border, and from what he said, something like fifty miles more from that town. I suggest we make it our goal.” He paused, took a deep breath, and then added the clincher. “And I say we plan to go in a month.”

      The uproar broke out again, just as he’d thought it would, and Garrett waited and listened as people argued back and forth about the pros and cons, the possibles and impossibles, the cries of “let’s do it” and those of “absolutely not.”

      Finally, people started looking back to him, questions in their eyes, and Garrett gave them his reasons. They knew they couldn’t stay here. They had to get back to some sort of civilization, or they were going to die. The robbery just made that even more likely. No matter how many times they restocked their larder, there was a chance that the thieves would come back—and a finite number of resources out there in the other towns.

      They needed to find a way to make a future for themselves. And this town wasn’t it.

      After a long, heavy silence, Greyson finally spoke up again.

      “So when do we leave?” he asked.

      Garrett could have hugged him. Though he was the nominated leader, Greyson was the one who spoke for the group in these meetings. Often, the town meetings turned into Greyson and Garrett having a conversation while everyone else watched. Yes, it held Garrett at something of a distance from the rest of the people. But it also meant that they got more done. And he was fine with that.

      “A month,” he said. “It’s the best possible timing. We’ll have the vehicles, so we should have an easy trip. It will get us on the road and hopefully to shelter before the rain starts. And it will get us to safety before anyone goes into labor, if my math is right.” He cast a glance at Kristy and was rewarded with a quick grin, and he nodded at her in acknowledgment. “Plus it gives us a month to get ready,” he finished.

      “Get ready?” Shane asked. “Why not just get out of here right now, if we’re going?”

      “Because we have to have enough supplies to get us there,” Garrett answered. “We have to have enough gas to make sure we’re going to get there. We can’t count on hitting any towns on the way down there where we can conveniently pick up supplies. If we find towns, great, but what if we don’t—or what if we find them and they don’t have anything for us to take? If we get stuck, we want to have enough food and water with us to take care of ourselves until we do find something else. You never went on a road trip to Albuquerque without adequate beef jerky and Gatorade, did you?”

      He quirked an eyebrow and Shane laughed and shook his head.

      Garrett nodded. “And that means we have to build up our stores. We have a month to prepare and I want to have twice as much as we had before the robbery. So where do we start?”

      “Las Cruces,” Greyson said, staring at the map pinned to the table in front of them. “It’s the biggest city in the area and has the best chance of good supplies. If we’re lucky, it hasn’t been raided too heavily yet. We might even find people there—people who know more than we do about what’s been going on.”

      Garrett didn’t answer, but nodded. They could definitely use the news, as well as the additional supplies, but the city was considerably farther away than any place they’d raided thus far.

      “Are you crazy?” Steve spat out. “Las Cruces is over a hundred miles from here! We’ve got barely any gas, and someone just attacked us. We’d be fools to try to go that far. Setting ourselves up for failure. And what if we get there and find enemies within the city, huh? What happens then?”

      “Good points,” Garrett answered. “I’ve had the same thoughts. We know there are people out there who aren’t going to be our friends, and the risk of running into them at any time is high. Especially if we leave our known territory. But those thieves already know where we are. And we can’t just stay here, holed up in our town. We’ll run out of supplies. And what happens then?”

      “So you’re saying we just get up and leave?” Steve scoffed. “What about old Bubba? What about the kids? What about the sick ones? You think it’s going to be safe to move them?”

      “Steve, that part is already decided,” Greyson snapped. “Garrett is right; we can’t stay here. It’s not a tenable position. We have to do whatever it takes to survive. Even if that means going into towns that might be risky, to get more food and water. Even if that means leaving and trying a new city. Whatever it takes to survive, Steve.”

      “And I say it’s a suicide mission to send a full team to a city we’ve never scouted, where we might find problems,” Steve retorted. “I won’t go. And I’ll advise everyone else to stay out of it. The trucks are both in poor shape and we don’t have any way to fix them. I’d be surprised if either of them made the trip to Las Ramblas, much less Las Cruces or the border.”

      “And you’re not the one in charge here, Steve,” Garrett said, finally losing his patience. “Stay here if you want, but everyone gets to decide for themselves whether they want to be part of a raid or not. And that’s final.”

      He didn’t like pulling rank. But Steve wasn’t adding anything to the conversation. He was just causing trouble for the sake of causing trouble. And planting seeds of doubt in the process. This was the right move. Garrett was sure of it.

      But he needed his people on board. He couldn’t do this on his own, and he wasn’t going to force any of them.

      “I’ll go on my own,” he said, making the decision as he said the words. “I’ll go scout the place out, make sure it’s legit, before we risk any of our people.”

      It made sense. He could make sure the city was safe, and look for anyone who could give him news of what was going on in the world around them. See whether there was anything worth going back to out there—whether American society still existed. Maybe even confirm the existence of this Mexican town. That way they wouldn’t have to bother with seeking out the locals when he took his team in. They could just raid for supplies and get the hell out of there.

      Yes, it was a long journey. Yes, it would take extra gas. But it would be the safest thing for the rest of the team.

      “Terrific,” Steve snorted. “When you don’t come back, we’ll be able to hold elections for a new leader. Because so far, I’m not a fan of the job you’re doing.”

      “Las Ramblas,” Greyson said, standing up from the map and completely ignoring Steve. “That’s the town you’re going to hit. It’s not as big as Las Cruces, but it’s a lot closer. It’ll be a quicker trip. Give Steve less time to undermine you in your absence.”

      He shot Garrett a grin that said quite clearly that Greyson wasn’t going to allow anything of the sort to happen, and Garrett grinned in response.

      “Las Ramblas it is,” he agreed. “I’ll leave in the morning.”

      “And I’ll come with you,” Bart said from the other side of the table. At Garrett’s surprised glance, he shrugged. “Not like you can go by yourself. You’ll need backup. Someone to watch the street while you’re in houses. Besides, I figure we’ll want to look for fuel while we’re there. And you’re no good at siphoning gas. No offense, Cap.”

      Garrett nodded, doing his best to keep a straight face. “None taken, Bart. I’ll be happy for the company. Now go home and get some sleep. We leave first thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      

    
    
      Garrett busted through the doors of the schoolhouse after the meeting, partially angry at Steve for the drama he’d curried and partially excited—and somewhat overwhelmed—at what he’d just promised to do. Going out into the world with a team of people who had his back was one thing. Going on his own was something completely different.

      Yes, he’d have Bart with him. But Bart was, at the end of the day, a sixteen-year-old kid. He didn’t know much about guns, and knew almost nothing about fighting. Garrett liked him a lot, but he wasn’t exactly on Garrett’s list of the top ten people he’d elect to take as backup.

      Truthfully, that list only consisted of Alice. Possibly Greyson.

      But there was an excitement running through his veins at the idea of getting out there that he hadn’t felt in some time. Going out into the world, finding other people, asking them for information… and of course finding his way into a new town, gathering new supplies, scouting the place for anything his team could go back for.

      Yes, he was nervous about it. But there was a powerful optimism there too. And he was going to focus on that feeling rather than the nerves.

      In the meantime, Steve’s mention of Elisa and Fawn had the small family on Garrett’s mind, and he wanted to check in with them. Steve was right; moving Fawn would be risky, and Garrett wanted to talk to Elisa and see what she thought about it before he started making specific plans. He was confident that they’d be able to transport the little girl in relative comfort, in the back of one of the trucks.

      If they got it done before the rain started, even better. One hundred miles from the border wasn’t much. Fifty miles more to the Mexican town was even better. Maybe three hours of driving, max. They would go in the middle of the day so it was warm out, and with any luck at all, they would be in houses in Mexico before the nighttime temperatures arrived.

      It all worked. In theory. That didn’t mean Elisa was going to be okay with it. The sooner he could talk to her about it and start making arrangements for her needs—and those of her daughter—the better.

      And it was more than that. Over the last couple of months, he’d become very attached to Fawn. She was a bright, loving little girl, and had become a sunny spot in a dark world for him. Though she was sick, and had become thin and frail, she was always smiling and laughing, always telling a joke, always asking him if he had any riddles for her. It was awfully hard not to love her—and that made it even harder to watch her suffering.

      It did, however, make him even more convinced that he had to get her out of there. He wanted that little girl to live. And he was willing to do whatever it took to make that happen.
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* * *

      It didn’t take him long to reach the house that Elisa and Fawn shared. When Garrett, Alice, and their crew arrived in Trinity, they’d found Elisa and Fawn on the outskirts of the town, in a neighborhood that had been deserted by everyone else. The two had been so isolated that the other townspeople hadn’t even realized they were still there—which was why they hadn’t been helping to take care of the little girl, who was already sick. One of Garrett’s first acts as the new leader of the town had been to move Fawn and Elisa to the house closest to the schoolhouse, and the supplies. That way they were first on the delivery route for food and water, and closest to where they might find help if something happened.

      He hadn’t known who owned the two-story house before, but he thought it had probably never been put to better use. Fawn had immediately brightened up some at the increased number of people she saw every day, and the influx of food and water had brought color to Elisa’s pale cheeks as well. True, Fawn was still sick, but Garrett liked to think that they were giving her the best possible chance at survival with the new location.

      He paused in front of the house and looked up at the stucco-and-brick building, its columns cracked from the desert heat, the yucca plants in the front yard long dead. The people who’d lived here before had obviously been well off, given the size of the house and its design, which matched the feel of the city hall across the street from it. Maybe this had been the mayor’s house, or the police chief’s. Maybe just some eccentric upper-class tech millionaire who had wanted to get away from society.

      Whoever they were, their money hadn’t done them any good when it came to the chaos that descended on the U.S. They were dead or gone, just like most of the population.

      He darted up the steps of the house and knocked smartly on the front door, already knowing that Elisa was there. He’d seen her leave the meeting the moment they’d come to a consensus, no doubt anxious to get back to her daughter. Fawn was old enough that she was capable of staying home on her own, but Elisa was never comfortable with leaving her for long.

      When the door flew open, to his surprise, it was Fawn on the other side, her cheeks flushed with fever, her blond hair hanging lank and wet around her face. But her eyes were shining, the way they always did, and she grinned wildly at him.

      “Garrett!” she shouted hoarsely. “Mom, Garrett’s here!”

      “Garrett?” he heard Elisa say from somewhere within the house. “What on earth…”

      She appeared from around the corner, drying her hands on a dish towel, and shot him a questioning look. “Garrett, I saw you not ten minutes ago. Did you suddenly have another idea about our plans? Coming to me as the wisest and most experienced person in the place, no doubt. Best advice-giver available.”

      She shot him a cheeky grin and he laughed. It wasn’t only Fawn that brightened his world. It was Elisa as well. Her tongue-in-cheek humor had made him laugh from the first day, and even on the worst days, she could still get a smile out of him. He wanted to save Fawn. Not only because he loved the girl, but also because he wanted to see those lines around Elisa’s eyes ease a bit.

      “He’s obviously here to continue our checkers tournament, Mom,” Fawn said, rolling her eyes. “If you just saw him, it means you don’t need to talk to him right now. He’s mine.”

      Without waiting for an agreement or lack thereof from Garrett, the little girl grabbed his hand and began tugging him toward the study, where the decorating was done in deep, rich leathers and mahogany furniture. A bookshelf lined one entire wall and the center of the room was dominated by an enormous, masculine desk.

      “Whoever owned this house must have been really rich,” Garrett noted.

      “Yep. Mayor,” Fawn answered. “And now he’s gone and this is all ours. His loss.”

      Garrett shook his head at the cheek, which confirmed that sense of humor was most definitely passed from mother to daughter.
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* * *

      Half an hour later, Garrett’s chin was resting in his hand as he watched Fawn make her final move in the game. She’d beaten him handily, as usual.

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Garrett,” the girl said. “Whatever it is, it’s not that bad.”

      He tipped his head at her, wondering how she’d known that something heavier was on his mind. “I appreciate that, Fawn, more than you can know.”

      “And that’s the end of your night,” Elisa said, coming in and clapping her hands. “Fawn, it’s time for you to go to bed. Let’s go.”

      Fawn sent a glance Garrett’s way, silently asking if he was going to defend her, but he just shrugged in response.

      “If your mom says it’s time for bed, kiddo, I’m afraid it’s time for bed.”

      Groaning, the little girl rose and hustled out of the room. Elisa waited until they could hear her footsteps on the stairs before she spoke again.

      “That girl is going to break my heart,” she said. “One way or another. God help us all when she’s a teenager.”

      Laughing, Garrett nodded. Fawn was only seven now, but already had the attitude of a sixteen-year-old. Maybe because she was getting through life more quickly than the rest of them.

      When he didn’t answer, Elisa continued, her voice soft and hopeful. “You really think we’re going to be able to get to Mexico?”

      “I hope so,” he answered. “We don’t have a solid idea of where that town is or any contacts there, but if they’re truly open to taking refugees, I don’t see why they’d turn us away. We certainly fill the requirements.”

      “I hope so,” Elisa murmured. “You know, before the nanovirus, Fawn wasn’t sick. When she first started coughing, I thought she had it, did I ever tell you that? I was sure of it. We hadn’t known anyone who had it, but that didn’t mean anything with how quickly it spread. The cough… It was horrible, and I was just waiting for it to start bringing up blood. That was why we stayed out in the suburbs. Couldn’t take the chance of spreading it to anyone else.”

      Garrett sat back, stunned. He hadn’t known that—and the fact that Elisa would have gone that far to protect the rest of the community made him respect her even more.

      “She could have died out there, and you still protected the people in town,” he murmured. “Elisa, that’s…”

      “She might still die,” she corrected him. “You and I both know she’s sick, and we both know that there’s no medicine to help her. Whatever is wrong, it’s got control of her body. And she’s a drain on the community.”

      When he put a hand up to protest, she gave him a look that said quite clearly that he was an idiot if he tried to argue the point with her.

      “She’s a drain on our resources, Garrett. You know it. I know it. Even Fawn knows it, in her own way. And there’s nothing we can do to fix that. Not here. Not like this.” She paused and a few tears streamed down her cheeks and splashed onto the desk in front of her. “My husband died soon after the blasts. Went out one day to try to find us more water, and never came back. I heard later that he’d been shot by thieves and left in the desert. Without him, she’s the only thing I have. If she dies…”

      Garrett reached out and grabbed her hand. “We won’t let that happen, Elisa, I promise.”

      Elisa looked up at him. “And what kind of life can she have in a country that’s dying? A country that has already died, for all we know?”

      He tipped his head back and forth. “None. That’s why we have to try for Mexico. But you know… the trip might be dangerous for her, Elisa. You know that, right? Are you sure it’s the right move? Sure we should risk it?”

      It was the one thing he was still questioning. The one sticking point to the whole plan. Yes, they would do their best to shelter Fawn on the trip. Yes, they should be able to make it there quickly. But she was incredibly sick and moving her at all was a risk.

      This time it was Elisa who squeezed Garrett’s hand. “It’s her only chance, Garrett, and you know it. There’s nothing for her here. This country is finished—at least until someone gets it started again. Without proper nutrition and medical help, Fawn is done for as well.”

      There were still tears in her eyes, but she lifted her chin in defiance, and Garrett saw the will of steel that had kept Elisa and her daughter alive through the months of horror.

      She was also right. Getting to Mexico was the only chance in hell he had of saving Fawn, the only hope any of them had of finding something better, and getting to Las Ramblas was the first step.

      With that in mind, Garrett stood, kissed Elisa softly on the cheek and wished her good night, and went home to his own bed, hoping he would get enough sleep to make what he had to do tomorrow easier.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      

    
    
      The next morning, Garrett was up before the sun. He couldn’t help it; though he’d always wanted to be one of those people who could sleep until ten and then go through a long, lazy waking-up process, complete with breakfast and reading the morning paper, he’d never managed it.

      Anything past five in the morning and he started to feel antsy, like he was wasting time. Wasting daylight that could see him doing something useful. It had started before military school, but the tight scheduling at that school had strengthened the feeling—and built a lifelong habit of rising early and going straight to work, regardless of how much sleep he’d had the night before.

      On this morning, it was really going to come in handy. Las Ramblas was fifty miles away, and though it was much closer than Las Cruces, it was still a trek. The sooner they got started, the better. He wanted to know who—and what—was out there in the larger cities.

      He didn’t think Bart would be up yet, so he made his way toward the garages where they kept the vehicles to start prepping on his own. This had been some sort of mechanic shop in the city’s previous life, and was still well-equipped with machinery and tools. After all, they couldn’t be resold or traded for food or water. And most of them were useless now that electricity was a thing of the past.

      Garrett paused on that thought and cocked his head, standing stock still and staring at nothing. It had been more than three months since the blasts. Yes the EMP had knocked out the grid, along with all electronics in the U.S. But it had been three months. Shouldn’t something have… he didn’t know, started coming back on by now? How long did an EMP last, exactly?

      Frowning, he took three steps toward the wall of the garage, reached out, and flipped the switch. Could it be that they’d all simply assumed there was no electricity, and had just been missing it?

      He glanced up at the lights above him, though, and saw nothing. Moving on, he flipped all the switches on the panel up and down several times, just to try out his theory. Nothing, nothing, and nothing.

      He blew out a breath, disappointed. Evidently, the EMP detonations had had a longer-lasting effect than he’d realized… Either that or there was no one left in the U.S. to put the power grid back together.

      He chose to believe the former and leave it at that. There was a part of him that still didn’t want to accept that the vast majority of people in the U.S. were dead, or even that the government itself was down and out. He had no proof, of course, but the idealist in him still wanted to believe that there was someone out there working to pull the country back together—even if the realist in him scoffed at the idea and told him he was being naive.

      Back to the tools, then. Right. Most of them were useless now, but the manual tools were definitely still useful, and he’d want to have a number of them with them on the trip. The funnel and hosing for siphoning gas from cars, he thought, turning toward the cabinets where they kept the stuff they used most often. Screwdrivers of various shapes and sizes for breaking into doors and windows and unscrewing anything that was screwed down. He’d always found hammers to be useful on this sort of trip as well, and he also picked up a couple of wedge-shaped chisels—useful for more breaking and entering.

      “If Mom could only see me now,” he murmured, half-smiling at the thought of what she’d do. She’d spent half of her savings on his education, and she would have absolutely lost it if she knew it had all come down to him figuring out which tools would be most useful while breaking and entering.

      He shoved everything he’d gathered into one of the tool chests scattered on the workbench, then turned and looked into the shop once again. He didn’t think they’d need anything else, but he wanted to make sure before he moved on to the next stop on his list.

      A quick glance across the shop, his gaze taking in the various vacuums, saws, worktables, and lifts in the place, and he shook his head. What a waste. All that machinery—all the skill it took to work it—and it was all thrown out the window.

      Turning on his heel, he went for the early ’70s Ford F-250, his favorite of the two trucks, and threw open the door. It was a crew cab, which was convenient because it meant there was more room in the cab for extra people and supplies, and also had a camper shell on the back—good for transporting people. Though Garrett had loved to ride in the back of a truck when he was a kid, the wind in his hair, the landscape flying by, it wasn’t exactly the safest method when you had people out there shooting at you.

      Not that anyone had shot at them. Not yet. But he wasn’t discounting it as a possibility. From everything he’d seen, New Mexico had truly become the Wild West again. And he didn’t know whether there were any other good guys out there.

      Shutting the door of the truck, he turned and made for the exit. Tools packed, check. Time to make sure they had some snacks for the road. Then he’d go and bang on Bart’s door to get the kid up. He could see the sun starting to peek over the horizon in the distance, through the door, and he’d prefer to get on the road before it was fully up.

      The Ford was a great truck. But it didn’t have air conditioning.
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* * *

      He strolled up to the schoolhouse and walked around the side, already building a list of things in his head that he wanted to take with him on the trip. Then he jerked to a stop and yanked the gun out of his waistband.

      The doors to the storeroom were wide open, the new padlock lying on the ground next to them.

      He slid up against the wall, putting it to his shoulder, and crouched down a bit, holding the gun up in front of him and pointing it right at the doors. Surely those thieves hadn’t come back already. Surely they would have realized that they’d already taken most of the goods. And why come back when they had to suspect that Garrett and his people would have put heavier guards on the storeroom after the first break-in? It didn’t make any sense.

      Then again, he’d never been a thief. He didn’t really know how much logic they actually used.

      He took one step forward, then another, keeping his knees bent so that he maintained the best possible potential power in his legs. If someone came out of those doors and had a gun, he was going to have to get out of the way in a hurry. He didn’t know how many of them there might be—or what sort of firearms they might have brought with him.

      He blew out a slow, silent breath and narrowed his eyes. Who was supposed to be on guard duty right now, anyhow? Where were they? Knocked out on the other side of the schoolhouse?

      He shuddered at the thought that the same thing might have happened again, but strengthened his grip on the gun. If those bandits had come back, he had a word or two to say to them—and those words started with a warning that if they moved, he’d shoot.

      Two steps closer. Three. He was right on top of the doors now, and about to lean over so he could see down the stairs, but paused for a moment and let his senses reach out to the surroundings. Where could he run if this all went wrong? What would offer the best shelter within the closest distance? There was an alley between the two buildings next to the schoolhouse, his subconscious told him. That would be the best cover he could reach—if he could reach it quickly enough.

      Then, quite suddenly, just as he was about to start leaning over and looking into the storm doors that opened onto the storeroom, someone jumped out of the storeroom right in front of him—and cussed.

      “Fuck! What are you doing?!”

      Garrett staggered back, heaving in breaths as his heart tried to jump out through his mouth. Bart. It was Bart.

      “What am I doing? What are you doing? You almost got yourself shot, kid!”

      Bart gave him a look that communicated exactly how stupid that would have been. “Shot? For coming here and getting our road trip snacks collected so I could get them into the truck? Why the hell would you shoot me for that?”

      His voice was cracking all over the place with his nerves, demonstrating his youth, and Garrett let the gun drop to his side, caught firmly between laughing and shouting at the kid. Finally he settled on laughing and threw his arm around the boy.

      “I’m glad you’re thinking ahead,” he said. “And I’m sorry I almost shot you.”

      Bart huffed out a laugh that held a healthy dose of sarcasm. “Let’s get going, Cap. I’m all nervy about this trip, and you’re not making me feel much better.”
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* * *

      By the time they saw the sign for Las Ramblas an hour later, Garrett was starting to understand what Steve had said about the trucks being in terrible shape, and he worried that they might have been ignoring a growing problem. The two functioning vehicles at Trinity Ranch were already over half a century old. Combine that with the fact that they couldn’t give them much in the way of mechanical care, and had them in the less-than-gentle desert environment, and you had a breakdown waiting to happen.

      Now, the Ford’s engine was starting to sound like it was running on six cylinders rather than eight, and it had a whine that he hadn’t noticed when they started out.

      Garrett and Bart both cheered when the khaki sign showed up on the highway indicating that Las Ramblas was coming up in five miles. They needed to siphon some gas before they ran out, so that they didn’t have to get into the reserve tank they’d brought with them. And Garrett, who was feeling distinctly claustrophobic, wanted out of the confines of the car.

      As they entered the city, though, he started to feel more nervous. This was a much larger town than Trinity Ranch, and sported not only supermarkets and strip malls, but also long, sprawling neighborhoods full of houses. There were lots of cars around, which was good news in terms of siphoning gas. But they could also be signs of people still living there.

      Garrett had hoped there would be. He wanted to milk them for any news, any information about what was happening outside of their area—and even whether they had heard anything about this mystery town in Mexico, and if it even existed at all. But now that he was here, now that he was actually facing the possibility of seeing those people, his paranoia was running wild. It was only him and Bart here, and they’d only brought three guns with them. They were in a truck that was nearly out of gas. They were strangers.

      Now that he was facing the task of approaching people on strange ground, he was rethinking his plan. He had no way of telling whether those people would be friendly. If they weren’t, he wasn’t going to have many options about getting away from them—and keeping Bart safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      

    
    
      Garrett rolled to a stop on what he took to be something like Main Street, right in front of a strip mall that included a large supermarket. There was a large parking lot here as well, and he was starting to think that whatever had happened to this city, people had left in a hurry.

      Or they hadn’t had a chance to leave on their own at all.

      He wasn’t even sure what that thought meant, exactly, but it brought chills to his skin all the same. Suddenly the fear of what the people here might do was overshadowed by the fear of what had happened to them.

      There were, however, at least twenty cars still in the parking lot, and half of them looked to be gas-powered cars that might have fuel in their tanks, even if they didn’t look old enough to still be running.

      “Right,” he breathed out quietly, his eyes jumping from the cars to the market and back, and then to the side. They were at the end of a long street in what must have been the shopping district. Stores lined the street, with cars parked in front of them, but he didn’t see any actual people. Lots of signs of humanity—paper littering the street, graffiti on the signs, trashcans overflowing with spoiled goods. But no one actually wandering around out there.

      Where were the people he’d expected to find? Were they hiding? Or was this town actually deserted as well?

      “What’s the plan?” Bart asked, his voice sounding as if he was just as spooked as Garrett.

      “You start siphoning gas,” Garrett answered quickly. No use beating around the bush. Bart had come here to help with the fuel situation, and they were in the perfect spot for it.

      “It’ll take you next to no time to fill the cans we brought,” he continued. “Get all three of them filled up, and then spec out the cars to see how much more gas you think there is. I don’t want to leave any sitting here if we can help it.”

      “Doesn’t seem like it’s going to matter if there’s more,” Bart observed. “If I’ve already filled up the empties, we won’t have any place to put it.”

      “I’m going into the stores,” Garrett said, nodding toward the buildings. “I’ll look for more gas cans. If you find more available fuel, we’ll use those.”

      “Right,” Bart said. He nodded once, then jumped out of the truck and moved around to the back. “Let’s get this over with. This place is giving me the creeps.”

      Garrett exited his side of the truck and moved toward the back as well, agreeing entirely with Bart’s analysis of the situation. He didn’t know what it was about this town, but something about it was definitely triggering his senses.

      He reached into the back of the truck and got the bag he generally wore strung over his chest when he went on raids, and then his favorite 9mm Glock. It wasn’t the most powerful weapon, but it was best in tight quarters, and certainly the most reliable.

      If he got into a sticky situation, this was the one he wanted with him.

      “I’ll be inside for no more than half an hour,” he said quietly. “That should give you plenty of time for the siphoning. Once you get a full can, bring it back and fuel up this truck, then go back to collecting. I want to get out of here the minute I’m finished looking through the supermarket.”

      “Couldn’t agree with you more, Cap,” Bart answered, pulling the funnel, tube, and an empty gas can from the truck. “What should I do if you don’t come back in half an hour?”

      Garrett pressed his lips together. He was a punctual man, with a good sense of time. If he didn’t get back to the parking lot within the time he’d set out, it would be because he’d run into trouble. Trouble that he didn’t want Bart to have to experience.

      “If I’m not back, come to the doors and shout for me,” he said. “If I say everything’s fine, it means everything is fine. If I don’t answer, or if I say ‘it’s all good,’ it means something has gone wrong. If that happens, get the hell out of here.”

      He didn’t wait for Bart’s answer. He didn’t want to give either of them a chance to rethink this. Instead, he started for the supermarket and the hardware store that sat next to it.

      He’d hit the hardware store first, he thought—go for any tools he thought they might need, and the gas cans. If there was still a lot of stuff in there, then he might bring a full team back. If the place was cleaned out, he’d grab whatever looked useful and then move on to the market.

      He didn’t want to come back to Las Ramblas if he could help it. He’d thought they might want to, but the feel of the place had very quickly changed his mind. But it would be a lot more helpful to Trinity Ranch if he walked into stores that were still fully stocked—and that required more hands than just his.

      When he got to the doors of the hardware store, he found them lodged shut. Locked from the inside? He wondered. It didn’t make any sense for them to have been locked—unless there were people in there who had barricaded themselves in. Either still living… or now dead.

      He gagged at the thought and turned to the right. He’d seen a garden center there, and if this was like any other hardware store in the nation, there would be another door there.

      When he got around the corner and reached the gate for the garden center, he found it wide open, and he sighed in relief. Maybe this was going to work after all.

      Ten steps took him through what he guessed had once been a display of roses and fruit trees, and he was at the door to the main building. It slid open at his tug, and he strolled in—then almost ran back out again.

      The place stank like nothing he’d ever smelled before, and it didn’t take much to realize that there had been people barricaded into the store when something went wrong. Those people evidently hadn’t made it back out again.

      The stench of death colored the air like a miasma, and Garrett shivered, thinking about it sticking to him. Darting back out into the fresh air, he took three deep, cleansing breaths and shuddered, willing himself to forget the smell of that place. Willing himself to be brave enough to go back in there—and risk running into the bodies of those who had been trapped. Or who had trapped themselves.

      He darted a gaze to his left and saw a rack of gardening handkerchiefs. No telling what they would have been used for in the past. Perhaps they’d allowed the wearer to go outside into the garden and work without inhaling a bunch of New Mexico dust. Right now, he hoped one would protect him at least slightly from the smell of death inside, while he ran around and looked for what he needed.

      He grabbed a bright green kerchief and wrapped it around his head, knotting it behind his head so that it sat securely over his mouth and nose. He paused and then did the same with a second kerchief. He tied a third kerchief around his neck, and tucked the loose ends of the first two into the third, to make this a somewhat more airtight mask.

      With that done, he turned back toward the doors, took another deep breath, and shoved them open. Then he was running, glancing quickly at the signs as he passed them, trying to decide which aisles he actually needed to hit.

      He grabbed a shopping cart on the way by a row of them, judging that to be the more effective way to gather things, and then he spotted the hand tools aisle. He rushed down it, finding it still well-stocked—a surprise, but a welcome one. Evidently the people who had stayed here—and survived?—hadn’t thought to rake the place over for tools.

      Grabbing everything he thought they might have a use for, Garrett flew down the aisle, stopped haphazardly and pulling things off the shelf, while doing his best not to breathe.

      Once he was at the end of the aisle, he started rushing down the main walkway again, glancing up at signs and steering chaotically around the wreckage of end caps and displays, probably looking like a kamikaze pilot who had imbibed too much alcohol. Gas cans, where would he find gas cans? Was there an automotive section here? Would they be anywhere near the gardening supplies?

      He saw an aisle labeled automotive and pulled a sharp right, the grocery cart in front of him almost tipping as he skidded around the corner. There, right on the end, were gas cans. He shoved as many as he could fit into the cart, then pulled a U-turn and sprinted all out for the doors, back into freedom.

      As he rushed toward the door, he counted all the blessings it had taken to get him out of there without running into any bodies.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He stopped quickly at the truck to unload his haul and motion for Bart to come pick up the new gas cans, then started pushing the grocery cart toward the market. This one… Well, if his past experiences were anything to go on, this one would be even tougher. Grocery stores were great because they had food. They were also horrifying because they’d once held food that required refrigeration and even freezing.

      Still, if the hardware store had been mostly untouched, it could mean that the grocery store also still held goods. He could only hope that was the truth.

      Two steps through the doors, which opened easily for him, and he felt as though he was going to throw up. If the hardware store had smelled like death, the grocery store smelled like he imagined Hell would smell. The stench of rotting food, including quite a bit of meat, was overpowered by the cloud of death. It was unmistakable, and he knew what it meant: that there were numerous bodies in this place as well. What had happened here, that so many people had died within the stores? Were they actually using them as living spaces or something?

      More importantly to his current situation, would it have affected the food?

      It quickly became apparent that he didn’t need to worry about that, though. He rushed down the first aisle to see that it had been picked almost clean. There was a box of food every so often, but whoever had come through here before had left very little.

      To make it even worse, great clouds of flies were swarming through the building, no doubt brought by the smell of death. He was running through a store populated by death and the flies that came with it, and he was starting to seriously suspect that he wasn’t going to get anything out of it.

      Death and flies. This was what the world had come to. This was what the mighty U.S. looked like these days. The thought was horrible, and horrifying. Did the rest of the country look this bad? What about the world? Had society survived anywhere, or was it all like this?

      It didn’t take long for him to get to the last aisle—it hadn’t been a large market—and realize that he already had as much as he was going to get. Garrett cast a despairing look at the shopping cart and saw that it was only half full. Some water. More canned and boxed goods. Barely worth the effort.

      He hoped Bart was having more luck with the gasoline outside. If they could collect enough gas, it would at least make the trip worthwhile.

      Running for the door, he cast his mind back to the hardware store next door. Most hardware stores also held coolers for water and soda; had he seen anything like that over there? Many stores like that also had aisles of gallon-jugs of water, had he seen anything like that?

      Yes, he realized. He had. He’d seen at least one aisle that held jugs of water, and he was positive he’d seen a refrigeration unit that would have held soda and other drinks. They might not be there anymore, but the chance that they might be meant he had to go check it out. He blew through the doors of the market, made a sharp left, and darted back toward the hardware store, his breath blowing hard against the kerchiefs covering his mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      

    
    
      Garrett had already dropped everything he’d found off at the truck and told Bart to sit and wait. Now he was in the neighborhood on the other side of the strip mall, looking at the houses. He didn’t want to be here anymore. Didn’t trust what he might find in those houses. But he’d agreed to scout the town and take everything he could back to his own community, and they’d long ago agreed among them that “scouting” meant going into every possible situation and seeing what they might find. Their continued survival depended on it.

      Now, if the market had been raided, he was guessing the houses had been as well. Either that or they still had people living inside of them. Either way, he doubted he’d find anything of value—and thought there was a chance that he’d open up a door to find a rifle pointed right at him.

      But he had to know for sure. Half a cart full of groceries and a full cart of water and soda, plus some tools and gas cans—and the fuel Bart had managed to find—was an okay haul. But it wasn’t what they’d been expecting, and it certainly wasn’t what they needed. As long as there was a chance that he could find more, he had to take it.

      Especially if it meant they didn’t have to come back to this town. This town that felt so wrong. Crossing Las Ramblas off the list completely could mean that they went somewhere else next time.

      “And in this game, efficiency is everything,” he muttered as he started walking and turned up the driveway to the first house on the right. It wasn’t anything fancy—just one of those housing tract homes where the developers had practiced their own sort of efficiency by using the same design again and again, and buying supplies in massive orders that got them some sort of discount.

      Pretty typical for this area. Nothing special. And it looked deserted, which was a plus.

      He climbed the three steps to the hacienda-style patio and put his hand to the doorknob, then paused and listened carefully for any sound on the other side of the door. After a minute, curiosity satisfied, he twisted the knob and pushed the door in about three inches—just enough to glance through the opening and look around the foyer.

      Nothing. A side table that ran about four feet long on one of the walls, adobe-colored tile on the floor, off-white walls. Artwork that might have passed as acceptable in the mid-1980s, but now looked like the height of gaudiness. And on the other side of it… nothing but stark, heavy stillness.

      Now came the tricky part. He’d always disagreed with Alice on this part, because he firmly believed that the best thing to do—the smart thing to do—was to call out into any home, to either warn the people inside that they were coming or shock them into making a move. Either way, it increased your chances of knowing what you were getting into.

      Alice, of course, believed in taking anyone who might be in there by surprise. Smaller chance of ending up dead, she said.

      But Alice wasn’t here.

      “Hello?” he called, pitching his voice so it would travel through the house—or at least the bottom level.

      A pause, and then he called out again. “Anyone here? I don’t mean any harm, but I’m at the front door and I’m going to be coming in.”

      Another pause. This one longer, as he waited to see whether there would be any reaction. When no one answered, he opened the door a bit more and slid through the opening, then closed it behind him. He looked around, knees slightly bent and poised on his toes, ready to run if he needed to. But the stillness reigned here, and though he cast his senses out through the house, it didn’t feel as if anyone was here.

      It also didn’t smell like anyone had died here. And at that, the mystery deepened. Many of the houses they’d been in before had held the bodies of those who had tried to stay, and who had died of the virus, or starvation or lack of water. The fact that this house seemed clean… Well, it made him wonder even more about this town.

      “Wonder about it later, kid,” he said, forcing himself into movement. He wasn’t here to solve mysteries. He was here to get food and water for his own community so that whatever had happened here didn’t happen to them.

      Fifteen steps straight ahead took him into the great room with a vaulted ceiling—standard architecture in a hacienda style, he thought to himself—and fifteen more carried him through the living area and right into the kitchen. There, he stopped and looked around cautiously. If there was any sign of life in the house, this is where it would be. But there was nothing. No dishes on the counter, no pans on the oven. He didn’t even see any sign of anyone ever having cooked in here.

      Had he somehow managed to get into a house that was used only for sales purposes or something? Some sort of model?

      He cursed at the thought, because that would mean no food or water in here, and rushed toward the pantry. Throwing it open, he nearly staggered back in surprise.

      The thing was completely stocked. Row upon row of canned goods, boxed goods, and packages of pasta and sugar, packed so tightly that it looked like someone had actually been planning to survive in this place after a nuclear war.

      The opposite of a model house. It was a doomsday prepper’s house, or at least it looked like it was. Only something had happened to them during the doomsday part, and they’d left all their prepping behind. And for some reason, no one had raided them yet.

      He didn’t care what that reason was. He started scooping everything out of the pantry and into the bags he was carrying, uncaring what it was he was stealing. They needed all of this—everything he could fit.

      Once he was done, he searched the other pantry for water, and found three gallon jugs. Not a lot, but enough to give water to someone. Then he rushed to the cupboards over the sink—if there was one thing his community was dangerously short on, it was medical supplies.

      To his absolute relief, the medicine cabinet was full. Cold and flu tablets, cough syrup, pain medication, ace bandages, antibacterial spray…

      “Who were these people?” he wondered aloud. He’d never seen such a well-supplied kitchen before. Had certainly never seen a house that looked like it could have doubled as a pharmacy.

      Then he found the prescription medication, and with that, the names of the people who had lived here. “George and Sheila Connor,” he said, reading the labels of two different bottles. “What were you doing, Mr. and Mrs. Connor, with so much food and medication? And what happened to you?”

      Then he looked at the labels more closely. Penicillin and amoxicillin.

      He’d hit the mother lode.

      He scooped all of the medical supplies into his bag, noted that he was running out of space, and whirled on his heel, wondering what else he should hit in the house before he left—and whether he should make plans to bring a larger crew back here after all. If this house still had a full larder, there was a chance that the others did too. And he hadn’t seen any sign of anyone else here. Maybe he’d just been paranoid to think that they’d find trouble in this town. The deserted cars, the empty streets, the fact that it smelled like everyone had, for some reason, died in the hardware store and supermarket…

      At that bit of logic, he decided that yes, he would bring a bigger crew here tomorrow. They’d get more gas and go through the houses more carefully.

      He shoved everything down into his bag and headed for the front door, anxious to get back to Bart and return to Trinity Ranch to start planning a larger trip. If they were lucky, Las Ramblas would give them enough supplies for the rest of their time in their small town, as well as their trip to Mexico. If they were really lucky, it would give them enough supplies to leave immediately rather than waiting a month.

      He strode quickly out of the kitchen and back into the main area of the great room, then got to the foyer and made the light right he needed to get to the front door.

      At that point, he came skidding to a halt.

      “My name is Evie,” the message scrawled on the back of the door read. “I’m eleven years old. My parents left and never came back, and I don’t know what to do. If you’re in my house, please, please come find me. I’m all alone. I’m scared. Please help me.”

      Garrett felt his heart crawling up into his throat, his blood running cold. A little girl, stuck here by herself…

      His thoughts immediately returned to the boy he and Alice had found when they were out raiding for General Green. The boy whose parents had been killed, and who had been so badly injured that they didn’t know if they’d be able to save him. The boy who Green’s men had then shot.

      Garrett had flown at the man who shot the kid, furious that he’d taken the boy’s life, and that fight had inadvertently brought him into Green’s good graces—which he’d used to design their escape several days later. But that hadn’t healed the wound that had been left behind by watching that boy die. It had been one of the most horrific things he’d ever seen, and he didn’t think he’d ever get over it.

      He shook his head, frustrated. This wasn’t the same situation, he told himself. This girl was well enough to be able to write her message on the door—and she was hiding nearby. The answer was clear: find her. Find her and take her with them, to a safe place where she would have food and water and company.

      “Evie?” he called out. “Evie, I’ve just read your message. Are you in the house?”

      No answer. Not that he was surprised by that; if she was hiding, she wouldn’t be answering him. But if she wanted to be found, she would also be at least somewhat willing to let him know where she was—he hoped.

      He started combing through the house, going room by room and looking for any place where a child might hide. Behind couches. Under tables. In closets. Under beds.

