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    Devin Fletcher stood in the hall outside the Administrator’s office. He was trying to block out the voice of the man with the heavy accent when patient zero crashed through the front doors of Shady Creek Assisted Living Facility. He couldn’t quite recall the exact details of what happened next, as it all seemed to come so fast. However, there was one thing that was certain. The day he buried his grandmother was one he wouldn’t soon forget. But not for the reasons one might think. 
 
    It came in parts. 
 
    Waves. 
 
    Each escalating in intensity and aggression. 
 
    First there was the ground-shaking detonation that pulled his attention away from the office across the hall. It sounded as though an eighteen wheeler had been driven right through the front doors of the senior living facility, all heads whipping back and to the right. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” The woman in the blue turtleneck seated on the bench eight feet away dropped her purse and leapt to her feet. She quickly turned back, now eyeing Devin like he knew something no one else did. 
 
    There was something that told him it wasn’t an accident, but her pointed question had him at a loss. He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    The man with the accent pushed around Devin and started toward the end of the hall. He was walking fast, his arms swinging strangely out of sync with the rest of his body. And as he drew to within ten feet of the bend in the hall, he stopped on his heels. It looked like he was trying to dig them into the checkerboard linoleum. 
 
    “RUN!” 
 
    The man’s voice echoed back through the hall. He looked for a moment like he was going to continue forward, but then turned around and began waving his arms. Not back and forth like he was calling for attention, but in a forward throwing motion, both arms at the same time. “GOOOO!” 
 
    The woman who’d dropped the gold-trimmed purse had dropped to her knees, but looked up as she read the alarm in the man’s voice. She was staring at the side of Devin’s head. “What, what did he say?” 
 
    It was two words, separated by only a few seconds. The volume, the enthusiasm, how could she not have caught that? 
 
    Without responding or even turning to look at the woman, and as his heart rate started to slowly climb, Devin backed away from the office and now stood in the middle of the hall. He stepped aside as a pair of nurses bolted from the office and were headed toward the overly agitated man. 
 
    “NO!” The man continued to wave his arms, now turning to look back over his shoulder. “GET AWAY!” 
 
    “Hey.” The woman with the purse finally stood and began tugging at his sleeve. Her words were faster now, her voice turned up a bit. “What is that, what’s going on over …” 
 
    Devin pulled away and had just turned to look at her when her voice trailed off. Her mouth now hung open and her eyes were cut down to thin slits. “What in the hell is that?” 
 
    There was more shouting now and the man with the accent had dropped his arms and was in a dead sprint. He was twenty feet from the nurses when another man, wearing only a pair of blood stained boxers, turned the corner. 
 
    The second man slipped, stumbling into the wall at his left, but then quickly recovered. His face was slack and his eyes unfocused, a slight milky haze clouding both irises. His chest and arms had long serrated wounds, and a thin shard of glass protruded from his right clavicle. 
 
    Devin reached for the woman’s arm. He pulled her toward him and started to back away. He didn’t know why, or what he was planning, or even what this was. “We should probably start moving.” 
 
    Instinct. For the moment, that was all he had. 
 
    The woman with the gold-trimmed purse looked from the scene at the other end of the hall to him and then back. She was breathing fast and her hands were shaking. “This is it,” she said backing into him. “This is it; it’s here.” 
 
    From behind, another much larger man pushed through. He was tall and thick, arms like tree trunks and a neck pulsing with rope-like veins. He wore white scrubs, carried a handful of keys, and was shouting. “Everybody back, get into the office.” 
 
    Devin took a step toward the office and quickly glanced inside. The facility administrator held his phone tight to his ear and was speaking quickly as he stared at a large flat panel monitor. “Yes, the front doors. Like right now. Yes. Yes. I don’t know, but I have to go.” 
 
    Now less than thirty feet away, the man with the accent was screaming something incoherent, and possibly in another language, when the bloodied man finally caught him. They hit the checkerboard linoleum, collided with the wall, and skidded to a stop before Devin was able to make sense of what was happening. 
 
    The large man came in quickly. He dropped to one knee and was reaching for the man with the accent, when the bloodied man pulled away and bit him first on the left side of his face, and then on his neck. 
 
    The facility administrator now stood on Devin’s left, his arms at his side and his mouth hanging open. He was speaking, although his words were drowned out by the woman with the gold-trimmed purse. 
 
    “NO, NO, NO. PLEASE NO!” 
 
    The large man clutched his neck, shaking as he stared back at the man who’d bitten him. He looked like he was trying to get to his feet when his arms finally fell to his side, his body went limp, and he dropped to the floor. 
 
    The bloodied man pushed away from the much larger man, moved left, and quickly climbed atop the man with the accent. 
 
    There was a brief moment where Devin was able to push aside the horrific scene playing out thirty feet away and refocus. He stepped back, looked down toward the opposite end of the hall, and then put his arm around the woman. Leaning in close, he whispered into her ear. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She seemed startled, but still not able to fully turn toward him. “What … what?” 
 
    Devin eyed the administrator, and then his office. It took everything he had to remain in the moment, to not turn and run. To the woman he said, “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    She nodded, and without speaking, walked into the office and sat at the desk. 
 
    With his mind racing and his pulse now beating in his temple, Devin closed the door and stepped out from behind the administrator. The tall thin man in the blue dress shirt and tan khakis was frozen in place. He tried to speak, but no words came as the bloodied man pressed his face into the chest of the man with the accent, and began tearing away thick sheets of flesh. 
 
    The man with the accent struggled to get free. He kick and screamed, the volume of his voice threating to bring down the walls. He used his left leg to push away, pounding his fists into the bloodied man’s head, each strike coming with less accuracy and aggression. He fought to free himself, but it was over in less than twenty seconds. Anything resembling life in the older dark-skinned man was gone, his eyes losing focus and his head dropping to the right. 
 
    As the bloodied man pushed back onto his knees and shoved a handful of torn skin into his mouth, there were a series of muted screams that came from a doorway across the hall. He seemed to sniff at the air, then paused a few seconds. He quickly got back to his feet and darted for the open door. 
 
    More screams followed, at least two women, one drifting away quickly and the other growing in intensity as Devin fought the urge to finally turn and run. 
 
    He felt secure in that the woman with the gold-trimmed purse would be safe behind the door, but couldn’t convince himself that leaving her alone was the right call. “Hey …” 
 
    The man from the office, the person he’d been waiting to see, the tall forty-something in the blue dress shirt, whipped around, nearly leaping out of his brown leather loafers. “Uh … I have to … I have to make a call.” 
 
    Devin stepped between the man and the door. He stared down the hall, the screaming now having stopped. “Wait, I think we need to …” 
 
    Two shots rang out from somewhere near the front of the facility. They came in rapid succession and then died off just as fast. Devin spun on his heels and reached for the door. The woman was already on her feet and pushing through the threshold. 
 
    He looked from the office to the man in the blue shirt. “The rear exit, down this hall?” 
 
    The man only nodded his head as he attempted to push his way around Devin. 
 
    Taking the woman’s hand, he forced a smile. “Can you run?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, but clamped down on his hand. 
 
    Devin pulled her into his right side and guided her out into the hall. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Another burst of gunfire came from behind, maybe four or five shots, now much closer. Then there were voices, two men, deep and commanding. 
 
    “GET DOWN!” 
 
    “STOP MOVING!” 
 
    “ALL OF YOU!” 
 
    They sounded as though they were only feet away, although as Devin turned to look, two men turned the corner sixty feet back. Dressed in black fatigues and shouldering some sort of semi-automatic rifle, they moved quickly from one doorway to the next. 
 
    They spotted the trail of red running from the middle of the hall and into the room fifteen feet away. The smaller of the two moved quickly to the left side of the door and the other followed to the right. They dipped their weapons though the doorway as the first man took a quick glance inside. 
 
    “GET ON YOUR KNEES … NOW!” 
 
    The second man leaned in and said something under his breath to the first. He pulled the matte black weapon into his shoulder and stepped quickly into the room. There were a series of quick shots and then absolute silence. 
 
    Devin held tight to the woman’s hand, now slowly walking backward. She didn’t need to be asked, and simply mimicked his hesitant pace. 
 
    The administrator stood with his back to the wall, looking more confused now than when he stepped out of his office only minutes before. He took a half-step forward, but then turned and peered back at Devin and the woman. “I, uh … I think … “ 
 
    Before he could find the words or even come close to a coherent thought, there came a second group of men dressed in black fatigues. They moved with a rehearsed motion, quickly clearing one room at a time. And when they had moved beyond the doorway the bloodied man had entered, they jogged quickly to the man in the blue shirt, weapons extended. “Anyone else back here?” 
 
    The administrator shook his head, but then looked to the far end of the hall. “Uh, maybe one more in that last room on the right.” 
 
    The man out in front, big forearms and a heavy mustache, turned to Devin and the woman, his right index finger tight against the trigger guard. “You two, either of you hurt?” 
 
    Devin took a half step forward. “No, but what—” 
 
    The man’s name badge read R. Thomas. “Either of you come anywhere near that man?” 
 
    Devin shook his head. 
 
    There were a few seconds where it appeared that Officer Thomas was trying to form his next question. But just before he opened his mouth to speak, it hit the woman all at once. The entire scene had played out—beginning to end—in less than two minutes. It happened so fast, and without warning. And now, with time to let the weight of it all start to sink in, she began to lose herself. Her knees shook as they threatened to buckle, and then she began to cry. 
 
    Devin stepped to her side. It felt awkward, but seemed like the right thing to do. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Officer Thomas bit at his lip, looking like he was thinking through his next move. He turned to the men at his back, asked that they check the remaining rooms, and spoke quickly into the radio on his left shoulder. He waited for the voice to respond and then turned back to Devin. “She with you?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    Officer Thomas turned quickly back to the man in the blue shirt. “I need you to get every single person into the cafeteria ASAP. I don’t care if they work here, live here, or are just visiting. No one leaves until we clear them.” 
 
    The man in the blue dress shirt nodded, but then looked toward the end of the hall. “What about the others, their families?” 
 
    “The injured will be triaged and transported. You’ll receive a detailed report once we sort things out. And stay close, I’ll need access to the rest of the facility.” 
 
    “Yes, okay.” 
 
    Devin followed the more than two hundred residents, visitors, and staff into the main cafeteria. He sat with two other elderly gentlemen and the woman with the gold-trimmed purse. Positioning himself twenty feet from the door leading to the hall, he figured he’d be one of the first to be questioned and released. 
 
    “Thank you.” The woman leaned forward in her chair and rested her hand on Devin’s leg. 
 
    “Thank you for what? I didn’t really do anything?” 
 
    She offered a weak smile. “You stayed with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “You wanted to run, I could tell. You wanted to run, but you didn’t. I know it probably wouldn’t have mattered if that man came back out into the hall, but you stayed with me when you didn’t have to … so thank you.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m Devin, it’s good to meet you.” 
 
    She smiled a bit wider, her teeth just cresting her rose red lips. “My name is Charlotte, and it’s good to meet you Devin.” 
 
    Devin sat back in his chair, his stomach growling. “I have a feeling I’m not going to make my flight.” 
 
    “Your flight?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to fly out at nine.” 
 
    Charlotte looked down at her wrist. “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Back to LA.” 
 
    “Is this going on out there too?” 
 
    He thought he knew what she was asking, but hadn’t paid much attention to anything other than what was going on right in front of him for the last several days. “This … what do you mean?” 
 
    She sat forward once again, lowering her voice. She looked to the men seated on the other side of the table, and then back at Devin. “This … all of this. That man, those others on the news in Las Vegas, and I think there was something happening in Texas.” 
 
    Devin had seen a few random reports about a mysterious illness, but again hadn’t given it any thought. “I don’t know, you think this had something to do with what’s on the news?” 
 
    Three men in the same black fatigues stepped through the door and into the room. Officer Thomas was out in front. “Okay, we’re going to work backwards. First I want anyone who was visiting here today to get in a single file line next to the door. We’ll be getting your statements and releasing you as quickly as possible. We appreciate your time and especially your continued patience.” 
 
    Devin nearly leapt from his chair. He looked quickly toward the door and then down at Charlotte, the urgency apparent on his face. “I’m gonna try to …” He thumbed back toward the line of visitors already beginning to form. 
 
    She sat back, resting her arms over her purse and nodded. “You take care of yourself young man. I have a really bad feeling about all of this.” 
 
    Devin offered one last smile, turned away, and started toward the men in the black fatigues. 
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    The commercial flight was mostly empty as Devin finished the last of what remained in his clear plastic cup and stretched his legs. Taking the unoccupied window seat, he watched as the world silently passed below him. Thirty-thousand feet was an odd place to lose yourself, although the past four days had been almost too much for him to handle. 
 
    Saying goodbye to the last person he could call family hadn’t come as a complete surprise; however, it was certainly one of the more difficult things he’d gone through in his twenty-eight years. The fifth anniversary of his parents’ accident was less than two weeks old, and now his last living grandmother was gone as well. It wasn’t grief he was feeling—he was sure that would come—at the moment, it felt more like defeat. 
 
    Devin took in a long slow breath and rolled his neck. 
 
    He hadn’t noticed the man standing in the isle until he was leaning into his row. “This seat taken?” 
 
    Devin pushed up against the armrests and looked back through the plane. “Uh …” 
 
    The man—mid thirties, probably five-six, maybe five-seven, dark jeans and a white button up—nodded. He followed the path of Devin’s eyes and offered an even smile. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your grandmother, I’m sorry, I can’t even imagine what you must—” 
 
    Devin twisted in his seat, narrowing his eyes. The man was familiar, but he couldn’t place him. Maybe when he was boarding, or waiting in line at one of the TSA checkpoints, or maybe he just had one of those faces. 
 
    No that wasn’t it. “How do you know … wait a second, who are you?” 
 
    The man stepped aside as a flight attendant pushed through with an empty cart. “I was a friend of your mother, knew your grandmother as well.” 
 
    Then it hit him. “You were at the funeral.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
     Devin motioned toward the seat next to the aisle and waited for the man to sit. “You knew my mother?” 
 
    “Yes, we worked together in Atlanta.” 
 
    “At the CDC?” 
 
    The man nodded. “She managed the team I worked with.” 
 
    “You knew my grandmother too?” 
 
    “Met her a handful of times, mostly when she came to visit your mother.” 
 
    The pieces weren’t fitting together. He remembered seeing the man at the cemetery, but couldn’t recall ever meeting him before this moment. If he knew his mother well enough to have spent time around his grandmother, why hadn’t either of his parents ever mentioned the unassuming man in the neatly pressed button up shirt? 
 
    “Were you friends with my father?” 
 
    “Sure.” The man turned and glanced back over the mostly empty plane. He paused for a few seconds, looking like he was trying to remember what he wanted to say next. 
 
    When the man didn’t speak for a full five seconds, Devin finally let him off the hook. “Are you from—” 
 
    The man snapped back, his face now somehow harder. “That man, the one at Shady Creek earlier today. Did you see him?” 
 
    At first he had no idea what the man was asking. The question was odd, even under the current circumstances. It had come at him from out of left field, his mind still trying to find a connection. “How did you hear about that?” 
 
    The man looked normal once again, almost relieved. “It was all over the news, saw you in the background of the live shot.” 
 
    Devin nodded, finally putting the pieces together. “It was pretty wild, didn’t really hit me how crazy it all was until I was sitting in an Uber three hours later. I guess it just didn’t seem real.” 
 
    “Shock.” 
 
    “Shock?” 
 
    “You were probably in shock. Happens to most people when their minds are trying to block out something it doesn’t want to file away for later. Kind of like a virus protection for your subconscious.” 
 
    “I didn’t feel that way.” 
 
    The man sat back in the seat and folded his arms. “How so?” 
 
    “I don’t know … I just kind of froze. I wasn’t sure what was happening, why that man was doing what he was doing. I was confused, but not really scared.” 
 
    “You should have been.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The man paused a second, quickly looking over the chair in front of him. “Nothing.” 
 
    Devin ran his hand through his wavy brown hair and yawned hard, his jaw popping as he relaxed in his seat. “My first instinct was to run, but I didn’t. I just watched, and I’m not sure why. The thing that actually scared me, and it didn’t come to me until later, was the fact that I wasn’t scared.” 
 
    The man sat forward and looked past Devin, through the window. He rubbed at his chin and checked his phone. “How do you feel about the whole thing now?” 
 
    This was starting to feel familiar. Like he needed to be reclined on a couch with his eyes closed. He had sat with more doctors in the last five years than in the previous twenty-three. They all had the same routine, same voice, same cadence, same weak smile, same everything. He was told it would help, that he’d get through the rough stretches with less grind. But they were wrong. The only thing that helped was time. He didn’t know what the man seated two feet away was looking for, but he was getting ready to shut him down. 
 
    “I feel empty. I feel sad. And I feel angry. But that’s for my grandmother, for the family I no longer have. What happened at that senior center, with that man … I don’t feel much of anything.” 
 
    The man seemed to be measuring Devin’s response. Something he’d also seen a thousand times. “Anything about what happened there today seem familiar?” 
 
    “Listen man, I don’t want to be rude, but I’m getting a weird vibe about this conversation. It’s like you’ve got something you want to say, something you want to ask me, but don’t know how.” Devin motioned out the window. “It looks like we’re gonna be landing soon, so whatever it is, why don’t you just come out with it already?” 
 
    The man reached into his pocket and handed Devin a business card. “I haven’t been entirely truthful with you.” 
 
    That was obvious. “Okay?” 
 
    “I also knew your uncle, and worked for him until just recently.” 
 
    Devin felt his face begin to warm. “Marcus Goodwin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Devin shook his head. “He hasn’t been an uncle in years, and I don’t consider him to be family. He’s a terrible person and only thinks of himself. I’m only surprised he’s not in federal prison … or worse.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the man said. “I feel the same way.” 
 
    Devin breathed out slowly, thinking he may have come on a bit strong. “So, why are you on this plane? There’s no way it was just a coincidence?” 
 
    “There isn’t time to go into it now, but you have my card and will probably want to contact me in the next few days. I’ll be at one of those two addresses.” 
 
    He felt like he was running in circles. “Yeah man … I don’t really know what it is you’re saying.” 
 
    The man pushed away from his seat and stood. “That stuff on the news lately, what happened with that man today, it’s all related, and it’s much bigger than you could possibly imagine. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So you do need to be scared, but you also need to be ready. And once you are, you’ll want to give me a call or come find me.” 
 
    Devin stared down at the card in his hand and when he turned back, the man was gone. He didn’t understand, but felt that he should. Looking back at the card he said, “Dr. Dominic Gentry … what the hell do you know?” 
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    Day eighty-six of the outbreak... 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    The paved walkway was damp with the rain from the night before. Small puddles glinted in the early morning light as Owen Mercer gently slid the door closed and jogged to the wall at the eastern corner of the property. He glanced to his left and spotted Harper where she’d been every single morning for the last month. He held his finger over his lips, waited for her to give a thumbs up, and quickly scaled the wall. 
 
    If the tall man in the black hoodie returned, he was going to be ready. 
 
    “Ssssttt” 
 
    The voice came from the gate. She’d done this before, but not in the last several days. It wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have, but knew better than to ignore the hard-headed twenty-nine year old. If Harper told Natalie what he was doing, it would all be over. 
 
    Owen wiped the dirt from his hands, quickly scanned the parking garage to his right, and ran back to the gate. “Are we doing this again?” 
 
    Harper grinned as she looked him over, stopping at the Glock 17 extended from his left hand. “I think you should be asking yourself that same question.” 
 
    “You know what I’m doing, why I come out here.” 
 
    “I know what you told me, but I also know that you haven’t told anyone else.” 
 
    “I can’t, and you know that. You also know that I wouldn’t have told you anything if you hadn’t found me out here.” 
 
    Harper gripped tight to the gate, pushing her head into the cool iron. “Just answer me one question.” 
 
    “This again?” 
 
    “What do you want me to tell your wife if you don’t come back? What do you want me to tell Ava, Noah?” 
 
    Owen looked away, back again toward the exterior of the parking garage. “I know what I’ve seen, nothing is going to change that.” 
 
    “So what? Maybe someone is out there, maybe they’re trying to reach us, maybe even trying to get to us. But it doesn’t make sense for you to try to do this on your own. I know you feel responsible for everything that’s happened, but it’s not your fault. I don’t blame you and neither do any of the others.” Harper looked back toward the mound at the other side of the yard. “I’ve made my peace with what happened to my grandmother and you should too. She trusted you and so do I. And now you need to trust me; please don’t keep going out there alone, at least let me come with you.” 
 
    Owen stepped closer to the gate. He reached through the bars and held her arm. “Give me an hour. If I’m not back, you can let the others know. Tell Nat you tried to stop me and I went anyway. Tell them whatever you want, but at least give me an hour. I think I know where they’re coming from.” 
 
    “They, you think there’s more than one?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I have a feeling today is the day I find out.” 
 
    Harper pulled back her arm and looked toward the front doors. “She should know, this isn’t right and you know it.” 
 
    “I have to go, I have to do this.” 
 
    “I know why you’re doing this, but you know that I can’t give you an hour. If you’re right, if there is someone out there, you shouldn’t be going alone. Why not take Travis or Kevin, or even Lucas?” 
 
    Owen looked back toward the building where his family slept. “I have to do this, and I have to do it alone.” He met her eyes. “Please just give me an hour.” 
 
    “Your wife is going to kill me, are you okay with that?” 
 
    He offered a weak grin and nodded. “Trust me, if Nat finds out what I’ve been up to, she won’t be able to focus on anything beyond kicking my ass … so I think you’re safe.” 
 
    Harper shook her head. “You give me two minutes to grab my rifle and get set up on the wall, and I’ll give you your hour.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    As Harper trotted off toward the north wall, Owen checked his weapon and crossed the street. He ducked in behind a silver Nissan minivan. A good view of the yard and a direct line to the parking structure one hundred yards away. 
 
    He waited for her to kneel beside the black duffle bag and then dipped between the van and a light-colored sedan. He stayed low, sprinting toward the entrance to the four-level garage, his eyes trained on the exterior stairwell. 
 
    As he ran, Owen could almost feel her standing and turning back toward the gate. He could feel her eyes scanning the street, disappointment setting in as she cursed his name and tried to think of a reason not to walk back through the front doors and wake Natalie. He didn’t like the prospect of returning and having to explain his actions, but letting this go even one more day wasn’t something he could live with. 
 
    He was going to deal with this today. 
 
    Twenty yards and he was at the base of the exterior stairwell. Poured concrete and stainless steel, probably not much more than a few years old. There were eight steps to the first landing and then another eight to the second floor. 
 
    “Okay, now we wait.” 
 
    Owen dropped into a squat and put his back against the wall. He took in a few slow breaths, attempting to block out the sound of the world beyond. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake two days in row. This was officially his last chance to make this happen. 
 
    He took one last glance back toward the gate—no sign of Harper—and then back toward the far end of the parking structure. 
 
    “Come on, come on. I know you’re out there. Let’s do this.” 
 
    After ten minutes, his legs were starting to cramp and he began imagining Natalie and the others as Harper detailed their brief encounter. He probably should have found another way of doing what he was out here to do, but he had long grown tired of making every single decision as a group. 
 
    Then it hit him. 
 
    This wasn’t the spot. 
 
    He needed to get to the third floor before they arrived, and for a brief second he debated the merits of going back and trying again tomorrow. 
 
    But only for a second. 
 
    Owen stood and shook the stiffness from his legs. He gripped the Glock in his left hand, reached for the railing with his right, took the first two steps, and paused. There was movement somewhere on the second floor. It was subtle, but it was there. The sound of rushed footfalls, faint as they were, drifted out into the stairwell and then faded into the early morning air. 
 
    “Okay then, let’s go.” 
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    Jerome Declan winced as he slowly leaned into the glass. He stared down at the street below, wiping his brow and blinking through the pain. When the chaos from forty stories below finally came into view, he swallowed hard, and licked his lips. “Where is he?” 
 
    Her voice came from the foyer and held a hint of hesitation. “We … uh … we aren’t sure.” 
 
    Donna Diaz—one of twenty-two who remained in the building built by Marcus Goodwin—was hiding something. The slight dimming of her voice, the distance she’d allowed herself, and the fact that she hadn’t come here on her own indicated he might need a different approach. 
 
    Something in contrast to what she was expecting. 
 
    “Ms. Diaz?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    It was only one word, but he knew he already had her. “I respect your opinion.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Declan.” 
 
    He turned away from the window, and through clenched teeth, sucked in a breath. “Do you think I have anything to worry about?” 
 
    She walked slowly out into the light of the main office. “Sir?” 
 
    “He’s come and gone more than a handful of times in the last several days and I don’t have a good feeling about what it says for our group.” 
 
    “He hasn’t said anything.” 
 
    “To you?” 
 
    “To anyone, not in days. He only leaves his floor to eat and then disappears again, sometimes for days.” 
 
    Declan moved to the desk at the center of the room and pulled out the chair. He took a moment to finally sit, the excruciating pain evident on his face. “I guess I’m not asking the right questions.” 
 
    The woman with the shoulder length dark hair and the burgundy sweater was trying to maintain eye contact, but appeared as though she was having a hard time coming up with a response. “I … uh …” 
 
    Declan pressed his thumb into his temple. He thought about what he wanted and how to avoid having her shut down. There was a fine line between persuasion and intimidation. He needed to make sure he didn’t let old habits creep in. “Where do you think he goes? Has he ever mentioned any names you don’t recognize?” 
 
    “No, nothing. He’s stayed mostly to himself since …” 
 
    As her voice trailed off, she looked away, toward the windows. He knew why and had figured they’d end up discussing the elephant in the room eventually. “He’s still holding on to it, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious, but it also doesn’t matter. I just need to know where he’s been going and why. We aren’t running a bed and breakfast here.” Declan could feel himself beginning to slip. “Either he’s with us or he can attempt to live out there on his own.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    He wasn’t finished. “I get that he’s upset, that he’ll never forget what happened out there, but that’s all in the past. We need to move on.” 
 
    Donna bit into her lip, looking like she was measuring her response. “He was the one who spotted you out there on the sidewalk.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “At first he didn’t want to bring you in, he wanted to let you die out there.” 
 
    Declan gripped the arms of the chair and pushed himself up. “Oh?” 
 
    “He told me he wanted you dead for what you did to him, for leaving him out there in the middle of the city. He wanted you to suffer, to pay for what he said you did, but that only lasted for a few seconds until his conscience got the better of him. He was the one who ran through the doors and out into the street. He was the one who looked you over and the one who said we needed to get you inside.” 
 
    Declan shook his head. “None of that matters, no one gets a pass.” 
 
    “I think he just needs time to—” 
 
    “Have Phil take his things and leave them in the garage. I’m removing access to his suite until I speak to him directly. This ends today.” 
 
    Donna just stared at him. Her expression blank and cold. She looked like she wanted to respond, but then didn’t. Stepping back away from the desk, she turned and started toward the door. 
 
    “Ms. Diaz?” 
 
    She stopped, but didn’t face him. Her shoulders hung down, and her voice came out low and defeated. “Yes?” 
 
    Declan took a moment to push himself into a standing position. He pulled up his right pant leg, exposing the purple skin along his calf, now beginning to ooze blood. Again biting through the blinding pain, he sucked a breath through his nose. “I’ll give you the chance to fix this, but only if he comes to me today. I have no intention of causing harm to Mr. Jefferson, but all of the theatrics have to stop. He’s either with us or he’s against us; there is no in between.” 
 
    It was subtle, but she nodded her head. “I’ll be sure to have him come meet with you when he returns.” 
 
    He stepped away from the desk and started back toward the windows. “One last thing.” 
 
    “Yes Mr. Declan?” 
 
    “If you or one of the others happen to spot him before he reaches the building, be sure to let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “You know how much I hate surprises.” 
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    Whoever it was, was fast. 
 
    Big and fast. 
 
    Someone young, probably in their twenties, couldn’t have been much more, the way they shot from one end of the mostly empty parking garage to the other. The way they leapt the three foot retaining wall that divided the two halves of the concrete monolith. They were fast and seemed familiar with the terrain. They’d been here before, and not just a few times. 
 
    With the nine millimeter held tight in his left hand, Owen stayed near the wall at the edge of the garage and began tracing a path toward the stairs at the opposite side of the second level. He stayed low, running when he could and intermittently checking the area over the side. 
 
    A thirty foot drop to the paved area below and then a few dozen random vehicles parked end to end blocking the passage to the street beyond. He remembered working with Travis and Lucas to position the abandoned SUVs, trucks, minivans, and sedans. They looked much the same as they had three weeks before, except something just wasn’t right. 
 
    Slowing twenty feet from the opposite stairwell, Owen sucked in slow breaths through his nose and inched his way to the top of the three foot retaining wall. He scanned the lot and quickly saw what he hadn’t before. What his mind’s eye was telling him was out of place, what he should have checked for as he worked his way to the second level. 
 
    A silver pickup parked at the end of the row of cars. 
 
    It wasn’t there yesterday and certainly not three weeks ago. He and Lucas had placed the twenty-three vehicles, largest to smallest in an effort to fill the sixteen foot void where the rear gates once stood. He remembered personally backing the final piece to the puzzle—a white minivan—into place as Travis stood atop the eight foot wall, his rifle tucked into this shoulder. 
 
    The silver pickup was also much too clean. It would have stood out even to someone who was unfamiliar with the area. But it was also backed in, like the owner knew they were going to be followed. Like they knew they’d be in a hurry to leave even before they stepped out onto the cold wet pavement. 
 
    Or maybe they wanted to be followed. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, but then again nothing made much sense anymore. He needed to remember what he’d promised his family, but he also needed to finish what he’d come out here to do. 
 
    Owen looked back the way he’d come, and then again over the wall toward the line of cars. He moved to the concrete post to his left and slowly stood. He had a better vantage of the entire lot, as well as where the first level of the garage opened to the rear yard. 
 
    Come on … show yourself. 
 
    Against everything his mind was screaming, Owen closed his eyes and attempted to focus only on what he could hear. First there was the sound of the wind and what he thought was a plastic bag being pushed along the wall to his right. He forced that down, attempting to go deeper, somehow allow his subconscious to drift away from the garage and probe the world beyond. 
 
    There was the distant sound of gunfire, probably more than a few miles away. It was something he hadn’t completely gotten used to, but it bothered him less with each passing day. As much as he knew this was the new normal, Owen hated what that said about him. 
 
    Under his breath, he began to vent. “This is useless, he’s probably already halfway to—” 
 
    And just as he began to open his eyes, it was back. The sound of hurried footfalls. They were coming from the stairs, twenty feet to his left. His first instinct was to follow, although that hadn’t proved effective in any of his previous attempts, so today he decided to sit tight and give whoever it was a chance to hang themselves. 
 
    With the Glock extended from his left hand, Owen leaned into the three foot wall and stretched out over the edge. He could see where the stairwell ended, and the fifty foot gap between the concrete structure and the first few vehicles. 
 
    That’s where he’d make it happen. 
 
    Wait and watch. Don’t overthink it, and don’t overreact. This had become his default mantra since leaving that freeway where he lost one of his own and nearly lost everything. It went against who he used to be, but who he used to be would have been dead by now. Just get what you need from the stranger, let him know who you are, and get back home. Everything else will figure itself out … somehow. 
 
    The rushed footfalls now sounded as though they were coming from the rear lot. They echoed from the wall at the east corner, bounced between the nearly two dozen vehicles, and drifted back into the garage twenty feet below. They were louder now, and closer. 
 
    But as a silhouetted figure appeared in the open space at the bottom of the stairwell, the sound abruptly came to an end. 
 
    “Hello?” The voice was low, not much above a whisper. Meant only for Owen. The shadowed figure stayed just inside the threshold and perfectly out of view. 
 
    Owen’s pulse began to beat in his temple, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    “Hello, I know you’re out there. You’ve been watching me for the last week.” 
 
    It was a male’s voice. Not much older than Lucas if he had to guess. Maybe early twenties. 
 
    Owen fought the urge to speak, he wanted to see how far the young man was willing to go before either coming out and giving up or turning and running. He preferred the first option, but didn’t want to reveal his own hand just yet. 
 
    “I know you’ve been coming out here and have been watching me.” The young man’s voice seemed to waver. “But … I’ve been watching you too.” 
 
    Owen’s face felt warm. His finger began to tighten around the trigger guard, and although the temperature would have normally precluded it, a single bead of sweat began to form above his right eyebrow. 
 
    Again leaning into the wall, Owen watched the entrance to the stairs, but pulled back his weapon. He made sure to match the volume of the man’s voice. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    There were a set of eyes, and then a face. Still partially shadowed, but vaguely familiar. The young man stepped halfway out into the morning air, holding a rifle tight against his right side. “Don’t shoot. I’m not here to hurt you or your family.” 
 
    Owen choked down his initial response. It would have either taken the conversation in a completely unproductive direction or ended it all together. If the young man was to be believed, he had been watching Owen just as long as Owen had been watching him. There had to be a reason. If he had wanted to hurt Owen or his family he would have, and probably long before today. 
 
    But there was something else, something in the man’s voice that was different. Again familiar, but also with an edge to it. Like he had a history with Owen and his friends. “My name is Thomas … and I’m here to help you and your friends.” 
 
    As the young man stepped out away from the door to the garage and into the light of day, Owen’s heart felt like it missed a beat. It came to him all at once, even before he could make sense of what it meant. He remembered the man’s face, his massive presence, and how his best friend had ended up face-down in a pool of his own blood in the middle of that intersection. 
 
    Owen brought his right hand up below the Glock, slipped his left index finger over the trigger, and aimed for the younger man’s chest. “I’m going to give you exactly three seconds to tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.” 
 
    The young man slowly began to shake his head and bent at the waist. He laid his rifle on the ground and held his hands up at his sides. “I know you probably remember me and what those other men did to you and your—” 
 
    There was a crack that echoed from somewhere close. A single shot that took the tall young man from his feet and threw him to the pavement in a twisted heap. 
 
    Owen instinctively flinched and pulled himself in behind the concrete post only a fraction of a second before two more shots sounded from beyond the four-level parking garage and exploded into the wall eighteen inches away. 
 
    The area quickly fell back into silence, but only for a few seconds. Another man’s voice—one he didn’t recognize—came from the adjoining lot. He was shouting. “FINISH THE KID AND THEN TAKE THE GARAGE. WE’LL COME BACK FOR THE OTHERS!” 
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    Owen tucked his back tight against the post. For the moment, he had the upper hand. They would have to cross the lot—out in the open—reach the stairs, and then somehow climb the two flights. They’d have to go through him to get to his family, and today that wasn’t going to be an option. 
 
    Unless. 
 
    “Oh shit.” 
 
    There was also the chance that they’d decide he wasn’t worth the trouble and circle back around to the front of the garage. Harper might still be at the gates, and now that shots had been fired, maybe even out in the street, along with his family and his friends. 
 
    Before the thought had time to manifest, he was running. In a dead sprint within five seconds, he leapt the short concrete wall at the center of the garage and was descending the stairs two at a time when he heard it. 
 
    The short quick barks, three at a time, were unmistakable. Owen took the last four steps, moved out of the stairwell, and turned toward the building he’d called home for the last two months. The gate now sat open and Zeus, in full gallop, was mostly a blur. 
 
    “NOOOOO!” 
 
    Travis appeared a few seconds later, followed closely by Lucas. They both carried handguns and Travis had a semi-automatic rifle hanging from his left shoulder. He waved with his right hand, motioning back toward the parking structure. “GET BACK OWEN, GET BACK INSIDE.” 
 
    On instinct alone, Owen turned to look back at the garage and the long city block that ran the length of the four-story concrete structure. Three men exited the ramp from the garage, each with a weapon trained on him. The last man to walk out into the street and join the others was dragging the tall young stranger who had identified himself as Thomas. 
 
    Instead of turning and ducking back into the stairwell, Owen offered Travis a quick nod, turned to face the man, and raised his Glock. The trio slowed their pace, but continued forward, the man on the right tossing Thomas out into the middle of the street. 
 
    With Zeus now tucked beside his left leg, and Travis and Lucas positioned on the opposite side of the street, Owen looked quickly over his shoulder and then back at the men. “Whatever it is you think you know, you’re wrong. I don’t know who you are or what you want, but it isn’t here, and it isn’t with us.” 
 
    The three men stopped fifty feet from Owen. The one dragging Thomas out of the garage and along the street moved the end of his weapon just slightly away from Owen, now eyeing Zeus. He wore dark colored jeans, a tan jacket, and a black Yankees cap. “What’s your dog’s name?” 
 
    Owen shook his head. “Last chance.” 
 
    The man in the black ball cap used the end of his pistol to motion back toward the gates Travis and Lucas had just exited. “You think you and your wife and your children are safe behind those gates, you think …” 
 
    As the man continued to rattle off what Owen imagined was building toward some sort of poorly articulated threat, he turned toward the wall over his left shoulder, found Kevin perched behind his rifle, and gave a quick nod. 
 
    Before Owen could turn back, there was a crack that echoed across the street, through the stairwell, and into the garage. The man in the dark jeans was thrown backward, his ball cap suspended in the air for a brief second. He hit the asphalt, slid on his side into the curb, and the right side of his head poured blood into the gutter. 
 
    He curled up his nose, reminded himself to breathe, and fought to keep the Glock steady in his left hand. Owen hated this—it went against everything he typically stood for—but he was also done giving people the benefit of the doubt. If it meant his family would survive, he was willing to do just about anything. 
 
    Including what came next. 
 
    The men standing on either side of Thomas quickly turned to one another, tossed their weapons into the street, and held their hands out at their sides. The one on the right, closer to the man with a hole in his head, looked back toward the wall, and then to Owen. He was breathing hard and fast. “Please … we aren’t …” 
 
    The second man wore a green aviator jacket and black combat boots. He scoffed at his friend, his voice coming out low and gravely. He sounded rattled, but not scared. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    Owen turned his weapon from the downed man to the man in the green jacket. He started forward, his eyes straight ahead. “Take two steps back, get down on your knees, and cross your ankles.” 
 
    The first man had already moved back and was beginning to get to his knees. However, the man in the green aviator jacket was moving a bit slower, almost as if he hadn’t heard Owen’s simple instructions. 
 
    “You’re not gonna want to test me.” 
 
    The man in the green jacket began to shake his head. “You have no idea how bad this day is going to end for you and your family.” 
 
    Owen continued forward, pausing near Thomas, who was now rolled onto his side in the fetal position, moaning quietly. “Hey.” 
 
    The younger man looked up at Owen, he was bleeding from his left hip. “Uh … I’m not—” 
 
    Owen cut him short. He kept his eyes on the man in the green jacket but spoke only to the injured young man. “Thomas?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can you move?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Okay Thomas, get yourself up, and go sit on the sidewalk.” 
 
    “Uh, alright?” The tall young man who’d identified himself as Thomas pushed away from the asphalt, slowly got to his knees, and winced as he finally stood. 
 
    Owen turned back to the man in the green jacket, who’d finally started to move to his knees. He gestured toward the man lying motionless in the gutter, and with his heart racing in his chest, counted to five in his head before continuing. 
 
    “That’s not on us, that’s on you. That’s on you and your friends. All of this.” 
 
    The man in the green jacket opened his mouth like he was going to speak, but then just looked at the ground in front of him and shook his head. 
 
    Owen stepped closer, now only a few feet separating them. “You chose to come out here, you chose to do this.” 
 
    The man lifted his head, now staring up at Owen. “You can do whatever you want to me.” He looked to the left. “And to him. But I’m telling you, it’s not going to matter. You and your family, your friends, you’re already dead.” 
 
    There was a long moment where the street and the area around fell into silence. All eyes now focused on Owen as he turned back toward the gates and confirmed that his wife and his children weren’t present. 
 
    “That actually helps.” 
 
    Green jacket guy tilted his head and cut his eyes at Owen. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Owen turned again to Thomas. “You come out here with these guys?” 
 
    Thomas offered a half shrug as he pressed his hand into his side. “Not really.” 
 
    “But you know them?” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    “Good, which one do you know better?” 
 
    Thomas looked confused, but after a beat, motioned toward the man only feet away. 
 
    “Okay,” Owen said. He looked back to Travis and then to Kevin, still seated on the wall. “Bring them around back, get what we need, and then take them out to the highway.” 
 
    As Travis stepped off the opposite sidewalk and started toward him, Owen moved to the man in the green jacket, raised the Glock above his head, and slammed it into the side of the man’s face. 
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    She had paced the hall between the front door and the room her children were in for the last twenty minutes. There wasn’t going to be time to stop whatever this was, but with Gentry not fully recovered and the others starting to come around to Owen’s way of thinking, she no longer had the strength to fight him on it. 
 
    Natalie Mercer leaned into the room, reached toward her lower back, and handed her daughter the Beretta M9. She offered her a weak smile and looked back into the hall. As usual, there wasn’t time to go over the details, and although this wasn’t the first time she’d run this drill, it hadn’t gotten any easier. “Stay here and—” 
 
    Interrupting her mother, Ava held the Beretta out in front of her and racked the slide. “And don’t come out.” She turned and looked back at her brother. “Either of us, we got it.” 
 
    She lowered her eyes and stepped into the threshold. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ava looked confused. “Uh …” 
 
    Natalie wasn’t usually the type to apologize, but things had changed over the last month. “I should have listened. Your father was right, we aren’t safe here. He knew it the first week and I should have too. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ava turned back to her brother, could see that he had lost himself to the music flowing through his earbuds. “For what?” 
 
    “For what we’re going to have to go through once we go back out there. I thought we could make it work, that we could be safe here …” 
 
    There were footsteps outside the front doors. They were quick and sounded like they had a purpose. Natalie stepped into the hall and began to close the door behind her. “Stay put, I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    She was twenty feet from the front door when it opened. Harper’s face looked a shade lighter than usual and she was breathing hard. “Kevin shot someone.” 
 
    Natalie’s heart leapt in her chest. She quickly shut down the mental images firing in her mind. “Where’s Owen?” 
 
    “He’s okay. He’s on his way in right now, but …” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I think he’s losing it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that earlier.” 
 
    “No, I mean I think he’s the one who told Kevin to do it.” 
 
    Natalie didn’t know how to respond. She’d seen a change growing in Owen, but as of yet it hadn’t been a cause for alarm. He said he was going to do whatever it took to keep his family and friends safe, but it appeared he may be taking his new decree a bit too literally. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Travis and Kevin are taking the others around back.” 
 
    “Others, how many are there?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “And what’s Owen doing?” 
 
    “You can ask him yourself, he’ll be coming through that door any second.” 
 
    “Ava and Noah are in the back, can you hang out here for a few?” 
 
    There was motion beyond the front door. A rustling, like someone was tearing apart a plastic bag. Natalie laid a hand on Harper’s shoulder and then turned and started in the opposite direction. “Thanks, just give me a few minutes.” 
 
    Three paces from the door and she could hear him breathing in and out, much faster than usual, like he’d been running or was in the throes of a full blown panic attack. Reaching for the handle, Natalie pulled it open slowly to find her husband pitched forward with his hands on his knees. 
 
    “Owen?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “No you’re not, what’s going on?” 
 
    “This isn’t me, I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    She moved to him, placed her left arm over his shoulder and her right hand on his chest. Helping him to stand, she peered out toward the gates. Lucas looked like he was shaking as he closed and locked them. “I know who you are and I know where you’ve had to go to make things safe for us here.” She pushed into him, her lips next to his ear. “I’m okay with it.” 
 
    Owen saw that Lucas had turned away from the gates and was now heading up the walk. He closed his eyes for a moment, pulled Natalie into a hug, and kissed her on the forehead. “But I’m not sure that I am.” 
 
    As Lucas approached he looked past them and in through the door. He wiped at his face and swallowed hard. “Uh … Owen?” 
 
    “I’m gonna go around and meet them in the back, why don’t you head inside and make sure we have what we need for tonight?” 
 
    Lucas increased his pace and continued through the door. He tucked his weapon into his pants, turned the corner, and disappeared into the interior. 
 
    Owen pulled away, almost too forcefully. 
 
    She noticed. “I don’t want you to feel like you don’t have a choice. I mean Kevin is okay with some of the things that the rest of us aren’t. Why don’t you lean on him a bit more?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, not anymore. I can’t ask someone else to do what I should have been doing since day one. That wouldn’t be right, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did.” 
 
    Natalie didn’t like what all of this was doing to her husband, but knew he was right. The world was different and it wouldn’t be reasonable to expect that he wouldn’t change with it. And of everyone, Owen was going to have to make the biggest change to who he was. She just hoped it wouldn’t take everything that he used to be as well. 
 