      He found the rest of the house to be just as clean as the downstairs portion, but saw no sign of a child. And the house wasn’t big enough for her to somehow miss that he was there, searching for her.

      By the time he got back to the foyer, he was positive that Evie wasn’t in the house, unless there was some secret hiding place that he couldn’t see.

      Spotting a marker on the floor—the same one Evie had used, he imagined—he snatched it up and wrote out a reply to her.

      “My name is Garrett. I’m a friend. I’ll be back tomorrow. And I can take you to a safe place.”

      He stood back, frowning at the lack of details there, but then nodded to himself. It was enough, and he’d already decided that they would be coming back tomorrow. He’d come right to this house and start looking for her again. Perhaps she would even leave him another message—with more clues about where and how to find her.

      He threw the door open before he could rethink that plan and ducked through, closing it softly behind him.
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* * *

      It took him only ten minutes to get back to the parking lot, with how quickly he was walking. He couldn’t wait to show Bart what he’d found and tell him about the message. When he came around the corner into the parking lot, however, he stopped and then ducked back to where he’d come from, heart racing.

      He peeked back around the corner, allowing only one eye to emerge into the open space, and stared, barely daring to breathe.

      Two men in baseball caps had Bart pressed up against the truck. They were shouting at him, demanding the keys.

      So there were people here after all. And they were in fact unfriendly.

      Dammit.

      He crouched down, his eyes scanning the parking lot for possible cover. There were plenty of cars, and they were packed pretty close together. They also ran all the way to the spot where the guys were attacking Bart. Perfect. He just had to use them to get there.

      He dashed toward the first one, covering the largest open area he’d have to cover, and without stopping, ducked around it and made his way to another. He stood and peeked through the windows of this car—tinted enough that he didn’t think the guys would see him—and bit his lip. The men had progressed to beating Bart over the head, and the kid still hadn’t given up the keys. God bless him.

      Three more dashes to three more cars and Garrett was within fifty feet of the guys. He ran for a car much closer to them, and glanced around the bumper. About ten feet now and he’d be on top of them. One more car between them, and that one was right behind them. If he got it just right…

      He ran for the car, keeping his footsteps as quiet as possible, and crouched down, trying to ready himself. He could hear the men more clearly now, and hear what exactly they were threatening Bart with. Good on the kid for holding on.

      Before he could think too much about it, Garrett slid around the bumper of the car, hand going to the waistband of his jeans and yanking out the Glock there. Within three steps he was right behind the strangers, his gun reversed and at the ready. A sharp knock to the head with the heel of the gun sent one of the men slumping to the ground, out cold.

      The other whirled around, a knife in his hand. He glanced at the man on the ground and then back up at Garrett, eyes blazing. Then he spat on the ground.

      “Got me outnumbered,” he said roughly. “But that won’t always be the case. Don’t come back here, mister. This is our patch, and the next time you come around you won’t be so lucky. I’ll make sure of it.”

      He turned and dashed toward what looked to be a vintage motorcycle, which he mounted and started. He skidded out, hitting the gas too quickly, but held the bike until the back tire found purchase on the tired concrete. Then he sped out of sight.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Garrett said, gazing after the kid. “I don’t want to be here to find out what he means by him not being outnumbered next time.”

      He’d thought he could bring a larger team back to this town. Now he thought he and Bart were probably lucky to be getting out of here alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

    
    
      That night Garrett lay in his bed, completely incapable of sleep. He and Bart had made incredibly quick time getting back to Trinity Ranch, thanks in large part to the full tank of gas in the truck. Garrett’s lead foot on the gas pedal hadn’t hurt, though. He’d torn out of Las Ramblas at fifty and doubled his speed the moment they hit the highway. Bart had held onto his seatbelt and leaned forward, mouth in a grim line, bruises already forming on his face, as if his position in the seat could help the truck to move even faster.

      Garrett had been worried about pushing the truck that hard, but he’d been even more concerned about being caught from behind. All his plans for returning to Las Ramblas had been thrown right out the window. The place might have months and months of food left in it, but there was also a chance that it was crawling with enemies—and that was a chance he wasn’t willing to take. There would be other towns. They weren’t out of choices yet.

      When they arrived back in Trinity Ranch, he and Bart had called an immediate town meeting and relayed what they’d seen, and how they’d been attacked. Garrett had told the members of his community that he had no intention of going back to Las Ramblas—or allowing anyone else to do so—and they’d quickly agreed. One look at Bart’s face had convinced them that the town was a bad idea.

      Garrett had left immediately afterward to come back to his house, clean up, lay down, and collect his thoughts. Cleaning up and falling into bed had been relatively easy. Marshaling his thoughts and getting them organized was something entirely different.

      He knew in his heart that crossing Las Ramblas off the list was the right thing to do. He’d known it halfway through the raid, and he’d been even more sure after Bart was attacked. Whoever those men were, they might have friends, and those friends might be armed. Maybe even better armed than Garrett and his team. They couldn’t risk that. And it wasn’t worth risking it, not when there were still some other towns in the area to hit.

      But that didn’t make him feel much better. Because he couldn’t get one other aspect of Las Ramblas out of his mind: the little girl called Evie. By deciding that they weren’t going to go back he was sentencing her to a continued existence in the midst of that madness. She’d asked for help, and he’d left her a message that promised her that very thing! What if she’d seen his message and was anxiously waiting for him to come back? What if she was, this very minute, counting the seconds until he returned for her, packing her things, making plans for the future…

      He had to stop himself. He knew that. That kind of thinking was only going to make this whole situation more difficult for him. But knowing that with his brain and forcing his heart to obey were two very different things.

      At that moment a knock sounded on the front door. Frowning, he got up from his bed and walked quickly toward the door. Was something wrong? If so, why hadn’t he heard any shouting?

      When the door opened, Alice was standing on the other side, leaning up against one of the posts that lined the porch. She took in his dressed-down state—sweatpants and a T-shirt—and lifted an eyebrow.

      “Going to bed already?” she asked, shouldering past him and entering the house.

      “It’s been a pretty intense day,” Garrett said with the ghost of a laugh. “I don’t much feel like staying awake and seeing any more of it, to be honest. Not that sleep is coming quickly for me. Do you need something?”

      She lifted the bottle he now realized she held in her hand and tipped it back and forth. “Came to invite you to a party, as it were,” she said with her characteristic half-smile. “But if you’re more interested in sleeping, I’m guessing your answer is going to be no.”

      “Party?” he asked, surprised. “What do we have to celebrate?

      She shrugged. “Making it to Halloween. Making it a lot longer than most other people have, seeing another holiday, that sort of thing. Figured we’d put that wine we liberated from the vineyard to good use. Course we’re not really sure it’s Halloween, but we know it’s October, so we’re calling that close enough.”

      Garrett snorted. “Honestly I’m not really in the mood. I’d probably just bring everyone else down.”

      After a long look, she nodded slowly. “And yet you say you’re not able to fall asleep. What’s wrong, Garrett?”

      He paused, wondering if he should keep this particular pain to himself, but then decided that she’d been his best friend in this situation so far, and might have valuable advice to give. A quick few lines—delivered without emotion, only giving the facts—and he’d related what he’d seen in that house, and the message from Evie. His fears about what would happen to the little girl if he didn’t go back. His fears that she was even now waiting for him.

      At the mention of a young person in need, Alice’s entire demeanor changed, going from strong to something soft and vulnerable. A shadow crossed her face and it didn’t take a genius to guess that she was thinking of her own son, Jesse, dead from the virus and left behind. But then she straightened her shoulders and seemed to rally.

      She even put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Garrett, you can’t beat yourself up over that. You don’t know how old that message might be. You don’t know whether she’s even still alive. What if she wrote that message and her parents came back the very next day? What if it was just a false alarm? She could be long gone by now. Is it really worth risking your own team to go find out?”

      Garrett sighed, but he knew she was right. There really wasn’t any way to tell how old that message was—or whether the girl was even still alive. True, he’d rather think that her parents had come to find her and they’d somehow made it out of that town before anything went wrong. In the end, he tried to force himself to believe that, to make it fact.

      At least that way he could leave the situation behind. Put his mind to things that needed his attention more. Like finding supplies for the people he knew for a fact were still alive.

      “So tomorrow,” he finally said, changing the subject.

      “Tomorrow we go to the town just on the other side of Las Ramblas,” Alice said, going along with him. “And we raid it for supplies. Your idea about going to Mexico is still good. But we need to have enough with us to make the trip safely. And we’re not there yet. Not by a long shot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      

    
    
      Garrett stared at the market in front of him, heart sinking. Nothing. They were going to find nothing. He could already tell, just from the way the checkout stands looked. The candy bar racks had been completely cleaned out, and that was always the last thing people went for, because candy bars provided almost no nutrition.

      If those were gone, it meant someone else had already gone through the aisles and aisles of food the market might have had at one time.

      Still he strode forward, adjusting the bag on his chest and opening the flap. It didn’t matter if someone else had been here; they might have left something. And if they’d left anything at all, it would be more than Garrett and his crew had had in their larder before. True they’d used up an entire tank of gas on this trip, but Riley was outside siphoning gas as quickly as she could from any vehicle she could find—with Shane and a rifle guarding her—and the fuel would be a wash, at worst.

      That made any food and water a win. He and Alice just had to find something.

      They started from opposite ends of the store, working toward each other as they walked the aisles. There wasn’t much. But there were still some goods. And based on the smell of this place, the only thing rotting was the meat and eggs. No bodies here, thank goodness. Although this was a smaller town and therefore less likely to have much, it also didn’t hold the spooky feel that Las Ramblas had given him.

      This trip had immediately felt safer than the last one.

      When he and Alice met up in the cereal aisle, he could see that her bag was nearly as full as his. Not a good haul, but not a bad one either.

      “Someone else has already been here, but they did a sloppy job,” Alice noted. “Didn’t take everything. And didn’t come back for what they left.”

      “Must have been moving through the area rather than staying here,” Garrett agreed, coming back to their classification of other raiders: those who stayed and those who passed through. The ones who stayed weren’t a problem. They were the ones trying to hunker down and survive until things got better, like the Trinity Ranch community.

      It was the wanderers who caused problems. The ones who wouldn’t be around to answer for their behavior later. Men—and women—like the ones he and Bart had run into yesterday.

      So the idea that it would have been wanderers coming through this town and raiding it immediately made his hair stand on end. Those were people they couldn’t trust. Granted, they were probably long gone, but if they were still nearby…

      “We’d best get moving,” Alice said, having watched the thoughts as they played out across his face. “Don’t want to get caught here by anyone who means trouble. And based on what you and Bart saw yesterday, I’m thinking there are definitely people around here who want to make trouble.”

      Garrett didn’t even need to answer. He gave her a quick nod, then turned on his heel and made for the front of the store, knowing she would follow. Knowing that she always had his back.
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* * *

      They were ten minutes out of town, the mood in the truck somber and frustrated at the size of the raid, when they heard the first gunshots.

      Garrett brought the truck skidding to a stop and killed the engine so they could hear better.

      “Those sounded like they came from the road ahead,” Shane said quietly, moving up so he could insert his head into the space between Garrett and Alice in the front seat. “Those didn’t come from town.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Garrett said quietly, his ears attuned to the world around him. “Those also weren’t shots from a handgun. Those were rifle shots.”

      “Snipers, do you think?” Alice breathed.

      “Snipers from where?” Riley asked. “There’s no place for them to hide.”

      “They wouldn’t have to hide if they were far enough away, kid,” Garrett answered. “They’d just have to catch someone by surprise and be out of reach.”

      That was when they saw the smoke, billowing up from a slight incline ahead of them.

      “Right,” Garrett breathed out. “Well, there’s only one road back home. Whatever’s happening there, we’re going to have to pass right by it. Everyone get down. Shane, Alice, get your guns ready. If someone starts shooting at us, I’m going to need you two to take care of them.”

      He turned the truck back on and gunned the engine, the tires squealing under him in reaction to his jumpy foot on the gas. Next to him, Alice was already getting two of the rifles prepped. Shane had handguns on him, and Garrett could hear him making sure they were loaded and ready.

      Garrett focused on the road, and the smoke ahead of them.

      Within moments he saw what was causing it. Two military-grade vehicles had pulled over to the side of the road, and one of them was roaring with flames, a number of dead bodies laid out on the ground beside it. He could see from here that those men, whoever they had been, were killed while they were in action. Their limbs were spread in ways that indicated that they’d been running or crouching at the time, and they weren’t lined up or close together. They hadn’t been shot execution-style.

      “There’s been a shoot-out,” he murmured, thinking out loud. “Those people weren’t caught unprepared. There was some sort of battle up there.”

      “Think they might have anything for us?” Alice asked, always practical. “Fuel? Their guns, at least.”

      “Pull over and take the risk of their shooters still being out there—are you crazy?” Shane asked.

      Garrett turned his eyes to the horizon, looking for whoever might have done this and wondering if they had stuck around, but he didn’t see anything. And there was certainly no place for anyone to be hiding. This was wide open, flat land. Few cacti, even fewer sand dunes.

      If there had been anyone out there, he would have been able to see them.

      He pulled off the road behind the burning truck, stopped a safe distance away, and parked.

      “Everyone else stays in the truck,” he said sharply. “I’m going up to see if anyone survived, and if they have anything we can use. Alice, Shane, cover me.”

      He jumped out of the truck without waiting for an answer and ran, crouched, toward the bodies on the ground, covering his face with his shirt to protect it from the heat coming off the truck.

      There were eight bodies, he saw, and a quick check told him that none of them had survived. This had definitely been some sort of shoot-out; they were pockmarked with bullets, and some of them had died slowly. He started grabbing the guns from the bodies, making sure the safeties were on and then stacking them in his arms. Then he went for their belts, feeling around for any extra ammunition. Maybe in the trucks, he thought.

      Guns were great, but were also pretty useless without ammunition.

      Once he’d collected all the guns he returned to the truck and threw open the back gate.

      “Eight bodies,” he shouted to the others as he stacked the guns in the back with the supplies they’d managed to steal from town. “All dead. Definitely a shoot-out. Doesn’t look like there’s anyone else here. Alice, Shane, can I get your help searching the other truck?”

      The two exited the vehicle without answering, and the three of them raced for the truck that wasn’t burning. Garrett wondered if they’d be able to take it—increase their gains from this raid—but when he arrived, he saw that something had happened to that truck’s engine during the fight. Fluid was running from under the truck, and given the color of it he suspected it was radiator fluid. They wouldn’t be going anywhere in that vehicle, not without a functional radiator.

      “Scratch the truck!” he shouted. “Check the trailer it’s towing, see what’s in there!”

      The truck had a small trailer behind it—something he’d never seen before—and if there was anything of value, they could just take the whole thing.

      “Cap, we’ve got a huge tank of fuel back here!” Shane shouted from his spot behind the trailer, having thrown open the doors first.

      Garrett went racing around the trailer to see for himself, and saw what he estimated to be a hundred-gallon container. If it truly contained fuel, that would be enough to see them to Mexico and back several times. It could be just the thing they’d been waiting for.

      He threw the keys to the truck and Shane. “Go get the truck. Alice and I will get this thing unhitched and push it around so we can attach it to our truck. And tell Riley to keep her head down. If there are enemies watching, I don’t want her making herself a target.”

      “We should be enough for them, eh?” Shane asked, giving Garrett a grin.

      Garrett just waved him off, anxious to get the trailer unhitched and attached to their truck. He didn’t think there was anyone here, but he couldn’t guarantee it, and he wouldn’t feel safe until they were back in their truck and on the road.

      He and Alice quickly moved to undo the hitch on the trailer, Garrett using one of the screwdrivers he now always kept on his person to detach the screw securing the trailer hitch. He found the plug for the brake lights—seemed strange to be handling a plug again—and yanked it out. Then he and Alice got on opposite sides of the trailer and grabbed the supporting rails.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      At her nod, he counted to three and they lifted, groaning, then started staggering around, moving the trailer just enough so that Shane would be able to get the truck into position ahead of it. They set it down again and sighed, their bodies cracking with the tension of the move. Then Alice froze.

      “Garret,” she murmured, motioning into the distance with her head.

      He turned slowly and let his eyes travel across the distance, searching. Sure enough, there were three men there, straddling what looked like vintage motorcycles. There was no mistaking them for what they were: predators.

      “Suppose this was theirs?” Alice asked.

      “Either that or they expected to take it themselves,” Garrett answered. He pulled his gun from his waistband, pointed it in the air, and pulled the trigger.

      No harm in letting those men know that he was armed—and that he wasn’t afraid to use his firepower.

      The bikers paused for a moment, then turned and fled the scene, leaving nothing but a dust cloud behind them.

      Moments later, Shane was there with the truck and they were hooking the trailer up to their own trailer hitch. Garrett finished with the trailer and jumped into the driver’s seat, pulling back out onto the road and quickly increasing his pace.

      He kept one eye on the road ahead of him and one eye on his mirror all the way home, watching for the bikers. Their need for escape just got a whole lot more urgent. Because those bikers weren’t going to let this go lightly. He was sure of it.
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      “What do you mean you just took it?” Steve, practically foaming at the mouth, shouted.

      Garrett stared at the man, wondering if he was actually serious. “What do you mean, what do I mean?” he asked. “The men from the trucks were dead. There was no one else there, and there was an enormous tank of gasoline just sitting in the trailer. Do you think I should have, I don’t know, just left it there for the desert to claim for its own?”

      Some scattered laughter echoed through the schoolhouse, where they were all gathered for a town meeting, and Garrett felt his shoulders relax a bit. For the most part, the reaction had been one of excitement. They might not have returned from the raid with much food and water, but his original thought had been correct: they’d come back with enough fuel to see them through to their trip to Mexico, and beyond.

      It was a form of salvation.

      Which was why Steve’s anger over the acquisition was so confusing.

      “And you didn’t think to come here and get everyone’s consensus first?” Steve continued to rave. “Didn’t think we should get a say in the matter? Oh, I know, you don’t think our opinions are worth a thing, that must be it. Don’t think we have enough brains among us to help you make a decision! Got here and knew immediately that you were smarter than us, that you should be the only one deciding anything, is that it?”

      Garrett opened his mouth to answer, but closed it again when he realized he didn’t know what exactly he was supposed to say. Steve sounded as if he’d gone completely insane. His accusations weren’t even making any sense anymore. Had he gotten into the wine while they were gone?

      “Coming back and asking has never been part of our raid protocol,” Alice snapped. “Never before have we gone into a market somewhere, seen a bunch of food, and come all the way back here to ask everyone else whether we should take the food. Are you high? Been eating something you found growing in the desert or something? We weren’t going to just leave the fuel there and risk going back for it. Risk someone else taking it. That makes no sense at all.”

      “And if anyone else had a claim on the tanker, you might have put our entire community at risk!” Steve shot back. “Did you ever think of that?”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, our entire community is already at risk,” Garrett said coldly, putting a stop to the other man’s yammering. “We’ve been robbed, we’re dangerously low on supplies, and we’re running out of other towns to raid. We’re running very short on options, and though we know what our ultimate move is, we need fuel and supplies to get there. The fuel aspect is now taken care of. And that’s the end of it. You would have done the same damn thing if you’d been in our place, and you know it.”

      He stared at Steve, daring the man to say anything else, and nodded when Steve fell back several steps. Garrett didn’t know what Steve’s play here was, but he did know that the man was going to become a problem sooner rather than later. They couldn’t get to Mexico soon enough. The quicker he was rid of that man—the quicker they were all rid of him—the better.

      Any further conversation was halted when John and Greyson came running in, supporting a very pale Bart. They’d gone out to a nearby ranch to double-check for anything they might have missed on an earlier raid, and hadn’t been in town when Garrett, Alice, Shane and Riley had returned. Garrett hadn’t been worried, though; Bart was with the best of the best. John and Greyson both knew exactly what they were doing.

      Now, he started to rethink that option. Bart looked as if he was about to faint.

      Garrett jumped from the platform at the front of the room and rushed toward the group. Greyson was busy laying Bart on the ground, and when he came back up, he was shouting.

      “Medical supplies!” he said. “I need bandages, any gauze we have, anything that has antibacterial properties. And a needle and thread if we have it.”

      Alice was the first to react. “Riley, the penicillin, antibacterial spray, and bandages Garrett brought in yesterday,” she snapped, throwing the key to the storeroom at the girl. “I’ve got needle and thread in my house, I’ll be back as quickly as possible.”

      She was through the door and running down the street before Garrett had a chance to add anything, so he focused on getting to Bart and figuring out what was wrong. He skidded on his knees and came to a stop next to the boy, his breath hard and fast.

      “Bart, what happened?” he asked, his hand on the boy’s cheek. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      It wasn’t Bart who answered, but John. “Got to the ranch, got into the house, started going through the cupboards and closets, looking for anything we might have missed,” he said. “Figured we’d do our best to help supply the group for the trip. Didn’t find much. Found a little, decided to come home. We walked out into an ambush. They got the kid separated from us and we heard him screaming. Sent him back missing one of his fingers. Told us to tell you that we’re being watched. That they know what we did, and our days are numbered.”

      Alice came flying back into the schoolhouse just in time to see John holding up Bart’s left hand, which was now missing its pinky, and stifled a shriek. She dropped to her knees next to the boy, clicking a lighter as she held the needle above it.

      “This is going to hurt, kid,” she warned Bart. “And we’re going to have to keep treating it with the antibacterial stuff to keep it from getting infected. This thread isn’t exactly sterile. But we have to give your skin something to heal around. You going to be okay?”

      “Can’t hurt any worse than it already does, I don’t think,” he answered shakily.

      Garrett grasped Bart’s other hand and squeezed, then pulled off his belt and held it up to the kid’s mouth. “Bite it,” he said.

      Bart turned big eyes on Garrett and bit down, nodding, the tears already starting to form, and Garrett’s heart broke. This should never have happened. Not on his watch.

      “Must have been the guys we saw,” Alice said, cringing as she slid the needle into the flesh left at the base of Bart’s now-absent finger. She pulled the thread quickly through, then turned the needle and plunged it in again, making quick work of the job.

      “Must have been,” Garrett agreed. Now he was definitely second-guessing what he’d done. If he’d left the tank there, would Bart still be whole?

      “No,” Alice said, guessing again at what he was thinking. “They would have done this regardless, and you know it. They’ve already stolen from us. I think we knew that already. And they’re going to keep doing it. Keep after us until we leave.”

      “That just makes our trip even more important,” Shane agreed. “We’ve got to get out of here before they actually kill anyone.”

      They were interrupted by the sudden arrival of Elisa, who came rushing into the schoolhouse, her face streaked with tears.

      “It’s Fawn,” she said, voice shaking. “Something’s wrong. Something more. I can’t wake her up, and she’s hotter than I’ve ever felt her.”
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      Garrett didn’t think he’d ever run so fast in his entire life. He raced for the house where Fawn and Elisa stayed, his heart pounding against his ribs in a staccato, uneven beat. He couldn’t take this. First Bart and now Fawn? These kids were going to kill him.

      His thoughts went immediately to the medical supplies he’d brought back from Las Ramblas, and he prayed that Alice had taken whatever she needed and sent the rest with Riley for Fawn. They’d been trying to figure out how to ration them so that they didn’t go through them all at once, but he was now willing to spend them all on Fawn at the same time in an attempt to get her to pull through this. Whatever was wrong, surely they had something that could treat it.

      The only question was whether it was too late for even that. Penicillin and amoxicillin might be miraculous drugs, but they still took some time to work. And he was starting to think that time was exactly what Fawn was out of.

      When he got to the house, Elisa was already there, holding the door open for him. He had no idea how she’d managed to arrive before him, but thought that the desperation of a mother whose child is sick must have given her wings. Her face was still wet and smudged with dirt from the tears she’d been crying, but she was arranging her features into a calmer order, and controlling her breathing.

      Thinking that Fawn needed them to be strong, Garrett did the same thing, taking several deep, steadying breaths until he felt like he could at least think again. Then he nodded at Elisa to let him pass.

      “She’s in her room upstairs,” she said quietly.

      “Alice will have sent some medications,” he answered. “Bring them up as soon as you have them.”

      He took the stairs two at a time, not caring about how much noise he was making, and arrived at the landing on the second floor in seconds. He’d been here to tuck Fawn into bed before, and knew that her room was the second one on the left. Making his way for it, he tried to prepare himself for what he was about to see. No matter what happened. He needed to be a rock for Fawn right now. Nothing else was acceptable.

      He ducked through the door and found the girl duller than he’d ever seen her. Her eyes were open, but the spark that had always given them life was gone, her complexion dulled out. Her cheeks had always been rosy and flushed from the fever, or from a coughing fit, but they were pale now, as if she was slowly fading into the pillow behind her head.

      Still, she was awake. That was better than he’d been expecting.

      “Hi, Fawn,” he said, sliding onto the bed next to her and taking her hand.

      She brightened a bit at his voice, and tried to smile, but obviously didn’t have the strength. Her lips moved and he thought she was going to try to say his name, but once again, she faltered.

      Looking up, he saw a bottle of water by the bed, along with a cloth. He reached out, wet the cloth, and held it to her lips.

      “Water,” he said quietly. “It will make you feel better. Alice is bringing you some medicine, okay? I don’t know if it will heal you right away, but it will make you feel better. And feeling better will make you better.”

      He forced optimism into his voice, trying to sell the lie, and wished—not for the first time—that they had someone here who actually had medical training. Who actually had some sort of experience, and could tell them what was wrong with her. Tell them whether they could make her better or not. Then she started coughing and he focused only on holding her as the spasm wracked her tiny body.

      “We’re going to make you better, Fawn, I promise,” he said.

      Elisa walked into the room and laid her hand on his shoulder, then dropped to her knees and pressed a kiss to her daughter’s forehead.

      “Go to sleep, my love,” she said softly. “You know you always feel better if you’ve had a nap. I bet you’ll wake up in an hour and feel so much better. And Garrett will still be here, waiting for you. I bet he’ll even want a checkers rematch. Isn’t that right, Garrett?”

      Elisa looked up at him, her eyes big and tragic with the knowledge that there would be no rematch. That this was the end, and that she was giving her daughter permission to leave them. To end her own suffering.

      He nodded, doing his best to be strong for both of them in this moment.

      “I demand a rematch,” he said hoarsely. “I’ve let you win too many times, kiddo. This time I’m going to kick your butt.”

      Fawn breathed out a sigh of laughter, one corner of her mouth turning up, and then she closed her eyes, and grew still.

      And just like that, she was gone.

      Garrett stared at her, hardly daring to breathe, hardly daring to feel anything at the loss. It wasn’t the first time he’d lost someone he cared about. But he didn’t know if any death had ever cut him so deeply before.
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      At noon the following day, after a morning of rising and wishing desperately that the past twenty-four hours hadn’t actually happened, Garrett joined the other members of their community in a memorial parade for Fawn. They started at Elisa and Fawn’s house—it would never be anything other than “their” house to him—where Garrett, Shane, and Greyson split the duties of carrying the rough wooden coffin they’d built for the little girl. Lifting it and putting his shoulder under it was the hardest thing Garrett thought he’d ever done, but he straightened his shoulders, lifted his chin, and kept the tears back.

      This was a time to be strong for Elisa. Not a time to show how much he was hurting. He could hurt later on, in his own bed, when his vulnerability wouldn’t affect anyone else.

      They marched through the streets of the small town, Alice at the front of their small parade, supporting Elisa, while everyone else followed behind them. John and Steve had already dug a grave in the town’s cemetery, and they didn’t hesitate as they lowered her tiny coffin into it.

      Yes, it was disturbing to think about her going into the ground, where she would lay by herself. But they had little choice in the matter. Garrett and Elisa were both practical enough to realize that without an embalmer available, her body wouldn’t last. Better to remember her as she had been than see her as what her body would become.

      As they lowered the coffin into the ground, though, Garrett felt a sense of hopelessness overcoming him. If the children couldn’t survive this new world, then what was the point? Were any of them going to see the end of this? The lack of food, the lack of clean water, lack of medical supplies… and now the additional threat of the biker gang. After what they’d seen done to Bart, everyone in town was on edge, just waiting for the next horrible thing to happen.

      At least Fawn had died a natural death. She no longer had to deal with the idea that the world was dying around her. Garrett felt like a coward for thinking it, but just for a moment, there in the cemetery as he said goodbye to his friend, he let himself dwell on the idea.
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* * *

      That night, at the town meeting, Garrett had himself back under control and was ready to fight for his people. He’d lost one of them, and he wasn’t going to lose another. Whatever it took to get them out of there, he was ready—and willing—to do it.

      It had become apparent to him, though, that not everyone was taking that step. Many of the townspeople were afraid to go out of town at all, after what had happened to Bart.

      “As far as I can see, we just can’t be sure we’ll be safe out there,” Kristy was saying.

      Shane was nodding, and putting a hand on her stomach. “I don’t mind going out there myself—feel it’s my duty to help, after all—but I don’t want her going. I want her here protecting our baby.”

      “I’ll be going out again, I can tell you that much,” Greyson cut in. “But I don’t think the women should have to make any more trips. Only those of us strong enough to take on any of the bikers we come across. I’ve got a thing or two to say to them about what they did to Bart.”

      His hands flexed into fists and his eyes narrowed, and Garrett knew immediately that if Greyson found any of those bikers, he was going to kill them for what they’d done.

      He couldn’t say he blamed him. He also didn’t disagree with him. But it was going to be nearly impossible to run any full raids without at least some of the women taking part. They just didn’t have that sort of manpower, literally speaking.

      He lifted a hand to signal for silence, and then spoke into the quiet. “I get where you guys are coming from, I do. But we can’t just give up on going out there to raid the other towns. If we stop going, then that’s the end of our supply runs. And we don’t have enough here anymore to see us through much longer. Surely you can see that.”

      This brought a chorus of agreements and disagreements, solutions and complaints, and through it all rode a thread of fear. Fear over the lack of supplies. Fear over the biker gang. Fear of dying.

      And though he hadn’t wanted to think about it before, he knew that there was an answer. An answer to all of it. It would require a dangerous move—a move he didn’t want to make—but it could just be the thing that saved them all.

      Holding a hand up again, he waited until the noise died down.

      “I have a plan,” he finally said. “I still think going to Mexico is our best possible option. It’ll get us out of here, away from the biker gang, whoever they are. It’ll get us out of this isolated existence. And it’ll put us back into a situation where we can actually survive in the long term, rather than living on the edge like this.”

      “Well if you have a solution, I think we’d all like to hear it, rather than you rambling on!” Steve shouted.

      Garrett bit his lip, holding down the angry response that threatened to bubble up out of his throat, and waited until he had his temper under control. Steve was never going to change, and getting in a fight with him now would just make the whole thing even more complicated. He needed to be patient for once in his life. Shrug it off.

      Move forward and save his people.

      “I know for a fact that Las Ramblas has more than I brought back,” he said firmly. “If the one house I hit was still that well-stocked, other houses will be as well. I think I could bring back a month’s worth of supplies if I stayed in that town long enough and hit all the houses I could. We have plenty of fuel, courtesy of that trailer we found. If I could gather a month’s worth of supplies…”

      “We would have what we need for the trip to Mexico,” Alice finished for him, coming up on stage and standing beside him. She gave him a knowing look and a nod. “And we could leave now, rather than waiting. Garrett, it’s the perfect solution. It will get us out of here more quickly, before the bikers can do anything. Get us to safety more quickly. Do you really think Las Ramblas has that much in the way of food and supplies?”

      Garrett shook his head. “I can’t know for sure, obviously. I didn’t go into any of the other houses. But I think it does. I’m willing to bet my own life on it.”

      She pushed her lips out in thought at that, but then nodded. “I’m willing to make the same bet. I’ll go with you.”

      But he shook his head. “I won’t let you,” he said firmly. “It was a dangerous situation before, and it will be even more dangerous now that they know to watch for us. I want you here, taking care of the others so that I don’t have to worry about them.”

      He could see that she disagreed with him on this point, and that she was ready to argue with him. He could also see that she wasn’t going to do it here, in front of the rest of the community. And for that, he was grateful. He needed the people of Trinity Ranch to think that their leaders were a united front.

      And he didn’t have time to argue with them. His mind had already moved on to the trip and how he was going to prepare for it—as well as whether he was going to dedicate any of his precious time in Las Ramblas continuing to look for Evie.
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      At sunrise the next morning, Garrett was already on his way toward Las Ramblas. He’d been up for two hours already, preparing, and was confident that he had everything he needed.

      The surplus of gasoline in their storeroom meant that he could avoid the hassle of going to any parking lots or car-heavy areas. His plan today was to go straight to the neighborhood where Evie had lived. He’d get into her house again and search one more time—while grabbing anything he hadn’t taken before. From there, it would be a process of going into each house, grabbing whatever he could, and loading it into the truck before he moved to the next house, then repeating the process for as long as he could.

      He’d decided that he would stay in Las Ramblas for as long as it took until he reached his goal of collecting a month’s worth of supplies. Once he had that much, he would head back. No point in staying and putting himself in even more danger for supplies they didn’t need.

      Putting himself in more danger. Yes, that was the part that he was refusing to think about. He knew this was a dangerous operation, and that it was even more dangerous because he’d insisted on coming on his own. But he wasn’t willing to put anyone else in danger. Not after what had happened to Bart.

      As far as he could see, there were also benefits to going on his own. Raiding with other people meant that you had to keep track of them, and wait around for them to show up when you wanted to leave. It definitely had drawbacks, especially in a situation where leaving quickly became important.

      If it was only him, on the other hand, he could leave the moment he felt something was wrong.

      He looked as far down the highway as he could see, straining his eyes for the sign that indicated he was nearly there. He thought he must be getting close, given how long it had taken him and Bart to get there on their last trip. As far as he was concerned, the sooner he got there the better. He was already feeling anxious about being so far away from his community when he knew there was someone hunting them.
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* * *

      The first thing he saw when he drove into town was a body lying in the middle of Main Street. He slowed, biting his lip in confusion, and it wasn’t until he was nearly on top of the body that he recognized the kid that had let him and Bart go when they were last here. He’d been shot right between the eyes in what could only have been an execution.

      It was an ominous sight. But he didn’t see anyone else around, and gunned the engine, heading for the neighborhood he wanted to get into first. He wasn’t going to take this risk and then leave empty-handed. The sooner he started collecting, the quicker he could leave.

      He turned right at the first street after the body, relying on his memory to lead him the right way, and sighed in relief when he saw the hacienda-style homes lining up in front of him. Yes, that was the one, right there. The first one on the corner. He wouldn’t have recognized it if he’d seen it anywhere else, but here, leading the march of a thousand other homes that looked just like it, he could see that it was the one he wanted.

      The house where Evie had lived. The house where she might still be hiding. And though he knew it was overly emotional and the opposite of rational, he could also feel that he’d transferred some sort of extreme importance to that. He’d lost Fawn. He wasn’t going to allow Evie to die out here on her own. Not if he could do anything about it.

      When he parked and turned the truck off, Garrett was surprised—and startled—to hear what sounded like a grunt coming from the back of the truck. He paused, confused and alarmed at the sound.

      Was someone actually back there? Or was his paranoia starting to play tricks on him?

      He grew still, listening closely, but there was no other sound, and after a moment he became convinced that he’d been hearing things. He was in the middle of a deserted city in the middle of the New Mexico desert, for God’s sake. How would anyone have happened to find their way into the back of a truck that hadn’t stopped until right now?

      He threw the door open, telling himself to get over the paranoia, and climbed out, then made his way quickly toward the bed of the truck.

      “Step one. Bag,” he said under his breath. “Step two. Search for Evie. See if she’s replied to my message. Step three. Search the house again. Step four. Drop whatever I find at the truck. Step five. Get to the next house, rinse and repeat.”

      He pulled open the tailgate of the truck, and nearly screamed when someone popped out at him.

      “Do you always talk to yourself when you think no one else is around?” Alice asked calmly, putting her hands on her hips and staring at him.

      “And do you always just pop out from places where you aren’t supposed to be?” he asked, trying to control his anger and failing miserably. What was it with people jumping out at him from hiding places? “What the hell are you doing back there?”

      “Tagging along, what does it look like?” she asked archly. Seeing that he was about to argue with her over her presence, she put a hand to his chest and pushed him back slightly. “And before you argue with me, let me just tell you that you’re absolutely insane if you thought I was going to let you go gallivanting off to a deserted city all by yourself. You’re my closest friend here, and the reason I even got out of Green’s operation alive. You think I’m going to let you risk yourself like that? Because if you do, you’ve got another thing coming, buddy.”

      She paired the last word with another shove, and he retreated several steps—partly from the shove and partly because of the onslaught of words.

      “You… you came with me to protect me?” he asked hesitantly, unsure whether to be offended or gratified.

      She rolled her eyes. “Let’s at least put it in a way that won’t threaten your masculinity, shall we? I came with you because I know you need backup in a situation like this, and I know I’m the best backup you’re going to get. Besides, I wanted to see this fabled city with the full larders. And two people work faster than one. You got a problem with that?”

      He knew better than to tell her he had a problem with her logic. And the truth was, he was glad to see her. Glad not to be there on his own. And glad for the help.

      So he just nodded once and said, “Perfect. I’m starting in this first house. You start in the next one. The quicker we can get through them, the better. I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be. Any problems, use the woodpecker signal I showed you. And make it loud. I don’t know how thick these walls are.”
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      He didn’t bother knocking this time. He just walked right into the house, calling out as he went to warn Evie—if she was here—that he was back. Then he turned around and slammed the door behind him, his eyes going right to where the new message from her should have been.

      Nothing.

      His heart sank further and further as his eyes scanned the door, desperately searching for what he had been so sure he’d find there. True, he hadn’t had any real reason to believe it, but his gut had told him that he’d return to find a message from her. And instead…

      Nothing.

      But he still wasn’t convinced that he needed to leave the idea alone. If everything went right in Las Ramblas today, they’d be moving out for Mexico within the next few days, and potentially the only person who knew about Evie’s predicament would leave the area. He wasn’t going to do that to her. He wouldn’t leave her alone, not if he could help it.

      So he went through the house again, top to bottom, calling her name and searching every nook and cranny that he came across. He grabbed supplies as he went, pulling things from the kitchen and bathroom and even stopping in the hallway closet for toilet paper and paper towels. Not things he would have thought to look for before, but still useful.

      And still he didn’t find anything that looked like it might point to an eleven-year-old girl still being in residence.

      He marched back to the truck, the wheels in his brain turning as he tried to figure out the next step. Could she have gone to the neighbors’? It made a certain sort of sense; if her parents had disappeared, she might have gone to search for other adults. Depending on what had happened to her parents, she might have decided that another house felt safer.

      The only way to know was to look through the other houses in the neighborhood. And he had to go into them anyhow, since he was there to mine them for supplies.

      He barged into the next house and repeated the process, coming back to the truck with even more supplies, since this new house hadn’t been ransacked yet. A small part of him was surprised at how many supplies he found, and when he got to the truck he met Alice, who had an equally stuffed bag.

      “This neighborhood is unreal,” she said, with more excitement than he thought he’d ever seen from her. “It’s like everyone went grocery shopping right before they disappeared. I wonder where they went?”

      “If my suspicion is correct, they holed up in the grocery store itself,” he told her.

      He went on to detail what he’d seen and smelled in the market and the hardware store, and Alice frowned. “But that doesn’t make any sense. Why would they hole up in there, and stay there until they died?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m starting to wonder whether it had anything to do with the bikers who’ve been bothering us,” he said, inspiration starting to dawn. “What if the gang showed up after everything went sideways and started causing trouble? What if the people of the town decided that they were all going to band together for safety?”

      “And stay there until they died?” Alice asked, shaking her head. “Gathering together makes sense. But I still don’t see why they would have stayed there—in a market, where they had food—until they died.”

      It was a good point, and Garrett realized quickly that they were wasting time. Whatever had happened here, it didn’t matter to their current situation. If it meant that the houses were fully stocked, it was to their benefit. No use looking a gift horse in the mouth.

      They agreed that they would put it out of their heads and went back into the houses, Garrett searching for a girl named Evie and Alice searching for food, water and as many medical supplies as she could find.

      Garrett had just moved into the next house on his side of the street when he realized that something was wrong. There was someone in the house. He couldn’t have said how he knew, but he could feel it. The silence held someone else’s breathing. Someone else’s heartbeat.