    She lowered her head a bit and looked up at him through squinted eyes. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    He bit into his lip and again looked toward the street. “One of them said something about us leaving. Like he knew we were already having problems here, maybe they’re the reason—” 
 
    She stopped him, knew where this was going. Like it had a hundred times over the last several weeks. “You think we need to leave.” 
 
    “Let me just figure this out, see what they know. We can make a decision as a group.” 
 
    Natalie folded her arms into her chest, began to shift her weight from one foot to the other. “Gentry’s not getting any better, he says he doesn’t think he can make it work here. Not with the way things are. He needs help, and more than I can give. So …” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you’ve been right the whole time.” 
 
    Owen cut his eyes at her, and for the first time in as long as she could remember, smiled. “I’m going to need you to repeat that, maybe more than once. And definitely when we get back to the others.” 
 
    “I love you, you know that right?” 
 
    Owen nodded and once again looked over his left shoulder. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay,” Natalie said, “go do what you need to do, but be careful. And don’t try to do this all on your own; you’re not alone out here.” 
 
    Owen gave her another kiss on the forehead and looked into her eyes. “I love you too, now go inside.” 
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    Jerome Declan watched the monitor and gripped the edge of the desk. The joints in his wrist and hands felt like they were on fire, although he was having a hard time containing himself. He pushed back in his chair, cursed as he stood, and started toward the hall. 
 
    Within ten feet of the elevators, he stopped and waited. When the doors finally opened and the two men looked up, he was nearly spitting his words. “Where is he?” 
 
    The man on the left was a head taller than Declan and looked like he outweighed him by a good fifty pounds. His faded jeans were tight around his massive legs and his black polyester jacket hugged his biceps like they were meant for someone at least two sizes smaller. He spoke first. “We found them, but …” 
 
    Declan held the wall as he took a step forward. “Found who?” 
 
    “The Mercers, Thomas led us right to them.” 
 
    For a moment, his anger began to fade into something resembling excitement. Something he hadn’t felt since that day driving onto the abandoned freeway, only minutes before his entire existence was irreversibly altered. 
 
    “Are you sure, where is he now?” 
 
    The mammoth of a man paused a moment and pushed his fingers into his temple. “They got him, but they also got the others …” 
 
    There was something else. The way he paused at the end of his statement. Declan could read most people like a book, and now that his other senses had been slightly impaired, he felt almost telepathic. “And?” 
 
    The man in the faded denim curled his lip. “And … they killed Steven. He died in the street, in the gutter.” 
 
    Declan took a measured step forward. He never liked Steven, and probably would have done the same thing at some point, but at least for the time being he was needed. He was necessary for what was being built in the former offices of BXF Technologies. And although it appeared he had a lock on Natalie Mercer, there would still be a debt to be paid. 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “They got Thomas, but it looked like he was there to help them. They also got Billy and Max, it was a mess from the time they stepped out onto that street.” 
 
    “No one else made it out?” He took a breath as he tried to control the rage building behind his words. “Just the two of you?” 
 
    The second man shook his head. He had bad skin and a nose that looked like he’d been on the losing end of one too many fights. “No, Jack and Caesar are downstairs. They want to go back.” 
 
    For an instant, the pain radiating from his right leg and into his lower back faded. He held back the urge to smile, and instead took a moment to look out over his suite before turning back to the giant of a man in the black polyester jacket. “And Mario, what do you think we ought to do?” 
 
    Mario looked at the floor for a few seconds, turned to the smaller man on his right, and then back to Declan. “Uh … I say we go get our men back. I say we take everyone back over there and open that place up like a can of sardines. Make them pay for what they did to Steven.” 
 
    Declan shifted his weight from one leg to the other and motioned back toward the windows. “Okay, round up the twins and everyone who isn’t already outside the radius. I also don’t want us disrupting the group in quadrant four, we need those supplies. But everyone else needs to be ready to move.” 
 
    The smaller man’s eyes darted from Declan to Mario and then back. He looked like he was going to speak, but then didn’t. 
 
    “Yes, Frederick?” Declan tilted his head ever so slightly to the right. “Was there something else, something I may have missed?” 
 
    Frederick shook his head. “No sir, it’s just that—” 
 
    “It’s just that what?” 
 
    “Those people, it seemed like they knew that we were coming, that they were just waiting for us. What if they make Max or Billy talk, what if they’re just waiting for us again?” 
 
    Declan admired the smaller man’s forethought, or maybe he was just amused by it. Either way, he liked Frederick. He liked him in the way he would have liked having a little brother growing up. The way he would have liked having a puppy or a kitten or a rabbit. Childlike imagination tossed into a full-grown human. It never got old for him. 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “They may have known we were out there this morning, and they might be expecting us to come back for our men. Hell, they may even have someone inside this building who is tipping them off right this very minute. Who knows, I mean it could be anyone. It could even be someone in this room.” 
 
    Mario shook his head. “Mr. Declan, with all due respect, I don’t think it was someone in this building, or even someone out with us this morning.” 
 
    “Really?” Declan scoffed. “Then what’s your theory? How would Mercer and her family have known that we were out there? How would they have known about any of what we were doing? I mean, this was something I hadn’t even been made aware of.” 
 
    The massive man nodded. “I don’t think they knew we were out there, but they may have known about Thomas. He’d been going out on his own for the last few days. Maybe he tipped them off.” 
 
    Mario was right and he knew it. He nearly brought Thomas in days ago, but he wanted to see how all of this would play out. Now he was glad he didn’t. Although he’d lost one of his own, and possibly more than that, he had a chance to finally find the man who attempted to end his life. 
 
    “You may be right. It very well could have been Thomas, and before this day ends we are definitely going to find out. We are also going to make those people pay for what they did, every single one of them.” 
 
    Frederick looked like he was going to speak, but then Declan raised his hand, cutting him off. 
 
    “But, there are a few things I want everyone to understand before we leave this building. First, I want Thomas Jefferson found and brought back here. I don’t care what we have to do. And second, no one touches Mercer or her children, and especially not her husband. You bring them to me unharmed, no exceptions.” 
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    Owen stopped outside the gates, slipped the Glock into his waistband, and took his time wrapping the length of chain. He moved slowly, counting each revolution as he attempted to clear the images from his head, if only for the moment. 
 
    Before moving on to what was next, he slammed home the lock, let it drop on the opposite side, and stepped to the edge of the gate. An eight-foot section of Douglas Fir, two-by-six, painted white and bolted to the concrete column, was his target. He twisted back, dug in his trailing foot, and slammed his right fist into the pressure treated piece of wood. 
 
    There was an audible crack that sounded like the two-by-six had taken the worst of it, but the white-hot thunderbolt of pain that shot from his hand up into his elbow told him another story. He felt lightheaded for a moment, but it wasn’t enough, he wasn’t nearly done. 
 
    Winding back and clenching his jaw, Owen unleashed a second and then a third strike. His vision went bright and then quickly darkened, a minefield of hazy stars shooting across his eyes. He dropped to one knee and let out a howl that sounded eerily similar to a wounded animal. 
 
    From a kneeling position he leaned back, closed his eyes, and turned his face toward the sky. He thought about his former life, the one before the world died. The one before every single minute of every single day was a life or death situation. The one before he had to kill a man just so his wife and his children could live to see another sunrise. 
 
    He hated who he’d become and no longer wanted to be Owen Mercer, at least not this version. He wanted to put a pistol in his mouth and squeeze the trigger; however that wouldn’t change a damn thing. It would only make this life an even deeper level of hell for those he’d leave behind. 
 
    Owen sat forward, wiped his bloodied right hand against his shirt and then his pants. He reached for the gate, pulled himself up, and started toward the rear wall. As he slipped in between two cars, stepped off the sidewalk, and jogged the last twenty yards, his thoughts were only for what came after the next few hours. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ve done.” It was a voice he didn’t recognize. And as he dipped around the northwest corner, Owen saw the three men from the street. 
 
    Thomas, the tall young man who’d been shot by one of his own, stood with his back to the wall as, six feet away, the other two sat on plastic crates beside one another. Travis was opposite them, his weapon trained on the man in the green aviator jacket. Kevin stood further back, eyeing the second man, who wore a black long sleeve t-shirt and a blue ball cap. 
 
    “I say we let them go.” Travis wore an evil smirk as he turned to Owen. “Let them run the gauntlet, see if they even make it back to the garage.” 
 
    The comment hit him as funny, although Owen didn’t laugh. He was still in it, couldn’t put aside what was coming. “Stand them up. Take the tall one back to the yard, and leave the other two here.” 
 
    The tall young man looked from Owen to Kevin and then back. “My name is Thomas. I told you, I came here to—” 
 
    “Shut up.” Owen was staring at the man in the green jacket, specifically at the knot that had risen along the right side of his head. He wanted to hit him again, in the same spot. But first there was something he needed. And finally turning back to Thomas, it hit him again. 
 
    Something he didn’t quite yet understand. 
 
    Kevin had moved to Thomas and was now starting to lead him away. 
 
    “Hold on,” Owen said. “Just a second.” He stepped closer to the young man, waited for Kevin to release him. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is—” 
 
    “No!” Owen roved the end of the Glock from Thomas to the other men and back. “Who are you? Why are you here, and why in the hell did your own people shoot at you?” 
 
    “I was trying—” 
 
    Owen cut him off again. “If you lie to me, I will kill you. All three of you, just like your friend out there in the street.” He didn’t like this role and wasn’t used to the theatrics. But for now it was keeping his family safe, and that was all he could focus on. “And trust me, this isn’t a game. I’m not kidding.” 
 
    The man in the aviator jacket started to stand. His hands had been taped behind his back, his exaggerated movements pulling all eyes toward him. “It doesn’t matter. I already told you—you and your family are as good as dead. There’s no going back now.” 
 
    “If you could have, you would have. And just for the record, I wasn’t speaking to you. Going forward, unless I ask for you specifically, I’m gonna need you to keep your mouth shut. Things will go much more smoothly that way.” 
 
    The man shook his head, laughed under his breath, and backed himself into the wall. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    Owen ignored him and instead, turned back to Thomas. “Why were you out there? How did you find my family? And don’t tell me it was a coincidence or that you don’t remember us from the city.” 
 
    Thomas looked first at Kevin and then back at the two men. “I’ve been out here for a while now, every day.” 
 
    “So, you just got lucky? Yeah, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Thomas turned from the men, stepped out away from the wall, pushing his hand into his hip. “No, that wasn’t it.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    Before the younger man could begin, Kevin took a step toward the man in the green jacket and raised his weapon. There was a glint of light that cut at the side of his left eye. A tear. “Tell him Max, tell him why you followed the kid out here.” 
 
    The man who Kevin had addressed as Max didn’t move. He only stared at the ground, while mumbling something incoherent. 
 
    Owen cocked his head, cutting his eyes at the smaller man. “Tell me what?” 
 
    When Max finally looked up, a thin line of blood ran down the side of his face. He turned to his left and pressed his temple into the barrel of Kevin’s weapon. “You tell him.” 
 
    Kevin’s hand was shaking and the vein running along the left side of his head looked like it was going to explode. He continued to hold the pistol against Max’s temple, but turned to Owen. “He’s one of them, one of Goodwin’s lackeys.” Kevin nodded toward the second man. “This one too, his name’s Billy.” 
 
    It made sense now. 
 
    Owen had struggled with what had happened out in the street earlier that morning, and although he told himself he didn’t have a choice, he knew he did. But it was now clear that Kevin also had a reason. 
 
    “And the other one?” 
 
    Kevin nodded. “Steven … yeah. And he would have done the same to you, the same to me.” 
 
    Max nudged the weapon away from his face and glared at Owen. He again looked like he was going to laugh. “Whatever it is you’re going to do, you may as well just do it. I’m sure by now Declan has already sent the others back out. I’d say you got maybe an hour, if that.” 
 
    Owen tucked the Glock back into his waist and motioned Kevin away. He stepped quickly to the smaller man, pulled back his balled left hand, and slammed his fist into Max’s right eye, the trail of blood now growing from the previous wound. “Declan?” 
 
    Kevin opened his mouth to respond, but instead Thomas stepped forward. “Yes, he’s still alive.” 
 
    “What?” Owen’s heart rate began to climb. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    The tall young man held his head low. “No, he’s alive, he is … and I know because I was the one who saved him.” 
 
    Owen turned to Kevin for a brief second, his friend looking like he was going to explode. And then back to Thomas he said, “Why, why would you—” 
 
    Thomas interrupted. He lifted his eyes and now looked straight at Owen. “I found him outside our building. He was alone and looked like he had been infected. My first instinct was to let him live that way, to let him suffer for all the horrendous things he’d done. But then I noticed something different. He looked like he was in pain, like he was limping. He wasn’t all the way gone, not yet.” 
 
    “So, why didn’t you just kill him?” 
 
    The tall young man paused to look around at Travis, Kevin, and then again at Owen. “I needed to find you and your family first.” 
 
    “Find us … for what?” 
 
    Thomas let out a slow breath. “I wanted to give you the chance to do it.” 
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    The hall once again smelled of antiseptic and bleach. It was coming from the room thirty feet away, but it was like it was right there in his nose. Like he had swallowed it, like he’d gargled with it. The stingingly sweet scent seemed much stronger today than yesterday, but anything was better than what it was like outside the gates. 
 
    Noah stood on a chair and looked toward the opposite end of the hall, to where his mother spoke quietly with Gentry and Harper. He kept his voice to a whisper, leaned down, and tapped his sister on the shoulder. “What are they talking about?” 
 
    Ava sat on the cold tile floor, her legs pulled into her chest and her arms folded tightly around them. She looked up, but just long enough to offer him a half-smile. “It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. You always say that.” 
 
    “Okay, smart guy. What do you think it is?” 
 
    Noah slid down to a crouched position and turned his head to the side. He was silent for a few seconds as he closed his eyes and just listened. 
 
    Ava let out a giggle. “So, what’s the big secret?” 
 
    “I can’t hear them, only Harper, just a little bit.” 
 
    Ava sat up straighter. “What did you hear?” 
 
    “She asked Dr. Gentry why he didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “Why he didn’t tell us what?” 
 
    Noah gripped the back of the chair with one arm and leaned forward, as if the extra few inches would somehow make a difference. “I can’t hear.” 
 
    “So go over there. Mom told us we can ask her anything.” 
 
    Noah thought about it, but felt like they’d stop talking about whatever it was when he came close. The adults seemed to do that more over the last few weeks. Like there was some big secret that he and his sister weren’t supposed to know about. But they would find out, they always did. 
 
    “Why don’t you go over there? Mom tells you more stuff than she tells me.” 
 
    Ava pushed away from the ground and started to stand. She brushed her hair behind her ears and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “It looks like they’re arguing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Noah said. “Mom looks really mad, like she used to, when she would fight with Dad.” 
 
    There was a pause in the conversation at the opposite end of the hall. Noah held his finger over his lips, got down off the chair, and started away from the door. He could see the back of Dr. Gentry’s head as it moved back and forth, but he was still unable to catch any of what was being said. 
 
    Ava whispered. “Noah, get back here.” 
 
    He tiptoed to within fifteen feet and feeling like he was about to be noticed, moved to his left and flattened himself against the wall. 
 
    “No, that doesn’t help.” His mother’s voice had ticked up. She backed away from Dr. Gentry and turned to Harper like she was looking for a friend. “I don’t want an apology, I just want to know why we weren’t told about this. I understand you have other things occupying your time, but this is unacceptable. We are supposed to be a family here and looking out for one another.” 
 
    Dr. Gentry’s voice was lower, but Noah could still hear his response. “Natalie, I’m sorry.” 
 
    His mother stared at the floor for a moment, then looked back at Dr. Gentry, her words now coming slower and her voice more even. “You know this could get all of us killed?” 
 
    Harper unfolded her arms and stretched her neck. She started to speak, but then paused, looking like she had remembered something. But before Noah could move away, she turned toward him, motioning with her chin to Natalie. 
 
    His mother’s face was a light shade of pink as she started toward him. “Noah.” She sounded happy, different than before, like she was trying to hide something. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Nothing, I’m bored.” 
 
    “Me too buddy.” Her eyes looked full and wet. He’d seen her like this before, but not very many times. “But that’s all about to change.” 
 
    Noah curled up his nose and stepped out into the middle of the hall. “What?” 
 
    Natalie dropped into a squat. She nodded toward the front door, looked first to Ava, and then back to him. “We’re leaving this place. We’re going somewhere better, somewhere we’ll be safe … forever.” 
 
    Lucas appeared behind Harper, Zeus near his left leg. The teen held a walkie in his right hand, his eyes wide and his mouth slightly open. He was frozen for a moment, but then said, “They’re coming back.” 
 
    Natalie shot up. “Are they okay?” 
 
    Harper and Gentry now surrounded Lucas, both gawking at the radio. 
 
    “I don’t know, but Owen said that I need to be ready. That I needed to get the packs ready and bring the extra set of chains from the yard.” 
 
    Noah squeezed his mother’s hand. “Don’t worry, Dad will be okay.” 
 
    Ava pushed the chair away from the doorway and jogged the short distance, her eyes looking a lot like her mother’s. “What’s going on, and don’t lie to me, I’ve seen as much as anyone here.” 
 
    Natalie reached for Ava with her free hand. “The truth?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “The truth is that I have no idea what is going on. Not with your father, not with Kevin and not with any of this. What I do know is that there are others out there who have found us, and it looks like we’re going to have to leave.” 
 
    “Where …” Ava looked around. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “There’s a place. It’s not far, and it’s safe. No one can find us there and we won’t have to run anymore. This time it’s for—” 
 
    The sound of the gates opening pulled Natalie’s attention toward the front door.  She instinctively pulled Noah and Ava in behind her and turned to Lucas. “I’m taking them to the back.” Her face was now a muted shade of grey. “Please, do not let Owen leave before I get out there.” 
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    Declan had always hated elevators. It wasn’t the waiting or the annoying vibration that shot through his heels, as much as it was the absolute lack of control. He could push the button and watch as it flashed from one floor to the next, but with the solar-powered generators blinking out every other hour, he was teetering on the edge of a full-blown panic attack. 
 
    The building had been completely without power for the better part of the last thirty days, and although he preferred his suite to any other place, the monotony was beginning to send him over the edge. 
 
    But today was going to be different, special. And for more than one reason. 
 
    He was going to kill two giant birds with one massive stone. He was going to fix the mistake he’d made all those weeks ago and at the same time show his people that they had chosen to follow the right man. 
 
    Approaching the eighth floor, the elevator car began to slow. Declan looked at the touchpad and then at the doors as he leaned back, resting his weight against the rear wall. “What the hell is this?” 
 
    There was a digitized voice that announced the floor and then the doors slowly began to part. Standing in the darkened hall, four feet back, Frederick stared at a handheld tablet and tapped at the screen. He didn’t appear to have noticed the elevator or Declan standing across from him. 
 
    “Mr. Silva?” 
 
    The smaller man jumped. He fumbled the tablet and was a half a second too late as it crashed to the floor, sliding into the elevator between Declan’s legs. Frederick tried to quickly apologize, but the moment seemed to elude him as he only managed four confused words. 
 
    “Sorry … I wasn’t … there.” 
 
    Declan waved him in, pointing toward the tablet. “Let’s go, we have work to do.” 
 
    Frederick still appeared to be only half aware of what was happening, but hurried inside, scooped up the tablet, and moved to the wall near the control panel. After waiting for the doors to once again close, and swiping between a few different screens, he dabbed a line of sweat from his brow and turned to Declan. “I’m sorry, Mr. Declan; you caught me off guard. I was—” 
 
    “Where are we, how many will we have by sundown?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” Frederick nodded quickly, turning back to the tablet. “It looks like we’ll have at least ten, and as many as fifteen. I’m just waiting on word from team three. They’re having trouble getting back around the north end of town. We still got that big herd, and it looks like it’s growing.” 
 
    If his suspicions were correct, Declan would only need half that many, but he also didn’t like the idea of going in short-staffed. Underestimating those people was what got him into this mess in the first place. And in that part of the city, he would be flying mostly blind. Better to have too many high-powered, deadly accurate weapons than not enough. Especially for what he had planned. 
 
    “Okay, where’s Ms. Diaz? I don’t want her anywhere near this thing. I have a feeling she may …” 
 
    Frederick had stopped listening. There was something he was staring at on his screen that had pulled him completely away from the conversation. 
 
    Declan rubbed at his temples and waited. 
 
    “Uh, sir?” 
 
    He fought the urge to raise his voice. Instead, he counted to five and forced a weak grin. “What is it, Mr. Silva?” 
 
    “This thing is dying again, but it looks like there’s a message from control. I can’t pull it up from in here, it’ll kill the battery, but it’s something about the audio feed from the Foundry.” 
 
    “We already know that’s where Mercer and her family are—we got that intel this morning.” 
 
    “No sir, it’s something else. We were able to remote in this afternoon, but I’m not sure what we got. It looks like it’s something new, they wouldn’t have wasted the message if it was something we already had.” 
 
    The elevator moved past the second floor and was approaching the lobby when Declan pushed himself away from the wall. “The control room, I thought we powered it down before noon every day.” 
 
    “I did too.” 
 
    As the doors parted, Frederick stepped out first and held the tablet out in front of him, while glancing at the top left of the screen. “It might be quicker if we just head over and get it straight from the horse’s mouth.” 
 
    Crossing the lobby, Declan peered out toward the street. A few dozen Feeders had gathered on the sidewalk, most unaware they were being watched. They grouped in twos and threes, slower now than the week before. Their tattered clothing and torn skin hung from their bony frames like wire hangers thrown carelessly into the back of a closet. 
 
    When he turned back, he noticed Frederick staring at his legs. It was something he’d almost gotten used to over the last sixty days, but this time he was finally going to ask. “So, what is it? Is it the awkward limp that looks like my calves have cramped, or are you just curious to see what they look like?” 
 
    “Uh …” 
 
    Declan grimaced as he slowed to a stop five feet from a set of double doors beside what was once a reception desk. “I can guarantee you that the rumors are not even close to what I’ve got beneath these jeans. It’s like an old plate of lasagna, but now that the oozing has finally stopped, it looks even less appetizing.” 
 
    “I don’t …” The smaller man rubbed at his face and looked away. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “But you want to see it, I mean I know you do. I’m pretty sure every single person that calls this building home wants to know what it looks like and how it didn’t kill me. I still question it and I have to look at it every time I put my pants on. There aren’t any teeth marks, which is why I’m standing here today, but the amount of flesh those things were able to pull away with just their hands …” He paused, searching for the right way to convey what those two weeks were like. “Let’s just say that even though she explained it to me more times than I think were necessary, I still don’t understand why I’m still here.” 
 
    Frederick just stared back, either unable to form a response or fearful of what his question might lead to. “I’m sorry for what happened—” 
 
    The doors near the reception desk opened with a rush of air that pushed out into the lobby. Donna Diaz switched the lights off behind her and stepped out. She was smiling, but didn’t look like she was happy. It was a look of relief, a look that said she was eager to share. “You get the message?” 
 
    Frederick held up the tablet. It was powered off. “Only the notification, this thing is dead.” 
 
    Ms. Diaz let the doors swing shut behind her and looked to Declan. “Brody and his team located Goodwin’s chopper.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that we were even looking for it.” 
 
    “We weren’t. However, in attempting to get to Blackmore, they found the wreckage on the backside of the mountain.” 
 
    “Any chance …” 
 
    “They didn’t find a body, but he said that there was no way Goodwin could have survived the impact.” 
 
    “And Blackmore?” 
 
    “Nothing left of it, Brody said it’s like a war zone out there.” 
 
    Declan began to turn away. “Okay then, are we ready for tonight?” 
 
    “There’s something else.” 
 
    Declan’s back was beginning to cramp. “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s the Foundry, we located—” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Natalie Mercer and her family.” 
 
    “That’s not all. I was able to remote into their audio and video feeds. We’ve finally found him.” 
 
    “Found who?” 
 
    “Dr. Dominic Gentry, it’s him. I confirmed it myself.” 
 
    There was an instant rush of adrenaline that surged through every inch of his wrecked body. His heart thundered in his chest and for the first time in weeks, Declan actually felt like he was alive. The pain in his back and legs momentarily subsiding, his mind began to race at the possibilities. “Dominic Gentry?” 
 
    She nodded quickly, her eyes darting between Declan and Fredrick. “Yes.” 
 
    Declan paused for a beat, turning back to face the street, and the city beyond. “Is there a chance they know we patched into their system?” 
 
    Ms. Diaz again nodded, this time avoiding his eyes. “Yes, but it shouldn’t—” 
 
    “Okay, reroute Brody and his team. Give them the coordinates and ask them to stand by. Make sure everyone else is ready to go in thirty. I don’t care how it happens or what we have to do, I want Gentry and Mercer standing in this exact spot before the sun goes down.” 
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    The sound of gunfire had long since died away, but he was sure he was close. He remembered counting four or five, maybe a few more, he couldn’t be absolutely sure. At one point he even thought it had started up again, although now that more than an hour had passed, he was beginning to second guess himself. 
 
    With less than two hours before the city would go dark, he hurried up onto the sidewalk and crouched beside what appeared to be a white Ford sedan. However, through the thick layer of dust and debris, it just as easily could have been a metallic grey. 
 
    He pushed his back into the door and pulled out a warm bottle of Gatorade. Before unscrewing the top, he peered across the sidewalk, into the glass of what was once a high-end consignment store and at his own reflection. It was slightly muted, but the man staring back wasn’t even vaguely familiar. He wore a patchy brown beard, black circles ringing his hazel eyes, and a dark hoodie that he had pulled up over his head. 
 
    Taking a long pull from the plastic bottle, he dropped it into his charcoal colored backpack and reached for the black leather square that for whatever reason, seemed to catch his eye. 
 
    His wallet was thin and tattered. The young man in the dark hoodie ran his right index finger over the worn leather, flipped it on its side, and cracked it open. Four card slots, two on each side, of which only three were occupied. The top right was a credit card that appeared to have seen more use than the wallet. Next to that, on the top left was an insurance card. It stated, in boldface type, that his prescription co-pay was a flat ten dollars, and office visits were twice that. 
 
    The slot below was familiar. He tilted his head to the left, pulled out his driver’s license, and looked from it, to his reflection and then back again. The two men were markedly different. The new updated version looked like he weighed at least twenty pound less and had aged a full ten years in a matter of months. 
 
    He smiled at the difference and what it meant, and also what it had taken for him to get here. He left more than a week before without more than a few days’ worth of food and a gut churning hunch. If he found what he was out here for, he had a real chance at saving the world, although if he died in the process, no one would be the wiser. 
 
    Well except for him, and for now he was okay with that. 
 
    Sliding his license back into the wallet, he read his name in his head. It sounded unfamiliar. Like someone he only shared a few classes with in high school. Like the name of an actor in a movie he couldn’t even remember the title of, like all those things from his former life that he once enjoyed, but wanted to forget because they no longer existed in this hell. 
 
    To his right and a block down, there were long shadows that reached out onto the sidewalk and then dipped into the street. From his narrow vantage it looked to be two or three, maybe as many as five. They were moving at a slow walk, either being careful or unfamiliar with the area. 
 
    The man in the dark hoodie pushed back up to his feet and moved around the front of the Ford. Resting his pack against the bumper, he tucked his wallet away, slipped the straps over his shoulders and reached for his rifle. 
 
    “Here we go.” 
 
    With the rifle pulled into his shoulder, his right eye behind the scope, and the stock resting on the hood, he was surprised to see that there were six men followed closely by a newer model electric vehicle. It made almost no sound as it rolled out into the street and turned left. 
 
    The man out front, tall and stocky, carried a pistol in each hand, and a shotgun slung over his back. He stopped when he reached the middle of the street, held his right arm in the air, and as the others also slowed to a stop, turned and scanned the long city block. 
 
    “Hold up!” The man’s voice was throaty, like he was fighting a cold or was a pack-a-day smoker. He spat on the street, taking his time looking slowly from one storefront to the next. And turning back to the stalled electric vehicle, he stared through the windshield, and pointed toward the opposite end of the street. “Two hundred, maybe three hundred yards.” 
 
    There was a voice from the car, but it was lost to the distance, definitely a male, but not much else was certain. The man in the street nodded and quickly looked back over his left shoulder. 
 
    He slid toward the middle of the hood, pulled back the rifle, and prayed he hadn’t been spotted. The man fifty yards away craned his neck to the left, to the right, and then took a few steps toward the opposite sidewalk. 
 
    Don’t overreact. Watch and wait, see where this goes. You’ve got an out if you need it, so just relax. 
 
    After a count of three, the man turned and addressed the others. “No,” he said, “we’re going to have to go around.” 
 
    The voice from the car responded, the words coming fast, although still not enough volume to cover half the distance. The man then took one last glance over his shoulder, turned, and started to walk away. 
 
    “Keep your mouths closed and your eyes open gentlemen, we’re close.” 
 
    With that, the group turned away. Now eight men, three leading the small silver vehicle, three trailing, and one on each side. Their paced quickened as they broke into a jog and turned the corner at the intersection a quarter mile on. 
 
    As the last man disappeared behind a pair of delivery vans backed into one another, he moved quickly back to the sidewalk, and knelt beside the curb. Adjusting his pack, the man in the dark hoodie pulled the straps tight, and rolled the stiffness from his neck. 
 
    “Okay Devin, it’s time. Quick and quiet. You’re only gonna get one shot at this.” 
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    Natalie was standing at the door when he came up the paved walkway. It smelled like rain and although the sun was still putting up a fight, clouds the color of dirty water were rapidly consuming the western skyline. And with what was coming, that may actually be a good thing. 
 
    Owen tried to forget the pain building in his temple as he drew to within twenty feet of the building. He ran his hand through his hair and tried to change the look on his face. She could read him like a book and right now he needed her to believe a different story. He needed her to have confidence in what they were doing. 
 
    “You ready for this?” 
 
    She looked like she was doing the same thing. He could see the tension in the way the sides of her eyes drew tight and how she was pulling in breaths through her nose. She was trying to avoid hyperventilating. 
 
    “The kids.” 
 
    “We went over this. You, the kids, and Harper and Gentry won’t be anywhere around.” 
 
    “I still don’t like it, what if they—” 
 
    “It won’t matter what they do, we’ve got every angle covered.” 
 
    “What if they know, what if Gentry was right?” 
 
    Owen didn’t have the time to convince her that this was going to work, or that his children were going to be safe, or that he even knew what he was doing. Because he didn’t … and he hadn’t. Not in a very long time. He was just taking each new catastrophe as it presented itself and applying the same mantra. Whatever gets his family to the next day, whatever has to be done. 
 
    He stepped to her, pulled her in close and laid his head next to hers. “I’m going to get you through this, the kids too, and our friends. We’re all going to get to the other side, I promise you. Just let me do this.” 
 
    She cupped the sides of his face and kissed his cheek, then moved to his lips and lingered. He could taste her fear. When she pulled back, she looked into his eyes and then kissed him again, this time more gently. “I know you will. Just make sure you’re still you when all this is done. I want Owen Mercer back. The Owen Mercer I married, the Owen Mercer who knows exactly how I like my coffee in the morning and who gives me shit for it. That’s the promise I want from you.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything; it wasn’t necessary. He only kissed her back and motioned into the building. “Make sure you don’t mention anything about what you’re doing, at least not until you’re on the road. Gentry doesn’t need to know and neither does Harper or the kids.” 
 
    She nodded quickly, tears beginning to build in her eyes. “Four hours, and then I’m coming back.” 
 
    Owen held her hand and kissed her once more. “You won’t have to.” 
 
    He watched as she turned and walked away. Natalie, Harper, and Gentry would head out first. They would take Ava and Noah. He asked Lucas to drive and ran through the plan until the teen could repeat it back word for word. It was only a mile, but the former jewelry outlet was secluded and safe. Bars on the doors and windows, two ways in and out, and a straight shot to the interstate if things went sideways. He didn’t like it, although if Gentry was right, if their location had been compromised, his wife and his children would be much safer somewhere else. 
 
    He now needed to focus on what came next. 
 
    At the gates, Kevin gave a thumbs up and glanced back at the red pickup truck Travis had found two days before. The two men they’d taken from the street, Max and Billy, stood in the bed, chained at the waist and arms to the rack behind the cab. Max seemed to be grinning as he stared off toward the parking garage. 
 
    “If I were you,” the smaller man in the green aviator jacket shouted as he tugged at the restraints, “I would just leave now. This isn’t going to go down the way you’re thinking. I can all but promise you that.” 
 
    Owen motioned Kevin and Travis toward the truck. “Let’s go.” He ignored Max, taking a quick look toward the former sanitation plant to the south and then the street beyond. Still clear as far as he could see, the area eerily quiet, even for the end of the world. 
 
    Travis stood at the rear door, waited for Zeus, and then climbed in behind the overly alert German Shepherd. Kevin started around the front of the truck, keys in hand and his eyes roving the street just beyond the gate. 
 
    “Listen man, I’m just trying to help.” Max leaned into the cab of the truck and glared at Owen. His voice was different than before. Shaky, like he was out of breath, only he wasn’t. “You don’t know what you doing here man; it’s gonna be bad. Really bad.” 
 
    Twenty yards from the truck, Owen felt the need to quicken his pace. The voices, which so far he’d been able to keep pushed down, were now telling him that this was wrong. That he shouldn’t be doing this, that he needed to take his family and just run. 
 
    Back across the yard, he took one final glance beyond the southern wall. Lucas’s SUV had rolled to a stop at the last intersection. Owen continued to watch, but pulled the walkie from his front pocket and keyed the mic. “Lucas?” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Owen noticed that behind him, Kevin had stopped short of climbing in behind the wheel of the truck. He again keyed the walkie and started back across the lawn. “Lucas, you there?” 
 
    A brief sound of static and then silence. 
 
    “Hey.” Kevin leaned into the hood of the pickup. “They’re probably just hung up with the crowds. Nothing to worry about, but we do need to get going.” 
 
    Owen looked at the two-way radio in his hand. He imagined Lucas’s voice coming through, the teen’s focused tone as the light-colored SUV pulled away from the intersection. He would reassure Owen that he could handle it, that he would keep Natalie, Ava, Noah, and Harper safe. He would tell him that he knew the plan backward and forward, and had driven the route more times than he could remember. He would tell him that he didn’t need to worry. 
 
    But there was still no movement from the beyond the wall. Owen leaned into the walkie as he began to jog. “LUCAS?” 
 
    When he was ten paces from the paved walkway there was the familiar static and a voice, but not the one he was expecting. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Noah, what’s going on?” 
 
    “We got—” 
 
    His son’s voice dropped away and was replaced again by a quick note of static. 
 
    “Noah?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Noah, are you there?” 
 
    Still only white noise. 
 
    “NOAH!” 
 
    Owen came to a stop, again stared down at the two-way radio, fearing the outcome. There was a moment where it was all he could see, his vision beginning to narrow and the sounds of the devastated city falling away. He was holding his breath and was in the midst of talking himself back, reminding himself where he was, when the sound of a weapon being fired echoed from over his left shoulder. 
 
    It was quick. Like a flash of light you don’t see until it’s already there. A single round that sounded like a crack of lightning. 
 
    “NOOOOOOO …” 
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    Owen flinched, turning back toward the gates as it all seemed to come at once. 
 
    Max, the man in the green jacket. His body going limp as his head was driven violently back and to the right. The side of his head was opened up and a fine pink mist sprayed out over the bed of the truck and against the left side of Billy’s face. 
 
    Billy, now pulling against his restraints and attempting to duck behind the truck’s cab, was shouting something that sounded like a prayer, but his words were lost to the voices of Travis and Kevin. 
 
    “OWEN, GO BACK! GET INSIDE!” 
 
    Kevin now stood behind the driver’s door. He was looking out toward the four-story concrete parking structure, but waving Owen away. 
 
    Travis had climbed out of the rear cab, pistol in hand, scanning the street as Zeus leapt past him. The massive German Shepherd turned on a dime, rounded the rear of the truck, and was headed toward Kevin when two more rounds were fired. 
 
    The first skipped off the roof of the truck and exploded into Billy’s shoulder, a hailstorm of bone fragments and scorched pieces of flesh sprayed out over the sidewalk. The small man’s blue ball cap flipped backward off his head as he screeched in pain and then slammed into the side of the cab. 
 
    Owen hadn’t noticed before, but Thomas was seated opposite Travis and hadn’t yet moved. His legs were pulled up into his chest and his head pushed forward, tucked behind the driver’s seat headrest. He appeared to be shaking as he slowly turned to look at Owen. 
 
    The third round tore into the door frame, only inches from Kevin’s left elbow. In one fluid motion he slid right, shouldered his rifle, and placed his eye behind the scope. “THIRD LEVEL, JUST RIGHT OF THE STAIRS!” 
 
    Owen stayed low, hunched forward as he covered the last several feet and dipped in behind the passenger door. He quickly glanced into the backseat and motioned for Thomas to stay put. And then back the other way, he looked to where his friend had indicated. “KEVIN, WHATTA WE GOT?” 
 
    Kevin had his finger resting on the trigger guard and was scanning the other three levels when a faint buzzing sound pulled his attention back in the other direction. It was coming from beyond the intersection and somewhere to the left of the garage. 
 
    Owen looked toward the building fifty feet away and then back through the cab, tapping his fingers on the dash and waiting. When Kevin finally leaned his head to the right, Owen said, “Go back? Maybe try to catch the others before they—” 
 
    “No.” Kevin’s voice was low. Just above a whisper, but pointed, like he was rationing his words. “There’s another one, he’s got the rear choked off.” 
 
    Owen was here, but his thoughts were back on that street a few hundred yards away. He took another look, but from his crouched position was unable to see anything above the wall. Had they moved away? Were they still there? Had the older model SUV stalled? Were they now out on the street, carrying what they could and running from the dead? He didn’t like any of those options, but for the moment he needed to figure out how to survive what was right in front of him. 
 
    “Okay,” Owen said, “how many?” He glanced into the rearview mirror and could see Travis near the left corner of the truck’s bed. He was looking in the same general direction as Kevin, but he seemed more interested in the left corner of the intersection. 
 
    “Don’t know.” Kevin pulled away from the scope and cocked his head. “At least five, maybe more.” 
 
    “It’s him, I can feel it.” 
 
    The whirling sound was growing closer, like it was right on top of them. Travis saw it first, but only a fraction of a second before Kevin, and then the sound of the electric vehicle’s horn. 
 
    It was clean. Like it had just rolled away from a car wash on a lazy Saturday afternoon. The immaculate silver paint and black trim throwing an odd contrast to the destroyed world beyond. Tinted windows hid the faces inside, although from this angle it still would have been only a guess. 
 
    But Owen knew exactly what this was. 
 
    Three men walked out into the intersection ahead of the newer model electric vehicle. The first was a large man who carried a pistol in each hand and had the barrel of what looked like a shotgun tight against his right shoulder. He started toward the far sidewalk and motioned for the others to follow. 
 
    Trailing the electric vehicle, another three men moved away and met the others at the sidewalk. They stood in a line as if they had rehearsed it more than once. They turned their heads in unison, staring at the man with the shotgun on his shoulder, and waited. 
 
    The large man placed one hand in front of the other, rested them near his waist, and turned to look through the driver’s window of the plain looking vehicle. He quickly nodded and then turned to face the truck. 
 
    “Owen?” Kevin was looking back at him. 
 
    Owen sucked in a mouthful of air through his teeth and considered the variety of ways this could go. “So what, eleven … maybe more with whoever’s in the car?” 
 
    “Yeah, at least.” 
 
    “Okay then.” 
 
    Kevin tapped the barrel of the rifle against the door. “Owen?” 
 
    He started to rise, look over the door. It was apparent what this was, at least to him. A show of force and nothing more. That man wanted something and this was his way of telling Owen that he needed to listen, that he had no other options. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re thinking,” Kevin said, “I just want you to be sure you know where it will end. This isn’t just about you and him anymore, and you should know that.” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “I know you are. And you know that I’m here for you and the others no matter where it takes us, but we have to be smart about this. Let’s see what they want and try to work a deal. We don’t really have the numbers for anything else.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Owen said. “But we have something else. There’s a reason why he just fired on two of his own and not on us. And I bet I know why.” 
 
    “Don’t do this man.” 
 
    Owen stepped out away from the door and stood just to the right. He rolled his shoulders, narrowed his eyes, and looked through the windshield of the electric vehicle. “Alright, let’s do this.” 
 
    Kevin leaned into the cab. “Owen, this isn’t the play.” 
 
    Travis had taken notice and was now at the passenger side of the tailgate looking more concerned than curious. He opened his mouth to speak, but then just ducked back behind the bed. 
 
    Owen clutched the Glock in his left hand, slowly stepping toward the silver vehicle. “DECLAN!” 
 
    Before he’d gotten more than a few feet from the truck there was whoosh of air as all four doors of the mysterious vehicle were opened. The driver stepped out first. He held a semi-automatic rifle and wore dark sunglasses that seemed oddly out of place for the time and season. The man behind the driver and the front passenger were next, almost in unison. They exited quickly, turning toward Owen and holding their weapons down at their sides. 
 
    From behind the rear passenger door, there was movement. It was slow and the door appeared to quiver as the shadowed figure emerged. He looked smaller than before, frail, like he’d lost a solid fifty pounds, maybe more. Hard to tell from this distance. But he also looked sick, infected, as much like the dead as anything he’d seen in weeks, maybe worse. 
 
    Jerome Declan looked like he’d had the skin along his face and neck turned inside out and although he wore clothes that hung like they were made for someone at least four sizes bigger, Owen had the sense that his body couldn’t have looked any better. 
 
    From behind, Kevin continued to plead. “Owen, don’t do this. Remember why we’re here. How we’ve made it this long.” 
 
    Kevin was right, but he didn’t understand. Not today. 
 
    Owen stopped ten feet from the truck, tucking the Glock into his waist and holding his hands in the air. “I just want to talk, no one needs to get hurt … on either side.” 
 
    Declan looked like he was laughing. The sound was different, like an exaggerated snicker, but dropped off quickly. “Mr. Mercer …” 
 
    Owen waited. It sounded like there was more, like Declan was using the brief pause for dramatic effect, so he began counting in his head. And before he got to four, he found out he was right. 
 
    Declan leaned into the side of the electric vehicle. “You know what I want, what I’ve always wanted. That hasn’t changed and neither has my resolve. I know you thought you killed me back there on that highway, and let me tell you, there were moments that I wished you’d done a better job. But now, here between the two of us, I think I’m ready to forgive you. That and I’m feeling a bit generous.” 
 
    Owen shook his head and looked back toward the bodies in the back of the pickup. “Two of your own, for what?” 
 
    “You and your friends were leaving. You knew we were coming. Maximillian and William were obviously compromised. And I’d assume that from the restrains you weren’t throwing either of them a surprise party. You were going to use them as leverage. And well, I just eliminated that leverage. Now we can both discuss things on a more level playing field.” 
 
    He fought the urge to say what he was feeling, but also wanted to see where the deranged psychopath was headed. “So?” 
 
    “So,” Declan said, “it’s simple. I’m going to let you live. I’m going to let your family and your friends live. Hell, I’ll even let you and your group continue to use this facility. My people and I will leave here tonight and never come back. You have my word.” 
 
    Owen looked at each of the men on the sidewalk individually, then the three near the doors of the car, and finally back at Declan. Kevin was right, they were far outnumbered, but each second they wasted on this idiotic pissing match was another second his family had to flee the area. “You’re lying. You didn’t come all the way out here, with all those guns, just to tell me that you’ve suddenly had a change of heart.” 
 
    Declan offered a gesture that looked like he was nodding, but the movement wasn’t completely obvious. “You’re right, but not entirely. Every single word of what I’ve promised you is the truth. You and your family won’t be harmed, but I’m going to need a sign of good faith from you first.” 
 
    “Good faith?” 
 
    Declan made the awkward motion with his head once again. “I only want one thing from you in return, and hell, I’ll actually be doing you a favor.” He paused, this time the edges of his lip curled up as he looked around at men near the car. “You bring me Gentry, you bring him here today, and I’ll let you and the rest of your little group live out the rest of your existence … without interference.” 
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    He had risen that morning sure of his plan, sure of himself, certain that today would be the day he’d finally leave the voices behind. Although, as a light rain fell from above, and the sky began filling with swollen clouds the color of bruises, Owen Mercer needed to turn that off. He needed to be someone else. At least for the next few minutes. 
 
    “Whatta ya say, Mercer … you in or out?” 
 
    There was a crack of static from his waist, followed again by his son’s voice. He wasn’t able to make out the words, but Noah’s tone was calm and not rushed. It was low, and partially hidden behind Declan’s fading voice, but he wasn’t completely sure he was the only one who’d heard it. His face went flush and his heart kicked, but instead of showing his obvious concern, he quickly responded. “I think you already know.” 
 