      He moved into the house, holding his breath, and wondering madly if this was where Evie had ended up. Maybe she was here, hiding in a closet or under a bed. Just two doors down from her house—near enough to be able to see if her parents came back. Far enough away to avoid whatever had happened there that had scared her so badly.

      He was so busy running his gaze around the house, trying to figure out where the girl might be hiding, that he never heard the man come out of hiding behind him. He only felt the muzzle of the gun pressed to the base of his skull.

      “’Bout time you got here,” a gravelly voice said. “Name’s Kraken. And we’ve got to have a talk, leader to leader.”
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      Garrett turned slowly to face the man who held the gun to his head, disliking him from the moment he heard his voice. He didn’t know the guy, and had no foundation on which to base his opinion. But in his experience, anyone who put a gun to your head before they even introduced themselves was trouble.

      His opinion of the man didn’t change with the view. He was old and grubby looking, with at least a week’s worth of stubble on his jaw and a black kerchief tied around his head. He was tall—taller than Garrett by at least a couple of inches—and heavily muscled. Tattoos covered his arms. He also wore a white tank top, into which he’d tucked a pair of black sunglasses, and ratty, torn jeans. Black boots completed the ensemble.

      Garrett couldn’t have conjured up a more likely looking biker if he’d tried. The only thing the man was missing was a black leather jacket, and that would have been the height of unnecessary in the New Mexico heat. He was such a caricature that it would have been funny in other circumstances.

      As it was, the situation was anything but amusing. Garrett didn’t even have to guess to know that this guy was the head of the gang that had been torturing his community for the last several days.

      “The head of the biker gang, I assume,” Garrett said calmly.

      The man grinned, showing that he was missing at least three teeth, and nodded quickly. “One and the same. Name’s Jack Nugent, but you can call me Kraken. Nice to meet you.”

      “I wish I could say the same, but your group hasn’t exactly been friendly,” Garrett growled. “What do you want?”

      The other man rocked back on his heels as if Garrett had physically hit him with that observation, and the grin melted off his face, replaced by a deep scowl.

      “I want,” he said sharply, “to let you know that you and your folks are treading on real thin ice around here. See what you don’t know is that my crew has eyes everywhere. We’ve been watching you lot for some time, but didn’t think it was worth causing any trouble. Didn’t think you had anything worth bothering over, you get me? Then we realized that you wouldn’t be surviving if you didn’t have anything worth bothering over, and that you might be valuable after all.”

      “So it was your group that broke into our stores,” Garrett noted, checking that off his list of mysteries.

      Kraken nodded, looking proud of himself. “Sure was, and we thank you kindly for helping us increase our own resources. Some of that stuff will come in handy, let me tell you.”

      “And it was your people who attacked the boy on the ranch near Trinity,” Garrett added, trying hard to contain his anger.

      The fact that this Kraken character was treating this so casually was driving him closer and closer to the edge of rage, and he wondered quickly how good the man was with that gun. If Garrett charged him, would he have the reflexes to get a shot off? Or would Garrett be able to hit him and get the gun away from him before he could make a move?

      Suddenly, Kraken narrowed his eyes and flipped the safety on his gun. “I can see your thoughts all over your face, boy,” he warned. “Don’t even try it. I get that you’re doing okay out here in the desert but you’re still nothing more than a city slicker. And I’ve been here a lot longer than you have. Me and my people have been here since the whole thing first went down.”

      Right, well if he was broadcasting his intentions that clearly, Garrett supposed he’d better cool it on the planning. He should probably count himself lucky that Kraken had seen fit to tell him he was broadcasting his emotions like that.

      “What is it you want?” he asked. The sooner they could get this over with, the better.

      Kraken shrugged. “Just wanted to talk to you about that tanker of gas you stole. You know the one. Well, it belongs to me and my crew. We went to quite a bit of effort to destroy that caravan of soldiers, and I wasn’t too keen on seeing you make off with the booty. I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you didn’t know we’d claimed it. If you did, I figure you wouldn’t have taken it the way you did. You seem too… sensible for that sort of action.”

      “And?” Garrett asked.

      “And I’d like you to return it,” Kraken said pointedly. “You can find our compound in Helen Falls. It’s not too far from where you’ve set up your own camp. I’ll give you two days to bring the tanker back. If it isn’t with us by sunset, we’ll be coming to look for it ourselves. And I can tell you that we won’t be in any mood for friendly conversations if we have to do that.”

      “And why should we care about your men and their friendly conversation?” Alice asked coldly from behind Kraken, the nose of her gun pressing suddenly up against the back of his head. “Seems to me that you’re the one who wants something that we have. In which case you would be well advised to ask nicely rather than making threats. Collecting more bees with honey and all that.”

      Garrett had never been happier to see anyone in his life. Alice’s face was cold and unfeeling, her hand steady on the gun, her finger secure on the trigger. Garrett had seen her kill before, and he knew she’d do it again. One wrong move from Kraken and he was finished.

      In front of him, Kraken was scowling—though Garrett couldn’t tell whether it was a scowl of anger or embarrassment. Instead of answering Alice’s question, he tossed a bundle at Garrett’s feet. Garrett bent down to grab the package and grimaced when he saw that it was a decomposing finger.

      No need to ask whether it had once belonged to Bart.

      “Two days,” Kraken snarled. “Or you’re all going to end up missing more than just a couple of fingers.”

      He turned and stalked out of the house without saying anything else, leaving Alice and Garrett staring after him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Well that’s just terrific,” Alice said quickly. “You always make the nicest friends.”

      They were already on their way out the door when Garrett put up a hand to stop her. “Hold on,” he hissed.

      He eased the door open and glanced out onto the walkway, but wherever Kraken had gone, he had disappeared. One glance at the street in front of the house showed it to be empty—or at least empty of any functioning vehicles. There were plenty of empty cars and trucks still sitting around, but nothing that looked like it had moved in some time.

      “Where did he come from?” Garrett whispered. “How long was he sitting in here waiting for me?”

      “Think that falls on the list of questions that we don’t have time for,” Alice said bluntly. “We’ve got to get out of here. No telling how many other people he has in this place.”

      “Not without—” Garrett started. He stopped himself, trying to find some rationale, but knew that he had to search that first house one more time. “Not without Evie,” he finally said.

      Alice cocked her head, confused.

      “The girl,” he reminded her. “The girl who left the message. I don’t want to leave without knowing what happened to her.”

      The look Alice shot him told him that she thought he’d lost his mind. “Garrett, I know you want to help this girl. But are you serious? We’ve just had a man threaten us, threaten our community. And you want to stick around and look for some girl who might be long gone, or dead?”

      He knew she was right. He knew that he was being ridiculous. But… “I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t look one more time. I can’t live with the thought of having deserted her.”

      Alice bit her lip, but then nodded quickly. “I’ll help you. If we’re quick about it. But Garrett, if we don’t find her, you have to give this up. Deal?”

      “Deal,” he said, already on his way through the door.

      They rushed back to what he now thought of as Evie’s house, threw the door open again, and started shouting for her. With two of them working the house, the search was even quicker, Alice taking the second floor and Garrett sticking on the main floor. But even after climbing around on his hands and knees and searching every cupboard in the kitchen, he came up empty. When Alice met him at the bottom of the stairs, she also shook her head.

      “There’s nothing up there,” she said.

      He shut the door and pointed at the message, needing to share it with someone so that he wasn’t the only one taking responsibility here. Alice read it and then closed her eyes in what looked like sorrow and regret.

      “That poor, poor kid,” she murmured. “But Garrett, we don’t know where she might be. She’s definitely not in this house, and she hasn’t answered you. We have to go. We have to believe that she found someone else to help her.”

      Garrett took a deep, heaving breath, and then nodded. Alice was right. He sent up a prayer to whoever might be watching them, asking that the girl be safe somewhere, and then walked out the door for the last time. As they were walking toward the street, though, Alice put a hand on his arm.

      When he turned to look at her, she was pointing.

      “Garrett, did you ever check the garage?”

      He hadn’t even thought of the garage!

      Without bothering to answer, he darted toward it, went around the side, and yanked open the door he found there. Three steps in, his gaze sweeping the space, and he saw what he’d been looking for the entire time. A rope that hung from the ceiling. A rope that connected to a trap door.

      He only hoped that the girl was actually up there. And still alive.

      He found a ladder up against one of the walls and pulled it open to set it up under the trap door. Then, just as his foot was coming down on the first step, he paused.

      His gut was talking to him again. And it was telling him that he wasn’t going to like what he saw up there. He already knew where this was heading. He also knew that he didn’t have a choice about looking. He needed to know what had happened.

      Four steps took him up the ladder, and he pulled the rope to open the door. Three more steps and his head was peeking through the opening. There was a window up here, so light streamed in, illuminating the large space, and it didn’t take him long to find her. She was tucked into the corner, her knees drawn up to her chin, her arms wrapped around her legs, her eyes closed. And there was no doubting the fact that she was dead.

      “Must have starved up here, too scared to go down to the house,” he murmured. God only knew what had happened there that had scared her so badly. God knew where her parents had gone—or why they had left her. Garrett couldn’t help but think of his sister, and Fawn, and the millions of children out there who had also died.

      It was all so pointless. So wasteful.

      A tear slid down his cheek. Then he blew a kiss at the little girl that he’d wanted so badly to save, and he started descending the ladder again. He closed the trapdoor, leaving Evie to her resting place, and hoped that wherever she was now, she was at peace.

      God knew this world didn’t have much of that left in it. Perhaps she was better off to have left it entirely.
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      “I told you it was a bad idea to take the tanker,” Steve growled.

      Garrett had called a town meeting, and he’d just finished relating to those assembled what had happened in Las Ramblas that afternoon. He and Alice had come back with an entire truck full of supplies, which had helped to ease the blow. But there was no mistaking the sense of unease that washed through the room as his story ended. And he could see the fear on virtually every community member’s face.

      They were all terrified of what the biker gang might do to them. And honestly speaking, Garrett didn’t blame them. He’d been face-to-face with Kraken and had seen how serious the man was about his threats. It hadn’t taken a genius or even a slightly trained psychiatrist to see that the guy had more than a few screws loose. It also didn’t take a genius to figure out that he wouldn’t hesitate to come after Garrett and the people of Trinity Ranch.

      They had to be ready to either defend themselves or get the hell out of town before the bikers got there. Garrett hadn’t decided which was a better option yet.

      “As if you would have done any differently,” Alice scoffed. “We needed that fuel and you know it, Steve. It was the best move for the community.”

      “And I still say he should have come back and taken a vote on it!” Steve fumed. “At least given us a chance to say whether we were going to risk our lives for it or not.”

      Greyson whirled suddenly on Steve, grabbed him by the neck, and pushed him up against the wall.

      “That’s not how we run raids, got it, Steve?” he growled. “When we’re on the road, we make the decision that we deem best. The one that will protect the community. In this case, Garrett and his crew saw a huge tanker of gasoline, knew our own stores were down, and made the decision to take it. I’ve heard about enough from you in this regard, and I think everyone else probably has too. So I suggest you zip it before things get ugly.”

      Garrett watched, but kept his mouth shut. This was a matter for Greyson and Steve to figure out on their own. Garrett might be the leader, but he didn’t get in the way when two members of the town had a problem with each other. Particularly when one of those members was Greyson, the self-appointed speaker of the people.

      Greyson growled at Steve again, pushing his own face closer to Steve. “You have anything else to say about it?” he asked.

      Steve looked like he had a lot of things he wanted to say about it, but finally shook his head. “Doesn’t change my mind,” he said. “But I know you speak for the people. Still think Garrett’s leading us astray. I vote we elect a new leader.”

      “And the rest of us vote against you,” Julia said, coming up behind Greyson and crossing her arms. “You’ve asked about it before, and we’ve told you that we aren’t going to do anything like that. You’re the only one here who thinks it’s necessary. You’re outvoted, Steve, and if you don’t like it, you’re welcome to leave. Find a new place that suits you better.”

      And now Garrett actually held his breath. He’d never thought of kicking Steve out of the community. No matter how much he disliked the guy, he was still a member of their group. But this was also a moment of truth; if Steve had actually been working with the biker gang when they stole the supplies, this was the perfect opportunity for him to leave gracefully and go to them.

      To his surprise, Steven quickly shook his head. “I ain’t going nowhere,” he hissed.

      Greyson gave him a long, loaded look, but then released him and stepped back. “Then you’ll keep your mouth shut from now on,” he replied.

      When Greyson turned back to the front of the room, Garrett took at as a sign to move forward, and started the meeting again.

      “Either way, we have a decision to make. Well, several decisions,” he said. “We have two days before Kraken and his group expect us to take that tanker back to them. Two days to either succumb to his demand or…”

      “Or get out of here,” Shane said. “If we run, we’ll be able to take it with us. We already know we’re planning to leave for Mexico. Why can’t we just leave early? Leave before they even know what’s happening?”

      “It’s a thought,” Garrett answered. “We would be rushing, though. It would mean packing things up over the next few hours, then getting some sleep, then getting on the road. I don’t know if we’d be able to do it. And even if we could, we’d have to be crazy to think we can leave here in a caravan without being seen. Kraken and his men will be watching us even more closely now than they were. They’d be on us in a minute. At least here in town we’ve got a way to protect ourselves. Some sort of defense. Out on the road, we’d be completely vulnerable.”

      “Agreed,” Alice said grimly.

      “Considering all the drawbacks,” Garrett went on, “I don’t think we can just run. Which brings us around to facing Kraken and his gang in less than forty-eight hours from now. How are we going to handle this?”

      “Why can’t we just give the gas back?” Cora said suddenly. “Just give them what they want? It will make us all safer.”

      “And it could lead to our deaths,” Alice snapped. “We don’t have enough gas as it is, Cora, and we’re running out of places to search for it. If we want to get to Mexico—hell, if we want to continue to survive at all, we need that fuel. Without it, we die. Get it?”

      Cora fell back, chastised, and though Garrett wanted to go to her and tell her it was all right, he agreed with Alice here. They couldn’t give that gas back. It was integral to their plans.

      So what were they going to do to make sure they could keep it—and their lives?

      “We have to find a way to get rid of the bikers themselves,” he finally said. When that caused an eruption of noise, he held his hand up for silence before continuing.

      “Think about it. No matter what happens, they’re going to continue to be a menace to us. They’re very close, geographically, so we can’t count on them just disappearing, or even us being able to leave without them noticing. We know they’re watching us. We know they’re planning to come back and rob us again. And we know they’re not afraid to kill. None of us is safe as long as they’re here. We won’t be able to stay; we won’t be able to go. They’re the problem we have to solve.”

      “They’re the obstruction we have to get rid of,” Alice added coldly. “They have to make peace with us, or die.”

      A deep, terrified silence dropped over the crowd at her words, and Garrett grew tense. There were times when he wished Alice was a little less blunt in her delivery. Not everyone had the stomach for it.

      That didn’t make her wrong.

      He just had to figure out how to get the rest of the community to buy into what she was saying.

      “I have an idea,” he said suddenly, speaking before he’d even fleshed it out in his mind.

      Everyone turned to him, their faces filled variously with hope, disgust, and excitement. And all of them looking impatient.

      He paused, letting the pieces fall together in his head like the parts of a puzzle. He frowned at it, turned it this way and that, and then rearranged some of the parts so that it would lay more smoothly. Once he’d arranged it to his liking, he grinned.

      “We make the plan to leave and the plan to return the gas tank,” he said simply. “Think about it. If we can get in there and… I don’t know, stun them badly enough, or something like that… it gives us the perfect cover for getting the hell out of here.”

      He looked up, saw a range of faces that didn’t understand what he was talking about, and broke it down. His brain was working faster than his mouth—or at least faster than he could explain things. And that wasn’t the way to get buy-in from the rest of the crew.

      “We spend the next ten hours packing everything up,” he said slowly. “And I mean everything. Night’s going to be falling soon and we’ll have cover of darkness. Even if they have people watching us, they won’t be able to see what we’re doing in the dark. We get all the supplies we have—food, medical supplies, blankets, everything—loaded into the trucks. We get everyone sorted. Then we go to sleep for a bit. We send someone out to do some scouting on Kraken’s gang so we know what we’re getting into, and know how to handle what we’re about to see. We make sure we’re prepared.”

      Garrett looked over at Alice, who nodded for him to continue.

      “The day after tomorrow, we go to their camp. We take the tanker. But herein lies the rub. Instead of the gas, it’s full of water, with just a thin layer of gas floating on top. We have plenty of empties, and we can transfer the gas into those, along with filling up our trucks’ tanks. I take the tanker to Kraken, play like we’re just going to give in. But I don’t go alone.”

      Garrett looked at Greyson to see if the ex-cop was tracking with his ideas. The man was listening intently.

      Garrett continued, “I take a small team with me, and while I’m meeting with Kraken and the rest of the gang, whoever I take with me starts doing a little spy work of their own. Maybe I use one of those flash grenades we found to distract them while the rest of the team slashes the tires on their bikes. They knock the bikers out. Then we get the hell out of there.”

      The townspeople seated in front of him were leaning forward in their seats now. Hanging on his words, their faces a mixture of concern, questions, hope, and fear.

      “While the group is knocked out, we come back to Trinity, gather everyone up, and get the hell out of here. Run for the border. The trucks will be gassed up and ready to go. Everything will be packed. It’ll take us ten minutes to get out of town. And they’ll be unconscious. They won’t be able to follow us.”

      He stopped speaking, his breath coming fast and heavy with excitement, and waited for the cheer he was positive was coming.

      To his surprise, his words were met only with silence. Then people started asking questions.

      “We don’t have that much water to start with, bud,” Greyson noted. “We’re going to waste most of it on filling up that tanker, you realize that, right?”

      “We can get more water easier than we can get more gas,” Garrett answered. He’d thought about it, and agreed with Greyson, but this was the right move in the end. He was sure of it. “Besides, if we’re moving out of this area we’ll be able to hit new towns and hopefully restock on the way. And if everything goes right, we’ll be in Mexico before we know it.”

      “You’re sure we’re going to be able to get to Mexico?” Cora asked.

      “Positive,” he said quickly. That question wasn’t really worth a longer answer, and as far as he could see, they had a lot of work to do.

      “How exactly are we just going to knock them out?” Bart asked. He was looking better today, Garrett noticed, and even had a glimmer of excitement in his eyes.

      “Alice and I found a house yesterday that must have been owned by a cop or something,” Garrett answered. “We took ten stun guns from his closet. They’re in the schoolhouse now. We’ll just set them to their highest setting to make sure that whoever is hit is out of it for at least a couple of hours.”

      “And then what?” Greyson asked. “We just get in the trucks and… run?”

      “Exactly,” Garrett said. “If we time it correctly, we’ll be heading out in the evening, and driving during darkness. It might make it harder for us to figure out where we’re going, and we might have to slow down, but it’ll also make it a hell of a lot harder for them to follow us. By the time they wake up, it’ll be full dark and they’ll have to wait until daylight to try to track us. We’ll be all the way across the border by then. With any luck, we’ll already be safe in this Mexican town.”

      “How do we even know where this town is, though?” Elisa asked. “We don’t have coordinates or anything, do we?”

      Now Garrett paused. That was true, and honestly he’d thought they would have more time to research the place before they tried to get there. But there was something he still hadn’t told anyone else. Not even Alice.

      “I’ve been looking at the map,” he said. “I took what we’d been told about this miraculous town and started doing some measuring, and I’m not positive, but I think I have a good idea of where we need to go. I didn’t want to tell anyone because I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

      “And what if we end up in the wrong town?” Greyson asked.

      Garrett could see that he was already starting to get on board with the plan, though. That the wheels in his head were already turning.

      “If it’s the wrong town, then we ask any survivors we meet where the right town might be,” he said logically. “I speak Spanish, and I’m sure some of you do as well. It might not be the right town, but it’s a town, and any town might offer us shelter. If nothing else, they can give us information about where we need to go.”

      “Even if we get there in the middle of the night?” Bart asked.

      “Bart, if it’ll make you feel better, we’ll sleep in the trucks until the sun is up,” Garrett said, grinning.

      And just like that, it seemed he had them. People were grinning and nodding, starting to call out suggestions and ideas, and volunteering for this duty or that.

      A second later, Alice was at his side, bumping his arm with hers and looking up at him, her sharp bob—longer now than it had been—curling around her wide smile.

      “I think you’ve got them on your side, Cap,” she said. “And it’s a good plan. Might even work. You sure you’re ready to leave this place behind? No regrets?”

      His mind went back to Las Ramblas, and the body they’d found there. One more girl that he hadn’t been able to save. One more child that he had to leave behind. And a room full of people that he thought he could save.

      “Positive,” he said. “We just have to get through this meeting with the bikers, and out the other side. I’ll need my best people with me. Are you in?”

      “You know I wouldn’t let you do it by yourself,” she said simply. “I don’t trust you not to get yourself killed.”

      He allowed himself a small smile at that, then got to planning how they would do this in the quickest, most efficient way.
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      They spent the hour after the meeting making up a list of what they needed to get done and who they thought would be the best at the various tasks. Elisa proved to be a genius at this particular endeavor, much to Garrett’s surprise. She quickly took the entire group in hand and started handing out responsibilities.

      “Greyson, Alice, Manny, you’re on the weapons,” she said, jotting something down on a piece of paper in front of her. “You know them best, and are the most skilled with them. Take stock of what we have and decide what Garrett and his people are going to take with them to the Helen Falls meeting. Everything else gets loaded up. Make sure you’re using whatever cases we have. Those weapons are going to be traveling in the same trucks as children, and we don’t want the kids getting their hands on anything they shouldn’t touch. In fact…”

      She paused and frowned for a second. “Come to think of it, let’s make sure they go into a vehicle that isn’t transporting children. But make sure each driver has at least two weapons at their disposal, just in case. Yes, yes, it violates the no-guns-in-the-kiddie-truck rule but we have to have protection.”

      After one look at Garrett for confirmation, which he duly gave with a nod, Greyson, Manny and Alice headed out, going in the direction of the house they’d set up as an armory.

      “Cora, Kristy, Riley, you’re on food,” Elisa continued, barely pausing. “I want you three in the storeroom itself, organizing things and sending them out by category. If we’re on the road for longer than a few hours, I want us to be able to find things easily, and that means we have to have them organized. Take care of the water, too. Make sure to spread that out across the trucks—we don’t want one truck to have all the water in it and drive off a cliff or something. We can’t afford to waste water like that.”

      No mention of the people that would also kill, Garrett noticed. He’d never realized Elisa was so cold-blooded and clear-minded. She would have been very good in the military.

      “Bart, start sketching out routes to the Mexican border,” she continued. “Chances are good that one of them will be blocked, and I want to have an alternate route available to us, just in case. Garrett is planning for the gang not to be able to follow us, but there’s nothing wrong with anticipating that they might. We might need to split up, and we might need to take evasive action. Give me two routes at the very least. Three if you can. From there, give me another two routes to the nearest city in Mexico, and another two to the town we’re aiming for.”

      She cast Garrett a quick look. “Garrett, did you mark the map?”

      He nodded. “The town we’re heading for is circled in blue. Let me know if you need any help figuring it out.”

      Bart, his eyes big and shining with responsibility, nodded once and headed over to the corner of the schoolhouse where the map was kept, straightening his shoulders and lengthening his strides as he went. Garrett watched the boy go, his heart growing several sizes as he thought about how much the kid had matured since he’d first met him. He’d never had a little brother, but if he had, he could imagine him having been a whole lot like Bart.

      Elisa wasn’t finished. “Shane, John, you’re on fuel. Get every gas tank filled up and siphon the fuel out of the tanker and into the empties. Fill the tanker with water after you’re done. Make sure you fill the tank of the truck Garrett and his crew will need for recon and for the actual mission. Keep a full tank out to refuel that truck before we go. We don’t want to have to search for fuel in the midst of trying to leave.”

      She paused, looking down her list and evidently trying to figure out what she might have missed. Then she nodded once and looked up at the crowd.

      “Everyone else, start packing. Bring only the barest essentials—nothing more than you can walk with, if it comes to it. If you need anything, I’ll be around here, ready to answer questions, until everyone is finished with their tasks.”

      She set her list down and watched as everyone filed out, and then turned to Garrett.

      Garrett stood at attention and looked at her. “And what am I supposed to be doing, General?” he asked.

      “Supervising,” she said simply, striding toward him and taking his arm. “And then we’re going to go to our respective houses, pack our stuff, and then get as much sleep as we can. None of this is going to work if we’re running around trying to do it on a lack of sleep.”

      “Are you sure about all of this?” he asked, going to something that had been on his mind since he suggested the plan. “Sure you’re okay with leaving here?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked.

      “Well, Fawn…” he said, trailing off as he realized that he didn’t want to say out loud what he’d been thinking.

      “Ah,” she replied with a nod. “You’re wondering if I’m okay with leaving her here. The thing is, Garrett, I’m not actually leaving her. She’s coming with me. As I’m sure you realize.”

      She gave him a knowing look and he half-smiled, wondering if she’d seen the memorial in his backyard.

      “They never leave us. Not really,” she murmured.

      She was right, he thought. As long as there was someone to remember them, the dead never really left. Which made it even more important that he make it to Mexico with this new version of a family. Because if his life ended here in this town, who would go on remembering his sister?
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* * *

      They didn’t go to sleep until five in the morning, but when they finally allowed themselves to rest, most of the packing was done. The food was organized and already in the trucks, the fuel was packaged as Elisa had dictated, personal belongings were stacked in the garage, waiting to be loaded, alongside the bicycles which would be ridden in shifts, alongside the trucks, by those who were able to, since there weren’t enough seats for all those in the community. Garrett and Greyson had chosen the team that would go on the recon mission—them, plus Shane—and who would be on the tanker-delivery team—Garrett, Alice, Bart and Riley. Elisa had protested at them taking the two teenagers, but Greyson had quickly pointed out that they looked relatively harmless, and would therefore draw little attention. They couldn’t go marching into that meeting with their designated warriors—that way, the bikers would immediately know that something was up.

      Taking the teenagers gave them a bit of cover. Taking Alice ensured that they would still be able to do exactly what they had in mind.

      Garrett followed that up by observing that Bart had lost a finger to these people and deserved the payback of helping to take them out.

      At those points, Elisa had sealed her lips and nodded, and they’d gone to their various houses to try to get some sleep.

      Garrett, of course, quickly found that he couldn’t actually rest. Not with all the things they were about to attempt. His mind was rushing from one idea to the next, hardly taking time to consider any of them, while at the same time worrying about all of them. After about thirty minutes, though, knowing that he needed the rest if he was going to make it through the next two days successfully, he closed his eyes, forced his mind to go clear, and demanded that his brain allow his body to go to sleep.

      Finally, exhausted at the amount of stress he’d been under since he last slept, he drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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* * *

      He woke up some time later to a banging on his door, and a quick glance out the window told him that it was around noon. A relatively good amount of sleep, then, and if he was right, whoever was banging on his door would be a messenger from either Alice or Elisa. It was time to get up and get ready for the first steps of his plan.

      Garrett rose from his bed and stumbled downstairs, not bothering with a change of clothes or even a wash. They were going to be going out into the dusty desert on a recon mission where they had a 99.9 percent chance of getting even dustier. Washing now or putting on clean clothes would be a waste of time.

      When he opened his door he was unsurprised to see Bart, deep shadows underneath his eyes. The boy had lost weight in the days since he’d lost a finger, and Garrett wondered how he was doing mentally. He hadn’t asked for the story of how it had happened, but he assumed it was an ugly one. And that memory would be a hard one to forget. This kid was just another reason they had to get the hell out of there. Garrett wanted him to grow up and have some sort of normal life. Maybe go back to school. Maybe even get a girlfriend.

      Hell, he wanted Bart to have a life at all. And this town certainly wasn’t going to provide it.

      “Sorry to wake you, Cap, but Elisa says it’s time to get up and get going,” Bart said bashfully.

      Garrett put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “No reason to apologize, Bart. I knew it was coming. And if Elisa said it, I suspect that means it’s right. I mean has she ever been wrong in her entire life?”

      This brought a bright grin to Bart’s face, and Garrett grinned back, enjoying the moment of levity before they launched themselves into life-threatening situations.

      He thought this would all work. He really did. But he would feel a whole lot better once they were on the other side of that border and were remembering how it had worked.

      He and Bart made quick work of the walk to the schoolhouse, where Bart said the rest of the town was going to be meeting. Evidently Garrett had been one of the last ones to wake up—orders of Elisa, no doubt—and most everyone else was already awake. When they arrived, Garrett saw a sea of hopeful and nervous faces. Determined faces… and those that didn’t yet know whether to believe in this plan or not.

      God, he hoped he didn’t let them down.

      Greyson was the first one to approach him. “We’ve got the Ford gassed up and ready to go,” he said quickly. “We’ve got two rifles and three stun guns in it, just in case. I figure you’ll be taking the Glock, same as you always do, which will give us each a weapon and plenty of ammo. Not that we’re hoping to use it.”

      He added that last phrase as an afterthought, and Garrett smiled at him.

      “No, this isn’t the time to fight. Just doing a little recon, is all,” he confirmed.

      The entire plan was to get to Helen Falls without being noticed—a tricky enterprise if they were truly being watched—and scout out how many people the biker gang had and what Garrett and the second team would be getting into when they walked right into the viper’s nest. The more they knew, the better they could prepare. And with luck, the more successful they’d be.

      Shane strode up then, his long legs bringing him quickly through the crowd. “You two ready?” he asked sharply. “I’d rather get this out of the way, if you don’t mind.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Garrett answered. “Let’s ride.”

      Two minutes later they were climbing into the truck, Greyson behind the wheel, Garrett riding shotgun—with an actual shotgun in his lap—and Shane in the back with the rest of the weapons and the extra ammunition. They’d located Helen Falls on the map the previous evening—it had in fact existed before the EMP devices went off—and set off on the road to get there.

      “How long do we think this is going to take?” Garrett asked, feeling his stomach rolling with more than just the action of the truck.

      “They weren’t lying about how close they are to us,” Shane answered. “I reckon twenty minutes maximum. We’re lucky that the road we’re taking is the same as the one we’d take to a number of other towns. We look like we could be going anywhere. Also looks like there’s a system of canyons right outside of Helen Falls. Any luck, we can get into those and lose whoever might be following us.”

      It was a firm plan, and Garrett still liked it. They’d known from the start that they couldn’t just drive into town to have a look around—and that anyone who was watching Trinity Ranch would have seen them leave, and perhaps be following them. They couldn’t risk those followers catching up to them, either. The plan was to ditch the truck and approach Helen Falls on foot. Without being seen. Or caught.

      It wasn’t going to be easy. But it was their best bet at figuring out what they would be up against tomorrow.

      “Shane, eyes on the road behind us,” Garrett said, staring out his window into the distance.

      There was nothing in the landscape here to hide anyone else, so if anyone was following them, it would have to be on the road. He was hoping that Kraken had been bluffing when he said they had eyes on Trinity Ranch. But there was really no way of knowing.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 20

      

    
    
      Shane had been almost exact when he’d estimated twenty minutes, and they arrived at the canyons he’d pinpointed without drama—and without any sign of the Helen Falls gang. A quick swerve of the wheel and they were in a canyon, flying through the dust and rocks at a speed that wasn’t good for the truck or its shocks, but would get them out of sight quickly. About five minutes in, Garrett put a hand on Greyson’s arm.

      “Slow down,” he said quietly, as if someone was listening to them. “You’re throwing up a lot of dust right now, and though they might not think anything of it if they see it, we don’t want it sticking in their head.”

      Greyson nodded and dropped his speed to around 5 MPH, crawling forward through the sand of what must have once been a riverbed—and would perhaps be one again, in the winter. When Garrett saw a canyon breaking off to the side, he nodded to it.

      “Let’s park in there and get this over with.”

      Greyson pulled out of the main canyon and came to a quick stop, throwing the truck in park. Two seconds later they were all out of the vehicle, guns up and at the ready, legs in a crouch as they listened with everything they had in them.

      All they heard was the sound of the wind through the walls of the canyon. There weren’t even any birds chirping here.

      “Nothing,” Greyson murmured. “You guys got anything?”

      “Not a thing,” Garrett confirmed. “Let’s move.”

      They walked back through the canyon they’d just driven down, keeping close to the walls and doing their best to stay hidden in the shadows cast by the rocks. Once they got to the mouth of the canyon, Garrett put up a hand to let the others know to stand still, and crept forward on the balls of his feet, crouched over and heading toward one of the largest cacti he could find. Once he reached it, he leaned out around it and gazed into the distance.

      Helen Falls was about half a mile from them, if that. Garrett could see the buildings rising up from the horizon into the pale, bleached-out blue of the New Mexico afternoon, and when he narrowed his eyes a bit, he could see the moving dots that indicated people there. He cast his gaze around the town, looking for the guards he thought they must have posted, and before long he found them. One to the north of the town, and one to the south.

      Garrett and his friends would be coming from the west. And no matter how hard he looked, he didn’t see anyone set up in their direct line of travel. Maybe the bikers were confident enough in their ability to defend themselves that they thought they didn’t need it.

      Maybe they were just stupid.

      Either way, it had just increased their chances of success.

      He turned and gestured for Greyson and Shane to join him, and then looked toward the town and started building a map of the steps they could take that would give them the best possible cover.
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* * *

      “Looks like twenty-five men max, from what I’ve been able to count,” Greyson breathed from his spot next to Garrett.

      They’d been watching the town from behind a patch of prickly pear cacti for about twenty minutes, observing the comings and goings of the gang and their numbers, and at this point Garrett figured they’d all started to recognize the individuals in the gang.

      “Those guys sure don’t believe in staying in their houses, do they?” he answered.

      “Typical for a biker gang,” Shane said. “It’s all about the social aspects for them. These guys might not have started out as bikers, but I’m guessing that guy Kraken did. And he’s taught them all about the culture.”

      He nodded to the leader of the gang, who was holding court on the patio of what looked like one of the biggest houses in town. The rest of his gang had been coming and going throughout their time there, though they didn’t seem like they had any specific goals in mind.

      “I’m guessing he’s orchestrated the whole thing,” Shane continued. “Built this up to be his ideal gang. Including—”

      He cut his speech off and ducked slightly as a shot rang out, and they all narrowed their eyes as they saw what the man had been shooting at. A dead jackrabbit lay on the ground in the street, all the men cheering its death from the patio.

      “Including their rules,” Shane finished. “Which seem to be that they shoot anything that moves.”

      Garrett pulled his eyes from the sight of the dead animal and started to count the motorcycles parked in a row in front of another house. It looked like they all had at least one, and though the bikes were old-fashioned, they all appeared to be in running order. A few of them were even shined up and polished, as if they were ready to go to a show.

      No, they wouldn’t be able to outrun those. The sight just confirmed that they need to knock those guys out of commission before they made their run for the border.

      A sudden shout of glee went up from the men on the patio, and Garrett turned back to them to see several of them passing bottles around, and several more leaning over tables and snorting up what he could only assume was cocaine.

      “Where the hell are they getting drugs and alcohol in this version of the world?” he breathed.

      “Guess no one else is trying to hang onto it,” Greyson answered. “And if you want something badly enough…”

      Another shot rang out, and a man stood and staggered off the patio… then fell dead in the street. Kraken blew the smoke off the end of his gun, and Garrett heard his next words quite clearly.

      “Let that be a lesson to you boys. The next one of you who talks back to me will get a whole lot worse than that.”

      Garrett felt his shoulders grow tense at the fact that Kraken had just shot one of his own men.

      “Think we’ve seen everything we need to see here, guys. Let’s get home and tell the others.”

      As they were running back to the trucks, fearful of a bullet in their backs the entire time, Garrett started revising his plan. They weren’t just going up against people who would beat and maim them—they were going up against a man who wouldn’t hesitate to shoot them. And that was going to require more finesse—and speed—than he’d planned for.
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      When they arrived back at Trinity Ranch, they found that the rest of the residents had been busy in their absence. The other truck was now fully packed, and the townspeople had started going through and cleaning out the houses, eliminating any sign that they’d ever been there.

      This time, it was Alice who was leading the action. She and Elisa seemed to have come to some sort of agreement about who was in charge of what, though Garrett thought there must be some sort of ulterior motive for that as well.

      “She wanted to spend some time in the cemetery, and I told her she should spend all day there, if she wanted to,” Alice noted as she escorted Garrett from the garage and toward the first house on the street. “Told her she should make a freaking campsite next to her little girl’s grave and soak it all in, build it up like a layer of protection around her.”

      Her voice broke and she stopped speaking suddenly, then stopped walking and stared off into the distance. “Told her to gather all the memories she could and put them into a safe place in her heart. A place that she’d be able to go when everything went pear-shaped. A place that she’d never ever let fade.”

      Garrett stood next to her, at a complete loss for what to do. He knew Alice had lost her son to the nanovirus. He knew it had changed her irrevocably, and that she’d become a different person after that—a harder, more defensive person. A person who wasn’t going to let herself be hurt again. He’d seen that version of Alice in his time as her friend and compatriot. The version that didn’t take any mouth from anyone and was always ready with a plan B. The version that didn’t hesitate to shoot General Green—the man who had threatened to have her raped and enslaved—in the head when the opportunity presented itself.

      He’d never known the other version of her. But he saw a flash of it right now, in the way her face seemed to melt and grow fuzzy at whatever memory she was holding in her brain. Whatever story she’d taken out of her own safe place.

      A layer of protection around her. He wondered how often she allowed herself to think about it. How often she allowed herself to remember her little boy and actually feel any emotion about what had happened to him. He knew it had to be dangerous for her; with the way the world had changed, none of them had time to be sentimental, or let themselves be caught off guard. None of them had the luxury of letting their guard down at all—and that was what memory did to you. But that didn’t mean it was okay to forget.

      It certainly didn’t mean any of them should forget those they had lost.

      He was just about to put a hand out and touch her shoulder in a show of solidarity and support—fully admitting that it might actually get him punched—when she shook herself and started forward again.

      “So she’s in the graveyard,” Alice continued, as if there hadn’t been a moment there where she lost herself in her own mind. As if she hadn’t allowed herself to be vulnerable in full view of someone else. “And I think she’ll be there all day. If we’re leaving tomorrow night, it means this is the last chance for her to be in Fawn’s physical presence, even if that presence is somewhat… altered. I’ve taken over with the organizational stuff until she’s ready to pick it back up again.”

      “Makes sense,” Garrett said, falling into step beside her again and happy to ignore their pause. “What are we doing now?”

      “Making the houses look as if we haven’t been here at all,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to be able to come in here and find out anything about us. We’ll have the map with us, of course, so they won’t exactly be able to figure out where we’ve gone, but if we leave anything behind they might use it to figure out what our goals are. And I don’t think I’m the only one who wants to leave them far, far behind.”

      “Definitely not,” Garrett agreed. “What exactly—”

      “Packing doesn’t necessarily mean going through the house with a fine-toothed comb,” she interrupted. “It means gathering the things you know you use. We all have a running catalog in our heads of where stuff is, and that’s where we’ll go to gather it. It doesn’t exactly encourage looking into the nooks and crannies, you know?”

      Garrett nodded. It did make sense—and it wasn’t anything he would ever have even thought of. True, there might not be anything of importance there. But there might be things they could use—and things that could have given the gang an inkling of where they had gone, if they left them behind.

      After what they were going to do tomorrow, he didn’t want that gang having any hints of how to find them. They were going to be as mad as hornets—and one hundred times as dangerous.
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      The next morning, after an afternoon of glorified housecleaning and a full night of sleep, they got down to business. Garrett was up early, and found the rest of the town up as well—though they had decided the night before that they wouldn’t be starting their journey until the afternoon. He darted up the steps of the schoolhouse and found everyone inside, enjoying what would be their last breakfast in Trinity Ranch. As usual, the food was laid out on the tables that ran along the wall of the schoolhouse, while the people were sitting on blankets on the floor, their plates in their laps as they chatted about this and that.

      This morning, of course, everyone was either nervously silent or talking about what was going to happen today—and what they all hoped would happen tonight. Garrett could see a range of expressions, from optimistic to deeply frightened, and he couldn’t blame any of them. He was hoping for the best, and he truly believed that everything would be okay. But he could sympathize with those who looked terrified, because there was a part of him that was right there with them.

      They were going to be going up against a fully armed gang, with a tanker full of water rather than fuel. And they were going to be actively attacking said gang. With stun guns.

      They would be incredibly lucky if they weren’t shot in the process.