    Declan shifted his weight to his other foot, pushing his right hand into his lower back. “I know what you think you should do, what you think is the right thing, the honorable thing. But I can’t believe you’d be that stubborn. You’d really let me kill all of your friends, your wife, your children. And for what, to save a man you really don’t even know?” 
 
    Owen reached toward his waist and folded his hands into one another. He looked out toward the garage and then back at Declan as he lowered the volume on the walkie. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe a single word.” 
 
    “Well that’s just sad. It’s sad that you have no idea what that man is doing to your son. What they do in private while you’re out here chasing around ghosts. What your wife isn’t telling you and how I’m giving you the opportunity to fix it. I can guarantee you’ll be thanking me when you finally find out.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me or my family, so why don’t you just curl up and die already. I’m sure there isn’t a single person here who would even care. None of these men give a shit about you, they’re only scared, and I bet most of them don’t even know why. There’s probably even a few who’ve already thought about how they’d do it.” Owen wanted to push, but wasn’t sure this was the right way. He looked around, making eye contact each of the men. “Tell me I wrong.” 
 
    Declan looked like the words may have had an impact, or maybe he was just beginning to tire of the drawn out back-and-forth. “Instead of trying to convince you, how about you take a ride with us and I show you.” 
 
    Owen didn’t respond. 
 
    “I have over four hours of recordings that I’m sure you’d be very interested in hearing. I’ve only listened to a few minutes and I can guarantee that you’ll want to hand Gentry over once we’re finished.” 
 
    Owen wasn’t able to focus on the details. His mind was with his family. He was listening to Declan, hearing him, but was only concerned with walking the line until he could be sure that Nat, Ava, and Noah were a safe distance away. He feigned looking back at the bed of the truck, but once again attempted to see beyond the rear wall. 
 
    It was gone, or at least it appeared that way. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if Lucas had finally pulled away from the intersection or if the light-colored SUV was simply out of his line of sight. He also wasn’t going to be able to stall much longer, and now needed to find a way out for him and his friends. “How about you go back home, give me directions, and we’ll meet tomorrow morning for breakfast. You can show me whatever it is over pancakes and bacon?” 
 
    The look on Declan’s face changed. It was subtle, but it appeared as though his grotesque features were beginning to tighten, his cheeks pulling up and back and his jaw tightening. There was a brief pause that lasted a few seconds longer than was comfortable, and then letting out a slow breath, he said, “Let me ask … how would you feel about Gentry using your son as a lab rat, about him testing things on Noah that may or may not—” 
 
    “ENOUGH!” It hit him like it hadn’t before. The switch was flipped. The anger, the fear, the rage. His dark passenger had grabbed ahold of the wheel and locked out his rational self. “Either raise a weapon and see where this ends, or ask your men to turn around and walk away.” 
 
    Declan looked around. “You really think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “You might have us outnumbered, but my friends and I aren’t going down without a fight.” Owen glanced again at each of the men. “And by my calculations you’re going to leave here without at least half of yours. That’s what, six, seven? So, let’s do this. Let’s see who’s ready to die for you, Jerome. Let’s see which of these men is ready to take their final breath here today … for you.” 
 
    Owen took a step back, held his arms out at his sides. “Okay, anyone who wants to die for Mr. Declan please step forward.” 
 
    There was long moment of silence and then a few restrained laughs. 
 
    But no one moved.  
 
    Declan looked like he was about to respond, but Owen continued. “And, just so we’re both on the same page, you need to understand that you’re never going to find my family, my wife, my children. They’re long gone and they’re never coming back.” 
 
    There was another drawn out pause. A moment where the only sound was the soft rain against the asphalt. Then Declan slowly began to nod. “Sure, I get it. You’re not willing or able to understand what I’m offering, and that’s too bad. Because you’re going to die knowing that you could have saved them, you could have saved all of them. But, I’m guessing you’re just too stupid or maybe too stubborn. Either way, you need to know that’s what got you killed.” 
 
    Again, the street between the two groups went quiet. Owen took in a breath through his nose and peered toward the men that lined the opposite sidewalk. He could take out maybe two or three before moving back behind the passenger door, hope that Travis was on his game, and pray that Kevin still had a lock on the men behind the retaining wall along the third level of the parking garage. 
 
    The rest would run or hide. 
 
    At least that’s the way he saw it going in his mind. The only way it could go for him and his friends if they had any chance of walking away with their lives. 
 
    But nothing ever went the way he planned, not now, and not for the last several weeks. This new world had a way of turning your expectations on their head, a way of showing you how wrong you could be in just about every single situation. 
 
    Owen looked to his left, could see Kevin slowly pulling the rifle into his shoulder. There was a slight tremor along his right arm and as his friend placed his eye back behind the scope, it all came clear. 
 
    He knew what he had to do, what would give his family the additional time they so desperately needed and also allow his friends the chance to see another sunrise. 
 
    Even if it meant he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Okay …” Owen let his left arm drop to his side. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Declan ran his hand along the side of his face, like he was contemplating Owen’s response. “You’ll show me?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll go with you, I’ll take you to Gentry.  But … you have to let my family go, my friends as well.” 
 
    Declan nodded. It appeared as though he was smiling, but his face—with all its new details—was hard to read. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” Declan’s voice came out shaky, quicker than before. “I don’t believe you had a sudden change of heart. I feel like maybe you just think you’re smarter than the rest of us.” 
 
    “You don’t know what—” 
 
    Declan held his right hand in the air, extending his index finger. “So, I think I’m just going to go with my original plan. Although, I really do wish you had chosen to work with me instead of trying to prove something you know nothing about. I will find your family, and I will find Gentry, but I’m only sad you won’t be around to see it happen.” He looked back toward the parking garage and then at the man near the driver’s door. “Kill them, all of them.” 
 
    The sound of gunfire came from every direction. The sidewalk to his right and the asphalt only inches from his feet exploding into a riotous cloud of fine grey dust and pebble-sized projectiles. 
 
    There wasn’t time to get a read on the location of the individual shooters or to calculate their trajectories and find a place to hide. 
 
    Only to run. 
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    Death stopped having any meaning weeks ago. He didn’t enjoy this new existence, but he was also too tired and too hungry to actually care. He had killed hundreds of infected, but had yet to fire even a single round at the living. He knew that at some point he wasn’t going to be left with a choice, he was just hoping today wasn’t that day. 
 
    The man in the dark hoodie rested his cheek against the edge of the stock, blinked twice, and peered through the scope. He fired once toward the man on the third level of the garage, striking the retaining wall just below the man’s face. The man was thrown backward and to the ground, grabbing at his head and screaming something undecipherable. 
 
    Wounded, but not dead. 
 
    Moving his line of sight toward the street, he spotted the silver electric vehicle from earlier that day and sent off two quick rounds, one at the driver’s side, and another at the rear passenger door. 
 
    The first blew out the front window and sent the man beside it back into the driver’s seat. He grabbed at his shoulder, blood running through his hands and his eyes going wide as he slammed the door and reached for the ignition. 
 
    Again wounded, but still alive. 
 
    Next, the round sent toward the rear of the electric vehicle slammed into the frame of the passenger door just as the bizarrely disfigured man tried to turn away. He was sprayed with glass from waist to head as his legs failed and he dropped into the back seat. Possibly injured, but nothing approaching what had already befell the monster of a man. His death would have been a welcome first, but for now it would have to wait. 
 
    Moving his attention back toward the opposite side of the street, the man in the dark hoodie peppered the sidewalk with a flurry of closely placed shots, one every three or four feet. The half dozen or so men who’d only seconds before fired at the men behind the truck now turned and began to run. They headed away from the street and disappeared into the garage. 
 
     It was beginning to look like the previous two weeks of hell were going to pay off. 
 
    Back to the third floor of the garage, he put four more rounds near the edge of the retaining wall. Not necessarily directed at anyone in particular, he just wanted to be sure the men on that level knew he’d hadn’t forgotten about them. 
 
    Dropping the magazine to the rooftop between his legs, the man in the dark hoodie slammed home another and turned back to the silver vehicle. The doors were closed, the man behind the wheel sitting low and moving his head from front to rear as he began backing away from the intersection. 
 
    As the electric sedan moved into a three-point turn, the man in the hoodie guided the end of the rifle to the back passenger door and waited. The disfigured man now pounded the seat in front of him, his mouth moving much too fast for anything to stand out. He looked back toward the street and then around at the rooftops of the nearby buildings. 
 
    Everything had funneled to this moment. All the training, all the planning. Every single second since he found that man out on the street. He was here for only one thing, and although he could easily take care of that monster in the back seat, he needed to remain focused. 
 
    Stay in the moment. 
 
    Remember why he was here. 
 
    For a brief moment he flashed to his grandmother. The only woman who ever showed him even an ounce of affection. Her voice in his head, smooth but firm. She was telling him that he should be prepared for the worst possible outcome, but also that he needed to have a complete and unbroken faith in his original purpose. 
 
    He quietly thanked her and then watching the silver electric vehicle turn and drive away, began to count under his breath. “One … two … three …” 
 
    The rear window was now obscured by the light dusting of rain and the growing cloud cover that threw odd shadows over the street, but the shot was still there. He only needed to pull the trigger. It was an annoying itch that—at some point—would need to be scratched, but not today. 
 
    “Four … five … six …” 
 
    The hum of electric vehicle faded as it made an aggressive left at the street just north of the parking garage and then disappeared. He felt an odd sense of relief in allowing that man to escape, in caging his own fears and believing in the plan, start to finish. Now he just hoped it wasn’t all in vain. 
 
    “Seven … eight … nine …” 
 
    It was time to go. 
 
    He figured he had maybe another thirty seconds, but also wanted to be sure he wasn’t running into a trap. Pulling back, he focused first on the bed of the truck. The two men who’d been bound to the cab were gone almost instantly, and at the hands of their own. 
 
    The man at the rear of the pickup now crawled on his hands and knees toward the one who’d been speaking with the monster. There was a moment where it looked as though the man on the ground had also been eliminated, but as the rear door of the truck opened, and the tall man exited, the man flat on the asphalt quickly sat up and grabbed at the side of his head. 
 
    On the opposite side, near the front door, another man sprinted away from the truck and scooped up a large black and tan German Shepherd that lay on its side, three feet from the intersection. The man’s wailing echoed through the streets as he moved quickly back to the pickup and laid the animal in the rear cab. 
 
    The group was broken. They needed him, but his window for getting this done was quickly slipping away. He figured there was less than an hour of daylight, even with the thick cloud cover, but he also knew he wasn’t going to be able to leave them. 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    The man in the dark hoodie scanned the streets near the garage and the third level one last time. The men with the weapons, and monster they followed, had turn and run. They would be back, but for now the area was under his control. 
 
    Well, almost. 
 
    The last several minutes of gunfire had drawn a large crowd of Feeders away from the northern end of the long city block and cut off his exit back to the highway. He was sure he could improvise, but only if he got to the men at the truck before they did. 
 
    He slipped the rifle back over his shoulder, pulled the hoodie back away from his eyes, and started for the stairs. 
 
    “Twenty one … twenty two … twenty three …” 
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    He tried to whisper, but was having trouble keeping his voice low with his heart beating so fast. “Mom?” 
 
    “Noah, I need you to stay quiet.” 
 
    The nine year old pushed back and tilted his head up. His neck was starting to cramp. “But Mom—” 
 
    “Noah, I’m serious.” 
 
    His mother pinched his lower back, pulling him in tight against her. They were so close together that he could feel her breath on his forehead as the smell of her morning coffee filled the small dark space. 
 
    “I think—” 
 
    “Noah, stop.” Natalie put her mouth against his ear and spoke fast. “Don’t say another word. I don’t care if you’re uncomfortable, if you’re hungry, if you’re too hot or too cold, or even if you have to pee. I just need you to keep your mouth shut and let me figure this out.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her, but knew she was right. They needed to stay quiet. They weren’t able to get the doors closed in time, and if that herd from the street followed them inside, they wouldn’t be too hard to find. 
 
    So, instead he played the head game. The movie in your head game. The one his dad had taught him when he used to have those bad dreams. It helped him get back to sleep even after the worst ones. The ones about the sharks and alligators, and only a few weeks ago about the dead people coming to get him. So, instead of telling his mother what he needed to tell her, he closed his eyes and played the movie game. 
 
    But this time he had to do it without words. 
 
    Noah remembered the mountains. The giant rocks and the melting snow. It was cold in his bare hands, and dirty as he attempted to form a snowball just as big as the one Ava had tossed at his father. 
 
    He remembered the sled and the hill and the shovel he used to help even out the path from the big trees down to the cabin. The snow was wet and slippery, his boots sliding a bit with each step. The cabin looked warm from the outside. Soft white smoke rose from the brick chimney as his mother walked from the open door out onto the porch. She was holding a plate of chocolate chip cookies. 
 
    His favorite. 
 
    “Noah … Ava.” 
 
    His sister slid to a stop, leapt from the sled, and turned to him. She motioned toward the porch and smiled. “Race?” 
 
    He looked down, didn’t acknowledge her offer, but started to run. His first few strides were careful, upper body leaned forward, legs planted firmly beneath. He slipped on a small patch of ice, but quickly recovered. 
 
    Ava turned a second later, also began to run, but was already three or four paces behind. She laughed as she ran, growling at him like a bear, taunting him as he approached his mother and the porch. “I’m right behind you, you’re not going to win.” 
 
    As he hit the stairs, he noticed his father standing in the doorway. He also wore a smile. Only Owen was staring past Natalie and the massive wrap-around porch. He looked out toward the trees and held something in his left hand. Noah wasn’t sure, but it looked like a gun. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    Owen didn’t turn, and the look on his face began to change. His smile morphed into a scowl, and then something he didn’t understand. His father raised the gun in his hand, firing two shots into the trees. 
 
    But as Noah turned to look, they weren’t trees, not anymore. Now they were the monsters that had been trying to eat him and his sister and his mom. They were able to run and were at least twenty feet tall. 
 
    “Go inside,” His dad said. “Get under the sink, stay there with your mother and your sister until I come to get you.” 
 
    There were growls and more gunshots, so many more gunshots. But as he and his mother and his sister ran into the cabin and closed the doors, all the lights went off. Not just the lamps on the end tables, or the light by the stairs, and not just the candle at the center of the dinner table. It was everything, every bit of light in the entire world. 
 
    He couldn’t see anything, and he was scared. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Noah …” Her voice was a whisper into the darkness. Far away, but right next to him. 
 
    “Mom, I can’t—” 
 
    “Sweetheart, you need to open your eyes.” 
 
    And when he did, he was pulled back from the movie in his head. The cold air and the snow and the cabin and the trees that were monsters. Snapped away as he looked at the side of his mother’s face. 
 
    “Noah, you’re sweating.” Her voice was still low, but seemed less angry than before. “And your heart is beating a mile a minute.” 
 
    He leaned his head into the bend under her shoulder and swallowed hard. His throat was dry and he was having a hard time holding back his tears. “Where’s dad?” 
 
    “He’s coming … he just—” 
 
    There were three gunshots that came from somewhere close. Noah had gotten used to the sound, but for the last few weeks they had been louder and more frequent, especially when his dad was outside. He wanted to believe his dad when he told him that he’d be fine, but he’d seen too much since the world changed. 
 
    “Is that him?” 
 
    Natalie stiffened. She leaned up onto her elbow and pressed her face against the back of the cabinet door. “I don’t know, but your dad’s going to be safe. He knows where to go and he’s got his walkie.” 
 
    “Nat, Noah?” Another whispered voice, followed by hurried footfalls. They were light and quick. He thought it sounded like Lucas. 
 
    “Mom, is that—” 
 
    “Hold on Noah.” Her voice was low again, and back with a touch of anger. “Just stay still for a second.” 
 
    “Natalie, Noah?” 
 
    “Mom, that’s Lucas.” Noah now had his face pressed to the cold shelf paper. He remembered it being a blue striped pattern. He thought it looked old and ugly. “I can see his shoes, he’s right there.” 
 
    Natalie lifted away from him, pushed open the door and squinted against the fading light. “Lucas, where are—” 
 
    “They’re in the back, we found an exit.” Lucas was dirty, like he crawled through a sea of old spider webs. They were stuck in his hair and on his face. “But we have to go now.” 
 
    “But?” Her voice cracked as she looked back toward the side door “What about Owen, Kevin and Travis? We were supposed to wait for them.” 
 
    Noah climbed out from under the cramped cabinet. He pulled himself up beside an overturned display shelf and waited. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lucas said. “But we can’t stay here. That crowd lost interest when the shooting started, but it’s not going to last.” 
 
    “Okay.” His mother reached for his hand, pulled him in close. She began nodding. “We can get them on the radio, tell them where we’re going, find out if they’re—” 
 
    “Mom…” Noah tugged at her hand, interrupting. 
 
    “What is it Noah, what?” 
 
    “I don’t have it.” 
 
    “Have what?” 
 
    He felt dizzy, like when he fell off his bike and watched the blood soak through the knees of his pants. “I took the walkie talkie from Lucas, but I dropped it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I took it from his pack when we got out of the car, but then everybody started running and I dropped it.” 
 
    Lucas moved to the window. He carefully slid a sheet of dusty cardboard aside and scanned the street. “Where?” 
 
    Noah closed his eyes and tried to remember. “By the trash—” 
 
    “Never mind, I see it.” He slowly moved the cardboard back into place and stepped away from the window. 
 
    “Where?” Natalie asked. “Can we—” 
 
    Another quick round of gunfire silenced the darkened space. 
 
    Lucas stepped toward the door and pulled the Ruger LC9 from his waist. “Get to the back room with the others. Stay close to the door, but don’t go out until I get back.” 
 
    Natalie shook her head. She looked down at Noah and then back at Lucas. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We need that radio, it may be the only way we can reach them. They don’t know where we are and won’t be able to find us. I have to go get it.” 
 
    “You can’t go out there by yourself, why don’t you at least take Harper to run cover.” 
 
    “No, I’m going by myself. I don’t need anyone slowing me down. Just go to the back and wait. I won’t be more than a few minutes.” 
 
    Noah looked up at his mother, trying to judge her reaction. She was quiet for a moment, like she was trying to find something else to say, but then didn’t. She just laid her hand on Lucas’s shoulder and smiled. “Be careful, and thank you.” 
 
    She took Noah’s hand and started to turn, but he pulled away. “Lucas, I’m sorry.” 
 
    The teen gave a quick nod and flashed him a devious grin. “Don’t worry about it buddy, this is going to be fun.” 
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    Owen tasted blood. 
 
    His head felt heavy and the sounds of the world beyond now came in waves. The gunfire he remembered was gone, although the buzzing in his ears came with a scorching pain that radiated from the left side of his skull. He wiped at his face, tried to stand but was held down from behind. 
 
    “Owen, stay still buddy. I need to get you into the truck.” 
 
    Seated next to the sidewalk, he put his hands under his legs and tilted his head back. “Travis?” 
 
    “You’re gonna be okay, but we need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Owen tried to focus. Blinking, he looked right and saw the tall young man from earlier, now pulling a body out of the bed of the truck. He thought the man’s name was Thomas, but he wasn’t sure. The tall man looked at him, but then dragged the body away and moved to the other side of the truck. 
 
    “Travis?” 
 
    Travis had stepped toward the truck, was looking into the cab, and talked to someone he couldn’t see. “Is he okay?” 
 
    There was another voice. “Yeah, I think so.” It sounded familiar. “How’s he?” 
 
    Travis turned and looked at Owen, his face hanging at the edges. “It’s bad, but I think he’ll be okay. You ready to get the hell out of—” 
 
    Travis turned at the same time as the tall man, Thomas. Yes, he was now sure it was Thomas. Things were beginning to come together in his mind. Like putting together a puzzle—the more pieces you placed, the more you’re able to see where the others should go. 
 
    And in this case, the more you remember. 
 
    The pieces of the last several minutes began to fall into place when he noticed Travis raising his weapon and Thomas stepping around the back of the truck. They both stared off toward the left end of the parking garage. 
 
    “STOP … DO. NOT. MOVE!” 
 
    He turned quickly, but the pain from the side of his head was blinding. His vision dropped for a brief second, and then came in spots and flashes. Instinctively he put his hand against the left side of his head. It felt wet and sticky. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    More than seemed possible. It covered his hand, from the top of his ring finger to where his palm met his wrist. And then another wave. The men in the street, the men near the silver car, and Jerome Declan hobbled and broken, ordering that he and his friends be killed. 
 
    Owen pushed at the ground, again attempting to stand. His vision had cleared by maybe seventy percent, but the pain was growing. He took in a long breath and blinked as he stared off toward the four-level garage. 
 
    There was a shadowed figure, probably fifty yards away. “I’m here to help.” 
 
    Travis shook his head, continuing to shout as he held up his hand “WE DON’T NEED YOUR HELP.” 
 
    The shadowed figure had his hands above his head, the end of a rifle showing above his shoulder. “Listen, you don’t have much time. They’ll regroup and come back, and when they do, they’ll bring their entire army. And just for the record, the only reason you’re still alive is because of my help. So how about you just thank me …” He started forward again, lowering his hands. “… and try to pay attention.” 
 
    Travis took a quick look back at Kevin and then turned to Owen, his eyes going wide for a brief second. “You need to sit down.” 
 
    Owen had a thought, something he wanted to say, but whatever it was had begun to escape just as the figure in the distance stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    “The dog isn’t going to make it …” He was young, less than thirty for sure, probably closer than twenty without the dirty beard and the obvious lack of sleep. He walked slowly, still with his hands above his head, but with a definite purpose, like he’d practiced this encounter before. He motioned toward Owen. “… your friend either.” 
 
    Travis shook his head. He looked like he was going to shoot the younger man. “I told you to stop, we don’t need—” 
 
    “LISTEN.” The man shouted, but then quickly dropped his voice when Travis paused. “You need to trust me or your friend is going to bleed to death. I can get you out of here and back to the rest of your group before they come back. I have a place …” his voice trailed off for a second. “We have a place, somewhere I need to take you.” 
 
    Something caught Owen’s attention, something that the others may have missed. It grabbed him by the throat and pulled him back from the searing pain behind his left eye. “What did you say?” 
 
    The man started to respond, but Owen stepped away from the sidewalk and holding his hand over the radio on his waist, continued. “What do you know about the rest of our group, why would you say that?” 
 
    Kevin stepped around the door, the front of his shirt a bloodied mess. “I’ve got to get Zeus some help. He’s gonna need to get his leg wrapped soon, and Harper’s got the bag with the supplies.” 
 
    “I can help.” The young man lowered his hands and motioned back beyond the truck. “I can take you to your friends, get you the help you’re gonna need.” 
 
    Travis turned to Kevin. “We trusting this guy, I mean really?” 
 
    Kevin started toward the driver’s door. “I think we let him prove what he’s saying. If he’s lying, we just let him go. Either way, he’s right; we do need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “How do we know he’s not one of them?” Travis looked back toward the cab of the truck. “Or the one who shot—” 
 
    “He’s not.” Kevin stood at the door to the cab and ran his hand over his best friend’s back. “I saw him on the roof, and he’s right. He’s the reason we’re all still here.” 
 
    Owen felt his stomach begin to tighten, like he was going to be sick. He was okay with the thought of the young man helping, although he was still stuck on the details. “My family … what do you … how …” Owen paused, breathing in through his nose, certain that he was only seconds from losing consciousness. “Who are you?” 
 
    The young man didn’t hesitate, not even for a second. “Devin Fletcher and I’m here to help, probably more than you can understand.” 
 
    Travis looked from Devin, to Owen, and then finally back to Kevin. “Your call, but I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    “We don’t really have time for anything else.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So,” Kevin turned to make eye contact with Thomas and then back to Travis, said, “Let’s get Owen in the truck and go find our friends.” 
 
    Travis blew out, shaking his head and motioning toward the man who walked out of the shadows only minutes before. “And him?” 
 
    “He rides in the bed with you. We’re gonna give him the chance to do what he says. If he steps out of line even an inch, or for whatever reason doesn’t come through with what he promised, you have my blessing to shoot him in the face and throw him out.” And then to Owen he said, “You ready old man?” 
 
    Owen held the side of his head and started toward the rear door on the passenger side. “Let’s just get the hell—” 
 
    The radio on his belt squawked. There was a short burst of muffled static and then the sound of heavy breaths and a hurried voice. “Owen, we couldn’t get there. We had to—” More static and then nothing. 
 
    He pulled the radio from his belt and waited. “Lucas, you there?” 
 
    Another five seconds of nothing but the light rain and the plodding footfalls of the horde as they filtered out of the garage and onto the street fifty yards away.  
 
    Owen looked to Kevin as he climbed into the rear of the truck behind Thomas. “Let’s go get Zeus some help.” 
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    The trip out to the street to retrieve the walkie proved to be less eventful than he had originally envisioned, although now Lucas felt a cramp beginning to form in his left calf. 
 
    He hadn’t had enough water today, also yesterday and the day before that. Natalie and Ava had reminded him more times than he could count, but he was never one to take those kinds of things too seriously. Although with a running count of at least two dozen Feeders on the opposite side of the door, and more flooding in with each second that passed, he was starting to think he should have listened. 
 
    Okay, go in three. You’re faster than those rotting corpses, even with only one good leg. You got this, Lucas. 
 
    “Harper?” His voice echoed through the darkened space, pinging out of the main room as the door at his back felt like it was ready to fold in half. 
 
    Just as quickly Harper’s reply came back. “We’re ready.” 
 
    Lucas shifted his weight and repositioned his back against the door. He had another ten seconds, maybe twenty. “Okay, check the alley.” 
 
    After a brief moment of silence that seemed to go on forever. “Still clear.” 
 
    “Good, get ready to run.” With a deep breath in, he pictured his route one last time. Three tables, dodge left and then a straight shot through to the back. Maybe tip a chair or two on his way out, give them something to work for, a bit of a challenge. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Lucas slid right, now only the left half of his body against the door as it inched open and the growls from beyond intensified. 
 
    “Three …” 
 
    He felt a hand as it pushed through the opening, its fingers grazing the back of his neck, the hair standing straight, causing him to involuntarily flinch. 
 
    “Two …” 
 
    He released the handle in his left hand, and planted his right foot against the wall beside the door. 
 
    “One …” 
 
    Like a sprinter coming out of the blocks, Lucas pushed off the wall, using the initial burst of restrained energy to force the door momentarily back against the frame. He moved in a straight line as he passed the tables on his right and then dug in as he cut hard in the opposite direction. 
 
    “GO HARPER, NOW!” 
 
    Out of the aggressive pivot, his calf flexed and threatened to lock. It was all he could do to keep himself centered and his thoughts on what was next. He heard the shuffling of feet and the hushed voices from the room ahead and finally turning the corner, a burst of cool late afternoon air. 
 
    Harper stood just outside the threshold, waving him forward and intermittently looking back over her shoulder. She held the door partially open for him with her left hand and clutched a nine millimeter pistol in her right. “Hurry, we have to …” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as her mouth slowly dropped open. She looked past him, just over his right shoulder, her eyes telling him that something had changed. 
 
    “Lucas, behind you.” 
 
    He knew better than to turn, but was also a bit confused. He’d given himself at least a five second lead, and although he could hear the wet throaty growl coming from behind, he didn’t quite understand how they’d reached him so soon. 
 
    Turn and fire on the crowd, or continue forward? 
 
    Ten feet from the door and at the moment he was still far enough ahead that— 
 
    Out of nowhere, a hand on his left shoulder and another on his waist. It couldn’t be the crowd from the front, they were back and to the right, coming from the opposite direction. And out of the corner of his eye he saw what he had originally missed. 
 
    Lucas torqued violently to the side, twisting away from the hand tearing into his hoodie. The thick cotton fabric stretched and then retracted as a large male Feeder stumbled into a stand of cardboard boxes. 
 
    The man, well over six feet and approaching three hundred pounds, wore a server’s uniform and had his right sleeve burned into his bicep and forearm. The skin oozed from his elbow and wrist, like warm cheese dropping from a plate of nachos. Same consistency and through the darkened interior, nearly the same color. 
 
    Sidestepping the large Feeder and the boxes as they collided with the wall, Lucas looked toward the exit. Harper was gone, and the door was slowly closing. 
 
    He could hear Ava shouting, her voice ratcheting with each word. “GO, GET BACK … WAIT … STOP … OVER HERE …” 
 
    Lucas cut right, and as the large male Feeder dropped hard to the floor, grabbing at his pant leg, the walkie in his left hand squawked. 
 
    “Noah, Lucas?” 
 
    It was Travis’s voice, but different than before. He instinctively keyed the two-way radio, but then thought better than to split his focus. Five feet from the door he stopped quickly, and pulled away from the former waiter. 
 
    “We’re on our way, but we need your location.” 
 
    Lucas took a step back, the large male Feeder now crawling on his hands and knees toward him. He raised the Ruger, fired one round, and quickly moved to the door. 
 
    Just outside, Gentry stood beside Noah. Opposite them, Ava, Natalie, and Harper stared down at a motionless body that had a broken section of PVC pipe jutting from its eye socket. 
 
    Lucas quickly scanned the rear lot and then the faces of his friends. Harper looked like she was having trouble breathing, her eyes slowly drifting up to meet his. 
 
    “You guys okay?” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t …” Harper’s voice cracked. She started toward him, but stopped short as the radio in his left hand came to life. 
 
    “Noah, you there?” Travis’s voice was quicker, the volume turned down, but somehow more intense. “We need to get—” 
 
    Lucas closed the door behind him, keying the mic and cutting Travis short. “We’re okay.” He gave a short pause and then, “Travis, we had to go with plan B. We’re in the lot behind the old Italian restaurant.” 
 
    “Off Second?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You all okay, the area secure?” 
 
    Lucas looked around once again. “We’re all here, we’re good. But the crowd out front is growing. You guys may have to come in off of Mayfair.” 
 
    “We’ll be there in three minutes.” 
 
    Turning again to face his friends, Lucas offered a slight grin and tightened his grip around the walkie. There was a question he needed to ask, but wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. Again keying the mic, he said, “All that gunfire, it sounded close. You guys okay?” 
 
    There was a long delay, Lucas turning his eyes away from the others. When Travis finally came back, he sounded as though he was out of breath, his words again faster. “You still have the bag with the medical supplies?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Good, let Gentry know we’re gonna need his help.” 
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    “That’s twice now.” 
 
    Owen felt like he was burning up, from the inside out. So hot in fact that the pain along the left side of his head had been turned down to just a dull throbbing. He was now more aware of what had taken place out on the street and had a good idea of the extent of his injury, but sitting in the rear of the cab, Travis’s statement didn’t make much sense. 
 
    “Uh, what?” 
 
    Travis ran his hand along Owen’s left temple, and over his forehead, then wiped it on his sleeve. “You got to be the luckiest man still alive.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Same thing, two month ago.” Travis was trying to keep him awake, it was obvious. “But the last time it was me, I was the guy up there saving your ass. You’ve definitely got some kind of guardian angel looking out for you my friend.” 
 
    A thick line of sweat ran from the corner of his eye, or maybe it was a tear, could have been blood. He felt like the world was moving slower now, like he could feel the wind differently as it passed over the hood of the truck and slipped in through the windows. Like he could hear the breath sounds of each of the men around him, individually, each with its own cadence and depth. Even the imperfections in the road, like he could paint an image of every minor depression and pot hole just from the way the massive pickup rolled over the abandoned street. 
 
    And he didn’t feel lucky, not in the slightest. He was tired, just wanted to close his eyes for a few minutes. 
 
    “Owen, come on buddy, just a few more minutes. We’re gonna get you to Nat, to the kids, to Gentry. He’s gonna get you all fixed up.” 
 
    “How’s he doin’?” From the front seat Kevin sounded different, distracted. 
 
    “I’m fine.” He was hit with a sudden surge of adrenaline, out of nowhere, but then as fast as it had come, it was gone. “And hot as hell back here, how about we crack a window?” 
 
    Travis leaned away, peered out the passenger side window. “Is that them?” 
 
    “Yeah, let him know we see them.” 
 
    Travis brought the radio up beside his mouth. “You there, Lucas?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “We’re pulling in, just have to work our way through the lot. We’ll come in on your right, stay put.” 
 
    Owen slid up in his seat, the pain along the left side of his head returning like a thunder strike. He instinctively reached for his injury, but was stopped by Travis. 
 
    “Hey buddy were almost there, you need to sit back.” 
 
    Travis was right. There was a ringing in his ears, faint but growing. His stomach was turning over and his vision seemed to be fading into a grey haze. “Where … are we?” 
 
    Travis gripped his hand, began to squeeze. “He’s going out, we need to get there, like right now.” 
 
    The trucked drifted right, to Owen it felt like they were going up onto two wheels. “Is Nat here? I need to talk to her.” 
 
    Travis pounded the back of the passenger seat. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Get Lucas back, tell him to have everything ready.” Kevin sounded like he did the day he was shot. The same tone, but more awake. “Let Gentry know what we’ve got.” 
 
    “You sure? What about Natalie, the kids?” 
 
    “We don’t have the time to sugar-coat this one, and they’re going to get the full picture in less than a minute anyway.” 
 
    Three seconds of just the tires against the road, and then Travis turned to look through the windshield. “Lucas, have Gentry get ready. Owen’s hurt, and he’s gonna need some help right when we pull up.” 
 
    The radio went quiet for a count of three, and then there was another voice. “Owen?” 
 
    It was Natalie. Although only one word, her voice broke, sounded like she had forgotten how to pronounce the one name that meant more to her than anything left in this world. 
 
    Owen curled forward, attempting to reach for the walkie. It felt like the left side of his head had its own heartbeat, but pulsing much deeper and faster than it should. “Natalie, tell her …” 
 
    Owen closed his eyes. The pounding in his head quickly dropped away and he felt like he was being pulled backward through the darkened interior of the pickup. His mouth tasted of copper and the low buzz in his ears now blotted out everything around. 
 
    “Hey,” Travis said, “Owen’s losing it, he’s goin’ out.” 
 
    Kevin turned right at the last row of abandoned vehicles, crammed the gas pedal into the floorboard, and eyed his friends fifty yards away. “Alright, be ready to get him out and into the back.” And then looking from Zeus as he lay motionless in his lap to Owen through the rearview mirror, he lowered his voice to a whisper. “Come on damn it, fight. Just give me one more minute.” 
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    Natalie was running. 
 
    She was leaning forward, pumping her arms and begging her legs to move faster. Her heart raced and her mouth was dry. She felt light headed and was out of breath, but not from the brief exertion or the previous nightmare exiting the Italian restaurant. 
 
    No this was something else. Something like fear, but on a level she couldn’t quite explain. Not to her friends, not to her children, and not even to herself. The thought of losing Owen and what that would mean in this new world was something that she didn’t think she could come back from. 
 
    The truck skidded to a stop twenty feet away, the rear tires throwing a pillar of dust in its wake. Three of the four doors opened at once, Travis exiting the rear cabin only slightly ahead of Kevin, who turned off the engine and avoided eye contact with her. 
 
    “DOMINIC, LET’S GO!” Travis looked different, harder. Closed off. Like he did the first few weeks. His eyes were stained red, and the rope-like vein along the middle of his forehead had returned. 
 
     From the opposite side of the pickup, a tall young man she thought she remembered from the sidewalk earlier that day cornered the bed and quickly moved in beside Travis. They spoke quietly and had their heads tilted into the cab. 
 
    “On three,” Travis said, “Ready?” 
 
    The tall man nodded. 
 
    Travis responded in kind. “One …” 
 
    Natalie’s pulse caught in her throat. It was … Oh no. 
 
    It was Owen, his hand dropping out of the cab, grey and lifeless, as Travis tucked under his arms and the tall man reached for his legs. 
 
    “Two …” 
 
    Her knees were rubber and she forgot how to breathe. There was a sharp pain that started in her stomach and caused her to lurch forward. 
 
    “Three.” Gentry moved by her as the tall young man slipped Owen’s lower half off the rear seat and followed Travis toward the bed of the truck. As they moved, Travis walked backward, but positioned himself alongside Owen’s head. He looked nervously back toward her and then at Gentry. 
 
    He was shielding her, and probably her children from something, and at the moment she thought it better not to investigate. She needed to collect herself, for Noah and for Ava, but also for Owen and for the others. There would be time to fall apart, time to grieve, time to curse the world, but for now she had to get it together. She had to return to the old Natalie, the one who would rather seem cold and unemotional than look weak. 
 
    Even if it was only for today. 
 
    And as their father’s lifeless body was being lifted into the bed of truck, Ava and Noah now stood at her side. Noah on her right, his hands wrapped around her waist and Ava reaching for her hand. 
 
    “Mom?” Noah’s voice rattled. 
 
    Natalie used her free hand to wipe her face and sucked in a deep breath through her nose. “He’s going to be okay. Your father is the strongest man I know.” 
 
    Ava squeezed her hand, kissed her shoulder, and looked up into her eyes. “He is, he’s gonna be okay.” 
 
    Her daughter was trying to stay strong, trying to be brave, was trying to be the crutch she so desperately needed. And although it hadn’t completely turned her focus, it had given her a brief flicker of hope, a reason to move forward. 
 
    At least for now. 
 
    “Yeah, he’ll be fine.” She bent at the waist, pulled her children into a bear hug, and motioned back over her shoulder. “But how about we let Dr. Gentry help him, and we go wait back over there?” 
 
    Harper slipped in behind Noah and took his hand. She eyed the pickup and then Natalie. “Go.” 
 
    Natalie looked past Harper, toward the Italian restaurant and Lucas, her mind running off the rails. “But …” 
 
    “Lucas secured the fences. We’re alone back here, safe for now. Go.” 
 
    Natalie kissed Noah on the forehead, Ava on the side of the face. “You guys stay here with Harper.” She forced a devious grin. “I’m going to go yell at your father for something he didn’t do.” 
 
    Noah looked up, his face a mess of despair and confusion. He turned to his sister, unsure of how to react, waiting, expecting. And when she finally allowed a smile to begin to form, he took her hand and released Natalie’s. “Okay Mom, go yell at Dad.” 
 
    He smiled too. 
 
    There was a flash as she started toward the truck when she pictured Owen being lifted out of the bed, his arms and legs slack, his eyes fixed on the sky, and the color draining from his face. She tried to change the image, attempted to see it another way, tried to think of something else, anything else. Whatever the outcome, she’d have to go through it, live in it, but for now she didn’t have to, for now she could believe what she’d told her children. 
 
    “Please Owen … please.” 
 
    Taking another deep breath in through her nose and slowly blowing it out, Natalie stepped to the side of the truck, told herself to hold it together, and looked over Travis’s shoulder. 
 
    It was worse than she imagined, or maybe it was just all the blood and the fact that her husband already looked like he was gone. She didn’t know how to process what she was seeing, and although her first thought was to turn and walk away, to avoid having to see it actually happen, she stepped around Travis and leaned into the bed of the truck. 
 
    “Is he …?” 
 
    “No,” Travis said, “But he’s lost a whole lot of blood, we’re trying to—” 
 
    That wasn’t the question she was asking, not even close. “Is he going to be okay?” 
 
    Gentry had cut Owen’s shirt away, and was tilting his torso first up onto his right side and then his left. He ran his hand over her husband’s back and along his side. “Where the hell is it?” 
 
    Natalie stood on her toes and followed Gentry’s eyes and his hands. “Where is what?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, instead the man who might save the world gripped Owen’s left wrist and pulled his arm up over his head. His expression changed in an instant. He nodded his head and narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, there it is.” 
 
    Travis looked at Natalie, first shrugging his shoulders and then shaking his head. “What are we looking at Doc?” 
 
    Gentry wiped his face with his shoulder and turned from Travis to Natalie. “He’s in shock. He’s lost more blood than I’m comfortable with, and he’s not out of the woods, not yet. But at least now we know what we’re working with.” 
 
    Now she wanted to ask, she had to. 
 
    To Gentry she said, “Is he … is he going to make it?” 
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    Devin Fletcher stood near the driver’s door and watched as the man who was behind the wheel, Kevin he thought, jogged away from the truck, the massive German Shepherd in his arms. The man moved out away from the others, laid the animal on a small patch of grass, and sprinted back to a bag that lay open near the corner of the building. 
 
    Devin dropped his own pack near the front wheel and turned toward the woman eight feet away. “I’m going to help that man, with the dog.” 
 
    She only turned toward him for a brief second, her eyes glazed over, tears beginning to form. She appeared to stare right through him, and didn’t speak. She wiped at her eyes and just turned back. 
 
    Devin assumed that the injured man was her husband, and although he thought he remembered her from nearly a year ago, he couldn’t recall her name. He thought it might have been Laura, or maybe Janet, but there wasn’t much else he could recall from the one and only time he had visited BXF Technologies. He was sure it was her, that they’d met, but for now it would have to remain a mystery. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Again, she didn’t respond or even seem to know he was there. 
 
    He stood on his toes, quickly checked the perimeter, and started toward the man now on his knees, hunched over the German Shepherd. And as Devin came alongside, Kevin was speaking under his breath, but stopped. 
 
    “You could use a hand.” 
 
    Kevin was cradling the dog’s hind leg and brushing aside the blood-soaked fur. He looked up at Devin and then quickly back at the animal. His eyes were the same as the woman’s, but behind them a deep level of focus. “Uh …” 
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    Kevin didn’t respond. 
 
    The dog let out a low whimper and gently pulled his leg away. Kevin ran his hand over the dog’s back and leaned forward to kiss him on the head. “You’re gonna be fine buddy, I promise.” 
 
    “Is there anything you need, you want me to take a look at it?” 
 
    Kevin again ran his hand over Zeus’s back and then down toward his injured leg. He paused a moment to see how the German Shepherd would react, and when Zeus only looked him over and laid his head on the grass, Kevin brushed aside the matted fur and leaned in close. 
 
    There was a second or two where Devin thought he saw an entry wound, the German Shepherd’s flesh peeled back and the tissue beneath, a scorched mess. However, as he bent at the waist and moved in closer, he was able to make out the fine details and separate reality from the images his mind was trying to piece together. 
 
    “He’s okay?” 
 
    Kevin released Zeus’s leg and rocked back, blowing out a long breath as he reached for a bottle of peroxide and a thick roll of gauze. “Yeah, just a scratch. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Devin almost laughed. While it wasn’t a direct hit, and the bullet had only grazed the massive animal, it was far from a scratch. “Whatta ya need?” 
 
    There was a different look to Kevin. It wasn’t joy, not excitement, but something close. Like he was told he had another chance at winning a race, or taking an exam he’d failed, or getting to relive the last twenty-four hours of a terrible day. There was a quiet determination that on one hand gave Devin a measured dose of relief, but on the other, scared the living shit out of him. 
 
    Kevin didn’t answer. Instead he peered off toward the group fifty yards away and then back at the truck. “Owen, my friend. Is he …” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” The larger man looked like he was going to jump out of his shoes, like he was expecting another answer. 
 
    “He’s lost quite a bit of blood, but the doctor is trying to get him stable. It doesn’t look like he took any direct hits, probably just in shock.” 
 
    Kevin went to work on Zeus’s leg, cleaning and dressing the wound. And as he did, he let out a short sigh and rolled his head from left to right. “You look familiar, why?” 
 
    Devin wasn’t sure, but he figured he knew where this was headed. “Marcus Goodwin.” 
 
    Kevin stopped for a second, again ran his hand over Zeus’s thick coat. “Okay, but how, why?” 
 
    “You probably worked for him, right?” 
 
    “For a time, you?” 
 
    Even though the man working on the dog wasn’t looking at him, Devin still shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    Kevin finally turned. “Really? You came looking for us, remember.” 
 
    “He was just someone I used to know, from a different time and a different life.” 
 
    Kevin’s words were coming faster now, with less emotion, like he was losing interest or becoming irritated. “Everything was from a different time, a different life.” 
 
    “Yeah, one I don’t really care to relive.” 
 
    “Again, you came to us. And while my friends and I appreciate what you’ve done, we’re not going to twist your arm. We’re not going to make you stay. You’re free to go any time you—” 
 
    “NO!” His voice came out louder than he expected, traveled further. The men by the truck and the children to his left all turned to look. “No, you and your friends, you all have to come with me, that’s why I’m out here.” 
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    Owen could hear her voice, but his eyes didn’t seem to be working properly. His world smelled of copper and his throat felt like he’d swallowed a handful of razor blades. 
 
    There were shapes, they looked human, but the pain drilling in from the left side of his head seemed to be playing with his focus. There were also no colors, only blacks and whites. Some lighter shades of grey and most everything coated in a hazy film. 
 