      “Stop looking as if you’re rethinking the whole thing,” a voice said suddenly in his ear. “I know it’s scary and believe me, I’ve got those same thoughts. But you’re the leader here. You’re not allowed to look like you’re backing out. Everyone needs to think you know exactly what the hell you’re doing, and that you know for a fact that it’s going to work.”

      Garrett rearranged his features to look more optimistic—or at least he hoped that was what he had done—and turned to Alice. She was paler than usual, but look just as stoic as she always had, with no echo of the misty-eyed mother he’d seen in the street yesterday. He firmed his own jaw and straightened his shoulders, emulating her. If she could keep it together right now, with everything she’d been through, then so could he.

      No more thinking about how things could go wrong, he told himself firmly. From here on out, positive intentions only. An absolute belief that everything was going to go the way he wanted it to. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to work? That if you believed something hard enough, it would actually happen? You would actually make it happen with your own conviction and positive vibes?

      Garrett had never subscribed to that particular line of thought. But now seemed as good a time as any to sign on.

      “You’re right,” he answered. “Besides, I do believe everything is going to be fine. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m famished,” she said bluntly. “Let’s get some food and go through the day again. I want to make sure we have a plan for keeping Bart and Riley as safe as possible. The last thing I want is to lose more kids on this adventure.”

      She turned on her heel before he could answer and started stalking toward the buffet, the people spreading before her like the Red Sea.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the end, going over the day again looked a whole lot like it had the first ten times, and Garrett and Alice found themselves in the truck that afternoon with Riley and Bart in the back, both of them twitchy with excitement and nerves and talking a million miles a minute. They’d modified things enough to include Shane and Greyson in the adventure, and those two were hiding in the bed of the truck under some tarps.

      It wasn’t a great hiding place. It definitely wouldn’t hold up if Kraken’s men searched the truck. And those tarps wouldn’t protect them from bullets. But it was the best they could do. Alice had brought up the very rational point that Garrett was going to be otherwise occupied during this particular outing, and that she, Bart, and Riley would be completely without protection. Even worse, if something happened to Alice, Bart and Riley would be on their own.

      “We should take a couple of the guys,” she’d said bluntly.

      Garrett had thought about it, nodding, for a full ten seconds before he’d agreed. It was solid reasoning.

      “But we can’t let them be seen,” he’d added immediately. “They’ll just make the bikers suspicious. No one comes rolling in with a bunch of muscle just to drop off a tanker of gas.”

      “Considering where you’ll be rolling to, I think it would be stupid not to go rolling in with a bunch of muscle,” Elisa had added in her quietly reasonable manner.

      “Yes, but we can’t go in there looking like we’re looking for a fight,” Garrett responded. “We have to at least look like we’re going to peacefully drop this off and then get the hell out of there. Like we don’t want any trouble, like we’re the lesser of these two groups. Something tells me that if we look like we want a fight, we’ll get one. Kraken and his crew have got to be itching for some action. We don’t want to give them an excuse.”

      “And you think Greyson will do just that,” Alice noted, looking thoughtfully at the ex-cop, who was in the midst of an argument with Steve.

      “You know he will,” Garrett responded. “I love the guy, but he’s not going to take any shit from anyone. First sign of trouble and he’s going to come out guns blaring. The only person with a wilder temper around here is Steve, and you notice he’s never been on the list of possible team members.”

      One corner of Alice’s mouth turned up in a smile and she nodded once, conceding the point. “So they stay hidden,” she said, moving on. “Until the last second. We figure you go in to talk to Kraken or beat your chests or whatever it is you’re going to do. Meanwhile…”

      “Meanwhile, you, Greyson and Shane work with Riley and Bart to disable all the bikes,” he said quickly, moving through the plan in his head. “And take down any bikers you can find. Slice the tires first. Take the bikers out only if you see them. I’d rather have the bikers down and out, honestly, but you take those bikes out of the picture and they’re going to be stuck there, regardless. At least until they can get new tires on the bikes. If they even have new tires.”

      “And you have flash grenades to cause a commotion, if you need it,” Elisa added.

      It was an important piece to the puzzle. Yesterday when they’d been watching the town, it had looked like all the bikes were parked in the same place. Theoretically, Greyson, Shane, Alice, Bart, and Riley could take out all them at once, and in one spot. And the team would be big enough that if any of the bikers came around, they could take them out as necessary. After they finished slicing the tires they could search for bikers and stun them into unconsciousness as they found them—but only until Garrett was back at the truck and ready to go. And only because Alice had insisted on adding that part.

      It should work. It should work. But the flash grenades would provide cover for them if they needed a distraction, or if they needed to get away.

      Garrett, of course, was going to be completely on his own. But he had plausible deniability; he wouldn’t be doing anything to hurt anyone. Just turning over the tanker, as Kraken had demanded. Sure, it would be a stretch to say that he didn’t know what his team had been planning when they came into town—particularly if they were carrying grenades and stun guns—but he figured he could bluff his way out of it if he had to.

      Getting everyone back to their truck and out of town before Kraken noticed what the rest of the team had been doing outside was going to be the tricky part. Because Garrett knew for a fact that Kraken was packing firepower, and wasn’t afraid to use it. They had guns packed into the truck, and Greyson and Shane would be able to return fire if Kraken started shooting at them. But he didn’t want to chance a shoot-out. Bullets flying around meant chances of being shot and chances of their tires being blown out—which would leave them stranded.

      He wanted to get in there, get their jobs done as quickly and quietly as possible, and get out of town before Kraken knew any better.

      “Stop questioning it,” Alice said from beside him.

      When he glanced at her, she was staring straight ahead at the road in front of them, her face serious. Had she even looked at him? Or had she somehow guessed that he’d been thinking through the plan and wondering if it was airtight enough, or if he’d left holes somewhere?

      “How did you—”

      “I know you,” she interrupted. “It’s a good plan. It’ll work. Just keep your eyes on the prize.”

      Eyes on the prize. Right. Get in there, get the exchange done with Kraken, keep him occupied for as long as he could. Let the rest of the team take care of what they needed to take care of, and get the hell out of there. Get back to Trinity Ranch, get the rest of the trucks loaded with their people, and get the hell out of Dodge.

      It would work. It had to work.
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* * *

      Things started going wrong the moment they pulled up at the outskirts of Helen Falls.

      “Get out of your truck,” the biker at Garrett’s window said gruffly. “We’ve got orders to search you and whoever you brought with you.”

      Garrett nodded and got out, heart pounding. Thank God the guns were in the back with Greyson and Shane. But the flash grenades were on Alice. Unless she could get them unstrapped from her belt and under her seat—and these guys decided for some reason not to search the truck—they were going to be found.

      Alice, Bart and Riley got out of the truck as well, all of them holding their hands in the air and looking as innocent as possible.

      “Why the hell did you bring kids?” the biker asked as he frisked Garrett. “Seems pretty stupid, you ask me.”

      Garrett faked a laugh. “They wanted a break from being in town with their moms. Figured it was a safe enough adventure for them. Not like we came out here on dangerous business.”

      There. Prep them with the idea that he assumed this was going to be a safe drop-off. Tell them that he didn’t expect any trouble. Bart and Riley were already fulfilling their purpose.

      The biker gave Garrett a questioning look, but then grinned. “I felt the same way when I was their age,” he said. “Couldn’t wait to get out of the house.” He turned and rubbed Bart roughly on the head. “Old women don’t know when to stop lecturing, do they, kid?”

      Bart laughed nervously and shook his head, his face turning a deep red, and the bikers laughed again.

      Then the guy who had been frisking Alice shouted out, yelping.

      Garrett’s heart sank quickly into his feet and he threw a look over his shoulder, right at Alice. She wasn’t looking back, but was glaring at the man in front of her—who was sinking to his knees, his hands covering his crotch area.

      “Next time you frisk a lady, I suggest you remember that she’s a lady,” she said coldly. “We might not be on the same team, but I still deserve some respect. And when you touch a woman like that, she doesn’t have to play nice. Get it?”

      The man was on the ground now and looked completely incapable of nodding, but it didn’t take much to figure out what had happened.

      And instead of getting angry, as Garrett expected, the man on his side of the truck starting laughing.

      “What the hell are you doing, Fred, trying to feel her up?” he asked between howls of laughter. “You have to be careful, dude! Especially with that one. Can tell just by looking at her that she knows how to defend herself.”

      The man strolled to the other side of the truck and kicked dust over his friend, still chuckling.

      Garrett was just breathing a sigh of relief when the biker turned to Alice and motioned for her to put her hands up.

      “Don’t worry, ma’am, I know how to be more respectful. But I gotta check you,” he said.

      It took him a grand total of thirty seconds to find the grenades strapped to her belt. He let out a low whistle and stepped carefully back.

      “Those primed?” he asked.

      Alice gave him a look that should have withered him on the spot. “Do you think I’d be wearing them strapped to my body if they were primed, you idiot? I’m not suicidal.”

      The man stared at her for a second and then nodded, taking her at her word. “Well you never know,” he answered, all traces of laughter gone. “You realize I can’t let you take them in there with you.”

      Garrett took a mental step back, shocked. He hadn’t expected men like this to be so… respectful. He’d thought that if they came in contact with them, they’d find the guys rough. Uneducated. Violent and unreasonable. But this guy was just another American, he thought, trying to make it through a bad situation. Chances were he hadn’t set out to become what he was. He’d just teamed up with the first people he thought could offer him a chance.

      Suddenly he was glad that their plan didn’t include killing any of them. He didn’t think they were all good people, necessarily. But if there was one good person among them, it made the non-lethal attack worth it.

      Still. It wasn’t a good thing if they took those grenades. That was their safety net.

      Alice pressed her lips together as if she was thinking, then tipped her head a bit. “Not like I’m going to use them,” she said. “Like I said, I’m not suicidal. Or stupid.”

      “Then why the hell do you have them strapped to your belt?” he asked.

      Garrett’s heart was going to pound right through his chest. Was Alice actually going to be able to talk this guy out of taking the grenades? Was she that good?

      She gave the guy a shrug and cast a look at the man still writhing in pain on the road. “I’ve had them strapped to my belt ever since you cut off my friend’s finger. Figure a girl’s got to have some protection in case she gets caught in a tough position. Seems to me it was a good idea, too. Not all of your friends are as… respectful as you are.”

      “And you just forgot to remove them when you put that belt on this morning?” the biker asked, eyes narrowed in doubt.

      She snorted. “How much thought did you put into your outfit today, buddy?”

      When he didn’t answer, she suddenly sort of… softened. Garrett didn’t know how she did it, but her curves became curvier and her eyes became bigger and sort of… dewier.

      “Look, I’m not going to use them, but they’re an important part of our supplies. Besides, they’re not even lethal. Look, they’re just flash grenades. Like fireworks, the less dangerous sort. You know, those sparklers you used to get on the Fourth?”

      She yanked one of the grenades out of her belt and held it up, pointing to the serial number as if it somehow translated into “Flash Grenade, Model 3.”

      Garrett knew there was nothing even remotely like that written on them. But man, her show was a good one. He could already see the biker relaxing. Wanting to remember the better times—the times when he had held sparklers and run around with his family during a Fourth of July celebration.

      Suddenly, and without warning, the guy relented.

      “Fine,” he said, his voice a little bit gentler, his eyes softer. “Flash grenades never did any harm, I guess. But if I find you using them, you’re going to be answering to me.”

      She gave him the flirtiest smile Garrett had ever seen.

      “You got it, buddy,” she said.

      Ten seconds later they were back in the truck, the doors closed, and Alice’s face became her own again. Firm, intense, and absolutely focused.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” she muttered. “Men can be such idiots. Let’s get the hell out of here and get this done before Bucko back there realizes that he shouldn’t have let me keep these babies.”

      Garrett bit his tongue to keep from replying to her and stepped hard on the gas, throwing sand and gravel up in his wake as he roared into town, toward his date with Kraken.
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      There were other men in the street, he quickly realized, but none of them looked dangerous. They weren’t exactly aiming their guns at the truck or anything—though why would they be, he wondered, when they thought he was towing a tanker full of gasoline. Any firepower would cause that tank to explode, and that would have been bad for all of them.

      Instead, the men were sort of…

      “What are they doing?” he asked, frowning, as two of the guys started waving their hands in the air like they were lost.

      “Got me,” Alice answered, sounding as if she was just as mystified.

      “They’re directing you,” Riley said from the back of the truck. “Look, if you turn your head on its side, you can tell that they’re actually pointing or… something.” She paused and hesitated as one of the men seemed to start flapping his arms. “Actually, maybe I’m wrong there,” she conceded.

      Garrett stared at the men, caught somewhere between laughing and groaning. The guys looked completely ridiculous, and though he wanted to take it as a joke, he was also keenly aware that they were in an incredibly dangerous situation. All of those men were probably armed and had orders to shoot the minute anything went wrong, and he didn’t want them thinking that he was laughing at them.

      Even if they were sort of bringing it on themselves.

      Then they came across a fourth guy who was actually making sense with his movements. He gestured for Garrett to drive in his direction, then turned and pointed down a road—right at the large house Garrett and his crew had seen two days ago when they’d been doing recon on the town.

      “Ah,” he said. “That makes sense. You were right, Riley. They were directing us toward where I assume we’ll find Kraken.”

      “That was directing?” Bart asked sharply. “These guys are even stupider than I thought.”

      “Stupid or not, they still have guns,” Alice retorted quickly. “And that means you’ve got to respect them, Bart. Remember what I taught you about people who have guns?”

      “They’re dangerous no matter who they are,” he recited obediently.

      Garrett smiled grimly. He knew Alice had been training the younger members of their team on the use of guns and manual defenses, but he hadn’t realized she’d actually been making them memorize lines.

      He probably shouldn’t have been surprised about that, to be honest. He just hoped it worked.

      He pulled slowly forward on the road, heading for the large house, as he went through the plan one more time.

      “Right, I figure I’m going to be able to give us twenty, twenty-five minutes max, and I mean max. It’s going to depend entirely on how much Kraken wants to run his mouth. That means you guys will have maybe ten minutes to get to the bikes and disable them, and maybe ten minutes more to go around and disable as many bikers as you can. After that, get back to the truck as quick as you can. The sooner you can get back here, the better.

      “We figure there are twenty-five bikers around here, so if you personally take out five of them, assume you’ve done enough and get back to the truck. Make sure no one sees you when you’re taking them out. Make sure no one sees you when you’re slicing the tires. I assume they’ll have some guys around or guarding the bikes, so you take them out first, then get to the bikes, then take out anyone else you see on your way back to the truck. For God’s sake, Greyson and Shane, don’t let them see you getting back into the truck. If anyone sees you at all, take them out. We can’t have anyone reporting back to Kraken that we brought more people than he expected. Got it?”

      “We’ve been over the plan about five hundred times, Cap. I think we’ve got it,” Bart said from directly behind him.

      “Maybe the 501st time will be the time where it finally gets through your head that I want to take you back to Trinity Ranch alive, Bart,” Garrett answered. “You guys stay safe out there. I don’t want to be stuck in this situation by myself.”

      Silence was his only answer to that, and thinking that he’d probably said as much as he could say, he stepped slightly on the gas and drove the last hundred yards to the house he recognized as Kraken’s headquarters. He parked right in front of it, and the truck was immediately greeted by five bikers.

      “I’m going to assume that they’re all going inside with me,” he said, trying not to move his mouth. “Or they’re here to disconnect the tanker and wheel it somewhere else. Don’t make any moves until the coast is clear.”

      “My God,” Alice snapped. “This isn’t our first time, Garrett. Relax.”

      Relax. Right. He was about to go into a meeting with a man who would kill him in a heartbeat, and leave his friends out here with a bunch of other guys who felt the same—while his friends were in fact trying to sneak around and disable those men. Relaxing was the last thing on his mind.

      But he’d seen Alice in action before, and knew that if anyone was going to get it done, it was her. So he forced his shoulders down and nodded.

      “I’ll see you guys on the flip side, then,” he said. “Good luck.”

      Alice, Bart, and Riley murmured well wishes back at him and then he was swinging the truck’s door open and hopping out. One of the bikers on his side of the truck walked right up to him.

      “That the fuel?” he asked, nodding to the tanker.

      “Of course it is,” Garrett said, trying to sound casual. “What do you think, I was going to bring the other tanker we just happened to have sitting around? The one that was full of water?”

      He grinned, hoping the guy would buy it, and the other man nodded, his lips quirked up in what might have been the start of a smile.

      “Well you never know, I guess, huh?” he asked. He looked up at the other men around the truck. “Right, get this unhooked and tow it to the garage.”

      After some whining about having to tow the tanker by hand, and an answer that it was the only way to get it moved, and if they didn’t do it, they’d have Kraken to answer to, the four other men finally got down to work. They detached the tanker from the truck and, with some shuffling and more than a little bit of cursing, finally started wheeling it down the road to where Garrett assumed the garage was located.

      He filed away the fact that they didn’t seem to have any vehicles other than the motorcycles, took a shallow sigh of relief, and then turned and followed the first biker into the house, where he assumed Kraken was waiting for him.

      The patio was just as big as it had looked from afar, and Garrett could see that it had been laid out in a sort of classroom fashion, with one chair on one side of an outdoor fire pit and all the other chairs and pads grouped together on the other side. The leader was definitely keeping himself isolated, then, and Garrett wondered how that worked with the other men. Wondered if they were as frustrated at the setup as he would have been.

      It reminded him of something he’d heard in military school about how it was better to be feared than respected, or something like that, and he snorted. Granted, he hadn’t been leading people for that long. But he’d found it to be far more effective to actually include your people in the decision-making process and make them part of the team. Fear wasn’t his game.

      Though it was certainly Kraken’s.

      Once they stepped through the door into the house, he found that it was also just as large and well-decorated as he’d expected. It was also done in the same style as many of the homes in Trinity Ranch.

      “Hacienda style must have been a real hit around here when they were building these homes,” he said, looking around at the red tiling, white stucco walls, and copper ceiling. A wide staircase led up from the back of the foyer, connecting to an open second-floor walkway that encircled this main courtyard. Everything was very open. Airy.

      It also meant that there was absolutely no cover. If anything went wrong, any of the men now standing on the second floor and leaning over the railing would be able to pick him off easily. So he would have to get out of here before the trouble started.

      If everything went according to plan, of course, there wouldn’t be any trouble. He would have this conversation, get back to the truck and the others, and they’d be out of town and long gone before anyone realized that the motorcycles were out of commission and half the crew was unconscious.

      If everything went according to plan.

      “See you’re admiring my new home,” a gruff voice said from behind him. “Bet it’s grander than anything in that little town you guys are squatting in.”

      Garrett turned slowly, well aware that he couldn’t make any sudden moves, and found Kraken standing in a doorway behind him. He was wearing the same clothes he’d been wearing the day they met in Las Ramblas, with the addition of a black handkerchief tied around his neck. Garrett could see from here that it had the bottom half of a skull on it, the white of the skull stark against the black material. One of those scarves bikers wore across their mouths when they rode, he realized, to keep the dust and wind out of their throats.

      The design just made him dislike Kraken even more. The sooner he was out of here and away from that man, he thought, the better.

      “I used to build stuff like this, you know,” Garrett said, going for friendly banter rather than challenge. “In my previous life I was an architect.”

      Kraken’s eyes grew wide and then he turned them to the house itself, running his gaze up and over the large space.

      “Stuff like this?” he asked, as if he didn’t quite believe it.

      Garrett shrugged. “Well hacienda style was never really my thing, so nothing exactly like this. I was more of a modern design kind of guy. You know, straight lines, efficiency, green energy. That sort of stuff.”

      Kraken snorted. “So nothing attractive.”

      Garrett gave a good-natured shrug. “Attractive is in the eye of the beholder. Honestly I did stuff for doomsday preppers a lot at the end, and they want stuff that’s going to stand the test of time and give them the best chance at surviving. Beauty and aesthetics aren’t their prime targets.”

      Kraken gave him a confused look, and Garrett quickly realized that he was probably using a lot of words the other man had never heard before.

      “Functionality over looks, you know?” he clarified.

      Kraken’s face cleared and he nodded. “Some people got no taste,” he answered. “Me, I like the beautify. The… ass-fetics.”

      Garrett bit his tongue hard to keep from laughing. It didn’t matter how friendly Kraken was being right now; there was every chance that he had several guns on him, and that several other guns were aimed at Garrett at this very moment. Now was not the time to let his guard down. It also wasn’t the time to let anyone see him laughing at the head biker.

      “So you brought the tank?” Kraken asked, leaning his shoulder up against the door jam.

      Garrett, horribly conscious that he had been left standing in this wide-open space, his back completely exposed, nodded once. “Didn’t see how we could do anything other than that. You didn’t exactly give us a lot of choice.”

      Kraken’s face began to grow dark, and Garrett quickly added to his story.

      “Besides, as you said, I didn’t realize at the time that you and your gang had marked it as your own. I simply thought there’d been an accident, and we’d stumbled on loot that no longer had an owner. Once you explained things to me, I saw that I was wrong about that.”

      It was an out-and-out lie, and it galled him to have to say it. To have to play nice with this man who had gone out of his way to bully Garrett’s people. Who had cut off Bart’s finger, and had the nerve to say he’d do worse, given the chance! If Garrett had had any choice in the matter, he would have been flying at Kraken, fists clenched and stun gun in hand, ready to break the man’s nose.

      But his job right now was to distract. Keep this man’s attention on him so that the rest of the team could do their jobs. And then get them out of there safely. Attacking Kraken wasn’t going to achieve any of that. So, he bit the inside of his lip hard enough to draw blood and kept on smiling as if this was the most natural thing in the world.

      Kraken grunted and turned when another man entered the room.

      “He’s telling the truth, Kraken,” the man said. “We’ve got the tanker unhitched and in the garage already. It’s full—just as full as it was when we saw it before.”

      Kraken dismissed the man with a wave, and the biker took off with a look of relief on his face.

      Kraken gave Garrett a quick grin. “You chose wisely, boy. Honestly, I thought you’d give us a bit more struggle than you have. But I’m glad to see you’ve got some smarts in you after all. That you know how to play fair.”

      At that moment, explosions sounded outside, followed by screams and gunshots.
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      Garrett ducked instinctively, and then realized what the noise meant. Explosions. The flash grenades. Something had gone wrong—and the gunshots and screams just confirmed that.

      Suddenly one of the bikers appeared in the front doorway of the house. “There’s more people than he told us about!” he shouted. “They’ve been going after the bikes, looks like they’ve taken out some of our group as well! And they’ve got bombs!”

      The biker disappeared before Kraken could ask him any questions, but the leader simply rounded on Garrett. He started rushing toward him, his face a mask of fury.

      Garrett didn’t wait for the other man to arrive, but started forward himself, his fingers already flexing into a fist, his shoulders bracing for the impact. He registered the next details slowly. Kraken had a gun in his hand and was pointing it at him, but Garrett was the faster of the two, and he was going to reach Kraken before the man could get a shot off.

      Garrett also had a gun in his hand. He’d grabbed his 9mm from under the seat before he got out of the truck and shoved it into his waistband. Now he had it out and at the ready, but he’d also reversed it, so he was holding it by the nose. The safety was on. And the best part of the weapon in close quarters was at his fingertips.

      He brought the heel of the gun smashing down on Kraken’s head the moment he was within reach, and Kraken grunted and went down, his legs folding underneath him. Two kicks right to the face and Garrett thought the man would be out of the game, but it turned out the biker was stronger than Garrett had accounted for. He jumped back to his feet, his nose gushing blood and one eye already swelling shut, and jerked his gun up, pointing it at Garrett’s chest.

      “You lose, boy,” he growled. “Looks like I was wrong about you being smart enough to play fair. And that’s the end of the game for you.”

      A split second later a gunshot sounded out, then another. Garrett took three steps back, positive that he’d just been shot, and waited for the pain to catch up to him. To his surprise, he heard one thud and then another as the two men on the second floor fell over the railing onto the foyer below. Bright red bloodstains spread on the floor.

      “What the hell!” Kraken snarled. He turned toward the doorway where the shots had come from.

      Garrett did too. To his surprise, Alice was standing in the doorway, the butt of a rifle up against her shoulder, the gun aimed squarely at Kraken.

      Not wasting a second, Garrett shot forward and knocked Kraken in the back of the skull with the butt of his gun. The leader of the biker gang crumpled to the floor.

      “Bastard,” Alice snarled at Kraken. Then she looked up at Garrett. “Things are bad,” she said bluntly. “We’ve got to go.”

      She turned on her heel and disappeared, and Garrett rushed to follow her. Alice had been in charge of things out here. Whatever had happened, she would be the one who could tell him. No matter what it was, they had one goal now: get out of town, with everyone still intact.

      When he raced through the front door, his stomach dropped as he took in the sight in front of them. The truck, ablaze.

      Before he could ask Alice what had happened, a shot rang out in the distance, and instinctively the two started running, sprinting down Main Street and taking cover in an alleyway a few buildings down.

      Breathing heavily, Garrett turned to Alice. “Where are the others?” he asked.

      She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Lost or dead, I’m not sure.”

      Fighting the nausea that rose in his throat, Garrett asked the question he didn’t know if he wanted an answer to. “What the hell happened?”

      “They found us,” Alice said. “We cut the tires of all the bikes and were starting to split up to go after the individual bikers, but they must have realized something was up because a group of them came in, guns blazing.”

      Another shot sounded, then, and at the sight of a group of bikers approaching from the other end of the street, the two ducked down a side street and picked up the pace, Garrett trying desperately to remember the route out of town.

      They rounded a corner, and Garrett raised the gun and lowered it just as quickly as he took in the sight of Shane and Greyson, both of them bleeding, but whole.

      Four out of six. The kids still missing, and shots getting closer with every second.

      “Shit,” Garrett breathed. He turned to the others. “We leave on the desert side and head for the canyons,” he told them. “Run zigzag, and don’t stop, whatever happens.”

      With that, they took off. Garrett didn’t think he’d ever moved so fast, leaving the cover of the buildings and diving from one patch of cacti to another as they covered the first half mile outside of Helen Falls, every second fully expecting to feel the sharp sting of a bullet in the back.

      Only when he reached the patch of prickly pear from which they’d scoped out the town did Garrett allow himself to look up and see that they were all still with him.

      Alice, Greyson, and Shane. But no Bart and Riley.

      Garrett bit back a curse. Of all the people to have been left behind, they’d lost the two kids he’d sworn he would protect. Goddamn it!

      “Are they dead?” he asked haltingly.

      “We don’t know,” Shane answered, his voice hard, his breath coming in gasps.

      “They could still be alive,” Alice cut in. “If they are, though, the bikers have them.”

      Shots rang out again, and they sounded closer this time.

      The others were looking at him, and Garrett knew what they were asking. Would they go back for the kids?

      The mission had been a disaster, but they were outnumbered, and if they attempted to go back now, there was every chance that not only would they not find Bart and Riley, but none of them would survive to return to Trinity Ranch. None of them would return to warn the others that the bikers were coming. It wasn’t just their lives that were at stake.

      And all Garrett could hope to do now was not get the rest of his crew killed.

      “Let’s go,” he said, as firmly as he could manage. “Through the canyons and back to Trinity Ranch. As fast as we can.”

      Alice looked as though she might protest, but she didn’t voice it. Silently, the four of them took off, Garrett’s heart tearing in two at the thought that he was leaving Bart and Riley behind.

      He’d known the plan was dangerous. He hadn’t thought it could go so bad in such a short span of time.
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      The four of them didn’t speak for quite some time, and Garrett knew that he wasn’t the only one kicking himself for the loss of the two kids. He should have known better than to bring Bart and Riley along. Should have known that he was putting their lives in danger and that he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if it all went to pot.

      And now it was far, far too late. Sure, they could still be alive, but for how long would that be true? If they weren’t dead, they might be wounded, and might at this very moment be hostages of a violent and extremely angry biker gang. Even worse, that gang was well aware of what Garrett and his crew had just done, and would be looking for payback. Before long they’d realize that the tanker was full of water rather than gasoline, and then...

      He put it out of his mind. There was going to be trouble, and he was going to have to deal with that at some point. But for right now, he needed to focus on getting them back to Trinity Ranch, where they could at least mount a defense.

      “You said you took out all their motorcycles?” he asked quietly.

      “All the ones we could see, yeah,” Greyson answered. “Long as they don’t have any spare tires sitting around, they won’t be coming after us anytime soon.”

      “So what happened?” Garrett asked, eyes on the long, flat road ahead as he hardened his heart against what he was about to hear. “How were you discovered?”

      “I don’t think anyone saw us actually leave the truck, but someone must have come upon it at some point and realized we weren’t in it anymore,” Alice answered. “Must have sent a group out to find us. We were just finishing up when a group of five or so came around the corner and spotted us. They took one look at the knives in our hands and their eyes went right to the motorcycles. They didn’t even pause to ask any questions. Just started shooting. And we started running.

      “Figured you’d hear the gunshots and know something had gone wrong, and that you’d be at the truck when we got there. I even threw one of the grenades, just to warn you. I knew you’d hear it and know…”

      Her voice faded off and she stifled a sudden sob. “I swore that Bart and Riley were right behind me. But when I threw the grenade I caught the street behind me out of the corner of my eye and…”

      “And?” Garrett asked.

      “And they were gone,” she said simply. “I don’t know if they took another turn and just ended up in a different alley or what. Next thing I knew the truck was on fire—Kraken’s crew were hell-bent on not letting us out of there alive.”

      Garrett bit his lip. “So you’re saying the kids could still be there. Still hiding,” he said.

      “They could,” she answered. “I wouldn’t bet my life on it, but it’s possible.”

      “And if that’s true, it means we can’t leave for Mexico tonight like we planned,” he said, turning to look at her.

      Alice just gazed back at him, all of their plans crumbling down on their heads, as Garrett tried madly to figure out how they were going to get out of this mess.
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* * *

      Hours later, miserable and dehydrated, the four of them at last spotted Trinity Ranch up ahead. As they approached their small town, Garrett’s focus shifted to thinking about how on earth he was going to tell the people of Trinity Ranch about what had happened, and how everything had gone so wrong.

      When he, Alice and the others had left hours before, everyone in town had been counting on leaving for Mexico that night. Hell, they were already packed and ready to go! And now he was going to have to tell them that while the bikers might not have a way to follow them, they weren’t knocked out like they should have been. Even worse, he’d lost two more members of their community, and wasn’t even sure if they were alive or dead.

      He approached the schoolhouse but stopped on the porch, knowing that everyone would still be inside. Then he turned to the others.

      “Are you ready for this?” he asked.

      Alice reached out and took his hand. “We’re all to blame for how wrong things went,” she said simply. “Whatever happens in there, the three of us have your back.”

      Greyson and Shane nodded, confirming this, and Garrett took a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be pretty. But they would find a way through it. They had to.

      Three steps took him through the door of the schoolhouse, and as he’d hoped, everyone was gathered there.

      “We need a town meeting, right now,” he said.

      “Are we going?” a voice—Julia’s—called out. “Is it time for us to get out of here?”

      Garrett didn’t answer until he got to the front of the room. There he turned and faced the crowd, Greyson, Shane and Alice flanking him.

      “Where the hell are Bart and Riley?” another voice shouted out, an edge of panic apparent.

      Well that had taken even less time than Garrett had anticipated. So here it went.

      “We aren’t sure,” he said. “Things didn’t go according to plan. The short story is that the bikers know what we were trying to do. Greyson, Shane, Alice, Bart and Riley were discovered, and there was a confrontation. Bart and Riley are missing.”

      This was met by the uproar he’d expected, and he let people shout at him for some time before he finally lifted his hands and asked for quiet.

      “You’ve all known me for months,” he said. “You must know how devastated I am to have lost those kids. You must know that my heart is breaking. The good news is that we don’t know for certain that they’re dead. We think they may have taken a wrong turn in Helen Falls and simply be lost. And if that’s true, we can go back and get them.”

      “And how the hell are we supposed to do that?” A voice he recognized shouted out angrily. “Tell us, oh mighty leader, how we’re going to just stroll back into that town and get our kids back, now that you’ve riled up the biker gang and come back without the truck?”

      Steve stepped forward from the crowd, his face both angry and somehow triumphant, and Garrett tried to collect himself. He’d known this was coming, known for weeks that it would come down to this. That didn’t mean he was prepared.

      “What exactly do you suggest we do now?” he continued. “Because we sure as hell can’t run for Mexico. Not if it means leaving some of our kids behind.” He turned to the crowd. “Seems to me that Garrett has led us wrong again. He’s got us all riled up for nothing, got us packing our stuff and ready to set out to places unknown, and now it’s all falling down around his ears.”

      He paused dramatically and turned to look right at Garrett.

      “So what I want to know,” he said, without dropping Garrett’s gaze, “is who is still going to follow this failure. And who wants to vote on a new leader.”

      A number of voices called out that they wanted a new vote, and Garrett turned to them, shocked and surprised. No, he’d never asked for this position. Never even wanted it. But he’d always had the townspeople’s support. He’d never heard a word of complaint from them.

      But it seemed that Steve had been busy while Garrett and the others were in Helen Falls. He’d been recruiting. And he’d found at least a few people who were starting to agree with him. The “why” didn’t matter, not really. At the end of the day, this sort of thing always came down to mob rule.

      “Can I remind you,” Steve continued, “that because of Garrett’s rules and programs, we’re short on food. Now, thanks to his refusal to return the gasoline to the bikers, we’re also short on water. Yes, we’ve got plenty of fuel, but we can’t drink that. We’ve got a biker gang who is now even more angry at us, and we’ve got limited defenses.” He turned on Garrett, his eyes burning with fury. “Thanks to this so-called leader, we’ve all got a good chance of dying in this little town.”

      Garrett opened his mouth and closed it again, at a loss for how to respond. Everyone was shouting in the background, screaming at him, and though this was where he’d normally calm them all down, talk them into seeing sense, it seemed all his words had left him. No one had to die here, he knew that much. The plan would still work. They could still get out of town, could still make a run for the border.

      It would still work.

      But it would mean leaving Riley and Bart behind, to the mercies of the biker gang. And he wasn’t sure he could do that.

      It also didn’t look like it would be his choice. Greyson, Shane, and Alice were all shouting down the crowd, defending Garrett’s actions, and he saw Elisa come to stand with them, along with Julia and Manny. But that was only six people in a group of twenty-five. It wasn’t a winning number.

      In the end, when silence fell, it was for Steve to turn to him, smirking.

      “Looks like you’ve been voted out, old man,” he said, his tone gloating. “You won’t be making the decisions around here anymore. It’s my job, now.”

      And then it was done. Everyone turned to him, some faces apologetic and some angry, and watched him as he walked slowly through the schoolhouse, his mind numb, his heart heavy. He walked through the door and turned left, heading for his house. As he passed by the house where Elisa and Fawn had lived, he let out a quiet sob. Where had it all gone so wrong? How had this happened? By the time he got to his own house, he’d moved on, though.

      How was he going to fix this? How was he going to make it all right again? Because no matter what those people thought of him, he knew in his heart that he’d never be able to take this lying down. He’d never be easy until he’d found a way to make this right. A way to get his people to Mexico—and to safety.

      He trudged through the gate into the backyard, past the memorial he’d build for his family, and through the cacti until he came to the edge of the yard. There he stopped, staring out into the prairie, where night was just beginning to fall, the shadows stretching long and starting to merge with each other. Somewhere out there, Bart and Riley might need him. Somewhere out there, he hoped, was a town in Mexico where they could all find safety and start to live their lives again.

      And he was damned if he was going to let Steve take that away from him. Away from any of them.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them again, Alice was standing on his left, with Elisa on her other side. Turning, he saw Shane and Greyson to his right. Greyson gave him a quick nod.

      “We know you’re planning something,” he said quietly. “And whatever it is, we want in. You’re the real leader, here. You’re the one we follow.”

      Garrett turned back to the prairie, a small fire starting to grow in his heart. No, he wasn’t going to allow Steve to ruin it for all them. And now he knew that he had people who were going to stand with him.

      And that, he thought, was enough. For tonight.
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      Garrett looked out across the faces of the townspeople, trying to get his feet under him before he started talking. Never in his entire history had he thought he’d be doing something like this—trying so desperately to get people to accept him as their leader again. It wasn’t something he’d ever wanted for himself, and he certainly hadn’t set out with this on his list of goals.

      But they’d come to this town and found it lawless and in need of guidance, and he’d quickly stepped up to the plate. It had helped that the people of Trinity Ranch seemed to be intent on him stepping into the role, and it had been even easier when he’d realized that they were actually going to listen to him, join in on his discussions, and carry through on some of his ideas—or at least tell him why they thought those ideas were wrong, and what they could do better.

      Since they’d returned from Helen Falls and found Steve shouting about how defective Garrett was as a leader the day before, though, he’d been fighting a battle with himself about whether this was the right role for him or not. The night before, he’d been sure that his time as leader was over. He’d been standing in his backyard with his few allies, positive that he was going to be displaced.

      The thought had even crossed his mind that once Steve was in control, Garrett and his friends would be lucky if they were allowed to stay in town at all. Steve had made no secret of how he felt about Garrett, and it wouldn’t have surprised him to find an eviction notice nailed to his door. Even worse, he’d felt as though the townspeople had agreed with him.

      Which was why he’d been so surprised when he woke up this morning to find the entire town—less Steve and some of his friends—at his door, having pushed Greyson forward as their spokesperson.

      Garrett’s gaze went to Greyson’s, and he knew his face held a number of questions. Greyson, one of his closest allies in the town, could have come bearing many different messages. The fact that the people of the town had pushed him forward could have meant anything, as far as Garrett was concerned. It could have been that this was the man they thought Garrett would listen to best when it came to stepping down. Could have been this was the man who could deliver the news about having to leave town the gentlest.

      He certainly hadn’t expected the words that came out of Greyson’s mouth then.

      “Cap, you know I’m on your team,” Greyson said. “You know I’ve got your back. Anything happens, I’m with you. Have been since the first day you arrived. The people thought it might be best if I was the one to speak to you because of that.”

      “Okay…” Garrett said, drawing out the last syllable. He glanced around for Alice, wondering if she knew what was going on, but couldn’t see her in the crowd. Hadn’t she been invited? “What’s your point, Greyson?” he asked bluntly. “Neither one of us is the sort of man who enjoys beating around the bush. How about you get to the point?”

      Greyson gave him a quick grin and then nodded. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to start with a bunch of flowery language. Just wanted to make sure you knew where I stood.”

      “I know where you stand,” Garrett muttered. “You know you’re on my list of people to go to if I need anything. I suppose I’m glad to know that you feel the same. Or something.” He lifted a brow, acknowledging the joke, and grew quiet, silently suggesting that Greyson continue with whatever it was that he—and the townspeople—had come here to say.

      Greyson reached out and grabbed onto Garrett’s shoulder, squeezing sharply.

      “Came to tell you that the town’s not behind what Steve said to you last night,” he said. “That was him blowing smoke and nothing more. You might have heard cheering from the crowd, might have seemed like some of the people were riled up, but that doesn’t mean anything. Certainly doesn’t mean anyone wants you to step down. There’s not a person here who thinks Steve should actually be the leader. Don’t think there’s anyone here who would trust him managing the local library, much less the entire town.”

      There was laughter from the crowd, and Garrett glanced out at them, too surprised to come up with an answer right away. He’d gone to bed the night before with a number of possibilities in his mind, and none of them had included him maintaining leadership of the town.

      No, he hadn’t wanted to step down. He still thought he was the best man for the job, and that these people deserved a responsible, smart leader. But he also didn’t want to stay if they didn’t want him. The scene the night before had certainly made him think that the majority of the town had been in agreement with Steve about Garrett stepping down.

      Hearing otherwise was definitely a surprise. And now as he looked out at the crowd, he finally saw Alice at the back, her mouth twisted to the side in a smirk of pleasure—and her eyes telling him very clearly that she’d expected this, and that she would be rubbing it in later. She had believed in him as a leader long before he’d believed in it himself.

      “What exactly are you saying?” Garrett asked, looking back at Greyson.

      “That we’re hoping you’ll still be leader here,” Julia spoke up from right behind him. “Since Greyson is doing exactly what he said he wouldn’t do and beating around the bush.” The young woman, whom Garrett had first met in General Green’s military-base-turned-prison, sent an arch-browed look in Greyson’s direction, her head tipped in disapproval. “Maybe we should have chosen someone else.”

      She turned back to Garrett and gave him a charming grin. “We talked about it last night after Steve and his friends left, and after you were back at your house, and we came to the conclusion that we just can’t do without you, Garrett. We need you. And we’re hoping you’ll agree to need us back.”