    “He’s going to need more help than we can give him here.” The voice was familiar. It was Gentry. “He’s stable, but it won’t last.” 
 
    The space above him grew dark. There was something or someone very close. “What does that mean, is he going to be okay?” 
 
    Natalie. She sounded like she was in her element. It was only a few words, but he hadn’t heard that tone or inflection in more than a year, the last time he had decided to drop in on her at work. It meant that she was agitated or worried, or maybe both. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gentry placed his hand on Owen’s chest. “But like I said, right now he’s stable. I just need to get him back to the lab.” 
 
    There were faces now, still blurry, but better than a minute ago. Nat, Gentry, and two others. He remembered being in the cab with Travis, and also the tall young man from the street. He blinked twice and began to raise his hand, wanted to get to that itch that was blooming behind his left ear. 
 
    “He’s awake … wait, make sure he doesn’t … get his arm.” 
 
    “Nat?” 
 
    “Owen …” Her voice broke as she tried to continue. “Stay still baby, you need to rest.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good.” Gentry’s face was now in focus, the fine details coming clear.  He looked older now, weathered. “Let’s get him in the truck.” 
 
    “Wait.” Natalie moved from his left to his right, now face to face with Gentry. “You’re not serious?” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. I can’t do it here, and he won’t make it otherwise.” 
 
    Owen understood their words, but was having a hard time piecing it all together. He now remembered being thrown to the pavement and the searing pain that caught fire to the side of his head, but just couldn’t get from there to here. 
 
    He pushed his hands into the cool metal of the truck bed and tried to sit forward. The muscles in his left bicep quickly began to spasm and then buckled under the weight. 
 
    Travis came in over him from the left. “Hold on buddy, we got you. Just take it easy.” 
 
    Natalie had turned; she now stood between Gentry and Travis. The tall young man Owen remembered as Thomas stood back behind the others, almost out of his periphery. 
 
    “What about those men,” Natalie was looking at Travis. “What if they come back, what if they’re there right now?” 
 
    Travis had one hand on Owen’s shoulder and the other out at his side. “I have no idea, they took off pretty quick when that kid started firing. Looks like they ran back home, but there’s no way to know.” 
 
    “We don’t have the time to discuss this. There aren’t any other options. We go now or he’s going to bleed out.” Gentry was holding his left arm. “This is only temporary, I have to get it cleaned and—” 
 
    “Dr. Gentry?” 
 
    There was someone out of view. Male, young. Probably not more than twenty-five or thirty, maybe younger. Definitely not Noah, and even a bit older than Lucas. The voice was well past puberty, but had a rasp to it. 
 
    Gentry was still focused on Natalie, but turned slowly toward his name, almost like he hadn’t heard it. There was a moment where it seemed that time had stopped. That those gathered around the bed of the pickup had been paused, their expressions a mixture of confusion and disbelief. 
 
    They all stared in the same direction, as Gentry finally broke free and tilted his head ever so slightly to the right. “Devin … Devin Fletcher, is that you?” 
 
    Owen remembered the name and with it, everything from the last several hours. The footrace through the parking garage. The initial gunfire as the tall young man introduced himself. Kevin firing from the wall and blowing apart that man’s head, and finally the showdown not more than twenty minutes before. 
 
    He also remembered the round that tore into his armpit and the one right behind it that branded the left side of his head. And as the pain came rushing back, the bearded man in the dark hoodie who appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “Yes.” Devin Fletcher stepped away from the rear passenger door and looked down at Owen. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Gentry said. “How are you here, I mean how did you know where to …” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” Devin motioned toward Owen. “And it doesn’t look like you have the time to hear it right now.” 
 
    Gentry looked like he’d just woken from a dream. Like he was hypnotized and was just given the wake word. “Yeah, we have to get him back to—” 
 
    “No.” Devin spat the word. “You can’t go back there.” 
 
    “We have to.” Gentry moved back around to dab at the wound on the left side of Owen’s head. “There isn’t time for anything else.” 
 
    “No,” Devin said again. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You can’t go back there, not now and not ever.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Devin looked from Travis, to Natalie, and then back to Gentry. “You have to come with me.” 
 
    Natalie looked like she was trying to form a question, but then just stared at the bearded young man. 
 
    “There’s a place, it’s not far and it’s safe. We can be there in less than an hour.” Now Devin was looking only at Gentry, his eyes wide and his voice starting to shake as he repeated himself. “You have to come with me; it’s the only way to fix all of this.” 
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    The road was narrow and the light from the day had long since dropped away. There was a soft rain that patted the windshield and tiny rivers that ran down the window near his left shoulder. The interior of the truck was cool, but not cold. It felt good, like stepping out of the shower in the fall. 
 
    Kevin leaned in toward his lap and grinned. “Hey boy, how ya doing?” 
 
    Zeus perked his ears and licked at the air. It wasn’t what he was used to, but it was something, more than an hour ago. 
 
    Kevin sat in the backseat with Zeus, running his hand over his best friend’s back and watching the trees pulling in closer to the road. He had lost track of time, as well as where they were, but he was starting to think he knew where they were headed. 
 
    “When did you leave?” Travis’s hands gripped tight to the wheel as he sat up straight, only briefly turning to Devin in the passenger seat. 
 
    Devin pulled the hood off his head and rubbed at the growth on his chin. “Like ten days ago, maybe more. I stopped counting.” 
 
    “How much further?” 
 
    “It’s about a mile, up on the left. We’re gonna come in through the back. Don’t want to set off any alarms.” 
 
    “Alarms?” 
 
    “Figure of speech.” 
 
    Kevin turned his head to the right, looked past Thomas, and squinted as he peered through the rear passenger window, the reflection from the dash messing with the optics. “You knew Gentry from before all of this?” 
 
    Devin looked back over his shoulder and then shook his head. “Not really, just who he was and that he worked for BXF. I knew his name and heard that he’d left, heard that he basically told Marcus Goodwin to go screw himself and then just walked out the front doors.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like—” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Devin interrupted, pushing his index finger into his temple. “We did meet, once. We had this really random conversation on a plane a few weeks before all this went down. He gave me his business card, said that this thing was going to be big, that I needed to be worried or something. It was the day of my grandmother’s funeral and super creepy, like he was following me or something.” 
 
    That didn’t sound right to him. Like something was left out. “So,” Kevin said, “you’ve only met him once and it was so arbitrary that you’d nearly forgotten about it, but you decided to come out here and find a man you barely remember?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Kevin’s bullshit meter was pegged. “No, to which part?” 
 
    “No, I had a reason for coming out here, for trying to find Dr. Gentry, but it had nothing to do with my uncle or running into him on that plane.” 
 
    “Your uncle?” 
 
    Devin stared through the windshield. “Marcus Goodwin.” 
 
    Kevin slid his hand from Zeus to the pistol near his right hip. “Wait, you’re Marcus Goodwin’s nephew? I think you need to explain a few things.” 
 
    “Again, my past life has nothing to do with why I’m out here.” 
 
    Kevin gripped the pistol and set it on the edge of the seat. “You’re going to need to tell us where we’re headed, who’s there, and why. No more running around in circles. We either get some answers or you get out. I’m giving you thirty seconds.” 
 
    Devin glanced back at the weapon. “Listen man, I haven’t eaten hardly anything in the last three days, and only water for the last twenty four hours. My head feels like it’s going to explode, and I was still able to get you and your friends out of that mess. The only reason you’re still here, your dog is still here, is because I left my home to go out and find Dr. Gentry. You would think that alone would afford me at least a bit of your trust.” 
 
    “I can see where you would think that, but that’s not the way things work. Not anymore, and especially not today. So either explain why you were out there and how you found us, or I’m going to have to ask you to get out.” 
 
    Devin again shook his head. He looked tired, annoyed. “Okay, again it doesn’t have anything to do with my past, nothing from before connects to anything now … well except for Gentry.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I left the city when everyone else did, but went east, away from the crowds. I spent the first few days just trying to hide. But then on like the tenth or eleventh day, while I was out looking for something to eat, I ran across a small group of survivors. They seemed to know what they were doing. They seemed to have things figured out.” 
 
    Travis turned in the driver’s seat. “Figured out?” 
 
    “I don’t know, they said they were headed somewhere specific, not like everyone else, just running from one place to the next. They asked me if I wanted to come, so I did.” 
 
    Kevin arched his back, rolled the stiffness from his shoulders. “Let’s move this forward a bit, get to the point.” 
 
    “These people had a place. They said it was secure, even back before the outbreak. There were already ten or fifteen survivors when we got there and one of the women said she knew how to stop all of this, that there was someone who had a cure. But there was a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The man’s name is Eugene Lockwood, his wife was one of the survivors.” 
 
    Kevin sat forward, his mind racing through everything from his former life. “Dr. Eugene Lockwood?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Travis looked into the mirror, eyed Kevin for a brief second. “You know what he’s talking about?” 
 
    Kevin ignored Travis’s question and tapped the back of the passenger’s seat. “Finish.” 
 
    “A few of us went out every day looking for him, places she thought he might be, his house, his old office, everywhere. And then a few weeks ago, I decided I was going to try to get to the old BXF headquarters in the city.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And, a few blocks from the building, I ran across one of Jerome Declan’s men. He was hurt. He was trying to get out, trying to get away from that monster. He told me that Lockwood was dead, but that there was someone else that could fix all of this.” 
 
    Kevin pulled his hand back and again laid the pistol near his opposite hip. “Gentry?” 
 
    “Yes, and he knew where to find him, kind of.” 
 
    “So how did you—” 
 
    Devin anticipated the question, seemed like he needed to get the rest of it out. “I tracked Declan’s men at first, but obviously didn’t have any luck. It was days before Declan showed his face outside the building. I knew something must be up and followed them to your location.” 
 
    Kevin rubbed his eyes. “Alright …” 
 
    “Alright?” Devin’s voice ticked up a notch. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Before I wasn’t sure we could trust you, now I’m not completely sure I believe you. Although, I can’t imagine a story like that being made up.” 
 
    “So,” Devin said, “I’ve told you everything, what else do you want?” 
 
    “Just one question.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Why is it that you decided—” There was something out there, something new, something that wasn’t there as they turned onto this road a few miles back. He took a quick pull in through his nose and then a second. 
 
    It smelled like smoke, it was faint but it was there, right outside the pickup. Kevin reached for the two-way radio and keyed the mic. “Lucas, you guys getting this?” 
 
    There was a short squawk from the walkie and then Lucas’s voice. “Getting what?” 
 
    In the seat next to him, Thomas turned his long body and stared at him, confusion riding across his face. “Huh?” 
 
    Into the radio Kevin said, “Smells like smoke, like it’s right here.” 
 
    Almost before Kevin finished, Lucas was back. “I don’t smell anything, but we’d better be close because Owen’s not doing too …” 
 
    As Lucas’s voice dropped away, Kevin saw what he figured had redirected the teen’s attention. “Sit tight buddy, we’ll see what this is.” 
 
    From the driver’s seat, Travis slowed the pickup and turned to Devin. “Did you do this, is this you?” 
 
    Thirty feet ahead, two men stood in the center of the road, barely visible through the light rain. They had automatic rifles pulled into their shoulders, and were shouting something not quite audible. 
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    Kevin held tight to Zeus’s collar and again leaned in close. “Stay,” he said, “That’s a good boy.” 
 
    Travis quickly looked into the mirror reached behind his seat, gripping the stock of his rifle. “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Kevin said as he lowered his window. 
 
    The man on the left, thirty yards away, continued to shout. “Shut off the engine and get the hell out of the truck.” 
 
    “Devin?” 
 
    The younger man was stiff in his seat. He sat forward and narrowed his eyes as he peered through the windshield. His hands were shaking and he looked like he was having trouble breathing. “Uh, I’m not sure.” 
 
    The man in the center of the road raised his voice. “SHUT OFF THE ENGINE. GET OUT OF THE TRUCK” 
 
    Travis slipped the rifle into the front seat and placed it between his legs. “Kevin, what are we doing here?” 
 
    And before Kevin could answer, the passenger door opened and the interior was flooded with light. Devin stepped out into the intensifying rain, closed the door, and put his hands in the air. He kept his head straight, staring at the two men before finally dropping his arms and starting forward. “Alex … Bryce?” 
 
    Travis pulled the rifle up with his right hand and reached for the door handle with his left. “I knew it, that son of a—” 
 
    “Wait,” Kevin said. “I think we might be okay.” 
 
    “Whatta ya mean?” 
 
    From the rear passenger seat, Thomas leaned into the cab and pointed. “Look … it’s … they …” 
 
    The two men ran to Devin. They lowered their weapons and sandwiched him in an embrace. When they pulled back, Devin wiped the rain away from his face, spoke quickly to the men and then turned toward the pickup. 
 
    “You’re good with this?” Travis had flipped the weapon, his left hand still on the door, and his eyes darting from the street to the rearview mirror. “I don’t like this man, not one bit.” 
 
    The men in the street were now pointing back in the opposite direction, the one on the left looking like he wanted to run. Devin again motioned back toward the pickup as the two men both began to shake their heads. 
 
    Kevin began to slide Zeus to his right. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” Travis opened his door and had slipped out before Kevin could respond. He stayed to the left of the hood and raised his rifle. 
 
    The men beside Devin matched his stance, the one on the left stepping forward. “Put it down man, you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “I need you to stay here,” Kevin said to Thomas as he slid Zeus onto the seat between them. “Stay down and make sure he does too. Got it?” 
 
    Thomas was shaking as he nodded his head. He appeared to be just as frightened of Zeus as he was of what was outside the pickup. “Okay … yes.” 
 
    Kevin ran his hand over the German Shepherd’s head and stepped out into the rain. He was at his end. For the last several weeks he’d had trouble keeping down the food he ate, hadn’t slept for more than a few hours at a time, and now the pain at the back of his head was starting to play with his vision. 
 
    He knew what this was, but was having a hard time admitting that it was back. And without Dr. Roush and his meds, things were probably going to get a whole lot worse. He wasn’t afraid of the end, not in the slightest. He just wanted to get his friends somewhere safe before he finally called it quits. 
 
    The man on the left of Devin continued to plead with Travis. “Come on man, we aren’t here to hurt you.” 
 
    “Then you drop yours.” 
 
    Kevin stepped around Travis and motioned for him to lower the rifle. “Let me do this.” 
 
    The rain was again coming down harder. It soaked through his jacket and sent a chill down his back. He was only twenty feet away, but would need to get much closer for any real back and forth to happen. 
 
    “Listen,” Kevin spoke as he walked. “We have one that’s hurt pretty badly and we need to get him some help. There is someone with us that can help, but we need to get inside. And sooner rather than later.” 
 
    The man on the right began to slowly lower his rifle and now looked from Kevin to the truck and then back. “Dr. Gentry … are you serious?” 
 
    Kevin made a show of slipping the pistol into his waistband as he continued to within ten feet of Devin and the two men. “Yes, Dr. Gentry is with us. But nothing happens until the two of you put those rifles away.” 
 
    The man on the right slipped his weapon back over his shoulder, looked past Devin, and motioned for his friend to do the same. “We need to get moving.” 
 
    The second man shot Kevin a look that said he wasn’t completely convinced, but then quickly complied. He looked to the vehicles, and then to Devin. “We can get them inside, but we’re gonna have to split up.” 
 
    Travis had grown curious and now stood alongside Kevin. “Split up?” 
 
    The man to the right, the one Devin had referred to as Alex, nodded. He looked back over his shoulder, blew out a long slow breath, and seemed to lose an inch or two. “It was Declan. His men rolled through here an hour ago. Davis confirmed it was them. They torched two vehicles and ran them through the front gate.” 
 
    Kevin was still stuck on split up. And at the moment he had only one priority. He looked to Travis and then back at the men. “We’re willing to pitch in however we can, but right now we need to get our friend somewhere safe … so Gentry can help him.” 
 
    Alex again nodded, turning to Devin. “Okay, you take them around back.” He handed over a two-way radio. “Let Davis know you’re coming, and tell him we’re gonna go check the gate, come at it from the highway, see if we can get it secured. We’ll go on foot, and it might take us a few hours, but we’ll be back before lockdown.” 
 
    And then to Kevin, Alex said, “You want to help?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, motioning to his left. “I’ll help you, but my friend Travis here, he goes in with the others.” 
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    Owen opened his eyes. He felt worse. The pain wasn’t so bad, but he was tired. More than tired. It was like the day after a heavy workout, although it was everywhere. Liked he’d worked every single muscle to complete exhaustion. Like he hadn’t eaten and was running on no sleep. The only thing that didn’t hurt were the injuries to the left side of his head and his arm. 
 
    And at the moment that scared the hell out of him. 
 
    He tried to speak, but it came out as a cough. There were lights and then they were gone. He sat in the rear seat, reclined and staring up at the tattered roof of the SUV. They slowed and started multiple times. He could hear his son and his daughter, had the sense that they were behind him. They kept their voices low and spoke in short, quick sentences. 
 
    It sounded like Lucas was behind the wheel and he could smell Natalie to his right. Although he tasted blood and his nose felt like it was packed with cotton, the sweet citrus of her perfume somehow drifted through. 
 
    In his ears, or maybe inside his head, he could hear what he imagined to be his heartbeat. It sounded deep and slow. He wondered if that was because he had been immobile for … how long, he couldn’t remember. Or if he was just slowly dying. 
 
    He didn’t have a frame of reference, never really had much of an interest in the exact process related to leaving this world. He always figured it would happen quickly, in the blink of an eye. He always thought he’d die heroically, like being shot protecting a complete stranger or defending those he loved. 
 
    Not like this, not in the back seat of a dusty fifteen-year-old sport utility vehicle. Not due to a bloody ear or an injury to his arm, no bigger than his pinky. And especially not with the world the way it was now. No, he couldn’t just drift off quietly as he sat beside the only woman he ever loved. That wasn’t him. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    “Owen?” It was Harper. She sat on the opposite side of the seat. She leaned over Natalie and smiled at him. “How are you?” Her face told him she regretted the question even as it was leaving her mouth. 
 
    Natalie turned toward him and held his hand. She motioned out through the front of the SUV and began to break down as she also regarded him with a smile. “We’re getting you help, baby.” 
 
    Owen couldn’t think of a proper response. His mind told him to say thank you, but that didn’t seem to fit, it wasn’t enough. He opened his mouth, but only managed what he thought sounded like a brief, high pitched whistle, similar to slowly releasing the air from a balloon. And he couldn’t be sure whether it came from his throat or his nose. 
 
    In the front passenger seat, Gentry gathered his pack from the floorboard. He turned in his seat and reached for the handle. “We’re here.” 
 
    A second later, the door beside him was pulled open and the man in the dark hoodie reached for his arm. Gentry had rounded the front of the SUV and now stood with Lucas and Travis. 
 
    “Okay,” the man said, “we can take him to the second floor. You’ll have everything you need.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes were heavier now. He felt like he wanted to sleep, like he no longer had a choice. “Nat?” 
 
    He was out of the SUV and again being carried. There were four of them now and although he felt like he was floating, the flare in his left armpit had returned. It still wasn’t enough to cause any real pain, but it was there. It sat behind multiple layers of confusion and fatigue, but it was there. And that made him happy. It meant that he was still alive. 
 
    But then just as quickly everything started to change. 
 
    Owen tried to take his next breath, but couldn’t remember how. The voluntary in and out seemed foreign. Felt like he was doing it for the first time, like his throat had been narrowed to the size of a straw. 
 
    He tried to swallow, but tasted more blood, felt like he was drinking it now. Where his vision had been a bit blurry, he could feel the haze turning a dark shade of grey and then drifting toward black. The sounds of the night air rushing by the side of his face slowly faded and then dropped away all together. 
 
    All that was left was a low hum and the nearly muted voices of his family and friends. 
 
    Natalie. She was there, breathing hard and holding his hand. He could feel the vibration of her voice against his right side. They were inside now, felt like he was being carried up a flight of stairs, the angle sending a wave of muted pain into the side of his head. 
 
    She was shouting, but with each word sounded further away. 
 
    “HURRY, PLEASE HURRY! WHAT’S HE DOING, WHAT’S WRONG WITH HIM?” 
 
    And then they were back on flat ground. His body was moving faster, beginning to convulse as the hands on him clamped down. 
 
    “Nat …” He spoke, but only into his own head. “I love you, tell Ava and Noah that I love them.” He felt like he was falling. Faster into the darkness. It enveloped him, pulled him in, and finally swallowed him whole. 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
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    Kevin used the light from his phone to illuminate the narrow footpath. His boots were soaked through and his feet frozen stiff more than thirty minutes before. The rain came sporadically now, harder and longer with each passing wave. 
 
    Bryce had taken the lead, with Alex close on his heels. Their pace was quick and choppy. Neither had spoken in more than ten minutes and Kevin was beginning to think they may be lost. 
 
    “You sure about this?” 
 
    Bryce laughed. “Yeah, it’s cold, I get it. But we’re almost there.” 
 
    Alex turned back, his face holding more rain than Kevin knew was possible. He looked like he was coated in Vaseline, his eyebrows and short beard reflecting the moonlight. He cupped the left side of his mouth and mimicked whispering, although his voice came out at full volume. “I think we’re lost too.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin said. “How do we convince your friend here that—” 
 
    Bryce came to a stop. He put his left hand above his head and balled his fist. “We’re here.” 
 
    Alex moved around to Bryce’s right side. Stayed on his shoulder and spoke into his ear. “Looks like the fire’s out, but there’s something over to the left … near the Buick.” 
 
    Kevin slipped his phone back into his pocket, readied the Glock 17, and crouched on the opposite side of Bryce. “What is this place?” 
 
    “Used to be a shopping mall, now we like to think it’s our home. It was abandoned well before the world went to hell, a friend of mine knew about it and knew that Dr. Lockwood had a place here, figured this might be a good place to start to rebuild.” 
 
    Kevin pulled aside a low-hanging branch and nodded toward what looked to be a pair of torched vehicles, the one on the right like a post-apocalyptic version of the first car he ever owned, a 1969 Ford Mustang. 
 
    “A damn shame.” He grinned, an attempt at lightening the mood. “We should hunt them down for that alone.” 
 
    Bryce looked in the other direction, a long narrow drive, only wide enough for two vehicles, side by side. Lined with a thick stand of elm, and only one way out, the road into the abandoned shopping mall couldn’t have been less inviting. “They’re long gone, but we knew this was coming. Let’s get this cleaned up and secured. We can add some detail when the sun comes up and we have a few more hands. For now, keep your eyes and ears open. We’ll get it done quickly and get back inside.” 
 