      Garrett took a total of about three seconds to think about it.

      “Nothing would make me happier,” he said firmly. “You know how I feel about all of you. You know I would never willingly desert you. If you want me to stay, then I’ll be staying, and that’s all there is.”

      A cheer went up from the crowd, and Garrett cheered with them, unable to stop himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

    
    
      Garrett stepped carefully into the cave, holding his breath. The place was dark, dank, and more than a little creepy. Then again, he’d always been the sort of person who didn’t like enclosed spaces. They made him jumpy. Nervous.

      But if it came down to it, this particular enclosed space just might be the way his people made it out of a bad situation alive. And for that, he was willing to look past the squeamishness in his belly.

      The cave was quite small compared to some of the greater underground caverns in New Mexico. Definitely not something there would have ever been tours for. He hadn’t even known it was here. When one of the kids had come to him saying that they’d discovered something while out hunting, he’d almost written it off as too good to be true. Something they’d imagined. Now, he was definitely thinking otherwise.

      “What do you think?” Greyson muttered, appearing suddenly at Garrett’s side, lantern in hand.

      Garrett eyed the walls around them, then threw his gaze up to the ceiling. It couldn’t be more than twenty feet in either direction from the opening, and the ceiling was closer to the ground than his stomach liked. Maybe ten feet up, twelve if they stretched it. But everyone would be able to fit in here, if they got close.

      “It will be a perfect hiding place,” he finally said. “Enough room for everyone, even if they need to lie down for a bit. And the entrance is almost impossible to see if you don’t know it’s here.”

      “God only knows how Shawnee found it,” Greyson agreed, nodding. “Never occurred to me that there might be rock underneath all that sand. Or that anything good might come of the rock itself.”

      Garrett snorted and walked into the center of the opening, then started turning, mentally filling the cave with the people from Trinity Ranch and making sure they’d fit. There were fewer now than there had been, and he cringed at the memory of those they’d lost. Bart and Riley, left behind—potentially dead, potentially held hostage in Helen Falls. Victims of the biker gang that lived there and had started making trouble for the small community of Trinity Ranch over a twice-stolen tanker of gasoline. Fawn, the tiny girl with the big heart, who had died of a sickness they’d never been able to figure out. Only children, dead now thanks to the actions of—

      Don’t, he told himself firmly, breaking the thought before it snowballed. He didn’t have time for that. Didn’t have time for the heartbreak and frustration. The only question he had to think about right now was whether everyone would fit in this cave—and whether they could get here easily if they had to leave town.

      “Think it can fit everyone?” he asked, turning around again and trying to imagine everyone at Trinity Ranch. “Think it’s close enough for the people to get here easily, if it comes down to it?”

      There was a pause, and then: “I think so.” Greyson turned with Garrett, falling into step with him. “Don’t know how much they’d be able to bring with them in terms of supplies, but they’ll be able to make it easily enough if we draw them a map. Just can’t plan to stay. Then again, this isn’t supposed to be a long-term hiding place. Right?”

      “Right,” Garrett said firmly. “Only to be used if they don’t have any other choice. Just a place to hide. Just in case.”

      “And what about the plan?”

      Garrett bit his lip. True, there were plans to leave town. That didn’t mean they would materialize—and it didn’t mean they couldn’t be prepared in case something happened before they were able to go.

      “Figure this is a pretty central location to several of the towns around here,” Garrett ended up saying, choosing not to share the extent of his thoughts. “If we stay close enough, we’ll still be able to use it.”

      Another pause, and Garrett already knew what was coming.

      “Think they’ll be coming after us?”

      Garrett turned to meet the bigger man’s eyes. “You know they will. And I can’t guarantee that we’ll be able to defend ourselves. Not against a gang of men who don’t care how many lives they take. We have too many women and children, and few of them are comfortable around a gun. Yes, they’ll come for us, and when they do, we’ll need a place to hide.”

      He cast his eyes back over the cave. It wasn’t ideal; if the bikers from Helen Falls found them here, they’d be worse than cornered. Here, they’d be completely trapped.

      But if the bikers from Helen Falls were distracted by something else at the time, and never saw the townspeople leave town at all, it just might work.
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* * *

      “What’s the plan?” Alice asked the moment Garrett was back in town.

      Her tone was sharp, and he knew exactly what that meant. She was upset that he’d taken Greyson with him into the wilderness to look at the cave. Angry at having been left behind.

      Frustrated at having lost those two kids back in Helen Falls.

      Instead of answering her immediate question, Garrett addressed the things she wasn’t saying as he strode quickly toward the house he’d adopted as his own. “Alice, you know I couldn’t take you. You’re one of the only people I trust, and I needed you here to keep an eye on things while I was out of town. You’re the only one who can talk sense into these people if they decide they want to try something crazy. If they won’t hear sense, you’re the only one who can physically manhandle them into obeying.”

      He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, wondering if that would do the trick, and caught the ghost of a smile at the corner of her mouth. More than she usually gave anyone. He’d count that as a win.

      “Anything happen while I was gone?” he continued.

      It wasn’t an empty question, and it wasn’t one that he asked lightly. One of the men in town, Steve Thomason, had been making trouble for Garrett, Alice, and their group since they’d arrived. He’d never liked Garrett, and had been both offended and jealous when the rest of the townspeople voted Garrett in as their preferred leader.

      Steve had spent every waking moment since then doing his best to undermine Garrett and take over. And when Garrett, Alice, Shane and Greyson had returned from Helen Falls down a truck and missing the two teenagers they’d taken with them, Steve had made short work of riling the townspeople up about Garrett and his leadership.

      Even though the people had arrived at Garrett’s door that morning, assuring him that he was still their leader in their eyes, Garrett knew that they weren’t as solidly behind him as they had been before. Garrett felt them starting to splinter—and he knew for a fact that Steve would be working to drive a wedge deeper into the divide.

      “Well, you know Steve,” Alice said, lengthening her strides to keep up with Garrett. “That man can’t keep his fool mouth shut. Can’t stop telling people that he’d be a better leader than you. But the moment you ask him what he actually wants to do, he doesn’t have an original idea in his brain. Just a loudmouth, and nothing more.”

      “A loudmouth that the people tend to listen to, if I’m not here to drown him out,” Garrett grumbled.

      Alice bumped his shoulder with her own—a rare show of affection from the stoic woman. “That’s why you have me,” she answered. “To do your shouting for you when you’re out of town. Now what’s going on with the caves? Anything we can use? Are they real?” She cast her gaze to the side, where they could see the rolling flatness of the desert between houses. “I didn’t think there was anything out there but sand and gravel.”

      Garrett turned up the walkway that led to his house—or at least the house where he currently lived—and stopped to face her. Alice’s hair was getting longer now, reaching past her chin and almost to her shoulders, and he thought it made her look… less sharp, somehow. The look in her eyes belied that softness, though, and he quickly rerouted his thoughts.

      Keep thinking about her looking soft, and she’ll desert you faster than you can say “wait,” he told himself firmly.

      “They’re real enough,” he said, answering her question. “Or rather, it’s real enough. Very well hidden, too. Entrance is virtually undetectable, just looks like a hole in the ground in the middle of a bunch of cacti.”

      Alice breathed out through pursed lips. “And there’s enough room for everyone?”

      Garrett shrugged. “Enough room for the people. Not the supplies. And not for any length of time. Definitely not if they’re being actively chased. Those bikers see our people go down into that hole and the whole community is going to be trapped down there. The opposite of safe. But if they—if we—need a place to hide for a few hours…” He shrugged. “It works.”

      Alice’s eyes narrowed. “They?” she asked, latching onto the point he’d hoped she wouldn’t notice.

      Another shrug. “It would be pretty foolish to think that if something happens, we’ll all get out of here at the same time,” he answered simply. “If something does happen, I know I won’t be one of the ones running first. Will you?”

      She gave him another sly cat grin, and nodded once. “You’re willing to do that? Even for people who don’t completely trust you anymore?”

      He turned sharply on his toes and started walking toward his house again. “I can’t blame them for that. Not really. We might have thought we were doing the right thing in Helen Falls, but that doesn’t change the fact that we came back without one of the trucks, and may well have gotten Riley and Bart killed. We put the entire community at risk.”

      “Which is why we also immediately started in with a plan to leave,” Alice said, rushing to catch up with him. “A plan that Steve has been trying to undermine since we voted on it.”

      “Steve is convinced that there’s nothing to fear,” Garrett growled.

      He reached the porch and flung the front door open, the very thought of Steve making him feel caged in and restless. “And unfortunately he’s right about us not knowing for sure where we’re going. That doesn’t mean we can stay here and just… wait. Like rabbits sinking back into the shadows, hoping the coyote can’t see us or might decide we’re not worth the time. We have something those bikers want. We pissed them off by taking it, and then we pissed them off even more by keeping it. Even worse, we managed to injure their leader and kill some of their men. And damage their bikes.”

      He gave her a pointed look at that, to which she raised her eyebrows in a “Who me? I was just saving your life” sort of way.

      And he really did have to give her that one, because she had. That didn’t change his point, though.

      “We have to get out of town. Even if it means just going to another town and starting over. Every town around this one is picked over, so we can’t bring in any more supplies, and we’re sitting ducks when it comes to the Helen Falls gang. We have more than enough weapons to protect ourselves, but we don’t have enough men to fire the weapons we have. I still don’t think we have a choice in the matter. Did you make any progress on the plan while I was gone?”

      Alice made a beeline for the kitchen and started rifling through the drawers for the protein bars she knew Garrett sometimes kept. When she found one, she yanked it out of the drawer and took a bite.

      “Sure did,” she said around a mouthful of chocolate protein. “Kristy, old Bubba, and the kids go in the truck. Those are the ones who are either too sick, too weak, or too pregnant to manage on the bikes. Everyone else gets a bike or their own two feet. All the supplies go into the truck, obviously, and we fit in as many of the younger kids as we can. There aren’t that many of them, so we figure there will be space.”

      She took another bite and chewed before continuing. “Bubba has volunteered to drive the truck, and assuming he can manage to keep his eyes on the road, and Kristy doesn’t go into premature labor or anything like that, we’ll be on our way to a new town this evening.”

      This evening. Garrett almost sighed in relief, but stopped himself. He wasn’t going to count these particular chickens until they were well and truly hatched—in another town, and preferably one far, far away. He’d gone out and scouted the cave because he wasn’t sure they’d be able to get out of town without a fight from Steve. Or before the bikers showed up and made trouble. And he wasn’t going to let his guard down on that account quite yet.

      “Tonight is good,” he noted, rooting around in the cupboard for another protein bar. “But we’ll want to leave early enough that we don’t run the risk of being caught out in the cold. One truck isn’t going to hold all of us if the temperature drops. And I don’t exactly want to go traipsing into a new town in the middle of the night, expecting a warm welcome.”

      Alice gave him a sharp nod. “We’re aiming to leave at four p.m. The sun will be on its way down so we won’t have midday heat anymore, and we can make the walk to the nearest town before it even gets dark. Besides, Bubba, Kristy, and the kids may be able to go ahead of us and prepare any people. It’s not going to be as dramatic as you’re thinking.”

      Garrett found the bar he’d been looking for and took a big bite, barely stopping himself from groaning in delight at the promise of calories. But then he frowned.

      “If the bikers have anyone watching the town, they’ll see us parading out of it and go right to Kraken.”

      It wasn’t the first time he’d thought it. It wouldn’t be the first time he and Alice had grappled with this particular problem. It was November now, and the nighttime temperatures were enough to cause extreme discomfort for anyone caught out in the desert without some form of shelter. The days were no better; even this late in the fall, it was hot on the sand during the day. They’d thought the afternoon would be the safest time to travel, but the light brought an additional danger: visibility.

      They knew the bikers from Helen Falls were watching them. Even with their bikes disabled, they would have been able to walk to Trinity Ranch.

      “But they don’t have their bikes,” Alice reminded him. “It will take ages for any scouts to get back to Helen Falls—and even longer for them to come after us. No matter how angry they are. We’ve been through this, Garrett. They might see us. It doesn’t mean they’ll be able to do anything about it.”

      He nodded, processing the information again. It was always the same answer. Disabling the bikes had been the one good thing they’d managed to do on their trip to Helen Falls. And without transportation, the bikers were less of a danger.

      “If we can get out of here and be far enough away before they get to town…” she started.

      “They’ll never see where we’ve gone,” he finished. He took another bite of the protein bar and scowled. “It makes sense. That doesn’t mean I like it. Too many places for things to go wrong. Too many places to lose people. More people.” Looking up, he gave her a grin. “Guess that just means we’ll have to be even craftier than those bikers, if it comes down to it.”

      Craftier than the bikers. He wasn’t sure it was possible. He also knew they didn’t have a choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      

    
    
      Garrett dropped the crate he’d been carrying next to the truck, grunting as the weight left his shoulders. He’d never been a big man—never a football player or an athlete. But he’d been strong enough. Did a lot of time interning as an assistant for architects before he got his own degree, and so had spent his fair share of time carrying box after box of files, folders, and digging materials. Had helped out on building sites a time or two as well.

      None of that had prepared him for how hard he’d had to work since the EMP detonations. Those blasts had changed everything. Suddenly all electricity was gone, all the things that depended on electric connections dead and standing dormant. Water, power, vehicles… It had all disappeared, plunging them into a modern-day dark age. Literally. And though he’d been living by his wits ever since then, a large part of him had immediately started wishing he’d been one of those big, strong guys who could lift a hundred pounds like it was nothing.

      Still, he couldn’t complain about having been the one to see the bigger picture. Not really. It had gotten him and Alice and some of the others out of the prison General Green had been holding them in, at least. Gotten him voted leader of this little community, though how much good it had done the people so far was up for debate.

      He glanced around the garage where they’d taken to storing their vehicles and watched quietly as the people scurried around the one truck like worker ants. The crate he’d brought had been one of the last, and the people here were busy shoving supplies into the back of the truck, then taking them out and rearranging them, shuffling them into a different order, and trying again.

      One truck was barely enough to take everything they’d gathered. But it was all they had, at this point, after the other working truck had fallen prey to their mission at Helen Falls the day before. He, Greyson, Shane and Alice hadn’t had the chance to look for another vehicle when they’d hightailed it out of there. They’d been in such a rush to get out of town that they hadn’t even managed to do that responsibly, either.

      Before they’d come to find Garrett, the others had lost Bart and Riley. Unintentionally, of course, and he still thought the two teenagers had played a part in it, ducking down an alley instead of following Alice and the others like they were supposed to. That didn’t make it any easier to stomach. It didn’t make it feel any less like his fault. If he’d been with them, he would have been paying more attention. Would have made sure they were all clear on the plan.

      The thought that those kids might still be there in Helen Falls—alive and waiting for Garrett to come save them—hadn’t stopped eating at him since he’d returned, either. And the worst of it was that he knew he couldn’t do a damn thing. Even if they were still alive, he couldn’t set foot in that town again.

      Not if he hoped to get out with his own life intact.

      Going in there and getting himself killed… Well, it certainly wouldn’t help Riley and Bart, if they were still there. And it would derail everything he was fighting for when it came to taking care of the people right in front of him. No, he had to hope that those two kids were still alive, and were smart enough to find a way out of town. Maybe even get back to Trinity Ranch—or some other nearby community. He’d taught Bart an awful lot since he, Alice, and the rest of the gang had found their way into this community. Now he had to trust Bart to use what he’d learned to keep himself and Riley safe.

      “You look like you’ve been chewing on glass,” Julia said, appearing at his elbow.

      He cast her a faint grin. “Just thinking about all the mistakes I’ve made,” he replied. “Wondering if Bart and Riley are still in Helen Falls, waiting for me to come rescue them. Telling myself one more time that it doesn’t matter if they are or not. Because I can’t go back there. Not right now.”

      The girl nodded wisely. “You’re right. On all accounts. Mistakes were made, people were lost. And it sucks. All of it.”

      Garrett cringed. “You’ve been hanging around Alice too much. Starting to sound like her,” he noted, turning back to the scene in front of him.

      It looked like Greyson and Manny had stepped in and brought some organization to the effort, because everyone was moving in a more intentional way, now. Less pulling supplies out of the truck, more shoving them in. And lots of Greyson motioning around and Manny barking out orders.

      “Alice is a smart woman,” Julia noted. “I would count myself lucky if I ever became half as strong as her.”

      Garrett reached out and squeezed her shoulder. This girl had done more to protect him and what he was doing in that prison than anyone else, and their escape had happened because she’d had his back.

      “You’re stronger than you know,” he told her quietly. “And just as stubborn as Alice. But don’t let the compliments go to your head. I’ll be at my house if anyone needs me. Got some more… planning to do.”

      It was a lie, and though he felt bad about lying to Julia, a large part of him knew that it was the right thing to do. If they were truly leaving tonight, it meant he had some things to put to rest before they went.

      And he wanted to do it alone.
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* * *

      Though they were supposed to share everything in Trinity Ranch, there was one thing that Garrett had been keeping to himself. A bottle of whiskey, found on a raid just days after their arrival. He had shoved it into the farthest corner of the closet in the master bedroom he’d been sleeping in, thinking to save it for a special occasion, and when he pulled it out now, it was covered with spiderwebs and dust.

      But he bet the whiskey inside was still liquid gold—and the best tonic for the pain he was feeling in his heart. Because no matter how much he and Alice talked about it, and no matter how many times she told him he was wrong, his gut still said that he was at fault for what had happened in Helen Falls. Hell, even the things that had happened before that. He should have been able to save Fawn. Should have forced his sister to come to New Mexico and bring her husband and her son with her. Should have been there to talk Green out of shooting Raoul, rather than sitting up in that cozy office pretending he was Green’s ally.

      Should have been able to save Evie from that lonely death in the attic.

      Yes, there were reasons for all the things he’d done. And much of that had been completely out of his control. But he hadn’t been able to get any of it out of his mind—or off his heart. The weight of the responsibility was weighing him down, and now that they were talking about leaving town, everything felt as if it weighed five times as much. The thought of leaving Bart and Riley behind, giving up on them, felt like a betrayal. Like something he’d never be able to forgive himself for.

      He hadn’t stopped believing that they might be able to get out of it themselves. Hadn’t stopped thinking that Bart was a smart kid who knew his way around the desert. And those were good thoughts—outside, in the light. Here, in the darkness and alone with his own guilty conscience, they didn’t hold as much weight.

      Suddenly his mind went back to something he’d thought about before—and discounted. Something that had seemed so outrageous that he hadn’t even spoken to Alice about it to ask her opinion. Had barely dared to allow himself to speak to himself about it.

      What if he was wrong about going back to Helen Falls for the kids? What if he could do it—should do it—and he’d just been giving himself an easy out in thinking that it wasn’t a possibility? What if…

      Helen Falls was a good distance from here, and it would be easier with a vehicle, yes. But it was within walking distance if he gave himself the time to do it. And he knew how to be stealthy, now. Knew how to crawl through the desert and hide so that anyone watching the town and the area would be no wiser. Knew how to get into that town. Hell, he even sort of knew the layout, now, given how long they’d spent watching it before they went in with the tanker full of water.

      “Could I?” he asked himself, just breathing out the words.

      Was it possible? He could walk to town, get in on the outskirts, and start combing the area for any place the kids might be hiding. Go through every nook and cranny, just to see if they were there. Maybe even spy on the bikers to see if they had them hidden away anywhere—or said anything about what might have happened to them. If the kids were there, he could save them. If they weren’t—if they were already dead—then at least he’d know for sure. He wouldn’t have to worry about leaving them behind anymore. Save them or put his conscience to rest. Neither seemed like a bad option.

      But he’d go alone, he decided. If he went, he’d have to do it on his own, to avoid endangering anyone else. And he’d have to figure out how to send the rest of the people from Trinity Ranch ahead without him. How to track them once they were on the road. That shouldn’t be too difficult, though. They were heading in a set direction, so he’d know where to find them if he was coming up behind them.

      It could work. It could work.

      He unscrewed the bottle and brought the mouth to his lips, tipping it up for a long, throat-searing gulp. He pulled the bottle away, gasping, but brought it back to his lips a moment later, ready for another shot.

      One more drink and he was on his feet, headed toward the makeshift memorial he’d built for his sister and her family in the backyard. He needed Kady’s advice more than he ever had. He only hoped she’d be listening tonight.

      He’d only taken three steps when the banging on the door started.

      Instead of going down the back stairs toward the kitchen, the way he’d been headed, Garrett turned to the left and rushed toward the main stairway, which led into the foyer. He took the steps three at a time, tripping and skidding as he rushed for the bottom. When he threw open the door, Alice was on the other side, her face devoid of any emotion.

      “What?” he gasped, hicupping. “Why are you banging on the door like we’re in the middle of a fire alarm?”

      She took one long look at his face, and then glanced at the bottle in his hand. When her gaze met his again, he could see that she was more upset than she’d let on, the lines around her eyes deeper, her mouth drawn tighter than normal.

      “Alice,” he said intently. “What happened?”

      “The truck is gone,” she answered. “Along with all the supplies we loaded into it.”
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      Garrett didn’t even stop to put his shirt back on. He dropped the bottle of whiskey onto the table next to the door and rushed out, grabbing Alice as he went.

      “What are you talking about, it’s gone?” he snapped. “How could it just disappear like that?”

      “We were taking a break from loading it and everyone decided to go for dinner,” Alice told him, rushing to keep up with him as they hit the gate in front of his house. “When we came back, it was gone. Whoever took it has most of our supplies, because we were almost completely packed already. There are still some crates sitting in the shop, but you know Greyson—the moment he was put in charge it became military precision time.”

      “They must have had everything packed in the space of ten minutes,” Garrett grumbled. “Whoever took it had just been waiting for an opportunity.”

      “And they got it when we decided to take a break,” Alice confirmed.

      They reached the garage in record time, and Garrett swept through the side door and into the interior. There he found the entire town standing around looking dumbstruck, as if they’d just been slapped by their best friend.

      And in a way, they had. Whoever had taken the truck had left them with no transportation, and even worse, very few supplies. It was the height of selfish and irresponsible. The worst thing any of them could have done to the rest of the community.

      Garrett’s brain screamed at the lack of loyalty, the willingness to hurt the others, but he shoved that part down into a dark hole and tried to get a handle on his temper. This was the time for logical thinking, not temper tantrums.

      Looking around, he counted the number of crates still sitting against the wall. Ten crates, and who knew what was in them. He hoped it was enough water for the town. They could find food out there in the desert if they absolutely had to. Water was a lot harder to come by.

      “Is everyone here?” he called out, speaking to no one in particular but knowing that someone would answer him.

      “Everyone but whoever took the truck,” Greyson said grimly.

      “Who was on watch?” Garrett asked.

      “We were all gathered for our last dinner here,” Greyson replied, his voice subdued. “So nobody was on watch.”

      “Right,” Garrett murmured.

      Then he started counting heads. Julia, check. Greyson, check. Manny, Alice, Steve, check. He stopped at that and tipped his head a bit. If he’d been a gambling man—he wasn’t—he would have been betting on Steve being the thief, but there he was standing next to Manny, his face torn between horror and a snide comment.

      No doubt trying to think of a way to blame this on me, Garrett realized. And good luck to him on that score. Garrett had been fighting for this departure from Trinity Ranch for days. He wouldn’t have done anything to mess it up.

      Putting his dislike of Steve to the side, he kept counting. Moments later he was through the crowd and coming to Kristy—pregnant and sweating—and her husband, Shane. And then he stopped. Those two were one of the only couples that age in town. But there had been another couple their age, and he didn’t see them.

      He scanned through the crowd again, specifically looking for a tall, lanky man who stood head and shoulders above the rest of the men, and the petite girl he’d called his wife. But they were gone.

      “Cora and John,” he said quietly. Then, lifting his voice, “Anyone seen Cora and John?”

      A murmur started up in the crowd as the townspeople frowned and started turning to each other, trying to figure out when they’d last seen either of the young people. Alice was frowning as well, muttering to herself, and even Greyson looked as if he couldn’t place the last time he might have seen the couple.

      Finally, after letting everyone mull it over for several minutes, Garrett spoke again.

      “I’m guessing they were here during the packing, but no one saw them at the schoolhouse for dinner. And I’m guessing no one can pinpoint them even having walked to the schoolhouse with you. Am I right?”

      His only answer was an awkward silence—and then a sudden burst of speaking and yelling.

      “How could they do this?” one woman asked sharply. “Take all our things? What gives them the right?”

      “John was right there at the front of the line, helping me load things!” another man shouted out. “He knew exactly what was in that truck—and how important it was!”

      Soon the individual statements and questions were lost in a growing crescendo of sound, the people getting more and more worked up at what they saw—correctly—as a betrayal by people who had been friends, and Garrett put his hands up to quiet them.

      “Are you all sure that you didn’t see them at dinner?” he asked. “Sure that they didn’t say they were going back to their house, or something like that? Let’s not cast them as guilty until we know for sure that we haven’t just missed them.”

      A deafening silence reigned, and he turned to Manny. “Manny, get to their house and make sure they’re not in there. Greyson, cover the schoolhouse. Maybe they were just late going to dinner. Get back here as quickly as you can. I want to know if they’re actually gone.”

      “Not that it’ll make any difference,” Alice noted quietly as they watched the two men dart out the door. She cast a glance up at Garrett, meeting his eyes. “It doesn’t matter if it was Cora and John or someone else. All that matters is that our only vehicle—and more than half of our supplies—just disappeared.”
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* * *

      “Maybe they were kidnapped,” Kristy said again.

      She had been close with Cora, Garrett remembered, and didn’t want to admit that her friend might have done something like this—though Kristy herself stood to suffer the most as a consequence. Six months pregnant and already ungainly on her feet, there was no way she’d be able to make the trek to another town. The lack of vehicle meant she was stuck here, come hell or high water.

      “By who?” Alice snapped. “Kristy, I know you want to give Cora the benefit of the doubt here, but who do you think would have come in and taken them?”

      “The men from Helen Falls?” Kristy said quickly. “What if they came in, intent to hurt us, and Cora and John happened to be here at the time? What if they got caught up in something the bikers were already going to do? We hurt them by keeping the tanker, so it makes sense that they would try to hurt us back.”

      “It does make sense,” Garrett said, walking up and grasping Kristy by the shoulder.

      The bikers would most certainly have been looking for vengeance for the tanker, and this would have been the perfect way to get it. It didn’t even matter how they would have known that Garrett and the townspeople were packing up and getting ready to leave; the fact that they’d known, and had found all the supplies gathered in one place, would have been enough. Throw in two members of the town and it would have been a celebration for the bikers. It would also account for the loss of the couple.

      Looking around, though, he could see that not everyone was so willing to give Cora and John the benefit of the doubt. Greyson was shaking his head firmly.

      “I don’t see it,” he said. “If it was the bikers, they would have made a lot more noise, and a lot more trouble. Subtlety isn’t exactly their MO.”

      And therein lay the problem with Kristy’s idea, Garrett thought. The bikers most definitely would have made more trouble if they’d been in town.

      “After what we did in Helen Falls, they would have come in with guns blazing,” he agreed. “And it doesn’t really matter, regardless. Whether Cora and John left of their own accord or were kidnapped, the outcome is the same. Our one vehicle is gone, and most of our supplies are gone as well. Which means we’re not equipped to go traipsing around in the desert. We’re going to have to call our plan off.”

      And do what? he wondered, as he watched the faces around him grow angrier. Everyone had been on board with the idea of leaving—well, everyone but Steve—and now that rug was suddenly being pulled out from under them. That hope was being yanked away from them. What could he replace it with?

      His mind started rushing through the possibilities, but he felt just as lost as the rest of them. This had been his plan, and in the few hours since the disaster at Helen Falls, Garrett hadn’t had time to think of anything even remotely resembling a backup plan. This is already was the backup plan.

      Still, the people were counting on him. He was still the leader here. So he started talking—not knowing what he was going to say until he said it.

      He held his hands up and gestured for quiet. “I know what you’re feeling. Believe me, I’m feeling it too. But we can’t give up now. Things have changed, sure, but that doesn’t mean we just throw in the towel. Doesn’t mean we let them win. Does it? Anyone in here just want to let those bikers win?”

      A pause, and Garrett got the sense that the people were starting to redirect their anger from Cora and John toward the bikers—the more solid enemies. The people who actually wanted to harm the inhabitants of this town.

      There were murmurings of agreement and a few shouts of “Not on my watch!”

      Garrett allowed himself a grim smile.

      “Not on my watch, indeed. I didn’t want to stay here, you all know that. But this is our town. Our town. And as long as we’re stuck here, I say we make sure we can protect it, and protect ourselves! Those bikers might think they can just come in here and have their way with us. But what do they know? They certainly don’t know how strong the people of this town are. They don’t know that we’ll fight to the death for one another! And they don’t know that we’ll go to the ends of the earth to protect what’s ours!”

      The people were cheering now, and Garrett had to stop and shake himself in surprise. He didn’t know where the words were coming from—most likely from that whiskey, he thought darkly—but he did now have a plan. A plan that had come to him while he was speaking—and a plan that he thought might just work.

      “So what are we going to do?” he asked.

      The words dropped into a heavy silence, and he knew that though the people were riled up, they weren’t exactly full of ideas. It was on him to come up with something, and quickly.

      “I say we shore up our defenses here,” he started. “We make sure we can defend ourselves against whatever is about to happen. We know there isn’t much left around here to scavenge, so we’re going to have to cut back on our food and water, but that doesn’t mean we give up. Helen Falls has plenty of food and water. They must, for all those bikers to be living there. I say we wait here for the attack we know is coming, and when it does, we bring them down to our level—and then reap the benefits of the victory!”

      A roar erupted from the crowd, people jumping up and down and pumping their fists in what could only be called patriotic furor, and Garrett took a couple steps back, breathing hard. He came up against Alice, and cast a glance over his shoulder to see her lifting one eyebrow in speculation.

      “Never knew you were such a rabble-rouser,” she said quietly. “Think it’ll work?”

      Garrett paused a beat, trying to get his thoughts in order. “Whether it works or not, it’ll give them something to think about. Keep them from giving up. I don’t know how much stock I put in it, really. Our supplies are almost all gone. We don’t know if we have any water left at all. Don’t know whether we can last. Don’t know whether the bikers will actually attack—or whether we can beat them. No vehicles to use for scavenging other towns anymore. Do we really have anything left to fight for?”

      Alice reached out and brushed his hand with her fingers. Just a slight touch, and then it was gone.

      “Each other,” she answered. “We have each other left to fight for.”
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      “Bet you’re glad now that I said the people walking should carry the weapons, rather than them being packed in the truck,” Garrett noted quietly to Alice as they watched the men of the town carrying the large array of rifles, handguns, and bullets out of the schoolhouse.

      They didn’t have anything large—no bazookas or anything like that—but they had picked up what he estimated to be thirty different weapons, of one sort or another, during their scavenging missions. Handguns, rifles, ARs, and even—surprisingly—two modern bows, completely with quivers full of arrows.

      Of course the bows weren’t the easiest things to use, and though as a community they’d spent hours and hours practicing, Greyson was still the only one who had a prayer of hitting anything with them. That didn’t mean they were going to be left behind. Garrett didn’t want any weapons in a place where the bikers might be able to get a hold of them. Greyson would take one of the bows and both quivers of arrows.

      And Garrett was counting on him to do as much damage as possible with them.

      There were also a good number of flash grenades left over, and several sticks of dynamite.

      “The dynamite will go to both ends of Main Street,” Garrett instructed the group of people in front of him. “I want the biggest explosions to happen at the largest openings into town. Don’t light them yet, obviously, but grab as much furniture as you can from the houses and pile it up in the middle of the road, then attach several sticks of dynamite to it. I want the largest possible explosion with the smallest possible effort.”

      “And between the houses?” Manny asked.

      “More furniture,” Garrett said quickly. “Pile it up in any open space. We don’t need it in the houses, do we?”

      He paused to give the crowd a chance to reply and was rewarded with a chorus of “No!”

      With a nod, he continued. “Then use everything you need to block the space between the houses. It might not keep the bikers from getting in, but it’ll sure give them something to think about, am I right? Give them something to slow them down?”

      Another round of cheers, and Garrett almost smiled. These were the people he was fighting for. This was why he was willing to risk his own life to make sure that this town stayed safe.

      He reached out and grabbed Manny’s arm before the man could leave to start gathering furniture.

      “And Manny,” he added. “You’re a man of many talents. I’m sure you’ve got a few tricks up your sleeve from your time in the military, right?” A quick nod from Manny was all he needed to encourage him to continue. “Terrific. Use them. I don’t think we need to do more than slow the bikers down, but if you could find a way to include a trap or two…”

      Manny gave him another quick nod, and Garrett appreciated once again the man’s ability to communicate so much with so few words.

      “Something simple,” he agreed. “Something they won’t be looking for. Like covered pits, perhaps?”

      Garrett grinned. “That sounds like just the ticket. Let me know what you need to get it done.”

      He watched as Manny, Ben, and several of the other men ran off to start gathering furniture and setting traps, and then turned to the people left before him.

      “The rest of you, let’s start gathering the old vehicles we have sitting around here. They’re no good for anything, but they’ll provide valuable blockades if we place them on the smaller roads into town. Use whatever you can find to block them off, and don’t block them only where they hit the edge of town. Give me blockades throughout town, too—anything that will slow those bikers down if they get in.”

      “What about the weapons?” Elisa asked.

      Garrett paused at that, thinking. Did he want them spread out, so people could get to them easily? Or did he want them assigned to each person, so that they had them in hand if anything happened?

      Alice, who was almost always in step with him, answered before he could say anything.

      “Those will be assigned after we’ve got the blockades built,” she said. “Too risky to leave them sitting around town. If the bikers get in before we know about it, they could find our guns and use them against us. Better and safer if we assign each weapon to a person, and then trust that person not to let it out of their sight.”

      Garrett gave her a sharp nod. “I agree.” Turning to Elisa and the others, he said, “We’ll keep them here for the moment. Once we’ve got the defenses set up, we’ll figure out who gets what, and what our plan of action is going to be if—and when—those bikers make the mistake of coming here.”

      The rest of the townspeople scuttled off, talking among themselves about the locations where they wanted to set up blockades, and Alice drew closer to Garrett.

      “And us, Cap?” she asked quietly. “You’ve given everyone else a task. What are we going to do?”

      “Get out there and help wherever we’re needed,” he returned. “I want this town as fortified as it can be before night falls. When we go to sleep tonight, I want to know that our defenses are strong. I don’t know when those bikers are going to make their play, but I’m sure it’s coming. We have to be secure when it happens.”

      Alice didn’t answer. She merely nodded and took three steps forward, not bothering to wait for Garrett. He didn’t hesitate either; his people were out there getting ready for the attack he knew was coming, and they needed more than just his words to help them. As long as he had a set of hands and a strong back, he meant to be in the thick of it, making sure they were ready for anything.
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* * *

      The next three hours were both a blur of action and a long, dragging exercise in overexertion as Garrett helped to push and pull vehicles from the parking lots and driveways of the small town to the edges, where they would make up the barricade. Trinity Ranch had never played home to that many people, small as it was, but there was at least one vehicle to each household. The cars were all dead now, of course, so they couldn’t drive them to their new locations. That didn’t mean they weren’t going to play a part.

      Garrett jumped into a fairly new sedan, took off the emergency brake, and then got out of the car, gesturing to Shawnee to take his place.

      “Grab the wheel and make sure we’re going in the right direction,” he told the boy. “We need the end of Ash Street, right where it hits the desert between the old market and the building next to it. You know the place?”

      The boy nodded, his eyes overly large, and wrapped his hands around the steering wheel. Garrett paused for long enough to see that the kid’s knuckles were white with tension.

      “You don’t need to strangle the steering wheel,” he said with a grin. “Just make sure we get to the right spot.”

      The boy smiled at him, embarrassed, and then Garrett was striding back toward the rear bumper, where Greyson was already hunched down.

      “Ready?” Greyson asked.

      Garrett wiped a hand across his brow, knowing that he was leaving a grease smear on his face—and not caring. This was the fourth car he’d helped to move, and his energy was dwindling.

      “Ready as I’m going to get,” he answered.

      Greyson chuckled. “Don’t think any of these cars were meant to be pushed by two men, and on roads that are more dirt than asphalt at this point.”

      Garrett ducked down and put his shoulder to the back of the car. “Agreed,” he murmured. “But we just can’t spare anyone else. This has to be done before dark falls or we’re going to spend a long, sleepless night staring out our windows. You ready?”

      “Something tells me we’re going to be doing that anyhow,” Greyson grunted. Still, he put both hands on the back of the car and leaned into it. “But let’s do this. On my count. One. Two. Three.”

      The two men lunged forward, grunting, and the car started a slow roll down the driveway and toward the main street. In the driver’s seat, Shawnee started madly turning the wheel, and the car slowly rounded the turn toward the right, heading toward Ash. Unfortunately, the moment they hit the main road, they also hit about half an inch of sand, which had blown in over time and now covered the roads.

      Garrett and Greyson both ducked down and shoved harder, all their energy on the task at hand, and didn’t talk any more.
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* * *

      By the time night was starting to fall, the people had managed to get almost everything on Garrett’s checklist finished. Manny had reported back to tell Garrett that they’d built barricades—with explosives—in three different places, as well as digging several pits, which they then covered with brush.

      “It’s not subtle, and it’s not sexy, but it’ll get the job done,” the man said, nodding his head.

      Garrett had clapped his hand down on Manny’s shoulder and said that he was certain it was perfect.

      He’d then heard reports from several others. Furniture had been toted down from all the houses and piled in the spaces between buildings. Further explosives had been set up on some of the larger piles. Cars had been pushed, pulled, and manhandled into position on the smaller streets and throughout the town, and Garrett himself had seen the fruits of that particular labor. The neighborhoods were free of cars, for the most part, and the town felt more like a fortified military base than a small New Mexico town. He’d sent Greyson and Shane to the front of town as the first watch.

      He looked around at the people with him and gave them all a smile and a raised fist of solidarity.

      “Well done, gang,” he said brightly. “I know you’re all tired, but now that the defenses are laid, we can all go home and breathe a bit easier. I feel sorry for those bikers. If they think they’ve got an easy target in this town, they’ve got another thing coming!”

      He was just about to start assigning weapons and talking about the plan if and when the bikers from Helen Falls showed up when Elisa strolled into the group, carrying a basket in front of her like some character from a musical.

      “Apples,” she exclaimed. “I’ve just been out in the orchard and there were finally enough of them to pick. I thought they’d make the perfect afternoon snack. Perk everyone up after all the construction.”

      She gave Garrett a grin at the last sentence, and he grinned back, then strode forward to take one of the apples. He bit into it, allowing the juice to run down his chin, and closed his eyes in pleasure.

      He’d thought the orchards a waste of time when the townspeople first told him about them, given the lack of water and the heat. But now that the temperatures were dropping, the trees had started producing fruit from the buds and flowers he’d seen months ago.

      He wasn’t sure anything had ever tasted so sweet before.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve had anything fresh,” Alice moaned, licking her lips after her first bite. “Do you supposed this is what Heaven tastes like?”

      “Like apples?” Garrett asked, frowning at the fruit in his hand. “It couldn’t possibly. I mean, what if people get there who don’t like apples?”

      “And why would Heaven have a taste, anyhow?” Shawnee asked. “I don’t think you’re supposed to eat it.”

      Garrett’s shoulders shook with laughter at the boy’s observation. He was just turning to Alice to say something else when his body went still and cold at a sudden ruckus from the other side of town.

      “Those were gunshots,” Alice said quietly.

      And then they were running toward them, Garrett already drawing the handgun he always kept in his waistband.
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      Garrett skidded to a stop at the corner where Main Street hit the edge of town and raked his gaze over the land in front of him. There should have been someone there, right in front of the pile of furniture and goods—and there wasn’t.

      Then, to his surprise, Greyson showed up at his left elbow.

      “What the hell are you doing back here?” Garrett huffed. “You’re supposed to be on watch!”

      Greyson, who seemed to have run from somewhere else, was huffing almost as hard as Garrett. “I let Ben relieve me,” he said quietly. “I’d been here for two hours and needed to use the bathroom. He’d come up to ask a question about the blockade, and I asked him to take the next watch. What’s going on? Who’s shooting?”

      Garrett looked back out into the square where Ben should have been. “That’s a very good question. And where exactly is Ben?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Manny said grimly from behind them.

      “So there is,” Garrett answered. He glanced one way, then the other, and began strolling forward into the square, leaving Manny, Greyson, and the rest of the crowd shocked at his audacity.

      A moment later, when no shots rang out, Manny and Greyson hustled forward to follow him. The three of them walked quickly through the square and out into the sand of the desert, this being a town that butted right up to the rocky desert, and it took Garrett only moments to see something ahead of them that wasn’t quite right.

      Ben, it seemed, was still alive. And he looked like he was struggling with something about one hundred feet ahead of them.

      Garrett broke into a run and dashed through the rocks and sand, avoiding cacti as he went, never taking his eyes off Ben, who he could now see was actually sitting on top of someone.

      “Who the hell is that?” Greyson muttered from behind him.

      Garrett grunted, not caring to waste breath on saying that he obviously didn’t know who that was. Then, to his surprise, he realized that he did recognize the guy. Skinny but lanky, with heavily tattooed arms and long, greasy hair tied behind his head in a ponytail. Yes, he was now squirming on the ground, Ben straddling his middle, but Garrett would swear that if the guy stood up, he’d be tall enough that Garrett would have to look up at him.

      It was the same man who’d stopped them when they first entered Helen Falls. The man who had joked with him and Bart, and then saved Alice from the man who’d gotten too familiar with her. The man who’d laughed when she sent that man to his knees in pain.

      His heart skipped at the confluence of events, the strange sense of knowing someone who shouldn’t be here, and a moment later he realized how complicated this was about to get. When they were in Helen Falls, he’d thought that this might be a good man who had found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. A man who might actually be worth something more than the biker gang he’d found himself aligned with.

      But if he’d attacked the people of Trinity Ranch, Garrett was going to have to rethink his opinion of the guy. And quickly. He also wasn’t going to be able to tell anyone that he recognized the man—or that he’d had generous thoughts about him. He was just starting to win the people over again. Admitting to having kind of liked someone from Helen Falls—even if it was true—would send them right back to Steve.

      Garrett jerked to a stop right next to Ben and the guy he was holding down, and bent over, his chest heaving. “What the hell is going on here?”

      Ben drew his fist back and punched the tattooed guy right in the chin, bringing the squirming to a sudden halt. Then he looked up at Garrett, Greyson and Manny.

      “Found this guy hiding around the side of one of the buildings,” he said. “Doesn’t take much to look at him and attach him to the Helen Falls crew. Doesn’t take a whole lot to go from there to thinking he’s probably a scout for them. Didn’t want him going back and telling them what we were doing.”

      At that, Garrett saw his opening. “You’re right about him being from Helen Falls,” he replied, dropping to his knees next to the men. “He’s the one who searched us when we went over there to return the tanker.”

      Suddenly the guy started squirming again, and Ben, surprised at the sudden activity, was nearly thrown off his body. He recovered quickly, grabbed the guy, and punched him in the face once, and then again. Garrett caught his hand when he was winding up for the third punch and glanced down at the guy on the ground.

      “We know who you are,” he said bluntly. “I can identify you, so there’s really no point in trying to keep it quiet. What are you doing here?”

      When the man opened his mouth, Garrett drew back his own hand, ready to let it fly.

      “The truth,” he muttered. “You’re in no position to try to get clever.”

      The man sucked his lips in, thinking, and eventually narrowed his eyes and nodded. “I know you. You’re the one who brought in that fake tanker. One who caused all the problems with the bikes.”

      Garrett drew his hand back again in a threatening manner and the biker put his hands up in front of him, shaking his head.

      “I don’t want no trouble, mister,” he said quickly. “Yes, I was a member of that gang. But I left them. I’m on my own now.”

      Well, that was interesting. Garrett had certainly thought the guy was too well educated for the biker gang when he’d met him before, so it didn’t seem to be out of the realm of possibility for him to have left them and struck out on his own.

      That didn’t mean Garrett could just believe him out of hand. No matter what he thought about him, personally. The man had been involved with that gang, and that made him suspect.

      He got to his feet, thinking quickly. “Take him to the schoolhouse,” he said to the others. “I’ve met him, and he seemed like a decent person then. Doesn’t mean he’s telling the truth right now, but I can see how it might be the case. He didn’t seem to fit with the biker gang, honestly. I can imagine him having decided to strike out by himself. What’s your name, kid?” He addressed this last question to the biker, still on the ground.

      “Lance,” the man croaked.

      “Lance,” Garrett replied. “We’re going to keep you prisoner, and I need you to tell me the truth about who you are and what you’re doing. If you’re telling the truth, I see no reason to hurt you. If you’re lying to me…”

      He left that threat hanging, turned, and looked into the crowd that had gathered. “Shane, recruit someone to join you and stand watch while we handle this.”

      “You got it,” he replied.

      Garrett started back toward town, leaving Greyson and Ben to bring the prisoner with them. Manny fell into step right next to him, and a quick glance at his face made it clear that he wasn’t happy with Garrett’s decision to allow the prisoner to live.

      “I know what you’re going to say,” Garrett said quietly, turning his eyes back toward the town.

      “I bet you do,” Manny replied. “Probably because you realize just as well as me how dangerous this is. You’re bringing a viper back into the nest.”

      “I’m practicing mercy,” Garrett responded quickly. “The bikers would have straight-out shot any of our people. We’re not them. We’re not like they are. I’d like to think that we’re still human enough to at least give the man a chance to explain himself.”

      Manny let out a whisper of a laugh. “Guess that depends on what your definition of human is.”

      Garrett didn’t answer that statement. Manny had been in the military, and he’d been in General Green’s prison for weeks before Garrett showed up. Garrett didn’t really want to know about the things Manny had seen—the things that had made him lose his faith in humanity. That was Manny’s own personal baggage.

      Garrett counted himself lucky to be in a position of still at least hoping for the best from people—even people who had once been on the other side of the line.
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* * *

      Half an hour later, Garrett had stopped thinking that any good was going to come of questioning their prisoner. Lance was tied to a chair in the basement of the schoolhouse, what was left of their supplies stacked up around him. He was bruised and bleeding from multiple punches to his face, and Garrett wondered if Manny had actually broken the man’s nose with that last one.

      Still, Lance’s story was the same.

      “I’m telling you the truth,” he said again, his voice muffled by the fact that his nose was now full of blood. “I heard a rumor about a big settlement of survivors down in Mexico. Heard tell they had farms and food, and that they were willing to take in anyone who came their way, long as they could hold their own and add to the community. Brought me hope, you know? I haven’t been part of something I actually believe in for so long that I’m starting to forget how it was.

      “I’d had enough of Kraken’s shit, had enough of the rules of that place and the constant fear that I was going to be the next man shot. So I decided I’d get myself out of there. Left in the middle of the night and started walking, and before long I found myself here.”

      Lance sniffled and then grimaced before continuing. “Didn’t want to just walk right into town and take you all by surprise, so I was waiting at the edge for someone to show up. So I could explain who I was, like. Suddenly this guy here”—he gestured at Ben with his chin, a scowl on his face—“starts shooting at me for no good reason, so I do what any smart man would do and start running. The next thing I know this guy is jumping onto my back, taking me to the ground, and trying to beat the crap out of me.”

      He cast a glance up at Garrett from underneath his lashes. “I was glad you showed up when you did. Figure he would have killed me if you hadn’t.”

      Garrett bit his lip, considering. The man had already said that he remembered Garrett, and it was becoming more and more obvious that he had noticed Garrett’s liking for him back in Helen Falls. That had probably looked even stronger when Garrett decided to bring him back for questioning rather than killing him outright. Lance was now milking it for all it was worth, trying to make himself out to be the victim.

      That didn’t mean Garrett was going to believe him. If Lance thought he was a sucker, he was about to have a rude awakening.

      Garrett paused, though, because he was damned if he could bring himself to disbelieve him, either. The fact was, everything coming out of Lance’s mouth sounded reasonable. Garrett had seen how Kraken treated those in his gang, and what he did to those he didn’t like. It hadn’t seemed a flexible or particularly rewarding way to live, and Garrett could imagine that for someone who had found himself there by mistake, perhaps, or said that he’d join and then started questioning himself…

      Well, Garrett himself had wanted to run, hadn’t he? He’d talked the whole town into it. He couldn’t blame Lance for having had the same idea. Particularly when there were stories about a place in Mexico that would be safe for those like them. A place where you could actually start to feel human again.

      “I don’t believe a word he’s saying,” Greyson muttered. “You’re not buying this, are you, Garrett?”

      Garrett bit his lip. “I’m of two minds, to be honest,” he said. “On the one hand, I can see someone having heard of the settlement in Mexico and thinking that it sounded like a pretty good destination. Hell, we were on our way there ourselves, at one point. Can’t blame a man for wanting to improve his station in life.”

      “And on the other hand, he’s from Helen Falls,” Greyson responded, his voice low and threatening. “Those men have been liars and bullies since we found out about them. Can’t see why we’d believe one of them now.”

      “Maybe we should just put a bullet in his brain,” a voice said suddenly from the other side of the room.

      Greyson, Manny, Ben and Garrett whirled around to see Steve lounging at the bottom of the stairs, his hands in his pockets, a cocky look on his face.

      “Y’all didn’t tell me we had a visitor,” he drawled. “Doesn’t sound like he’s welcome here, though.” He started walking forward, looking Lance up and down as he walked. “If he’s from Helen Falls, a bullet would be too good for him,” he snarled.

      Garrett put up a hand. “First of all, Steve, you weren’t invited to this particular party. What are you doing here?”

      Steve cast him a narrow-eyed glance. “Came down here to catalog how much water we have left,” he spat in Garrett’s direction. “Didn’t expect to find you four harboring a fugitive.”

      “He’s hardly a fugitive,” Garrett clarified, his blood steaming at the intrusion. Who the hell did Steve think he was, barging in here like this and interrupting their efforts? “And we’re not going to have any talk of shooting him, either. We’re not barbarians.”

      Steve stopped and puffed up his chest. “You calling me a barbarian, Garrett? Because if you are, you know it’s gonna cost you.”

      Manny put a hand on Garrett’s tense arm. “Ain’t worth it, Cap,” he said quietly. “I know how badly you want to do something about that, and believe me, I’d have your back. But it’s not worth the trouble. Let him go.”

      Garrett swallowed hard, working to get his temper under control, and finally blew out a slow breath. “Get back to the others, Steve,” he said quietly. “This is none of your business. If it comes to it and we decide to involve the rest of the town, I promise you’ll be the first to know.”

      Steve glared at him for a moment, and Garrett decided at that moment to test him. See if the man really had what it took.

      “In fact,” he said quickly, pulling the gun from his waistband, “if you’re so tough, so set on doling out justice and being a leader…” He cast a look at Greyson, and then one at Manny. “How about you just take care of him for us?”

      Steve jerked to a stop, his face growing suddenly pale, and Garrett suppressed the grin he could feel at the corner of his mouth. Reaching toward Steve, he continued to offer the gun, turning it so that he was holding the nose and Steve could easily grab the handle.

      The other man took a step backward, shaking his head.

      “You know, I, uh, thinking about it now… you’re probably right. Better to get as much information out of him as you can. I’ll leave you fellows to it.”

      Turning, he practically ran up the steps.

      Garrett watched him go, a strange urge to laugh bubbling up in his chest, and then turned back to the others. He caught Greyson’s eye and saw the same laughter there, repeated again in the faces of Manny and Ben.

      “And that’s the man who wants to be leader,” he muttered. Looking to Lance, he turned his mind back to the matter at hand. “Doesn’t mean I think he’s wrong,” he said ominously. “I still don’t trust you.”

      He glared at Lance, wishing he had some way of knowing whether the man was telling the truth. Wishing he knew whether he could trust him. If he was trustworthy, perhaps he could tell them what had happened back at Helen Falls. Whether Riley and Bart had been killed—or whether they’d even been found yet.

      The men moved further to the side of the room so Lance couldn’t hear them.

      “Wouldn’t be hard to put a bullet in his head and just let that be that,” Manny observed, his voice low.

      But Garrett shook his head. “And what? If he is a scout, and we kill him, Kraken and the others will be even angrier. It’ll increase the chance that they come at us before we’re ready. If they’re holding Bart and Riley, they could do something to them in retaliation. They could make it a hell of a lot harder for us to eventually get out of here. Killing him might solve one problem, but it’ll open up a range of others.”

      “So what do we do?” Ben asked.

      Garrett felt as if they were stuck in some sort of gangster movie, where they were talking about how to bury a body or something. This entire scene had a haze of fantasy over it, like it couldn’t actually be happening. His next words only added to the surreal atmosphere.

      “Blindfold him,” he said. “Take him out of town and keep walking until the ranch is out of sight, then point him in the direction of Mexico. If he’s truly on his way there, then no one has to get hurt.”

      “What?” Greyson exploded. “You’re just going to let him go?”

      Manny put a hand on Garrett’s shoulder. “Garrett, this is madness,” he said. “You can’t just turn him free. Not when we don’t know what he’s doing here—or whether he’ll go back to Kraken and tell him what we’re up to.”

      “I also can’t shoot him in cold blood,” Garrett said simply. He glanced up at Manny, then Ben, and then Greyson. “Can any of you? Can any of you discount the possibility that he might be doing exactly what he says he’s doing, and escaping? Could you blame him if he was, after we’ve all had the same thought? Can you guarantee that he’s on the wrong side of this fight? Can you take his life, sure that you’re doing the right thing?”

      Three scowling faces stared back at him, but then gazes started sliding to the left and the right, and Garrett knew he had his answer. These men might not be happy with this decision, but they could see the sense in it. They couldn’t kill Lance. Not without knowing for sure that he was still working for Kraken. If there was even a chance that he was innocent, they had to let him go.

      Anything less would make them no better than those bikers.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      

    
    
      Garrett walked through the line of people, adjusting a person’s aim here, drawing their shoulders back there, straightening an elbow, tipping a head, and generally giving them all better form as they aimed at the row of targets in the distance.

      “All my life shooting, and I never thought I’d have to teach anyone else about it,” he murmured to Alice, who was walking next to him.

      She breathed out a laugh. “Needs must, I guess?”

      And that was about it, he knew. Needs must, indeed. After Lance had come around, Garrett had started thinking about how vulnerable they all were, sitting out here in the desert without any reliable backup. The thing they did have was plenty of weapons. It seemed they’d found them in almost every town they’d ransacked. Personal armories in houses, entire aisles of weapons in the stores, rack after rack of guns in police departments.

      He’d have thought those would be the first things people would have grabbed after the EMPs hit and the entire world went to hell, but evidently everyone had been more concerned about food and water than protection. They also had grenades and some explosives, sure, but more importantly, they had a range of handguns and rifles—some of them military-level sniper rifles. It had taken Manny and Ben precisely thirty seconds to identify them all and start telling him what they were good for, and they’d grabbed everything they could fit into the truck or their pockets during every raid where they found them.

      Now, with the barricades built and the defenses set, Garrett was making sure that his people knew how to use those guns. Because they were next to useless sitting in an underground armory. In the hands of the people, though, they just might be the thing that decided any battle.

      He got to the end of the line and found Elisa there, wearing pants and a leather vest that looked like she’d stolen it out of some Wild West show. She was holding a handgun up in front of her, and shaking so badly that she’d be more likely to hit the sand in front of her feet than the target. That sort of nervousness could put others at risk, too—not just herself.

      Pursing his lips, Garrett stepped up behind her and stretched his arms out right next to hers, covering her hands with his. He held as still as possible, quieting the shaking in Elisa’s body, but felt her stiffen at his proximity. Well, stiff was better than shaking, and maybe it would give her a better shot at figuring out the right posture.

      “Relax,” he said quietly in her ear. “You want your elbows locked and your arms straight and strong.” He stretched their arms forward a bit more, locking his elbows in demonstration. “But keep your hands as relaxed as they can be. Too tense, and you’ll jerk the gun when you fire it and miss your target. Jerk it too much and you might just hit a friend instead of an enemy.”

      “I’ve never been any good with guns,” she told him, her voice quavering. “I don’t know how smart it is to give me one.”

      “You’ll do fine,” he assured her. “And I want everyone here to be able to defend themselves if it comes down to it. It will also help us out if everyone can fight. The bikers will never see that coming. They’ll never think a little bitty thing like you might be deadly to them. And that, Elisa, will be the death of them. Right?”

      He felt the quiver of her laughter, though she didn’t give it enough air to make it out of her mouth.

      “Right,” she said instead. “They’ll never see me coming. Now if only I can hit them.”

      He took a deep breath then blew it out, getting ready to try to communicate what it was to shoot a gun. It was surprising that a woman who had lived out in the wilderness like this didn’t know, and had never been hunting, but then again he’d known Elisa for several months and felt comfortable saying that she was the sort of woman who would rather defeat you with brain over brawn.

      “Straighten your arms, but only so far as is comfortable,” he said, demonstrating. “Keep your wrists tense. Relax your hands. Look down the nose of the gun and try to cover your target with the nose so that you’re shooting straight. Then…” He nudged her hands just a bit to the left. “When you pull the trigger, you’ll almost inevitably pull the gun in that direction. If you account for that when you’re aiming, you’ve got a better chance of pulling the gun and still hitting your target. See what I mean?”

      “Makes sense,” she breathed, as still as a rabbit in the crosshairs.

      “And now,” he said, removing his hands and leaving hers in the exact position. “You fire. But don’t yank on the trigger. Just squeeze. Like you’re working a spray gun, only…”

      “Deadlier,” she finished, and he could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Definitely deadlier,” he agreed, grinning. “But also firmer. Metal is harder to move than plastic. So you’ve got to be more decided about it.”

      There was a pause as she digested that information, and then, “Now?”

      “Now,” he said.

      He felt her shoulders move up in front of him, saw the gun waver just a bit, then grow steady, and a moment later she squeezed the trigger.

      The flash blinded him, but he stepped back from her and took a few steps toward the makeshift target—plywood painted with some spare orange paint they’d found in the garage. When he could make the target out again, he whooped in excitement and swept her up in a hug, too elated at the progress—at something good happening—to stop himself.

      “Bull’s-eye!” he shouted. “And on your first try! Elisa, if I didn’t know any better I would say you’ve done this before. It looks to me like you’re a natural.”

      She gave him a crooked grin. “I definitely want to practice more to make sure that wasn’t just beginner’s luck. But you’re right. It will feel good when they underestimate me. Because I’ll be able to prove them wrong.”

      She turned back to the target and lifted her hands again, taking herself through the steps on her own this time—and shooting a second bull’s-eye—and Garrett turned to walk back down the line, still grinning to himself. When he looked up, he saw Alice staring at him, then looking pointedly at Elisa, and then back at him, one eyebrow lifted in question.

      He shrugged his shoulders, not caring to think about that too closely. No matter what Alice thought she’d seen, this was nothing more than him teaching his people how to defend themselves—and each other—if and when those bikers showed up. Thinking about anything beyond that was…

      Well, at this point, it felt like a waste of energy. There were too many other things to worry about right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      

    
    
      Garrett was walking quickly through town, his blood still singing at the success of the shooting class, when he heard the voices.

      It wasn’t that no one should be talking in town. It wasn’t that it was uncommon to hear voices. It was the fact that voices being used as weapons sounded different than voices being used for just casual communication. And something about the voices he was hearing right now told him very definitely that they accompanied some very unpleasant physical actions.

      He drew to a stop and narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out where the voices—male, and aggressive, in a suggestive, teasing sort of way—were coming from. There, he thought, his eyes going to the alley across the street. He hadn’t drawn parallel with it yet and couldn’t see down it, but someone had someone else in that alley, and whatever they were saying, he was betting they weren’t talking about the weather.

      He crept toward the alley, cutting diagonally across the street so he could approach along the wall that connected to the small street. This wasn’t a well-traveled part of town, so there was no one else on the sidewalks. In any other city—in the world as it was before—it would have made this part of town ideal for any sort of underhanded activities.

      But they were also living in a very small community, where everyone knew everyone else. The thought of anyone doing anything offensive or damaging to another resident was… beyond his ability to understand. It didn’t make any sense.

      And there was absolutely no mistaking the sound of those voices in the alley—or the fact that he now heard a woman as well, pleading with them.

      He stopped before rounding the corner, his heart racing, his eyes narrowed as he tried to decipher what was going on. Many of the town members had been at the shooting practice with him, and he’d seen the majority of them heading for the schoolhouse to get water and a snack, laughing as they walked and sharing tips and congratulations, as well as guesses for who might be the best shot. Whoever was here, he didn’t think they could have been at that practice. They wouldn’t have had time to get here far enough ahead of him to have set themselves up in the alley.

      And there were only a certain number of people who hadn’t taken part in the practice.

      When another man spoke from inside the alley, Garrett already had a list of suspects, and it made recognizing the voice much easier.

      “Saw you out there shooting, little lady. Sure looks like you know what you’re doing,” Steve was saying, the oil practically dripping off each syllable.

      Garrett’s fists clenched. So they did have a woman in there. He started filing through the women who had been present at the shooting practice, making a list. He wanted to know exactly who he was going to be dealing with when he came around that corner.

      “And that’s absolutely none of your business, Steve Thomason,” a female voice answered sharply. Elisa, Garrett realized, his jaw clenching. “And I’ll thank you to kindly step away from me and leave me the hell alone. I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, but if Garrett catches you fooling—”

      “Garrett,” Steve snarled. “That man wouldn’t know what to do about it even if he did know what I was doing. Walking around with his idealistic sayings, pretending like he’s got a handle on things. Why, if I was in charge, none of this would be happening. Then again, you’ve always had a sweet spot for him, haven’t you?”

      There was a squeal from Elisa and some low male laughter, and at that, Garrett had had enough. He strolled casually around the corner as if he’d happened upon them by mistake and came to a surprised stop at the mouth of the alley.

      It wasn’t just Steve. He was there with his faithful sidekicks, Alan and Scott. And the three of them had Elisa backed up against the wall. Her face was flushed and her eyes wet, but Garrett could see that she was doing her best to hold her own. She wasn’t panicking.

      Though she would have had every right to.

      “Why Steve,” Garrett said in false shock. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to be at the schoolhouse cataloging the supplies and giving us an idea of what we had left, and how long it would last.”

      He moved casually toward the threesome, taking in the fact that Alan and Scott now had their eyes averted and were slowly edging away from Elisa. No doubt trying to pretend that they hadn’t had anything to do with it.

      Steve bared his teeth in something that was probably meant to be a smile. “Already finished,” he muttered. “Left the list in the schoolhouse. Guess I’m faster at that sort of work than you must expect people to be. As it happens, I went out to the little shooting range you built. Figured I’d see what you lot were up to.” He placed a hand on the wall behind Elisa and leaned on it, drawing closer to the woman and leering back at Garrett. “Looked like you and this one were getting awfully close.”

      And there it was, Garrett realized. It wasn’t that Steve had anything against Elisa. After all, they’d been living in the same town for some time—had probably even known each other before they knew Garrett. It wasn’t about her at all.

      It was about Garrett having paid special attention to her. And Steve taking that personally. Or seeing a way to try to get under Garrett’s skin.

      “Just teaching her to shoot, Steve,” he said, keeping his voice even. Trying to keep the anger out of his tone. In his pockets, his hands were curling into fists, and he could feel the tension running through his shoulders already.

      His body knew what was coming. His mind had been expecting it for some time.

      “I suggest you move away from her now,” Garrett continued. “The way you’re standing over her is making me think you mean her harm. We haven’t had any trouble in this town, and I’m not aiming to start now.”

      Steve reached out with his other hand and ran his fingers down Elisa’s arm.

      “Maybe that ain’t your choice,” he said snidely. “You don’t always get a say in what happens in this town, Garrett. I know you think you do. But I also know that there are quite a few who disagree with you being leader. Quite a few who would be happy to see me taking over.”

      Garrett, at the end of his patience, didn’t care to hear anything more from the man. He was already moving forward, his hands reaching out to grab Steve and get him away from Elisa, when Elisa, in a lightning-quick move, grabbed something out of the pocket of her pants and held it up in front of her.

      The gun, Garrett saw, surprised. The one she’d been practicing with. She’d still been carrying it—and its nose was now pressed against Steve’s chest.

      “And I say that no one is actually in favor of you taking over, Steve, and you’d better just shut your mouth before you say anything else to make yourself look stupid,” she hissed. “And while you’re at it, I would also recommend taking three steps back.” She cast her gaze at Scott and Alan, who had frozen at the sight of the gun. “You lot as well. I know you do whatever he tells you, but I’ve just had quite a lesson in shooting and I’m not afraid to put my new skill to the test. Don’t tempt me.”

      Her gaze moved back to Steve’s face—as did Garrett’s—and he could see the man’s complexion draining of color, his eyes shifting quickly back and forth. Whatever he’d been expecting in this alley, it certainly hadn’t included Elisa drawing a weapon on him.

      “Look, Elisa, we didn’t mean any harm,” he said, stepping backward. “We just wanted to talk, see? I know you’re one of Garrett’s special friends and I thought you could talk some sense into him. That’s all it was. You believe me, don’t you? You’ve known me a long time. You know I would never do anything to hurt you. Or anyone else.” He kept backing up until he came to the wall on the other side of the alley, where he came to an abrupt stop, and quit talking.

      She looked him coolly up and down. “You’re right, Steve. I have known you for a long time. And that means I know you well enough to know that you’re exactly the sort of person who would hurt others if you thought you would get something out of the deal. Stay away from me. And stay away from my friends.”

      She clicked the safety on the gun, slid it back into her pocket, and walked quickly to Garrett’s beckoning hand. Once she was safely ensconced up against him, his arm wrapped around her shoulders, he turned her and hustled her out of the alleyway, thinking the entire way that she probably hadn’t needed his help after all.

      As soon as they rounded the bend and were out of sight of Steve and his friends, though, her knees gave out and he had to catch her, her breathless laugh rushing into his ear.

      “I never even shot a gun before today,” she said, shaking from either laughter or adrenaline in his arms. “And now I’m pulling a gun on someone trying to attack me?”

      Garrett laughed with her and set her back on her feet, keeping his hands on her shoulders until he was sure she was steady enough to stand on her own. “I told you you were a natural. Look at you, taking to guns like a fish to water.”

      “Only because of you,” she told him solemnly. “Garrett, be careful of that man. Like he says, we’ve known each other for some time, and he’s never taken well to coming in second place. Definitely hasn’t taken well to anything that looked like law. I don’t trust him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he came after you just because he’s decided he doesn’t like you. He certainly has visions of grandeur in regards to running this town himself, rather than leaving it to you.”

      Garrett nodded once. She wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know.

      “I agree with you, and I’ve been warned about him before. But rest assured that I won’t let him take me by surprise. I’ve known people like him. And they very rarely have the guts to actually do anything more than talk.”

      Keeping his arm wrapped around her shoulder, he directed them toward the schoolhouse and started to walk quickly toward the people he could hear up there. He wanted to get Elisa into the hands of someone who could keep her steady until she was over her adrenaline rush.

      As for Steve, he’d deal with him in another time, and another place. Right now he had other things on his mind—like making sure the people of Trinity Ranch were prepared for whatever might come their way.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      

    
    
      Three days later, they were all starting to feel restless. None of them had seen any further sign of the Helen Falls gang, and they’d gone through their barricades and traps and explosives again and again—enough that there were no more improvements to be made. No more tweaking to do.

      In short, they were out of busywork. They hadn’t been able to go out scouting for any further supplies, either, which meant that their supplies were now dwindling, starting to reach dangerous levels. And without the bikers attacking them and giving them access to Helen Falls, per his plan, Garrett wasn’t sure how they were going to get more. The towns in this area were picked clean, courtesy of the people from Helen Falls and Trinity Ranch, so they weren’t going to find anything else—even if they could get to the other towns, which they couldn’t, given the lack of transportation. Sure, they might have walked, but it would have taken them too long to reach any of the other cities, and none of them would have taken that sort of risk. They still weren’t sure how many bikers might be around Trinity Ranch, or whether they were under surveillance.

      His plan had been to stick it out until the bikers attacked, defeat the bikers, and then get to Helen Falls to take advantage of whatever supplies the bikers might have had there. Then come up with something further after that. The lack of any attack was pulling the rug right out from under his feet, though, and Garrett was starting to feel… well, desperate.

      Even worse, he seemed to be the only one really taking anything that seriously. Of course Alice was concerned, and Manny and Ben were smart enough to know that things weren’t going the way they were supposed to. Julia was on Garrett’s team, as was Greyson, but that didn’t mean the rest of the town really were. And the rest of the people… were treating this as if it was some sort of holiday. It felt as if they’d forgotten their plans to escape, and the drama of Cora and John’s betrayal, and had gone back to life as usual.

      There, right in front of him, Bubba and Kristy were discussing their plans for the day. A birthday picnic and a party for Ben, evidently.

      “How do you even know it’s his birthday?” Garrett asked, trying to involve himself in the conversation.

      Kristy shrugged. “He said he’s a Scorpio, and we just celebrated Halloween,” she said, making it seem like the simplest thing in the world.

      Garrett shook his head. He hadn’t known what day it actually was for months, and he was sure that no one else did, either. But the people were so intent on celebrating something that they were just grabbing at anything they could think of, now.

      He knew that Ben wasn’t involved in this, either. Hell, the man had told Garrett just that morning that he was thinking of taking a hunting party out into the desert to see if they could shore up the rapidly dwindling supply room. Garrett felt anxious to get out of town, and Ben was right there with him. Celebrating his birthday hadn’t seemed like it was anywhere on the list of things he wanted to do that week.

      It was the people, though. They had grown complacent. Comfortable.

      It wasn’t that they didn’t know, either; all of them had access to the schoolhouse and the supply room. They’d all seen how little water was left, and how sparse the food offerings were becoming. They all knew the situation. Or at least they had the information there if they wanted to consider it. The thing was, Garrett was starting to think that they didn’t. It was human nature to want to avoid unpleasant circumstances, situations, and conversations, and maybe that made this logical—this need to pretend that everything was fine. That even in the midst of this incredibly screwed-up, hopeless situation, they should take some time out and hold a birthday party.

      Maybe it was them just trying to keep their chins up, keep a little positivity in their world. But Garrett didn’t think so.

      No, he thought it was probably the very definition of denial. Either that or they were just burned out on all the anxiety and danger, and couldn’t maintain that sort of focus anymore.

      Regardless of which of those it was, it confirmed one idea in his head: that he had to maintain his own focus, so that he could protect them when and if it was necessary. They could take time off from reality; he didn’t have that freedom.

      But he needed to do something, or he was going to go crazy. He’d never been good at standing around doing nothing. And though he was having trouble maintaining the intensity he thought the situation called for, he thought it would be a whole lot easier if he actually had something to do.

      Turning, he started walking toward Alice’s house, his mind roving through the possibilities. Going to another town was out. Trying to find another vehicle was a no-go, too, as they’d combed through all the towns in the area when he and his group first arrived, looking for cars and trucks that were old enough to have survived the EMP. Going out into the desert for Ben’s hunting party was an option, but Garrett had never been much of a hunter.

      And that left… What?

      “More defenses,” he said to himself. It was the only option available to him. And though it was a passive action, and therefore rubbed him the wrong way, he didn’t see that he really had much choice.

      Besides, Garrett hadn’t changed his mind about one thing: the Helen Falls gang was going to attack. It was only a matter of time. And the readier the town of Trinity Ranch was when it happened, the better their chances of success in that fight. If they succeeded there, they’d have access to whatever supplies the bikers had gathered, and their problems would be solved. For at least a short time.

      If nothing else, it would give them some time to figure out their next move.

      Turning at the corner, he increased his pace, his eyes already set on the small two-story that Alice had chosen for herself.
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* * *

      “More fences?” Alice asked, surprised and not bothering to hide it. “You want more defenses than what we’ve already got?”

      Garrett nodded. “We can never be too protected. We know they’re coming. We have to make sure we can defeat them when they get here.”

      She gave him a long, searching look, her lips pursed. “What’s this really about, Garrett?” she finally asked. “Is it that the people are upset that you let that prisoner go? You think they’re starting to question you again?”

      He held out for a moment, but then breathed out, letting himself unwind a bit. “The waiting is driving me crazy, and I want something to do,” he admitted. “I figure a fence is as good as anything.”

      “You know no one’s going to want to do any more building, right?” Alice said. “They were excited about it at first, but now they’re bored and they’re doing other things.”

      “Which is a mistake,” he observed. “That attack is going to come. And if we let it take us by surprise—”

      “You know that,” she interrupted. “And I know that. Ben knows it, and Greyson, and Manny. Elisa and Julia would probably even admit to it. But that doesn’t mean the rest of the townspeople want to hear anything about it. You know…” She gave him a quick, sly grin. “Short attention spans and all that.”

      She reached out and took his hand. “That’s why they need you. Why they need us. To think of the things they don’t want to think about. Now come on.” She started walking toward the door, dragging him after her. “I hear there’s a party tonight, and it won’t go down well if you don’t show up. You might not be the guest of honor, but you’re still one of the more important guys in town.”

      Laughing, though not feeling much better, Garrett allowed himself to be dragged along, his mind still going through the list of things he wanted to see done to their defenses the next day.
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* * *

      Though Ben hadn’t been keen on the idea of a party, he had given the rest of the crowd permission to have it at his house, and by the time Alice and Garrett arrived the festivities were in full swing. Someone had dragged an old piano into the main room and Kristy was playing what sounded like ragtime tunes, while several people were dancing in the cleared-out area. A long table held an assortment of alcoholic beverages—the one thing the town had in spades, since it didn’t count as an everyday supply, and was only useful in certain situations. The only party food seemed to be apples, which were sitting in bowls around the room. Garrett appreciated that, realizing that whoever had done the planning here had actually thought about the fact that supplies were running low while the apple trees in the orchard suddenly seemed to be overproducing fruit.

      The entire room was lit with candle after candle, giving the place a wavering, romantic sort of light, and someone had even found a piñata to hang in the corner. Garrett wondered if that was decoration, or if they had actually found something to put inside it.

      The conversation dropped when Garrett and Alice walked in, as everyone turned to look at them. Garrett paused in the doorway, self-conscious and wondering why everyone was staring at him, but a moment later the sound picked up again and people went back to their partying.

      “Drink?” Julia asked, coming up to them with a cup in her hand.

      Garrett shook his head. “Nothing for me, thanks. Maybe Alice wants something.”

      Alice pressed her lips together, then nodded once. “Scotch, neat,” she said. “Two fingers.” When she noticed Garrett’s look, she shrugged. “In my life before, I loved Scotch. Had a favorite sort and everything.”

      He nodded. “My favorite was Glenfiddich,” he answered. “Though I never drank it with other people. Always thought it was a drink better enjoyed on your own, in a quiet room. Preferably one that wasn’t very well lit.”

      He ducked down, somewhat embarrassed at having shared so much, but Alice’s laughter rang through the room—shockingly bright in the flickering candlelight. Garrett thought it was the first time he’d heard her laugh, and glanced up at her, surprised. Even the thought of alcohol seemed to have loosened her up a bit.

      “You’re right about that,” she replied. “It’s the sort of drink that deserves your focus. Your attention. Having so many other people around…” She waved her hand, taking in the crowd. “Kills the expectation. The appreciation.” She shrugged and gave him another half-grin. “But this is the situation in which we find ourselves. I think we’re both getting pretty good at making the best of a bad situation, right?”

      Julia reappeared at that moment with Alice’s drink, handing her a small glass with two thumbs’ worth of amber liquid at the bottom.

      “Plenty more where that came from,” she said cheerily. “You have some catching up to do.”

      Looking around, Garrett realized that there was something he hadn’t noticed the first time he looked at the crowd: everyone looked like they’d already had three or four drinks. Many of the faces were downright ruddy, and several people were swaying on their feet, talking with their hands and allowing their voices to grow too loud. Yes, there had been quite a bit of drinking going on before he and Alice arrived.

      And for that, he couldn’t blame them. Drinking allowed you to forget, and there was an awful lot about the current world that encouraged forgetting.

      “Drunk, most of them,” Alice murmured. She tipped the glass to her lips and took a dainty sip, closing her eyes and holding it in her mouth for a moment before swallowing.

      Then she gave him a glance out of the corner of her eye, accompanied by a lift of the eyebrow.

      “That’s not Scotch,” she said wryly. “That’s whiskey. And not even good whiskey. I’m guessing Johnny Walker, and it ain’t Black Label.”

      Garrett burst out laughing at that, his belly shaking with mirth.

      “In that case I’m glad I took a pass,” he said.

      Alice tipped her head from side to side in a gesture that said it wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever tasted—but it also wasn’t the best. “It’s better than nothing, I suppose,” she observed. “It’ll accomplish the same thing, at the end of the day.”

      Garrett was about to say that it would probably also accomplish a bigger headache the next morning when someone lurched into him from the left, knocking him into Alice and sending the remains of her drink flying into the wall.

      “Hey!” Alice shouted.

      Garrett turned, ready to lay into whoever had run into him, but stopped when he saw that it was Steve. And that he was definitely more than three drinks in.

      “Why if it ain’t Garrett,” Steve said, slurring his words. “Our glorioush leader!” He slapped a hand down on Garrett’s shoulder and guffawed. “Leasht that’s what I hear. Glorioush. Just don’t seem so glorioush to be lettin’ traitors go unpunished, though, do it?” He ducked down and peered into Garrett’s eyes, doing his best to keep his own eyes from crossing.

      Garrett took a step back—both because of the alcohol fumes coming off Steve and to give himself some room, in case this came to blows. He didn’t think Steve would stand up to one punch, honestly, but he also knew he would be smarter to get out of this without allowing any physical trouble.

      “No one could have proven that he was a traitor, Steve,” he said. “We can’t just go around shooting anyone we don’t like.”

      “Don’t see why not,” Steve said. He threw his arms out grandly, splashing whatever he’d had in his cup across the people to his right.

      “Because that would make us just as bad as those bikers,” Garrett answered, knowing as he said it that logic wasn’t going to make any difference to Steve when he was this drunk. Not that it ever did.

      Steve suddenly rushed at Garrett, grabbing him by the front of his shirt and pushing him up against the wall. “You sayin’ that’s a bad thing?” he hissed, his speech suddenly clear and malevolent. “You sayin’ I would have been wrong to take care of this town, take care of the people?”

      Behind Steve, Garrett could see some of his friends—Alan, Scott and the rest—cheering Steve on. Laughing at his antics. Agreeing with everything he said. And looking around, he could see that they weren’t the only ones. Other people had questions written on their faces, too. Questions about Garrett’s leadership, about the decisions he’d made.

      They may have voted to let him maintain his leadership, but that didn’t mean they actually trusted him. And suddenly it was all too much. All the work, for nothing. All the responsibility, just to come up against people who didn’t appreciate him. Didn’t even like him, most of the time. All the questions. All the anxiety.

      For what? So people could doubt him? Pretend that nothing was wrong, and watch Steve heckling him like this?

      He turned back to Steve, allowing all his frustration to bleed into his gaze.

      “You know what?” he hissed. “You think you’d be such a great leader? I’d like to see you try it. If that’s what you want, if that’s what everyone wants, then go ahead. Be my guest. I’ll gladly hand all that responsibility over to you. Because I’ll tell you what, Steve. I’ve had enough.”

      He turned and stormed out of the house, not caring who had heard him or what their reactions were. Not caring whether he was doing the best thing for the town or the people who lived there. Knowing only that for the first time in what felt like years, it wasn’t his job to make any further decisions.

      When he got into the front yard, he found that someone had lit the fire pit, though it was deserted. He dropped into one of the seats next to it and stared moodily into the fire, questioning everything. Hating the situation. Hating that he’d done what he did—and at the same time, wondering if it was actually the best thing for the town, and the people.

      A moment later, Alice appeared out of the dark, melting into the firelight like she’d been born from the night. She took a seat next to him and reached out to lay her hand on his arm.

      “You know they’re just drunk,” she said. “None of them meant for that to happen.”

      He didn’t bother to look up at her. “And what if it’s for the best? What if it’s actually better for the entire town if I step down, let someone else take a shot? It’s not like I’ve done anything all that great, anyhow. Raids to find food and water. Hell, anyone can do that. But the decision to take the tanker? Then the decision to fool the bikers when we went to give it back?” He paused, letting himself feel the pain of what had happened that day. “All I did was lose Riley and Bart. Maybe even get them killed. What sort of leader does that?”

      “A leader who’s willing to take chances,” she said, moving her hand to take his and squeezing. “A leader who can see the bigger picture, see how important it was for us to stand up to those bikers rather than backing down. You said that if we gave into them, they’d never stop bullying us, and you were right! You said that we could be brave, when none of the other people thought that, and you were right then, too! You were right to let Lance go, though no one will tell you that. It was the moral thing to do. The right thing to do. You’re exactly the leader this community needs. You’ve got the bravery for it. The brain for it. The heart for it.”

      Her voice softened, and she swallowed before continuing. “Hell, you care more than five other men put together, your heart is so big, and everyone in this town knows it. You’re the one we can all count on, Garrett. And don’t you forget it.”

      Her voice died away on the last note, and Garrett stared at her, hardly daring to breathe. The things she’d said… Well, whether the whole town thought them or not, he suddenly realized that Alice thought them. And though he’d known it before, something about hearing her actually say it changed things.

      A warmth was growing in his belly that would have rivaled five Scotches, and his fingers were twitching with the need to reach out and touch Alice’s face. Did she really think so much of him? Was that really how she saw him?

      “I’ll always have your back, Garrett,” she finished on a whisper. “I can promise you that much.”

      He didn’t think any further. Looking deeply into her eyes, he began to lean forward, his hand going up to her cheek and cupping her jaw. He hadn’t known it until right now, but everything in his body was screaming for this to happen, and if she truly felt that way about him…

      To his shock, Alice yanked herself back, throwing herself up onto her feet.

      “I’m going to go home,” she said shakily. “Get some sleep. We all need to be well-rested tomorrow. Never know what’s going to happen.”

      And she turned and almost ran the other way, leaving Garrett sitting in the firelight, staring after her in shock, confusion, and something that felt disturbingly like hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      

    
    
      When he woke up the next morning, it was to someone banging on his front door. Garrett cast his gaze toward the window, wondering what time it was, and saw that the sun was barely over the horizon. Early, then. Way too early for anyone to need him. Particularly after everything that had happened last night.

      His heart skipped a beat at the thought, and then started hammering away again, and he bit his lip, wondering if anyone would even remember what he’d said to Steve. If anyone else had even heard it. He hadn’t said that he would step down—just that he would allow the people to decide. Would they have questions for him? Was that why someone was banging away at his door? Or had something happened, something that required some sort of immediate decision?

      Renewed hammering on the door had him jumping out of bed and grabbing for a T-shirt, then stumbling out of the bedroom and toward the stairs. He took them two at a time, his panic building as the knocking continued, and by the time he threw open the door he was ready for the worst news possible.

      Alice stood on the other side, her face flushed, and the rest of the night came flooding back to him. The fire pit after the scene with Steve. The things she’d said. Oh God, the fact that he’d tried to kiss her—and the fact that she’d practically run away from him to keep him from doing so.

      He cringed, then cringed again at the thought that she might have seen him do it. And in that moment, he knew he had to apologize. Had to somehow explain why he’d done what he’d done, and make it okay with her. She was the one and only person he truly trusted, and he couldn’t lose her over a stupid miscalculation.

      “Alice, about last night. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. Well, I know what I was thinking, but I can see now that it was probably the wrong thing to think. And I want to offer my apologies. I don’t want anything to—”

      She reached out and shoved him right in the chest.

      “Save it,” she said. “I don’t want to hear your apologies. I need you to get dressed. Something’s happening at the schoolhouse, and you need to be there.”

      Garrett gaped at her for a moment, too surprised by this sudden change of direction to truly understand it, and it took another shove from her and a harried “Get dressed!” before he was moving quickly back up the stairs, his mind running through the possibilities. What was happening at the schoolhouse? Surely not the gang from Helen Falls. If they’d invaded, he would have heard shouts from the watch, gunfire, explosions, shouting…

      So if it wasn’t them, then what the hell was going on?
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* * *

      The two of them rushed toward the schoolhouse, Alice still refusing to tell him anything, and arrived breathless to see that Steve had set himself up on the top step of the stairs to hold some sort of pep rally. His buddies were surrounding him—though they were keeping themselves to the lower steps, Garrett noticed—and were cheering him on, throwing up cries and pumping their fists with everything that he said.

      It was exactly like the jocks at his high school trying to rile people up for the game that night, he thought. Complete with the ruddy faces, and probably the hangovers. Only this was for something a lot more serious than a football game.

      “That man!” Steve suddenly yelled, pointing at Garrett upon his arrival. “He told me just last night that he would step down! He’s shown himself to be a less-than-stellar leader. A coward!”

      A roar from his friends—though Garrett noticed that the townspeople gathered between Steve and Garrett weren’t yelling along. It looked like everyone had been gathered, however, so the whole town was hearing this.

      “A traitor!”

      Another roar. But only from Steve’s friends.

      “Someone who has led us into trouble. Likely gotten some of us killed, in fact! Made trouble with the local bullies and given them a reason to hate us!”

      And at that, there was some murmuring in the crowd. Garrett didn’t like it—but he also couldn’t argue with them. He was carrying the guilt over Riley and Bart heavy on his shoulders, and he would have been a fool to think that no one else had had the same thoughts. But that didn’t make him a bad leader. It didn’t make him irresponsible. It made him a man who had tried to do his best, but had run into some trouble.

      It certainly didn’t mean that Steve would be a better leader, though that seemed to be exactly what Steve was building up to.

      “I say I should be the leader from now on!” Steve roared, confirming Garrett’s suspicion. “I should be the one making decisions! I’ve been in this town longer, I know you all better, and I swear that I won’t get any of you killed!”

      More shouting and cheering from Steve’s friends there, but Alice tapped Garrett’s hand and pointed with her chin at the people around them, and he could see what she was noticing: the people of the community didn’t look at all sure that Steve would make any sort of leader. In fact, more of them looked worried than not. They were glancing back at Garrett, as if they were wondering whether he was going to do anything, and casting doubtful—and even angry—glances in Steve’s direction.

      “Garrett has done nothing but scare us since he got here!” Steve screamed, practically frothing at the mouth now. “He came in and immediately started fearmongering. Well I ask you, what should we be fearing? We’re in the middle of the desert, in a country that has lost its government. No one is going to bother us. He’s been riling us up for nothing!”

      His voice broke on the final outburst, and Garrett almost gasped.

      “The man should have been a preacher, or a politician,” he muttered to Alice, who huffed out a laugh.

      Steve wasn’t finished yet, though.

      “He’s been scaring us to try to keep us from making any decisions of our own!” he shouted. “Telling us we had to flee when we have a perfectly good town right here. Telling us we have to be ready for something to happen when we’re what, four days along, and nothing has happened? Who would believe this man anymore? Who would want him at the front of our group?”

      Suddenly his voice dropped and he looked around at the crowd, arranging his face into a more responsible mask. “And that’s why I was so glad when he said he’d step down and hand over the reins to me. So glad he finally saw reason and bowed to my natural leadership abilities. We’ll be better off without him. And I have some changes I’m going to start making immediately. That group from Helen Falls isn’t coming. We’re going to stop with that foolishness right now and start cleaning up this town. Enough with these barricades! We want our furniture back in our houses, don’t we? We’re going to go back to life as it was before. Before Garrett and his friends came into the picture.”

      “I never told you I would step down,” Garrett called out, no longer able to hold his tongue. “I said that if everyone wanted it, I would consider it.”

      A ripple ran through the crowd, everyone growing stiff as they started to look back and forth between Garrett and Steve. Garrett felt Alice grow tense next to him, and flexed his own hands, balling them up into fists. If a fight was what Steve wanted, then he was going to give it to him. And everyone here seemed to know it.

      In fact, he was willing to bet everyone here had already chosen a side. Even if they didn’t realize it yet.

      Garrett was just taking a step forward, ready to get up the steps and come face-to-face with Steve and his ego, when a gunshot rang out and Steve fell to the ground, screaming in pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

    
    
      Garrett yanked the gun from his waistband and dove for the side of the building, flying through the screaming crowd as people ran in all directions, shouting for their friends and family. He hoped they were all running for cover—if they were smart, that was exactly what they were doing—but just for the moment, he wasn’t worrying about anyone else. He was running for his own life.

      As the leader of the community, he was also keenly aware that he would be the first target in any shootout. The first to be shot—or the first to be taken hostage. Neither sounded appealing to him.

      He rammed his shoulder into the corner of the schoolhouse on his way by, and ducked down to his knees on the other side of the building, chest heaving and gun up in front of his face, finger on the trigger. Not two seconds later, Alice was next to him, her rifle at the ready.

      “Where are the shots coming from?” Garrett said, trying hard to listen. To his ears, it sounded as if they were coming from everywhere.

      “Sounds like there are at least four guns,” Alice said. “I can’t pinpoint their exact locations but we definitely have multiple shooters.”

      “Dammit,” Garrett breathed.

      No one in the town was primed for an invasion. Those who had guns had probably left them at home when they were called to this stupid meeting by Steve.

      No one was prepared because he’d wanted to get up there and brag.

      “That idiot has backed us into a corner, and half of us are here unarmed,” Garrett groaned.

      He peered around the corner and glanced quickly across the square in front of the schoolhouse. Everyone had fled, thank God, and he could see several of the townspeople peeking around corners, their guns up and ready. At least some of them were armed. But not nearly enough of them.

      Even worse, they hadn’t had any warning—which meant they hadn’t been able to use any of their explosives on the outskirts of town. They might have caught some gang members in their traps, but not enough of them.

      “Wait a minute,” he said suddenly.

      He started scuttling backward on his butt, moving quickly toward the back of the schoolhouse, where it hit the desert. From there, he knew, he’d be able to see the front of town, the place having been built on a fairly even square. From the back of this building, he should be able to see the guards—the men who should have been guarding the town.

      When he arrived at the opposite corner and looked one way, toward what he thought of as the front of town, and then the other way, toward the other end of Main Street, he saw… nothing. Ben and Greyson had been on watch, he remembered, seeing the schedule in his mind’s eye. Ben on one side, Greyson on the other. They’d always taken the night shift because they were some of the best with guns. Manny and Garrett had been their backups.

      But he didn’t see either one of them in their places at the ends of Main Street.

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      Shots were ringing out from all around him, now, and people were screaming. His people were screaming. Garrett didn’t see any bodies outside of town, but he was guessing that Greyson and Ben were both either dead or taken prisoner. And it didn’t take much to guess at who had done it.

      He’d known the Helen Falls gang was going to arrive to take their revenge. He’d put plans in place to be ready. But those plans depended on some sort of warning—or the guards at least calling out when the bikers arrived. Each guard had been armed with a flare, specifically to light the explosives at either end of Main Street. The explosions should have not only alerted the townspeople but also thrown any invaders off their game.

      He had no idea how the bikers had managed to sneak up on both Ben and Greyson. But that also didn’t matter right now. What was done was done, and Garrett had to figure out how to save his people.

      He scuttled back up to where Alice was still sitting, his shoes filling with sand, his breath coming hard and heavy.

      “Ben and Greyson are both gone,” he said. “The Helen Falls crew must have surprised them.”

      He snuck an eye back around the corner and looked desperately out into the street, in one direction and then another. He needed to know where those shooters were. He needed to know how many of his people were armed—and how many were already hurt, or dead.

      “And now we’re in trouble,” Alice confirmed. “And half of the guns are still in the houses. God.”

      Garrett blew out a quick breath. “Exactly.”

      At that moment, he realized that Steve was still out there—and alive. It looked like he’d been shot in the leg, because he was desperately crawling for cover, one leg dragging out behind him as he worked his arms to drag himself forward. The sand around him was flying up in spurts, though, as bullets hit the ground surrounding him. At this rate, he wasn’t going to make it.

      And though he might have been Garrett’s enemy in town, he was still a member of the community. Garrett wasn’t going to let him be shot like that.

      He was up and moving into the square before he could question the decision, his gun shoved into the waistband of his jeans and his feet flying over the sand, his hands over his head as he ducked for some sort of cover.

      He swerved back and forth as he ran, hoping it would make him a more difficult target—and that those bikers weren’t actually very good shots—and didn’t even slow down when he reached Steve. Instead, he snagged the man’s shoulders on his way by, jerking the man to his feet and then hauling him along as he made for the corner of another building, and the shelter it promised. Steve was screaming in pain and horror, but still Garrett didn’t slow down.

      At least he was still screaming. If he was shot again, whatever chances he had would be gone.

      When they slid around the corner and skidded to a halt in the sand, he turned and saw why Steve had been screaming. It wasn’t his leg that had been shot. It was his body.

      A wound gaped in his stomach, the blood spurting in a way that made it look like some major vessel had been hit. Potentially an artery, given the amount of blood and the spray. Garrett might not have had any medical training, but he did know that being able to see the man’s intestines was a bad sign. If those were ruptured, there was no way they would be able to save him. They had virtually no medical supplies left, and the bacteria in Steve’s intestines would likely contaminate the entire body cavity.

      The man was going to die. Dammit.

      Garrett put it on the back burner for the moment. He didn’t have time to mourn one of his own. He had to do what he could to try to save the others.

      He paused to listen for a moment, and realized that the gunfire was getting heavier, and though he might be imagining it—because how could you really tell—he thought the shots were coming from closer now. As if their assailants were actually getting closer to the square. They must have realized that Garrett’s people didn’t have many guns with them, and were only sporadically returning fire. They must have figured out that they had the upper hand here.

      Well, they weren’t all unarmed. He could see Shane and Manny on the other side of the square, each of them with a sniper rifle, each taking careful aim at someone. Wherever Alice was, she had a rifle as well, and Garrett was guessing she hadn’t hesitated to start using it. He had cover. Just not enough of it.

      He cast his gaze out into the street and the buildings beyond, wondering exactly where those guys were. They wouldn’t have made it into many of the buildings, he thought, which meant they must be out in the street or hiding around corners, just like he and his people were doing. And that should mean…

      Ah, there one was. At the side of the bank, shooting away as if his life depended on it, and not even bothering to aim. Well, that was his mistake.

      Garrett leveled his Glock in front of him, sighting down the barrel and breathing out as he’d been taught to do. He needed to make this one count. Couldn’t afford to miss, not with how scarce bullets were and how many bikers there might be out there. He shifted the nose of the gun slightly to the left, to take into account the fact that it would inevitably pull to the right with the pressure of the trigger, and then let off a shot.

      He barely had time to congratulate himself on the guy going to his knees when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.

      He turned and found another biker on the other side of the street, just aiming his gun at what could have been any of the people from town. Garrett steadied himself and pulled the trigger again, though he didn’t aim as carefully this time. The bullet still hit, and the man flew backward into the wall, leaving a blood spatter on the concrete behind him, and was still.

      Then another flash of movement caught Garrett’s attention, this time from behind him.

      Whirling around, he found another biker right behind him, gun out and already pointed at Steve. The man pulled the trigger, killing Steve with a bullet to the head, and then looked up at Garrett, his eyes wild.

      Garrett bit the inside of his cheek. Lance. Here with the biker gang, and it didn’t take a genius to realize that he’d been doing recon when he was here before. Trying to figure out how much weaponry the townspeople had—and probably even what they were doing to defend themselves. And Garrett had had him released into the desert. There was no telling when he’d come back, and whether he’d seen the defenses themselves. Hell, he was probably the reason the Helen Falls gang had known exactly how to get into Trinity Ranch without triggering any alarms.

      He should have known that guy was a liar and a cheat. Should never have given him the benefit of the doubt.

      Well, that ended right now.

      Garrett jerked his gun up, aimed, and pulled the trigger twice, sending bullets right into Lance’s face. The man fell without a sound, flying back into the sand and seeming to crumple in on himself, and then Garrett was whirling around and moving again. There was nothing else he could do for Steve. He needed to start gathering the rest of his people and getting them the hell out of town before the bikers took them hostage—or killed them outright.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      

    
    
      Garrett ran into the street, uncaring about the bullets flying past, and made straight for one of the corners. He could see the flash of bullet fire coming from the shadows there, and that meant only one thing: someone was shooting from that area. Given that they were shooting toward the schoolhouse, they weren’t one of the townspeople.

      He didn’t have a plan. Not yet. But whatever he did, it had to start and finish with taking out as many of the bikers as he could.

      He raced past several bodies, not slowing down to look at who they might be, and skidded to a stop directly next to the corner where he’d seen the muzzle flash. Just on the other side of the wall from him—not two feet away—would be one of the bikers. A biker who was trying to kill his people, and therefore needed to die.

      He took a deep breath and turned the corner, gun up and arms straight, finger on the trigger. When he saw the short, pudgy man with long, graying hair in front of him, his brain did a quick calculation—older man, not Bubba, didn’t match the description of any of the people in town—and pulled the trigger twice.

      The man’s knees collapsed and he folded to the ground, finished.

      Not pausing to catch his breath, Garrett grabbed the rifle the man had been using—reprimanding himself now for not having taken Lance’s gun as well—and rushed back out into the street. Now he did have time to look at the bodies lying there, and he gulped heavily when he recognized one of them as Alan. The other two looked to be bikers, though, and he rushed to them, rifled through their clothing for clips, guns, and grenades, and shoved all the new weaponry into the pants of his pockets.

      His sister had always made fun of him for wearing carpenter pants that included at least five pockets, but they’d been incredibly useful in his line of work, where he always needed to carry pencils, papers, screwdrivers, rulers, a calculator, sometimes a tablet, and almost always some sort of hammer. He’d never in a million years dreamed that he’d be shoving extra guns—safety on—and grenades—pins safely turned to the locked position—into those pockets.

      Kady would have had a fit if she’d been able to see him now. She would have been lecturing him about the danger. And he would have told her that he would take on as much danger as it took if it meant keeping her safe. If it meant keeping anyone safe.

      He yanked a handgun off the last biker in the road, still dodging and weaving in an attempt to avoid bullets, and sprinted for cover in another alleyway. He had to figure out where everyone was, and how to get them to safety.

      Slipping to the ground in the shadows of the alley, he tried to force himself to breathe normally for a second—and think. There had been so many people in the square when the shooting started, and he hadn’t seen many of them since then. He knew where Shane and Manny were, and he’d assumed that Alice was close, but aside from the dead man in the street…

      That was when the screaming started.

      It was far away, toward the front of town, and he couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman with the pitch. Whoever it was, though, they needed help. And quickly.

      Jumping to his feet, he turned down the alley and sprinted away from the main street and the square in front of the schoolhouse. This alley connected to one of the smaller streets in the town, and that street ran parallel to Main Street. If he was lucky, he’d be able to get down it with less exposure. The bikers had probably gone right for where the people were—and at the moment, that was Main Street.

      Hopefully they hadn’t even considered looking at the other streets.

      When he hit Ash, he veered left and increased his speed on the sidewalk, dodging around long-defunct light posts and leaping over the trash the people had left there. A bench had been knocked into the way of his sprint, but he soared over it, barely stopping to notice it. The screaming was still going on in the distance, and he needed to get there now.

      Suddenly someone tore out of the alley to his left, nearly colliding with him, and Garrett veered to the right and directly into the street, shouting in surprise. But when he looked over, already trying to get his gun up to fire, he realized that it was Alice.

      “What are you doing here?” he huffed, increasing his pace again.

      She snorted. “Same thing as you, I suspect.”

      Garrett dodged a pile of furniture—one of their now-useless barricades—and nodded, though he realized she wouldn’t be looking at him to see it. “Do you know where everyone went?”

      “They’ve all gathered in the houses,” she answered quickly. “I sent them back there for both shelter and their guns. You were right; no one had their weapons with them. At least half of them should be armed by now, though, and fighting back. If we’re lucky. If they’re still alive. If the bikers didn’t trap them in the houses.”

      “You’re a real ray of sunlight, Alice, have I ever told you that?” Garrett quipped. “Get back to wherever they are and get them the hell out of town. Give them the directions to that cave.”

      “Due east from here, one mile, group of about one hundred cacti, hole in the middle that leads down into an underground rock cavern,” she repeated.

      “Right,” Garrett muttered.

      It wasn’t the map he’d planned on drawing for everyone, and the directions had a lot less detail than he wanted. Ideally, he would have sent Greyson with them to direct them. But that was no longer an option.

      “Think they’ll even make it?” Alice asked, reading his hesitation correctly. “Those aren’t exactly detailed directions, and we’re not sending out the most… organized group.”

      No, he wasn’t sure they’d make it. But he didn’t exactly have a choice.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Garrett said bluntly. “Whether they do or not, they’ll be safer out of town. And enough of them have been out in the desert that they’ll be able to navigate it—or find another town. The only thing I know for sure is that they can’t stay here. Stay here and they’ll die for certain. At least out there they have a fighting chance.”

      “And you?” Alice asked, her voice quieter now.

      “I’m not leaving this fight until it’s finished,” he answered grimly.

      She didn’t ask anything else, just veered into the next alleyway and was gone, and Garrett pressed forward on his own, refusing to think about the fact that Alice might be telling the townspeople to go out into the desert to their deaths. Refusing to think about the fact that he might never see her again. He didn’t have time for sentimentality right now. The screaming was starting to waver, and he could hear shouts coming from behind him.

      Shouts that came from men. And if what Alice said was right about the placement of the townsfolk, then the men behind him were the bikers. Not friends.

      He rounded a slight turn in the road and found Elisa there. To his surprise, she was alone—not in the middle of being terrorized by bikers. She was, however, trapped against the side of a building, bullets flying through the intersection she’d found her way into. He’d never envisioned her to be a screamer, but she was frozen in horror, her eyes too big for her face and her skin devoid of color.

      He jerked to a stop next to her, grabbed her arm, and clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “You’re going to draw them right to you if you don’t shut up,” he hissed. “They’re all over the place. The last thing you want is to tell them where you are.”

      She managed to focus her eyes on him and nodded slowly, indicating that she understood. Whatever had taken hold of her and led to the screaming, she seemed to have it under control now. He took his hand away from her mouth and brought her closer so he could whisper in her ear.

      “Everyone else is back at the houses and Alice is marshaling them to move out. Get back to your house. If no one is there, head to Alice’s, or the place Greyson was staying. Anyone who recognizes you will call out to you and bring you in. Go with the rest of the people, do you understand me?”

      “But I—” she started.

      He drew back from her and stared down into her face. “I know you want to help,” he said, knowing her well enough to realize what it was she was going to ask him—and knowing now that she was absolutely unprepared for the battle that was to come. “But I need you safe. I need to know that you’re getting out of this town and away from the fighting. We’ll regroup after I’ve got these men taken care of, understand? But I need you to get to the cave and hide, and from there to a safe town. One where you’ll have better protection. I need you to convince all the people to do that. To lead them. Can you do that for me, Elisa?”

      She shut her mouth and nodded again, once, and he nodded as well, then pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      “Go. Stay in the alleys and stick to the smaller roads. And take this.” He fished one of the spare guns out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Shoot anyone you don’t recognize. Can you do that?”

      “I-I think so,” she stuttered.

      He put his hand over hers on the gun. “You can. Remember the target practice we did? You hit the middle of the target every single time. Just think of them as targets.”

      She nodded, then turned and dashed into the alley, just as he’d told her to. He watched her go for a moment, sending a fleeting prayer after her that she would be safe and find the others. That they would manage to get out into the desert and find the cave. And that they would find a safer place to go after that.

      He had just turned to keep running toward the edge of town—to do what, he still didn’t know—when a bullet pierced his thigh. Garrett went to the ground, holding his breath at the fire rushing through his blood and the absolute agony in his thigh, his eyes squeezed shut against the pain. But a moment later the adrenaline kicked in and his body began to burn with a different fire. The fire of needing to get up and go.

      He allowed himself to breathe heavily for a few more moments, summoning his strength, and then got to his feet and pushed himself forward. Bullets were still flying around him, but they were starting to slow, he was sure. The bikers were losing their numbers.

      He pulled out one of the guns and began firing randomly behind him, only half-caring if he was hitting anyone. If he slowed the bikers down, that was good enough for him. Honestly, if it kept the bikers on his trail, and kept them from following the rest of the group as they escaped into the desert, he would count his life well spent.

      And that wasn’t his only goal. Somewhere here, Kraken was leading the charge. Garrett was sure of it. And if he could just find that man, take him down, that would be the end of it.

      Garrett didn’t know the bikers well, and had only spent a little bit of time observing them, but he thought he could say with confidence that Kraken had them all following him like a bunch of ducklings. The rest of the crew might not be good people—Lance was the prime example of that—but they also weren’t extremely driven people. Men like that never were. They needed a leader. Someone telling them what to do, when to shoot, and when to get the hell out of there.

      He still didn’t know what Kraken’s ultimate goal was, but he did know what thing for sure: take Kraken out and the rest of the gang would crumble.

      Take Kraken out, and this whole thing would be finished.

      So along with running and returning fire at the bikers shooting at him, his new goal became finding Kraken himself. And with that in mind, he took a right at the next alleyway, then a right at the next small street, and a right into one alley back. There, right where the alley met Ash again, he paused, breathing heavily. The bikers had been behind him. He didn’t know how many there were, but if they thought they were chasing the leader of Trinity Ranch, then maybe it meant they’d called their own leader in. Maybe Kraken had been right behind him that whole time.

      Maybe he could end everything right here. Right now.

      He ducked out into the intersection, just enough so that he could look to the left where the bikers should be coming from, and saw a cloud of dust coming from that direction. That had to be them. And if they were so close—

      A sharp pain right behind his left ear took him to his knees, and another followed, sending his own gun clattering to the pavement in front of him before he could spin around to see who was attacking him. When he finally got his legs to obey him and turn him around, rotating on his knees, he saw one of the bikers—and he was holding a gun in Garrett’s face.

      Garrett took one look at the biker himself—a man who was built like a linebacker—and went for the man’s knees. He shoved himself off of his own knees, moving straight toward the biker’s legs. Garrett gasped in pain as he hit the man, his gunshot wound feeling as if it was exploding with fire. A moment later, they were both on the ground, wrestling for control of the one gun left to them—the one the biker had brought into the fight—and doing their best to knock each other out with their fists.

      Garrett took a heavy blow to the nose and heard it crunch, then felt the rush of blood that meant it was definitely broken. He hammered forward with his forehead, using it to break the biker’s nose in response, and heard the man scream. But his vision was now blurry with pain and the man had figured out that Garrett was shot, and was taking advantage of it, kneeing Garrett in the leg as often as he could.

      Garrett reached out, doing his best to maintain his focus through the haze of fire, and jabbed his finger into the guy’s eye—bringing on another howl of pain. The man was roughly twice as big as him, and as far as Garrett was concerned, that meant he had every right to play dirty.

      He reached over and twisted the guy’s ear with one hand, holding him still, while he used the other to pound away at his face, getting in blow after blow before the biker threw him off his body and into the wall.

      Garrett grunted with the impact, but then saw that the biker was, shockingly, seemingly taking a break from the action to try to get his breath back—or his eyes or nose to work again. Instead of following up on his advantage, he’d assumed that Garrett was out for the count and given himself a chance to recover.

      His mistake.

      Garrett dove for the gun that was now lying between them, sweeping it up and shooting in one smooth, seamless move. He hit the guy in the arm, which only served to anger him more, and the biker flew at Garrett, taking him down to the concrete and knocking the breath out of him. He hadn’t taken the gun into account, though, and Garrett was still holding it against his chest—between himself and the biker. He fought to get the nose turned out and away from him, and then pulled the trigger again, sending up a prayer that he had the nose turned far enough away from his own body as to not fatally damage himself.

      The muzzle flash burned him with its heat, but the man on top of him went suddenly still, this second gunshot hitting a more vital area of his body.

      Garrett lay there for a moment, trying to get his bearings and force himself to breathe normally. Then he shoved the dead man off his chest, using what felt like every ounce of his power to do so, jumped to his feet, and started to run again. One more down, but that didn’t mean the battle was won. He had to find Kraken and put an end to this once and for all.

      He’d gone three steps before the fire overtook his body. It started in his leg, where he’d been shot, and flew to his nose and then his ribs, several of which must have been broken. His knees gave out from under him at the pain and he hit the sidewalk without even attempting to catch himself, half-blind with blood and sweat. Dazed, he looked up to see a figure approaching him quickly—though he couldn’t tell who it might be, or whether they were friend or foe.

      He was just closing his eyes, getting ready for the bullet that would end his life, when a familiar voice spoke in his ear.

      “Are you freaking crazy? What are you doing, trying to take them all on by yourself?”

      “Alice?” he wheezed, too confused to think about how coincidental it was that she was right there when he needed her the most.

      She kept speaking, but the world was fading around the edges, now, and though he could see her lips moving, he didn’t hear anything. All he saw was the concern in her eyes—and then the anger as she started speaking more forcefully.

      Garrett turned his head to the side to see several of the people from their town gathered around. She gestured to them, still angry, and after a moment they turned and ran off, leaving him there with Alice, the two of them surrounded by bodies that he now recognized as people from his community.
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      He felt all the pain before he even opened his eyes, and it made him wish that he didn’t have to open his eyes at all. His leg felt as if it might be missing entirely, and his ribs were on fire. His face was burning, his nose feeling as though it was nearly three times as large as it should be.

      The light on the other side of his eyelids was hurting him. His head was pounding. And he hadn’t even started remembering what had happened to him yet.

      The idea that there were things to be remembered brought a groan to his lips, and Garrett began squirming against the memories as they came back unbidden. Elisa crouched against a wall. Alice running alongside him as they discussed getting the rest of their people out of town. The idea that the townsfolk might not make it out safely. The shooting. The man he’d fought with, and then shot. Steve going to the ground with a scream outside the schoolhouse. Lance shooting Steve in the head.

      The blurred, fuzzy picture of Alice standing over him as his vision faded out. The last memory, which had been that death would come as a relief compared to all the pain.

      Now that pain was flaring back to life, and he grunted again, trying to wrap his brain around it.

      “Stop moving around so much,” a familiar voice snapped. “I’ve just finished the dressing on your leg, but it’s not secure yet. You keep moving like that and I’m going to have to do it all again. And I guarantee it will hurt.”

      The last word brought him to an abrupt stillness, and his brain started chugging through the information again, trying to parse it and make sense of what he’d just heard. Whose voice was that? Where was he, and how had he gotten here?

      He allowed his eyes to open a slit, grumbling to himself as he did. The only way he was going to get any answers, he supposed, was if he stopped hiding.

      To his surprise, once his vision kicked in, he realized he was in the bedroom of his house. There on the floor was the bottle of whiskey he’d been drinking only a couple nights earlier, and there on the floor were his boots and the clothes he’d been wearing when the gunfight started. His pants were shredded, and the shirt looked as though it had been sliced right through the middle. A number of guns and clips were lying next to the pants, and he remembered now that he’d been grabbing weapons off the bodies as he went.

      The bodies.

      His gaze went directly to the person by the bed, and there he saw Alice, her face screwed up in concentration as she finished tending to his leg. When she was done, she sat back and gave him a triumphant look.

      “I have to say, for never having done this before, I’m pretty amazing at it.”

      He breathed out a laugh and glanced down at where he thought his leg had once been, only to be shocked when he saw that it was in fact still there—and functional, given the jerking it was doing at his reaction.

      “Hold still!” Alice hissed. “How many times do I have to tell you that you have to be still or this is going to hurt even worse?”

      She brought her hand firmly down on the bandage he could now see around his thigh, and he hissed back at the shock of pain that went through his leg. Leg still attached, check. All nerves working, check.

      “What exactly did you do to my leg?” he asked, teeth clenched.

      She heaved out a sigh. “The bullet went through clean, so you were lucky in that regard. There was a lot of blood but I didn’t have to dig anything out. I’ve just bathed the wound in disinfectant and wrapped it. It’s not pretty, but it’ll hopefully keep it from getting infected, for right now at least.”

      He gaped at her, thanking whoever had been watching over him that she was the one who had found him. He’d known that she was good with emergency situations and she’d certainly been there to handle medical emergencies before, but right now she actually sounded like she knew what she was talking about.

      “Thank God you found me,” he said numbly. “I think I—”

      “You were going to die,” she said bluntly. “There’s no doubt about it. You’ve got some cracked ribs and a broken nose, but there’s not a great deal we can do about that.” She gave him the ghost of a grin. “It might heal a little bit crooked, but it’ll give you that swaggering air of mystery. Men can get away with that sort of thing.” A roll of the eyes.

      Then she moved closer to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you awake enough to talk about the things that matter?”

      He closed his eyes, checked in with his body about whether or not he was ready for that, and then opened his eyes and nodded. “I don’t have the luxury of saying no,” he said quickly. “And I don’t think we have the luxury of time, either.”

      “We definitely don’t,” she confirmed. “I brought you up here and left you asleep, then went out to do some recon while you were resting. I count ten of the bikers from Helen Falls among the dead. Kraken isn’t one of them. The rest are missing. God knows where they’ve gone. I don’t know if they left town or if they’re still here, waiting. I’m hoping they fled into the desert when it looked like they were going to lose the battle. Maybe they just ran out of ammunition. If they did, if they left, they went without water or supplies. If they can’t find their way back to Helen Falls, they’ll be dead in a day.”

      Right. Well that was a lot to take in that quickly, but it didn’t answer the question that had been weighing on his heart since he woke up.

      “And our people?” he asked.

      “Ten dead,” Alice said without hesitation. “The rest are gone. Into the desert with them as well. They came with me to find you, and I sent them away as soon as I saw how badly you were hurt. I knew we couldn’t go with them.”

      “But they know where to find the cave?” he asked hopefully.

      Alice nodded. “They do, and they took what supplies they could carry with them. Again, with luck, they’ll find the cave and be able to rest up for a day, maybe two. Then… Well…”

      “We’ll hope they find a new town,” he said firmly. “A place where they’ll be looked after. I don’t want them coming back here. Not with the gang still on the loose.”

      She met his gaze, seeming to know exactly how much it cost him to say that he didn’t want to see the Trinity Ranch townsfolk trickling back into town, and nodded slowly.

      “We hope they find another home,” she answered simply. “You’re right, of course. It will be better for them if they can carry on somewhere less dangerous. And what about us? Did you have backup plans for two people getting stuck in a town that might still come under fire from a rogue gang of bikers with bad attitudes?”

      He almost smiled at her words, but the truth was that he hadn’t thought about that. The extent of his planning had been to hope that he could act as a decoy long enough for the townspeople to escape—or that he could kill Kraken and bring the battle to an end before the townspeople had to leave at all. As it turned out, he’d failed at both of those goals.

      “If our friends took supplies and water with them, it means we have very little left here for ourselves,” he said, thinking through it as he spoke. “We can’t stay here either. It’s just as unsafe for us as it was for them. We have some weapons and ammo, but that won’t last long.”

      He sat up, groaning at the pain that came with the movement, and Alice moved to support him. He waved her off.

      “I don’t have time to lean on you,” he said. “Believe me, it’s not that I don’t appreciate it. But I have to get used to the pain. I have to find a way to deal with it and move forward. You babying me isn’t going to help me do that.”

      She reared back, offended. “And what in the world made you think I would ever baby you?” she asked. “I just want you out of bed sooner so that we can get moving. And if I have to encourage you to get up, I mean to do it.”

      He looked at the sheets around his leg and laughed bitterly. Knowing Alice, she would shove him out of bed and tell him to get moving. Even when it looked like most of his blood was soaking into the sheets of what had been his bed.

      “Why are you laughing?” she asked sharply. “Do you think I’m kidding? Do you think this is a funny situation? Have you actually gone insane with the blood loss?”

      He gestured at his leg. “Just the fact that this would have been a serious wound six months ago—one that kept me in bed for weeks, no doubt. Now it’s just a flesh wound. Only enough to allow me to rest for an hour or so before you’re threatening to push me out of bed.”

      “We have to leave before the bikers come back,” she told him flatly.

      He gave her a look, hoping she realized how ridiculous she was being. Of course he realized that they had to go. That didn’t mean it was going to be easy.

      “I’m not positive I’ll be any good on my feet,” he admitted. “I can barely feel my leg, and walking is going to be difficult. I don’t even want to consider running.”

      She pressed her lips together, thinking. “Doesn’t mean we can stay,” she finally said. “It’s too dangerous. And we need to be far enough from town that they can’t find us, if they decide to come back. There are a couple of old motorcycles by the school—bikes that some of them rode in on. Maybe we can take one of them.”

      “What happened to the men who rode in on them?” Garrett asked, trying to find any holes in the plan.

      “Dead,” she said succinctly.

      “Well then,” he answered, swinging his legs out of bed and wincing again at the pain. “Help me up and let’s get going. I want to be out of this town as quickly as possible.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alice helped him get into a new pair of trousers—after he noticed with embarrassment that he’d been in bed in nothing but his boxers—and threw one of his T-shirts over his head. Then she started shoving the rest of his things into his backpack. He noticed that she already had a bag sitting next to the door to the room.

      “Already packed?” he asked.

      “One of the first things I did when I figured out the gang had left town,” she said as she continued to shove things into his bag. “I figured we would want to get out of here as quickly as we could. And between you and me, I won’t be at all sorry to see Trinity Ranch in our rearview mirrors. This place feels like it’s been nothing but trouble since we got here.”

      Garrett nodded. In many ways, she was right. In many others, this town had saved their lives. But with the gang from Helen Falls invading, he agreed with her—they needed to get out of here, as quickly as they could. Hopefully without attracting any attention.

      “I think we can safely assume that the Helen Falls crew is currently involved in their own dramas,” he said, skipping right to that last point. “If they’ve gone out into the desert, they’re worrying more about their own survival than whether they left anyone alive. Let’s stop by the schoolhouse to see how much we can take in terms of water and food, and then get the hell out of here. I vote we favor speed over stealth.”

      Alice shoved the last of his clothing into the bag, followed that up with the three guns he’d collected, and then poured the clips into the front pocket before she looked up at him. “I second that vote. Let’s go.” She threw the bag over her shoulder and picked up the one she’d had sitting by the door, then held her arm out to him. “Lean on me as much as you need to. We just have to get to the schoolhouse and we’ll get you onto a vehicle that can take your weight.”

      He nodded and leaned into her arm, thankful for the support. He didn’t even stop to ask whether she could handle it. He already knew she could.

      They half-hopped, half-fell down the stairs to the front door, but Alice paused before she opened it.

      “Be prepared,” she told him. “It’s not pretty out there. You’re going to see some things that you’ll wish you hadn’t had to see. I have things in my head that I very much wish I didn’t have to remember.”

      He frowned, but nodded without answering, and she threw open the door.

      The first thing he saw was Kristy lying by the fence around his house. She was dead, her eyes staring blankly into the distance, and Garrett knew that her child would have died almost immediately as well. His heart broke into a million pieces as he thought of what Shane would be going through, but Alice hustled him past her body before he could ask any questions.

      From there, he saw Alan and Scott, along with Greyson and Ben, their bodies having been dragged into the street by someone for some unknown reason. Garrett’s gaze rested on Greyson and Ben, two of the only men in town who had truly trusted him.

      If those men had been at home in their beds, armed with their guns, would this have turned out differently? If he’d been able to count on them in the battle itself, would they have managed to save their people?

      “Not likely,” he said, realizing only later that he’d said it out loud.

      “What?” Alice asked, hopping a bit to readjust his weight as they passed Greyson’s body.

      “It’s not likely that they would have helped,” he said, gesturing to his two friends with his chin. “Even if they’d been in town and armed, we were outnumbered.”

      Alice turned him up one of the smaller alleys—a shortcut to the schoolhouse, he thought with relief. He wasn’t even sure he could make it along the shortcut, honestly. The fire in his leg was now an inferno, and he was out of breath with trying to breathe only through his mouth, to avoid the scent of death around them.

      “You know, when I saw them, I thought maybe we should stay and try to bury them…” Alice said, giving in to an emotionality that he rarely heard from her.

      But Garrett shook his head. It didn’t matter if it made Alice emotional. It didn’t matter if everything in his heart cried out to do just that, to save these people from that one last terrible fate of sleeping forever in the street. It was a terrible idea.

      “Too risky,” he told her. “We have to get out of here or we’re going to end up joining them. And I don’t know about you, but dying isn’t on my list of things to do today.”

      “We definitely agree on that point,” she said.

      They turned onto Ash and went for several blocks without speaking, each of them breathing heavily and hopping along as best they could. Then, in what felt like both an eon and thirty seconds, they were traveling up the alleyway and coming out in the square outside of the schoolhouse.

      Steve was there on the ground, spread-eagled and quite dead, and just around the side of the building Garrett could see Lance where he’d fallen.

      And there, leaning up against the schoolhouse itself, were several old motorcycles. The kind you had to jump-start on your own. None of that fancy electrical wiring in the starters.

      “Perfect,” Garrett breathed.

      “I guess they must have had a couple that we didn’t get to,” Alice muttered. “Thank God.”

      They made their way to one of the bikes, and Alice was just working on strapping their bags to the back of it when she suddenly froze. Garrett looked at her, wondering what was wrong, and saw her staring past him, her large, dark eyes glazed with shock.

      Then he felt the nose of a gun against the base of his skull.

      “Turn around. Slowly,” a voice growled in his ear. “And don’t try anything or you’re going to be meeting your maker a lot quicker than you thought you would.”
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      Garrett gulped, straightened his shoulders—in preparation for what he assumed was about to happen—and turned slowly toward the gun.

      He wasn’t surprised when he saw Jack “Kraken” Nugent on the other end of the weapon, his face twisted into something that looked like a combination between a grimace and a grin, half angry and half victorious.

      “Kraken,” Garrett said quietly.

      “Garrett,” the other man growled, his lips twisting. He moved the gun slightly and pressed it into Garrett’s neck. “Don’t even think of yelling, boy, because there’s no one here to help you, and even if there was, they wouldn’t do you one lick of good. You’re out in the open, unarmed, and wounded to boot. And I’ll tell you what, I gave you a chance before. Thought you’d do the right thing. Thought you’d do the smart thing. But it turns out you’re not smart at all, are you? Turns out you just want to make things difficult on yourself. Well, the time for negotiating is done. This time, we’re playing for keeps.”

      Garrett didn’t answer immediately. He certainly wasn’t going to tell Kraken that they were absolutely armed—with multiple guns, though some of them were in the bag that was now strapped to the motorcycle. He had his gun in his pocket, though, and he was willing to bet good money that Alice was packing some sort of artillery as well. It didn’t seem like information Kraken really needed, though—and it certainly wasn’t something that would help them get out of this situation. Instead, he put his hands up, gesturing that he was going to cooperate, and dropped his eyes a bit.

      That was when he realized that he wasn’t the only one who had been shot. Kraken had been hit as well—and his wound was significantly worse than Garrett’s. A gaping hole in his belly was oozing blood, the crimson fluid flowing out and soaking his clothes.

      Given the look in Kraken’s eye, though, he was ignorant of the wound. Garrett wondered for a moment what sort of drug cocktail the man was on, and whether it was actually keeping him from feeling any pain at all, but quickly put the thought away. Kraken’s mental state—and his drug choice—wasn’t going to be important for much longer. He couldn’t will himself into living without blood.

      If they could keep him talking for long enough, keep themselves alive for long enough, he should just drop dead of the wound he already had.

      Of course that meant Garrett had to keep his mouth shut. Keep from getting himself—and Alice—shot.

      Kraken laughed, evidently having watched the thoughts rushing across Garrett’s face, but then guessed completely wrong at what Garrett might have been considering.

      “I see you’re worrying about your girlfriend,” he snarled.

      Garrett cringed, knowing that the statement meant his eyes had instinctively shifted toward Alice the moment before. Stupid, he told himself angrily. The last thing you do is look at the person you’re thinking about protecting!

      “Don’t worry,” Kraken continued with a smile. “I’ll take care of her when you’re gone. Once you’re out of the way, there won’t be anyone to stop me. Figure I can have my cake and then eat it, too.”

      He leered at Alice, his expression doing little to hide exactly what he meant by that last statement, and Garrett flexed his hands, shouting silently at himself to stand still, to wait it out. No matter what Kraken said right now, it was going to come to nothing—and going after the man for what were mere words and thoughts would get both of them shot. Stand still, he told himself over and over again. A few more minutes and surely the man would be dead on the ground.

      If Alice didn’t kill him first.

      Garrett almost laughed at the thought. Because if he was angry, she had to be absolutely boiling up over the implication that she wasn’t able to take care of herself—or shouldn’t have a choice in who she allowed to touch her.

      Suddenly Kraken cringed and put his hand to his belly, seeming surprised when it came away covered with blood. The gun wavered as he stared in horror at his hand and then his wound, and in that moment, Garrett saw his chance. He shoved himself forward, grabbing for the gun and yanking it from Kraken’s hand, and in the ensuing scuffle the gun went off.

      Behind him, Alice yelped.

      Horrified, Garrett glanced back, sure that she’d been hit—that his own recklessness had resulted in her death. A split second later, his world disappeared into a field of stars, someone’s fist connecting solidly with his jaw.

      He went to his knees, his ears ringing and his vision coming back in patches and mist, and before he could shake his head to try to retrieve his senses someone was flying at him, landing on top of him and trying to wrestle the gun back.

      His clearing vision told him that it was Kraken on top of him, his long, greasy hair having come out of its ponytail and flying around as he thrashed on top of Garrett, grunting in what Garrett thought must be both pain and effort. Garrett reached further upward with the hand that held the gun, trying to keep it away from the other man. But Kraken had slightly longer arms than he did, and it was only moments before he’d wrapped his own fingers around Garrett’s and started trying to pry the gun from his fingers.

      Desperate, Garrett yanked the gun down toward his body, catching Kraken by surprise with the sudden movement. The other man was thrown off balance and fell to the side, howling in pain at the abrupt change of position. Garrett jumped to his feet, the gun in front of him, the nose aimed squarely at Kraken’s forehead.

      Kraken took a few seconds to figure out what had happened, and then his gaze settled on Garrett’s—and then on the nose of the gun pointed at him. Garrett saw the realization of his new position register clearly in Kraken’s expression, and he knew what was coming before the biker even opened his mouth.

      “Please, man,” Kraken whined. “It wasn’t personal, was it? We’re just two people out here trying to survive, two people competing for the same things! Can’t blame a man for wanting to live, can you? Can’t blame him for wanting to take care of his gang. I never blamed you for it! Never would have—”

      Garrett pulled the trigger and put a bullet into Kraken’s head, silencing the man, then slid the gun back into his belt. It wasn’t what he’d wanted to do, but he’d given mercy before, and had seen it used against him.

      This time, he wasn’t going to give another man the chance to hurt him or his friends.

      He cast one more glance at Kraken, lying dead on the ground, and then turned on his heel and went to his knees next to Alice.
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      “Alice, are you dead?” he asked, ducking down to get close to her face. A quick glance at her chest showed him that she was still breathing, but he could also see that her eyes were closed, her face still.

      He ran his gaze over her body, trying to see where she’d been hit, what had happened to her. He couldn’t see anything, but he was certain she’d cried out, and he knew she’d gone to the ground right after the gun had gone off. There was no other explanation but that she’d been shot. The only question was where—and how much damage had been done.

      Then he heard a breath that could have been a laugh, and he glanced from her body up to her face. He found her eyes wide open, a crooked smile on her face.

      “Just a flesh wound,” she joked. “Nothing serious. But you should see the look on your face right now! I’ve never seen you so concerned about anything!”

      Garrett stared at her, unable to summon enough emotion to return the laugh.

      “Where were you hit?” he asked numbly, his emotions having deserted him.

      She propped herself up on her elbows and pointed to her right leg. “Nearly the same place you were, actually. Right in the thigh. Outside.”

      He moved to the area she’d pointed out and quickly found what she was talking about. Her jeans were ripped along the outside of her leg and were now coated in blood.

      Standing, Garrett moved quickly to the bags strapped to the motorcycle, unzipped his, and pulled out a T-shirt, a length of gauze, and a roll of tape. He dropped down next to Alice again, well aware that he should be feeling something—anger, relief, concern—but unable to gather himself enough to get any sort of feeling out of his brain. Instead, all he felt was an empty hollowness. A numbness, as if he’d just taken too many shots of tequila and was still breathless with the taste.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      He used his T-shirt to clean the area around the wound, enough to be able to see it clearly, and ducked down to get a better look before the bleeding obscured it again. Just a scratch, he thought. The bullet looked like it had just grazed her skin.

      “It didn’t enter your leg,” he told her quietly. “Looks like it just grazed you, barely broke the skin at all. Lucky,” he finished tonelessly. “It could have been so much worse. And it would have been my fault. I wasn’t being careful enough. Completely forgot that I needed to look out for you too.”

      She put a hand on his arm and squeezed it until he grew still in response and finally met her eyes.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Garrett, and you can stop saying that right this second,” she told him firmly. “And as you can see, I’m not hurt badly. It’s barely even a flesh wound.”

      She gave him another slight grin, inviting him to see the joke, but he just shook his head and went back to tending her wound. She might say that it wasn’t a big deal. That didn’t make her right. And it didn’t make him blameless in the situation.

      He refused to think any more deeply about the situation than that. Yes, he should be feeling something, and this numbness was strange, and most definitely unlike him. He had also just killed a man in cold blood, while that man was begging for his life. There were a number of things he should be feeling right now—concern, remorse, and regret at the top of the list. But he didn’t want to think about the reason for it. Didn’t want to think about the possible implications.

      Instead, he put the gauze gently against the wound and then started winding the tape around it, moving carefully around Alice’s leg again and again until he felt the bandage was secure enough.

      Once he was finished, he looked up at her, meeting her concerned gaze with a frown of his own.

      “Let’s get into the schoolhouse, get as much as we can carry, and get the hell out of here,” he said. “I don’t think any of the other bikers will try anything now that Kraken is dead. If they’re even still alive themselves. But we can’t guarantee that, and I don’t want to be out here like sitting ducks.”

      Alice just nodded, and Garrett pulled her to a standing position, bracing himself against the pain in his own leg in order to get her to her feet. They leaned against each other like a couple of drunks as they moved toward the door into the basement of the schoolhouse, taking turns listing the things they needed to try to find.

      When they got the door open and made their way into the storeroom, Garrett realized that they shouldn’t have been so concerned about picking and choosing what they had to take and what they could afford to leave behind. He’d known that most of the supplies were on the truck when Cora and John took it. He hadn’t been in charge of bringing the rest of the supplies back to the storeroom, though, and hadn’t quite realized how little they’d been left with. They’d had ten crates left to pack into the truck, and whoever had brought them back here had consolidated those into only five. Going quickly through them, Garrett and Alice found a number of protein bars, a packet of beef jerky, one container of iced tea, and three one-gallon jugs of water.

      “My God, this is all we had left?” he breathed, shocked.

      Alice sat back on her heels, her face wearing an expression that must have matched his.

      “This is all the rest of the townspeople left us,” she corrected him. “I told them to grab as much as they could carry before they left for the cave. It looks like they carried a lot more than I’d anticipated, though. This will barely get us through a day.”

      Garrett nodded, speechless for a moment, then straightened his shoulders. “I guess that gives us a day to figure out where else we can go—and where we can find more food and water,” he said firmly. “That’s not a lot of travel time. Stuff this into a bag while I get some fuel, and let’s get out of here.”

      He left her to it, moving quickly to the side of the room where they’d kept the fuel, and was gratified to see several full gas cans still sitting there. They hadn’t had much in the way of food or water, but they’d had plenty of fuel, thanks to the tanker he and the rest of the group had stolen from the bikers—and then refused to return. Now that fuel just might save their lives.

      Alice and Garrett climbed up out of the basement for the last time, their arms loaded down with supplies, and then did what they could to secure everything to the bike. It was going to be a tight squeeze, the back of the bike almost completely taken up with bags, but Garrett knew they’d make it work. After all, their lives depended on it.
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      “What’s the plan?” Alice shouted over her shoulder as they tore out of town on the motorcycle, dust flying up behind them.

      Garrett wrapped his arms more firmly around her middle, trying not to think about how close they were, and bit his lip. They’d agreed that Alice would drive, as her wound was less serious, and less painful than his. Smaller chance of something suddenly hurting her and sending her focus off, and the two of them shooting into the sand or a ditch. But that was the furthest they’d gone in terms of discussions.

      In short, they had yet to come up with any sort of plan in terms of where they were going. They knew they only had a day’s worth of supplies. They knew they had to get to another town before the end of the day, and that they needed that town to have either a friendly population or abandoned homes that they could raid. They were in a precarious position. But at least they had some supplies, and transportation.

      It was more than could be said for the rest of the people from Trinity Ranch.

      “We look for our friends,” he shouted back. “If we can find them, we can try to lead them to someplace where they’ll be safe.”

      He knew it was the right suggestion when Alice didn’t even argue. She just nodded and turned the bike to the right, to skim along the outside of town.

      “They left from right behind the schoolhouse, so we might be able to follow their tracks,” she shouted back at him in explanation.

      He gulped. Would tracking them be that easy? And if it was, did that mean the bikers from Helen Falls might have used the same tactic to find them, trap them, and rob them of their goods?

      Ten minutes later they were at the point where the desert reached up to the road that led away from the schoolhouse and into the wilderness, and Alice and Garrett were climbing off the bike and putting their noses toward the ground like bloodhounds.

      They moved through the rocky area, desperately looking for anything that might be a shoe print or stack of rocks that had been kicked over—anything that indicated human presence. Garrett focused on the ground, but also kept his eyes on the barrel cacti in the area, looking for scraps of clothing that indicated someone had walked too close to a cactus. The two of them circled the area for fifteen minutes, calling out to each other every so often when they found something that looked promising, but eventually they stopped walking and simply looked at each other.

      “I don’t think any of this means anything,” Alice said quietly.

      “I agree,” Garrett replied. “Definitely nothing we could reliably follow. Let’s head for the cave. If they followed directions, maybe we’ll find them there.”

      “It’s already long past time when they should have left the cave,” she countered. “If they followed directions.”

      Garrett stopped himself from pointing out that any footprints they’d found would have most likely led right to the cave, and shrugged. “Maybe they only followed some of the directions. Or maybe we’ll find their trail there and be able to tell where they’ve gone. There was more sand in that area. Better for making footprints.”

      Alice nodded and went back to the motorcycle without answering, Garrett two steps behind her. He climbed back onto the bike, cringing when his wound connected with one of the bags, and settled himself into what was left of his seat, making as much room as he could for Alice in front of him. She was a small woman, but this was still a tight squeeze, and he wondered momentarily if they should have taken two of the bikes instead of just the one.

      Only to have him crash one of them when he hit a bump in the road and hurt himself, he knew. It would have endangered his life, and potentially hers as well. No, better that they were on one bike—regardless of how uncomfortable it was.

      He sat back and tried to push the bags backward, then looped his arms around her middle, and she hit the gas, sending them shooting forward into the desert.
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* * *

      Their friends weren’t at the cave, either, though they did finally see signs of them there: the wrapper from a candy bar, blood against one of the walls. The cave was awash with footprints and the smell of people, and Garrett breathed out a small sigh of relief at it. If nothing else, then, they’d made it this far. Or at least some of them had. If they’d stayed together, then it should have been the entire group. What was left of them, in any case. Where they’d gone from here…

      He and Alice moved quickly from the interior of the cave to the group of cacti that sat above the entrance.

      “Do you see anything that looks likely?” Alice asked, walking back and forth, her gaze on the ground.

      Garrett was standing still, using only his eyes and storing up what energy he had, but he shook his head. There was nothing there.

      “It’s just as sandy as I remember, but they could have moved on hours ago,” he said quietly. “The wind will have erased any trail they left.”

      Alice looked up at him, and he could see the knowledge in her eyes. The more time passed, the less likely they were to find their friends—and they were even less likely to know what might have happened to them. With luck, the group would have moved on to a town and found shelter there. It was what he’d hoped they would do, and what he would tell himself had happened. But she wasn’t willing to let it go yet. Truthfully, neither was he.

      “Concentric circles?” she asked. “At least for a little while?”

      He nodded. “Concentric circles. But only for an hour or so. We might come across them, or we might find someone who’s been separated from the group and needs help. But—”

      “I know,” she interrupted.

      Right. He didn’t have to tell her that they couldn’t search for much longer. They had limited supplies—only enough for the day—and though fuel had been plentiful back in Trinity Ranch, they’d only taken as much as they could carry. Wasting it all searching for the people of their community would be incredibly stupid, no matter how much their hearts were crying out to locate and potentially save their friends. They had to save enough to get themselves… well, someplace.

      They managed to get back on the motorcycle in record time despite the complication of the bags, having done it enough times to have come up with a process now. Seconds later they were shooting through the desert again, the cacti flying past, sand streaming up behind them in a dust-filled cloud.

      Garrett swept his gaze to the left and to the right again and again as he looked desperately for any survivors, leaving the directions to Alice, who seemed to have some sort of compass built into her conscious mind. A part of his brain warned him that any survivors they found might belong to the Helen Falls gang, and that they should be more careful about how much noise they were making, but the larger part of him knew that they couldn’t stop searching. Not until they were forced to. Yes, his group had been given specific instructions. Yes, they’d had food, water, and weapons, and yes they’d been in a large enough group that they should have found safety in numbers.

      But he was their leader, and he’d never taken that responsibility lightly. Never stopped worrying about them or what might happen to them. And he wasn’t going to give up on reuniting with them until they’d exhausted all their options.

      The problem was, there was nothing out there. He and Alice stopped time after time for a drink of water and a bite of protein bar, and to give Garrett’s wound a break from the constant bouncing of the motorcycle. Between those stops they drove relentlessly, Alice’s eyes on the road ahead of them, Garrett’s on the desert around them. Garrett trusted that they were indeed traveling in larger and larger circles around Trinity Ranch, and he could tell by the position of the sun that the day was progressing quickly. More quickly than he would have liked.

      When they finished the water in the last jug, he met Alice’s gaze with grim acceptance. They were out of supplies, and out of time.

      “I guess that’s our expiration date on this search,” Alice said quietly.

      “It is,” he agreed. “It breaks my heart, but I don’t see what we can do about it. We have to get out of here and find a place where we can get food, water, and shelter. We’re not going to be able to do anyone else any good if we die of thirst out here in the desert. How much gas do we have left?”

      Alice leaned over and checked the gauge on the bike. “Half a tank left in the bike itself, plus one five-gallon tank in the back,” she answered.

      Garrett stared into the distance, trying to force his brain to do the math and figure out how far that would take them. Then he frowned. Something about this area…

      “Alice, how far have we traveled from Trinity Ranch?” he asked.

      She laughed. “It wouldn’t surprise me if we’d come hundreds of miles at this point,” she answered. “It’s hard to tell when we haven’t been moving in a straight line. Why?”

      He bit his lip, trying to realign his current reality with a memory from over four months ago. He squinted, seeing if that would help, and suddenly it did. It was as if two identical pictures had just finished their transition into a perfectly overlapped position, and he could see that they did, indeed, match each other.

      “Because I recognize that patch of cacti right there,” he said, pointing. “Which means I know where we are. And I know how to find shelter. And plenty of water, and plenty of food. I would never have imagined…” He trailed off, too shocked to continue, and paused again. Could it be that he was actually wrong? After all, groups of cacti…

      But no, when he looked to the left he could distinctly see the long, sweeping driveway running up to the succulents. And that could not be a mere coincidence. There just weren’t that many driveways in this part of the world.

      He pointed her in the direction they needed to go. Maybe another five hundred feet or so and they’d be in the midst of the stand of cacti. The vegetation he’d spent so much time looking at from the front step of the old silo he’d been converting, back before everything went straight to hell in a handbasket. He knew what he’d left in the silo, and though there wouldn’t be electricity there, he knew there would still be food and water. And most importantly, shelter.

      Which meant that once again, he would have safety here in his silo… and the people he cared about didn’t.

      He shoved the thought out of his mind. He couldn’t do anything to help them if he didn’t know where they were. But he could help Alice. And for right now, for tonight, that had to be enough.
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      The front door was still locked—of course, because Garrett had locked it when he last left. As if someone was going to be out in the middle of the desert and try to break into a door that looked like it led into little more than a small warehouse.

      Still, when he’d left the silo he’d still been thinking like a functional human being, and locking the door had been second nature. He never would have dreamed of leaving without doing just that.

      Unfortunately, he no longer had the key. It was probably sitting somewhere in a locker in the military base General Green had taken over, subject to a seizure by his men. Most of Garrett’s things had never been returned to him, and he’d taken from that base only what he’d been able to grab of the things the soldiers had stored in the room that held the cells.

      He pressed his lips together and stared at the door, wondering what the hell he was going to do about this problem. He’d been far too excited to see the silo to really consider the workability of getting back into it. Now that he was here—and standing right above a fully stocked kitchen and a warm, dry space for them to recover—the lack of a key was like a knife straight to the gut.

      “Dammit,” he breathed, searching his pockets—and coming up with nothing more than a gun. A gun that would do little against the bulletproof steel he’d used to build the door to the silo.

      Because this silo had, of course, been designed to protect his client from people who might be coming to try to seize that fully stocked kitchen and dry, safe place to sleep.

      “What is it?” Alice asked, practically dancing from foot to foot in excitement.

      She’d been beside herself ever since he told her where they were, and he couldn’t blame her for that. This was the most unlikely of coincidences, and he could have laid down and kissed the very ground for the luck.

      All of which made the lack of a key even more frustrating.

      “The key,” he said simply, “is somewhere in Green’s base, most likely in the drawer of someone’s desk. I never got it back after his men took my stuff. And I never thought to even look for it when I had access. Never in a million years thought I’d be back here.”

      Alice pressed her lips together in a grimace that indicated without words how ironic this was. “And of course you locked the door the last time you left here,” she observed.

      Garrett breathed out in what would have been a laugh in a less serious situation. “Of course I did. What rational person leaves their house without locking the door behind them?”

      Alice leaned forward and rested her forehead against the door. “And I’m betting there’s food and water down there. And a bed. Or at least cots. With blankets.”

      This time Garrett did chuckle. He couldn’t help it. “Of course there are. I stocked the damn place. And I brought out enough food and water to keep my client and his wife safe and alive for years to come. Just in case the government crumbled. Or nuclear winter happened. Or the zombies attacked.”

      She slid her gaze over to him, one eyebrow raised. “Zombies?”

      Shrugging, he gave her a crooked grin. “He was a tech guy. So he watched a lot of movies. It was on his list of potential end-of-the-world scenarios, and I never contradicted him. It seemed as likely as anything else. And when it comes down to it, look at what actually happened. Death by nanorobot.

      “That’s not that much different than death by zombie. But none of that is opening this door. It’s bulletproof, so we’re not going to be able to shoot it out, and there’s no other way in. I made sure of that when we started the project.”

      At this, she gave him a full-fledged smile—one that almost made him stagger. He’d never seen so much joy in her face, and had certainly never seen her let down her guard like that. It made her… beautiful.

      It was also distinctly out of place.

      “What?” he asked, immediately suspicious.

      With a shrug, she went to her knees in front of the door and started pulling things out of the pocket of the jacket she was wearing.

      “Nothing. I find it amusing that you went to the effort of putting in a bulletproof door but didn’t bother with an electronic lock. You know, one with a keypad so you could just key in a code to open the door.”

      “Too easy to break the code,” he replied quickly. “It’s one of the things I always avoid when I’m doing something like this. The whole point is to make it at least somewhat difficult for thieves—or whoever else might be coming—to get in.”

      She shot him a quick look. “But the lack of electronic lock also means that you’ve got an old-fashioned lock here. One that operates on the same old system of tumblers. Not much in the way of security.”

      “I made sure that the bolt wouldn’t move unless the lock was engaged,” he argued. “So there’s no chance of anyone doing that stupid slide-the-credit-card trick. And the chance of a thief knowing how to actually pick a lock is minimal in this day and age.”

      “Maybe,” she agreed, turning back to the lock. “Fortunately for you, I’m no ordinary thief. And I do know how to pick a lock.”

      Without explaining any further, she set the pack she’d taken out of her pocket on the ground and flipped it open to expose what looked to be a fully stocked lock picking set.

      “Where on earth did you get that?” Garrett asked.

      “Picked it up on a raid,” she said simply, sliding two of the more decorative pieces out of the set and inserting one into the lock with practiced ease.

      “Okay… And how exactly do you know how to pick locks?”

      She chewed at her lip in concentration, her hands still busy shuffling the metal rods in and out of the lock, in an up-and-down motion.

      “My kid,” she said. “Jesse liked to lock himself into the house while I was outside taking out the trash or getting the mail. I wouldn’t have worried about it when he was older—or at least not as much—because he would have been able to take care of himself until I managed to get back in the house. But he started doing it when he was three years old, and at that point he could have gotten into anything and killed himself pretty easily. I couldn’t take the time to go around the house finding out whether any windows were unlocked, or calling a professional locksmith. So I learned how to do it myself.”

      There was a sliding sort of crunch in the door, what Garrett could only describe as a snick, and a pop, and Alice withdrew the rods and looked up victoriously.

      “Lucky for you,” she said, turning the doorknob and pushing the door inward, “I got pretty good at it. And I got fast.”

      Garrett stared at the open door, half-surprised and half-jealous, and then shook his head. The woman, it seemed, would never stop surprising him.

      “Brilliant,” he said.

      He stepped forward into the entryway and glanced from the elevator—which would only work using the pulley system—to the trapdoor that led to the ladder. It would be a long, dark descent down the tunnel, especially with his wound, but he thought he could reach the bottom and find his collection of candles and lighters without any light to see by. The locked door indicated that no one else had been here, which meant that there should be plenty of food and water down there still.

      He hoped.

      “Now I get to show you my magic trick,” he said over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They shared a dinner of canned corn and beans, cooked over a campfire that they built in the fire pit next to the driveway at ground level. They had agreed that they’d rather be under the open sky with a fire than eating cold beans in the bunker itself, by candlelight.

      Garrett stared at Alice as they ate, considering everything that had happened. He was sitting across the fire from a woman he had met in a jail, and then escaped with. A woman he had seen kill men—and a woman he knew he would kill men to protect.

      She wasn’t what he would have imagined, if he’d taken the time to imagine who he might have with him in a situation where the world had turned upside down, and the vast majority of the American population had died. In fact, he didn’t think he’d ever known a woman like her in his entire life—mostly because he had associated with people who did things like build and design fancy houses for rich people. She would never have run in his crowd.

      Well, maybe the old version of her would have. He couldn’t know what she’d been like in her life before. But definitely not this version of her.

      At the same time, he didn’t think he would have chosen anyone else to be with him right now. She’d charged into his life and made a place for herself, and then somehow burrowed into his heart as well, with her sharp eyes and even sharper words.

      He smiled to himself, thinking of how angry she’d been at him back in that prison, when she thought he’d sold her and the other prisoners out for a shallow alliance with Green. How brilliant she’d been in their escape afterward—even when she hadn’t known for sure that she could trust him.

      “What are you smiling about?” she asked softly.

      He looked up to meet her eyes, his face growing hot at having been caught. And for a moment, he wondered. Was that something important that he heard in her voice? Something… softer?

      But he shook his head, telling himself to put it away. He hadn’t forgotten how she reacted when he’d tried to kiss her. And the last thing he wanted to do right now was go through another rejection like that.

      “I was laughing at how much has changed,” he said, being mostly honest. “The first time I was here, I was speccing the place out as a location for a bunker I was designing for a very rich guy and his wife. And then the nanovirus came along. By the time the bunker was nearly finished, it had become obvious that my client wasn’t going to make it here, so I started… well, I guess I started thinking of this place as my own.

      “I had already brought some of my own stuff, and I started to wonder how long I could stay here. How long I could last. So that bunker down there, it holds a lot of my life from before, you know? A lot of the pieces of who I used to be. It just seems strange to be sitting up here now, a very different person in a very different situation, and with a very different future. It makes me wonder whether I’d even recognize who I was before—or those things that I brought here.”

      Funny, he hadn’t even realized he was thinking all that. But now that he’d said it out loud, he knew it to be true. He was a different person, after the last several months. Maybe not at his foundation, but certainly at the surface. The person he was now would have laughed at the person he’d been back then.

      “Let’s find out,” Alice said abruptly.

      “Huh?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “You wondered if you’d even recognize the things you had before. Let’s find out. It’s not like we’ve got anything else to do, unless you have some sort of EMP-proof TV down there. In which case I’ll be extremely angry that you’ve kept it from me during this entire dinner.”

      For some reason, he paused at that. “I don’t think—”

      “I’d like to see them,” Alice interrupted. “I’d like to know who you were before.”

      And that was all he needed, really. His embarrassment melted away, and he started to think that maybe it would be fun to bring some of his stuff up to go through.

      After all, she was right. They didn’t have anything better to do.
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* * *

      “My record collection,” he said proudly, opening the first box and starting to rifle through the faded, shabby covers. “My sister and I used to collect records when we were kids, and it’s just something I never outgrew, I guess. Of course the record player I have down there doesn’t work anymore. But these are some of my most treasured items.”

      Alice put down the mug she’d been holding—they’d managed to warm enough water to make hot chocolate, and had even located a bag of marshmallows—and scooted around the fire to where he was sitting, leaning into him to get a look into the box.

      “Records,” she said longingly, reaching out to caress them softly. “What a memory. Can you imagine, just sitting down to listen to music for fun?”

      He shook his head, a smile growing on his face. “Before we had to spend every day fighting for our lives, right?”

      “Exactly,” she murmured. She started flipping through the sleeves and laughed. “I see you were a fan of the classics.”

      “Oh, absolutely. Tom Petty, Dylan, George Harrison. I loved that old rock and roll sound. The rebellion of it. The power. The lyrics.”

      “How did you find these? They have to be collector’s editions, at this point.”

      “They are,” he said wryly. “Though I suspect collectors would have a heart attack to know that I actually took the records out of their sleeves and listened to them. Exposed them to damage, the horror! I even ripped a few of these covers.”

      “You rebel,” she joked. “What else do you have?”

      He dug into the next box, shockingly pleased at her interest.

      “Books,” he said. “My tablet is no good anymore, obviously, but I kept so many books in hard copy. It just makes them seem more… real, you know? And I love the smell. I’ve always been a paper-and-pencil sort of guy, I guess.”

      She scooted closer to him again, leaning against his arm and diving right into the next box.

      “Books! Oh God, I’ve missed books. I used to read maniacally. Even won reading contests when I was still in school.”

      “Reading… contests?” he asked uncertainly.

      “Well, not contests exactly, but awards in class for having read the most books, that sort of thing,” she said sheepishly. “What’s your poison?”

      “True crime,” he said without hesitation. “Sometimes thrillers, but there’s something about real life that always got me.” Then, after a moment’s pause, “What was your favorite genre?”

      She didn’t pause at all. “Fantasy. Other worlds. Dragons, sorcerers, elves, monsters… I didn’t care if it was for adults or teenagers, as long as it took me to an entirely different place. This life… Well, it wasn’t always enough for me. Or it was too much, and I needed a way to escape.”

      He gazed at her for a long, intense moment, yearning for… something. He wasn’t sure what.

      Then he shook his head and drew back a bit.

      “And now we’re in a world where we don’t get to escape at all, no matter how badly we want it,” he observed.

      Alice rocked back on her heels. “Well you sure know how to ruin a moment,” she muttered.

      After a sigh, she looked up at him, stretching her neck and resetting her shoulders. He could practically see the veil of responsibility falling over her again—and replacing the vulnerability that had been there a moment before.

      “Well, shall we find our way to bed, then?” she asked. “It’s been an awfully long day, and something tells me tomorrow is going to be even longer.”

      “We should,” he agreed. “I have several sleeping bags and cots, so we’ll be comfortable. At least for the night. And there’s still enough viable air down in the bunker for a few days.”

      “Guess that’s all we can expect,” she replied. Turning, she threw sand over the fire, dousing it, and then grabbed a box. “Let’s go.”

      Garrett followed, his heart aching for everything he’d lost—and then rekindling hope that they might find those sorts of things again in the future. Somehow. Somewhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      

    
    
      The next morning Garrett woke to the absolute darkness that was really only possible in an underground bunker without lights. They’d gone to sleep like that, of course, unwilling to keep the candles burning when they weren’t there to supervise them, but there was something about waking up to the same utter stillness that made him feel distinctly off-balance.

      “Alice?” he called softly. She’d been sleeping on a cot not far from his, and though he couldn’t hear her breathing anymore, he thought there was a chance she was laying there awake still.

      Her lack of answer told him that he was wrong about that.

      He quickly rose and reached for the candle he’d left sitting on the shelf next to his bed, along with the lighter he’d placed next to it. One quick flip of the thumb and he had light again. The wavering flame showed him only a piece of the room, the corners left in shadows, but he could see far enough to seek that Alice definitely wasn’t in the room anymore.

      He placed the candle into the candle holder he’d found the night before and quickly went about getting dressed, his mind already moving up the ladder and to the outside world, where he hoped he’d find Alice. She hadn’t left, had she? Hadn’t decided to strike out on her own the way John and Cora had, back at Trinity Ranch?

      The thought sent his stomach plummeting into his shoes, and he increased his pace. The wound in his thigh was still slowing him down, but sleep seemed to have helped—or maybe he was just growing more used to the spot on his thigh that went back and forth between burning and aching. Either way, he was able to move more freely, and within a few moments he had gone to the kitchen area, grabbed a bottle of water, and moved toward the ladder, ready to get up into the fresh air and sunshine and find his friend.

      When he stepped through the front door, Garrett was surprised to see that the sun wasn’t even up all the way yet. Without the aid of his watch or a clock, it was nearly impossible to tell the time of day, and the darkness below ground in the bunker had made it even more difficult. It couldn’t have been much more than five in the morning, he thought, given the level of semi-darkness still clinging to the ground around them. But sunrise was fast approaching. And there, at the end of the driveway, he saw Alice, outlined against the coming sun like a shadow creature covered in fairy dust.

      He walked quickly toward her, unscrewing the lid from the water bottle and taking a deep drink as he walked. She was standing incredibly still, and he wondered for a moment if she was meditating—and if he should perhaps leave her alone.

      Then she turned and met his eye, giving him the ghost of a smile.

      “Come stand next to me,” she said quietly. “The sunrise is my favorite time of day. It feels like rebirth, doesn’t it?”

      He drew to a stop next to her and brushed her shoulder with his as he stared out across the distance. The first slice of sun was starting to rise above the horizon, now, and the sky was going from the middle grayish purple of pre-dawn to an explosion of roses, oranges, and brilliant fuchsia.

      Desert sunrises were one of the most heavenly things he thought he’d ever seen. And it felt like it had been years since he’d had the time—and the patience, and the safety—to really watch one.

      “I always thought of them as the sign of another shot,” he said. “A blank canvas, just waiting to be written on. If you’re brave enough to make the new day your own.”

      “A noble thought,” she observed. “Idealistic. Maybe naive, but I like it.” She hesitated. “You know, I’ve been thinking.”

      He waited for her to finish, but she seemed to be waiting for a response to that, so eventually he said, “And? I assume you’re going to share your thoughts with me, or you wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      He saw the corner of her mouth crease with a bit of a smile. “Smart-ass. Yes, I’m going to share my thoughts with you, and it might actually go with your vision of what a sunrise is.”

      Turning to him, she took both his hands—to his surprise—and squeezed. “I’ve always thought that when you have things, it sort of… well, it holds you in place, really. You make a life, you make a home, and you put down roots with all of your things. And then you get… stuck.”

      He frowned, not really understanding where she was going with this. Was she talking about all the things he’d shown her last night? Because those didn’t mean he was stuck here—if that was what she meant at all.

      “That’s called life, I believe,” he said slowly. “Are you saying it’s a bad thing?”

      “No,” she answered quickly. “I am saying that it’s not the only way to be, though. When you lose all that stuff—when the house is gone and the things are destroyed and even the people who had kept you in one place have disappeared, when they’re dead…” Her voice hitched before continuing, “…or gone, or just… missing—it changes your life. Everything is gone, and that means you have everything to gain, as long as you’re open to gaining new things. There’s a big, wide world out there, and we’ve got nothing holding us back. Not anymore. There must be somewhere that we can go. Somewhere that we can make a life again. We just have to reach out and grab it.”

      Garrett stared at her for several moments, his brain reconfiguring the person he had always thought Alice was. He’d had several characteristics written under the heading of Alice, and they’d been pretty straightforward. Complex, yes. Efficient. No-nonsense. Brutally effective, when it was necessary. Responsible. And absolutely organized.

      Never in a million years would he have thought she’d had a romantic hidden underneath all that bluster. But right now, she sounded like she should be writing romance books.

      And she was talking about going out there, into the world, with him.

      Something in him bloomed into a million different colors, and fire rushed through his veins at the thought. Into the world. To find someplace safe—to find someplace where they could truly make a life again. With her. This woman he’d never seen coming, and now couldn’t imagine living without.

      That didn’t mean there weren’t problems with her plan.

      She saw the doubt creep into his eyes and nodded. “I know what you’re thinking. The others. How can we leave them behind? How can we be sure that they’ll find their way to safety? How can we just… go?”

      He nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. We don’t know whether they made it to any town, not really. And then there are Bart and Riley. How can we just run away and leave them to their own devices?”

      Her face fell. “I was hoping you’d have some brilliant plan for that,” she admitted.

      He turned and faced the sunrise, keeping one of her hands in his, and thought about it for a long, hard moment. Yes, his heart was telling him that they should go back again and look for their people—fight for them if they needed to. Find Bart and Riley if they could. Make sure everyone was settled in a new town, make sure they were taken care of.

      That was what his heart was saying.

      But his head was telling him something entirely different.

      “We have to trust them,” he said simply. “Most of those people had been in that town before we ever arrived. They know how to survive in this environment, better than we might. They may have lost Greyson and Ben, but they have Manny, and he’ll take care of them. They knew the plan. They know to look for other towns. They have enough food and water to get them to any place within walking distance.”

      Alice nodded and looked expectantly at him.

      “And Riley and Bart,” Garrett continued, “if the bikers had captured them or killed them, you know Kraken would have rubbed it in our faces. He would have bragged about it. Or even used the kids for leverage against us to take over Trinity Ranch. So I have to believe Riley and Bart got away. And Bart had learned enough to know he couldn’t come back to Trinity Ranch, because the bikers would have been watching that path.”

      Pausing, he followed his thoughts through to their natural conclusion, and then turned to her.

      “And we know we can’t go back. If any of the bikers are still alive, they might be looking for us. It would be the same as walking into a trap. We might never locate our people to start with, and we certainly won’t do any good if we’re dead, having been killed by bikers we should have avoided.”

      She was nodding eagerly, seeing the sense in his words, and he nodded as well, excitement flooding through his body.

      “I have to believe that we taught our friends everything we knew when we were together. And now they can take that knowledge and those skills and use them to start fresh in a new town.” Garrett paused, feeling more confident in the decision they were making.

      “Yes, I’ll go with you, Alice. I don’t know where we’ll go and I don’t know what we’ll find there, but as long as we’re together I don’t think it’ll matter. We’ve escaped from a prison. We’ve come through a battle in the desert. Let’s go find someplace where we can actually make a life.”

      She gave him a brilliant grin, nodded once, and then leaned forward to take his face in her hands. “Let’s find somewhere where we can start fresh,” she breathed. “A new sunrise.”

      Then she leaned in further and pressed her lips to his, and he melted into the kiss, allowing all the fear and rage and frustration and confusion of the last three months to melt away as he took a step forward and wrapped his arms around her.
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* * *

      An hour later, they had managed to pack all the things they thought might be useful from the bunker onto the back of the bike. It was going to be a tight fit to get them both onto the machine along with all that stuff, but they’d done it before.

      And Garrett didn’t think either one of them would mind being so close, now.

      They stood in the shade of the bunker’s hallway, both drinking from bottles of water and chewing on potato chips as they considered what they were about to do. Garrett had been trying to get out of the U.S. and to a place where they might find civilization again ever since he left this bunker months ago. Now it looked as if he was finally going to do it—something that he found both daunting and exhilarating. He didn’t know if they were going to find what they were looking for. They were chasing little more than a myth, after all. But he knew that if anyone could help him find home, it was Alice.

      And he didn’t think he’d ever wanted anything more in his entire life.

      “So, Mexico?” she asked suddenly, as if she’d been reading his mind.

      “Seems like the smart place to start,” he said. “We know the rumors. We know there might be a community down there willing to take in strays. And if any of our friends have survived, they might already be on their way there. What better option do we have?”

      She gave him a sunny grin. “I’ve always wanted to learn the language.”

      “Well then.” He reached down, took her hand, and led her out into the driveway toward the motorcycle. “Let’s go find it.”

      They climbed onto the motorcycle, Garrett driving this time, and he revved the engine, then tore off down the driveway and turned south at the main road, Alice holding tightly to his middle. If that settlement in Mexico existed, they were going to find it.

      And if it didn’t, they’d make their home somewhere else.

      

      
        THE END
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