    As Bryce started toward the road, Kevin put his hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “Wait.” He pointed to the area between the burned vehicles and the leading edge of the gate. “Looks like there’s at least a dozen or so.” 
 
    Alex stepped away from Bryce, dropped to one knee and shouldered his rifle. He squeezed off a single round, the silencer partially covering their location in the trees. 
 
    As the round slammed into the melted tail light of the Buick, a pair of female Feeders stumbled out from between the vehicles, pulling the rest of the small crowd with them. 
 
    “Ten, eleven …” Bryce counted under his breath as they slowly ambled out away from the gate. “Twelve, thirteen, uh … fourteen?” He then turned back to Kevin. “Good eye.” 
 
    Alex looked up at Bryce, still on one knee, and then turned back to his scope. “We good?” 
 
    Bryce nodded. “Quick, and don’t hit anything else.” 
 
    The first four shots came almost at the same time. Four rounds, four headshots, four motionless Feeders. Alex then stood as Bryce backed away, and took out six more before Kevin could ask. 
 
    “He’s done this before?” 
 
    Bryce grinned. “Yeah, the dude just doesn’t miss.” 
 
    Alex dropped an empty magazine into a pocket on his backpack, pulled a fresh one from his hip and slammed it home. He quickly fired two more rounds and then paused as a pair of male Feeders dropped backward beside the Mustang. “They look like twins to you?” 
 
    Kevin shook his head, and watched as the last two Feeders moved from the left of the Buick and started toward the edge of the road. The first, a female wearing a security uniform, looked to be somewhere close to six feet tall. The male, only a single stride behind, was maybe an inch or two taller, his face still mostly intact, but it looked as though he was missing a large portion of his stomach. 
 
    As they approached, now less than twenty feet away, Kevin took a step forward and began to raise the Glock. “Is there a reason why—” 
 
    “Hold on,” Bryce said, “Watch this.” 
 
    Alex moved in closer to the road and again dropped to one knee. He slipped his eye in behind the scope and gently fingered the trigger. As if in slow motion, the round left the barrel of the automatic weapon and rocketed through the night. It entered the female’s head, straight through the center and only an inch above her brow. A fraction of a second later it exploded out the back, brain matter and skull fragments peppering the male’s face as it tore through his temple and caused his eyes to pop out of their sockets. 
 
    And without turning, Alex said, “Twofer.” 
 
    “Doesn’t count,” Bryce said. “You were supposed to say it first.” 
 
    Kevin thought he knew, but wanted to hear him say it. “Twofer?” 
 
    Bryce stayed low, moving toward the road and watching the trees further on for movement. “You know, two fer one, like when you only have to shoot once and—” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin said, “I get it. I just had to hear how you were going to try to explain it.” 
 
    Alex strode back quickly, his eyes darting from the gates to the downed Feeders, and then to the pair of torched vehicles. “Let’s get this done and get back in there. I’m starting to have a bad feeling about all of this.” 
 
    Kevin stepped out and looked down to where the road bled into the highway. The rain had slowed considerably, although he still wasn’t able to see much beyond fifty or so feet. He was now thinking that firing the weapon, as entertaining as it was to watch, may not have been the best plan. “Your guy inside, he see Declan and his men leave?” 
 
    Bryce looked to Alex, held his gaze for a moment, looked like he was going to say something to his friend, but then turned back to Kevin. “Declan wasn’t here, but his men were, and they’ve done this before. Eight days ago, and then five, and yesterday … and then tonight.” 
 
    “If you knew they were coming, couldn’t you have stopped them?” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “They got numbers on us, there’s just too many of them.” 
 
    “Wait, why didn’t you mention this before, out on the road when you stopped us?” 
 
    Bryce took in a breath through his nose, blew it out slowly. “Because Devin was with you.” 
 
    “Devin?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s the reason they did this.” 
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    Noah sat between his sister and his mother. He’d never seen anything like this, an entire mall with no one shopping. And there were other people, more names than he could remember, even a few children. He liked it here, and now just wanted to stay. 
 
    He began to smile, thought that he was happy. 
 
    But then it hit him. He remembered where he was and why. “Mom?” 
 
    Natalie was a mess of tears and distraction. She hadn’t stayed in the same spot for more than a few minutes. Asking Ava to watch her brother, attempting to stay strong for them, and acting interested in whatever the new people had to say. “Yes, Noah?” 
 
    “Is Dad going to be okay?” He’d asked her at least five times and not once had he gotten a different answer. 
 
    “Yes, he’s going to be fine.” She stood and started toward the room just like she had the last time and the time before that. 
 
    Ava clamped down on his hand and leaned into him. “She needs us to be here for her right now. I know you want Dad to be okay, and so do I, but if you have any more questions, just ask me. Let’s let Mom have a minute.” 
 
    Noah thought he knew what she meant. He could see his mother was having a hard time, but he didn’t know how to act, what to say. He thought he needed to say something, but maybe he was better off just being quiet. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No,” Ava reached for his chin and lifted his head. “It’s okay, Noah. Mom just needs us to be strong for her. She’s trying, but no one is telling her anything and she’s worried. Like I am.” She leaned in closer, looked into his eyes. “Like you are.” 
 
    Noah nodded, his eyes filling and his lower lip beginning to quiver. “Okay … I’ll be—” 
 
    The doors to the store thirty feet ahead began to open. The sign above had big letters and fancy writing. Noah thought that before, when the mall was open, that it would have lit up in blue and white. It was a mattress store and when they took his father in, he thought the beds looked comfortable, better than the one he had at home. 
 
    Dr. Gentry appeared. “Natalie …” 
 
    His mother was wiping her face and tucking her hair behind her ears when the doors opened. She had her back to the mattress store and only turned when she heard her name. “Yes?” 
 
    “I need you,” Gentry said. He was holding the door and looking back over his shoulder. “We have to hurry.” 
 
    Natalie turned back and looked at Ava. She mouthed something, but Noah didn’t understand. He though she said be good, but it was too fast. He only saw that her tears were flowing now, like when his grandfather had died. 
 
    Ava stood and faced the short man with thick grey hair. His shoulders were big and round, his belly even more so. He wore light colored jeans and a blue jacket that said maintenance across the back. And he seemed to smile more than the other people. 
 
    Noah was trying to remember the man’s name, he thought it was Martin. 
 
    “Sir,” Ava said, “Can we go downstairs?” 
 
    The man looked back toward the mattress store, and as their mother disappeared inside, his face changed. He pressed his lips together really hard and turned to the woman in the orange sweater. He looked like he didn’t know what to say, but then, “Can you, uh …” 
 
    The woman was older. Older than his mom or his dad. She looked like she was someone’s aunt or maybe grandmother, or somewhere right in between. Noah remembered her name, because she was someone very important. 
 
    Her name was Mary Lockwood. 
 
    At least that’s what Ava had said. 
 
    The woman smiled, like she was trying to help the man. She turned to Ava and gave a quick nod. “How about I give you and your brother a quick tour, get you something to eat, and then maybe you can watch a video or read a book if you’d like.” 
 
    Ava again took his hand and pulled him up. She quickly glanced back to the mattress store and then up at the woman. “Okay.” 
 
    The woman smiled big and also glanced at the doors. “We’ll let your mother know, and make sure to bring you back once they’re all done.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Mary Lockwood led them to the escalator and motioned out toward the bottom floor. “See the yellow tape and the big trash cans down there?” 
 
    Noah nodded. “Yeah?” 
 
    “We don’t go past there without at least two adults, especially at night. That’s our safe zone.” 
 
    He was going to ask, but then before he could, she continued. 
 
    “We have twelve cameras, some inside and some outside. They work on solar power, but the interior lights aren’t working in that part of the mall. We’re trying to get them fixed, but one thing at a time.” 
 
    Ava turned to her. “Okay.” 
 
    “But,” Mary said, “This place is safe, you and your family are going to be very happy here.” 
 
    Ava smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Noah had a million questions. He wanted to ask about the escalators and why they weren’t running, and if they could turn them on. He wanted to ask about the stores and what kinds of things were still left. He wanted to ask about the rooms and the beds. He wanted to ask about the parking lot and if there were any shopping carts that he could use. He wanted to ask about the food and if they had spaghetti or ice cream. 
 
    There were too many things, but mostly he just wanted to know if his dad was going to be okay. Without his dad, nothing else mattered. He wanted to ask, but thought he wouldn’t be able to tell if the nice woman in the orange sweater was lying. 
 
    So instead, he didn’t say anything. 
 
    And when the nice woman could see that he was struggling, she rested a hand on his shoulder and motioned toward the floor below. “How about we go finish the tour and get you both something to eat?” 
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    They’d walked the road to the highway and confirmed that the gate was secured and that the cameras were again functional. Kevin was beyond exhausted. His feet felt like two frozen blocks, his nose had been running for the last ten minutes, and he was sure his lower back would be a problem for at least the next week. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “what’s next?” 
 
    The sun would be up in a few hours, and he was hoping their answer would have something to do with heading inside and checking on the others. His only friend in the world was in bad shape, and now all he wanted was a bit of good news. 
 
    “Uh …” Bryce looked at Alex. “We get a confirmation from Davis yet?” 
 
    Before Alex could answer, Kevin motioned toward the two-way radio on his hip. “Any chance we could get an update on my friends?” 
 
    Alex grinned. “Give me a second.” He then pulled the walkie from his belt and turned away. “Control, how are we looking?” 
 
    There were a few seconds of just the night air and the rustling of leaves. And then static and a voice. “Can’t see much from up here, but that’s nothin’ new.” 
 
    “Yeah okay,” Alex returned. “But we’re freezing our asses off out here and our new friend wants to check on his people.” 
 
    The voice that came back was different. It was the same man, but sounded like he’d straightened. “Oh yeah, sorry man. The backyard is good and so are the gates, you boys can come on home.” 
 
    “And our new friends?” 
 
    “They’re all good.” 
 
    Alex eyed Kevin, could see that he needed more. “All of them?” 
 
    Another pause, this one twice as long. “We don’t know anything just yet, but so far no bad news. We’re all pulling for him up here.” 
 
    Alex turned to Bryce and then back to Kevin. He was looking for help, but his expression said that he knew he was on his own. “Your friend, Owen, he’ll be okay. If even half the stories about Dr. Gentry are true, you’ve got absolutely nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin said, “I hope so. We need him, his family needs him. This world needs him.” 
 
    “Alright,” Bryce stepped in, motioned out toward the horizon. “Let’s get in there, the sun’s gonna be up soon. I’d like to catch a few hours of sleep.” And then to Kevin he said, “You’ll probably want to do the same?” 
 
    “I’m alright.” 
 
    Bryce checked the gate one last time. He adjusted the foliage near the top so that it hid a camera mounted just behind the outer frame and then turned and started across the massive parking lot. “Not for nothing my friend, but I’m just gonna say it. You look like hell and although you’ve done a pretty good job hiding it, I can see that you’re either nursing an ankle or a lower back injury.” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “No worries, we’ve got pretty much anything you need inside.” 
 
    Kevin laughed in his head. If you only knew. Then said, “Is that right?” 
 
    “A few of us found an emergency room last week that hadn’t been touched. Pretty much fully stocked. We were able to bring back almost everything, even grabbed the keys to an ambulance.” 
 
    That had him thinking of his friend and everything else from the last day, and right now he wanted to think about something else. He’d prayed for Owen more times than he could recall, and now needed to focus on something else, just for a few minutes. 
 
    “You boys find this place on your own, or someone else bring you here?” 
 
    Alex looked at Bryce and shrugged. “You wanna tell him?” 
 
    “I think it’s your turn.” 
 
    Alex looked like he had just been given a gift, like it was his birthday and he couldn’t contain himself another second. He let his rifle hang from its strap and quarter-turned toward Kevin as he walked. “We didn’t find it, but we were the first ones here.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kevin feigned interest, thought it was better than the alternative. 
 
    “Yeah, we cleared the back gate first. There were three of them wandering around, so it was pretty easy. Then we walked the parking lot and the perimeter of the structure. No infected, but there was a homeless guy that ran off when he saw us, don’t know where he went.” 
 
    “I think I remember this place,” Kevin said. “It had already been abandoned, was locked down pretty tight by the city.” 
 
    Bryce looked over his shoulder. “Yes it was.” 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    Alex looked at Bryce, his confusion evident as he turned back. “Uh …” 
 
    “You said you didn’t find it, but that you were the first ones here. I’m assuming it was someone else who told you about this place,” Kevin slowed his stride and felt the need to cover his weapon, but then decided to let it play out. “And that someone is no longer with us?” 
 
    Bryce let out a stilted laugh, looked like he knew where Kevin was headed. “We’re not sure. We were told he’s dead, but we really can’t be too sure.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Alex and I shared an office space with Dr. Lockwood. He was an odd guy, and on the day this all broke out, he disappeared. He left a note and an address, told us we’d be safe here, and where to find his ex-wife.” 
 
    “His ex-wife?” 
 
    “His only request was that we get to her and bring her here. He said that we’d be safe here and that he’d return when he could. He said that he was going to save the world.” 
 
    “And?” Kevin was actually interested now. He’d heard of Eugene Lockwood and what he’d done at BXF. There was no way these men were lying. 
 
    “And,” Bryce said, “we don’t know. We found Mary Lockwood and brought her here. We did what he asked and now we’re just waiting for him to show up and save the world.” 
 
    That would be nice, Kevin thought. But in the meantime, he just wanted someone to save his friend. 
 
    The walkie on Alex’s hip chirped. “You guys still out there?” 
 
    “We’re going around section two, be there in five. Why?” 
 
    “You got someone named Kevin Rodgers with you?” 
 
    Alex turned to him. “He’s right here.” 
 
    “Okay, they want him to get to the second floor ASAP, but …” 
 
    Bryce reached for the radio, keyed the mic. “But what?” 
 
    “We’ve also got movement out by the highway again, could be nothing. But we might want to check it out.” 
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    Owen’s world was black. 
 
    No shapes, no shades, no lights, no darks, and no colors. Not even a hint. 
 
    There was no pain, no discomfort, no real sensation at all. He felt as if he were floating, like he was in a dream. He had the sense that there were others around him. They were close and he could hear their voices, but their volume and their tone was nearly identical. 
 
    “Is he breathing?” 
 
    “Yes, and without any help.” 
 
    “Is he awake?” 
 
    “Only enough that he’s functioning on his own. He can’t feel anything, and won’t remember any of this.” 
 
    Oh yes I will. Speaking into his head was odd. He heard his voice and the words as he tried to mouth them, but he sounded like the others. 
 
    “Is he going to be alright, I mean like the old Owen? Or is he going to be different, could this change him?” 
 
    “I think we got it in time.” 
 
    “So, what does he need, what’s next?” 
 
    “We have two options.” 
 
    “That many huh?” 
 
    “We can wait, let him rest, and watch. He should be fine if we can keep the swelling down and monitor the antibiotics. Or we can try what we talked about earlier.” 
 
    There was a break, at least ten seconds where no one spoke. And then, “I wish I could help, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “He’s already going to be upset by what we were doing, so as long as you can guarantee that it won’t hurt Noah, maybe we can talk about it.” 
 
    “The procedure is as safe as getting a vaccination. It’ll be over in less than thirty minutes and Noah won’t even be talking about it a few days from now.” 
 
    Owen again felt like he was fading. The voices were in and out now, their volume going from about a five to a one and then back. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Stay here, sit with him, and think it over. But really it’s a straightforward procedure. And I promise that either way, he’ll pull through.” 
 
    “Thank you Dominic.” 
 
    And then it was quiet. The sound of faint footfalls and the whoosh of a door. A loneliness he couldn’t shake and the feeling that he was being watched. Through the blackness, a glint that grew brighter by the second. It filled his eyes and gave him a warmth that wasn’t there before. 
 
    “Owen …” 
 
    Natalie placed her hand in his. He felt her lips and her breath against his face. There were so many things he wanted to say, so many ways he wanted to apologize, too many things he still wanted to do. His children, he wanted them here as well, he wanted to feel them, he wanted to listen to their voices, to see them running, and laughing, and fighting. He wanted it all, even if it would be the very last time. 
 
    “I know you can’t hear me, but I love you.” 
 
    I love you too, Nat. His voice, again only in his own head. 
 
    “You’re gonna be okay, I promise.” 
 
    He wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “I want you back, baby. More than anything else. We can’t do this without you, none of this. Please …” 
 
    His wife was strong, much stronger than he. She would be fine, even without him. But he wasn’t done. Not by a long shot. 
 
    Owen took a mental breath and then let everything else slip away. He thought only of her and focused what little strength was left in his wrecked body on tightening his grip around her hand. It felt weak, like she hadn’t noticed. He wasn’t sure if this was just part of his dream, or if he was already gone, and this was simply part of the process. 
 
    “Nat … I …” It was only two words, but they sounded different. They were his, but they were no longer only inside his head. 
 
    “Owen?” 
 
    His hand was still in hers; however, his grip was beginning to fail. He was there in the room with her, and then he was once again falling. His body was cold and he sensed that the room was closing in around him. 
 
    “Owen, baby, hold on.” Natalie was at his side, but she was moving away. He felt his hand—now empty—dropping to his side. Then the whoosh of the door and his wife’s voice, barely distinguishable through the low hum filling his head. 
 
    “Dominic, please … where’s Dr. Gentry? We need him, Owen needs him.” 
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    “He’s been sitting here all morning.” 
 
    Kevin knelt beside Zeus, his hand combing back the German Shepherd’s dense coat. He looked to Thomas, the tall young man from the street, and offered a quick grin. “He give you any trouble?” 
 
    Thomas sat beside Travis, and now looked more at ease. It had done him good to join the larger group at the abandoned mall. And although the former college athlete hadn’t slept, his belly was full and for the first time in days, he wasn’t having to watch over his shoulder. “Nah, he’s been good.” 
 
    Kevin pulled back the gauze over Zeus’s injury and kissed his forehead. “Looks good boy, you’ll be back to giving me headaches in no time.” 
 
    Lucas, Ava, and Harper had taken seats around the opposite table and spoke quietly amongst themselves. Lucas watched the upper floor as if he was waiting to be summoned. “Any word yet?” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. He kept his eyes low and avoided turning toward Ava. “Not yet.” 
 
    Lucas looked like he instantly regretted his question. He rocked in his chair, dropped his head, and let out a long sigh. But before the moment turned awkward, he slid his chair toward hers, and sat up straight. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright.” Her face said it wasn’t. Ava hadn’t spoken more than a handful of times since her brother joined her father in that old mattress store, and even now, used as few words as possible. 
 
    Kevin groaned as he slid a chair in close and pushed to stand. “Hey, your dad is gonna be fine.” The others all looked up. “He’s a tough dude, and trust me, what Gentry is doing is really no big deal. He’ll be as good as new in a few days.” 
 
    Lucas and Ava had the same look. They both smiled, but obviously for different reasons. Ava didn’t need him to reassure her, but it was nice that he tried. And Lucas appreciated that Kevin pulled the attention away from his monumentally insensitive and poorly timed question. 
 
    There were a few seconds where the group just sat in silence, the mood of the room hanging in the balance. But then Travis slid down in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “Anyone see that kitchen?’ 
 
    Kevin eased back into the chair and moved his legs aside so Zeus could lay at his feet. “If I can get my hands on that stovetop, you’re all going to get to taste the best pancakes you’ve ever had.” 
 
    Harper finally looked up, like she’d remembered something. “You obviously haven’t tried mine. A bit of cinnamon and a splash of banana extract and you’ll be begging me to make them every single morning. I can promise you that.” 
 
    Travis stared at the glass-lined ceiling, watching as the clouds began to part, and let out a stilted snicker. “I’d pay good money for even a halfway decent pancake.” He eyed Harper. “But where the hell am I supposed to find banana extract at this hour?” 
 
    The group broke into unrestrained laughter. Kevin soaked it in; he needed it. They all did. There weren’t more than a handful of times over the last several weeks when there was anything to smile about, and even less with each passing day. 
 
    “I’m going to gain fifty pounds by the end of the week.” Kevin patted his stomach and Zeus looked up. “I can’t control myself around anything related to breakfast … or lunch … or dinn—” 
 
    The group finished his thought. “Dinner.” 
 
    “Bacon,” Lucas said. “I think I’ll miss that the most. Bacon and eggs, bacon cheeseburgers, bacon bits, really anything at all with bacon. Or just a plate of bacon all by itself. I need it to be crispy though.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harper added. “None of that floppy, fat filled stuff.” 
 
    Travis continued to stare at the ceiling, watching as the day’s first light began to fill the former food court. “Yeah, turkey bacon and egg whites. Some whole grain toast and—” 
 
    Harper leaned to the right, shaking her head as she smacked Travis on the shoulder. “You have to go, get out. There will be no talk of that healthy crap around here, especially not before I eat something that’s gonna add ten pounds to my rear end.” 
 
    Kevin tried to keep a straight face. “Waffles and an entire bottle of syrup. French toast, powdered sugar, and orange juice. I could go on forever, but if we’re listing our favorites, I’ve got to go with a lean ten ounce tri tip and four eggs, over easy.” 
 
    “And caffeine,” Lucas said. “From absolutely anywhere.” 
 
    Ava had been watching the back and forth, but finally unfolded her arms and sat up in her chair. “Breakfast burritos.” 
 
    Kevin reached out and offered her a high five. He could see that she needed it. And when she responded in kind, he nodded. “Now you’re talking, but I gotta have mine with everything. Cheese, onions, peppers, steak, eggs, and a ton of hot sauce.” 
 
    Ava began to smile, but shook her head. “Ewwwww. No onions, not ever. If I become President, I’m outlawing them. And no peppers or hot sauce. But I’m definitely stuffing it full of hash browns, and scrambled eggs, and cheese. Maybe even some sour cream and … avocado.” Her voice cracked. 
 
    Ava turned away from the others and looked toward the second floor. “My dad … he had to have sour cream and avocado on his breakfast burrito. Always. He’d even go to the store just to buy those, even if we were all starving. I used to tell him that he was crazy and that it wasn’t worth it, that I didn’t like my breakfast burritos like that.” 
 
    Ava wiped at her eyes. “I told him that because he knew that I would like it, even before I tried it. He laughed the first time I ate one because he could tell, even though I made a weird face, that I thought it was the best thing I’d ever eaten.” She paused. “I just want my dad to cook for me … one more time.” 
 
    As Ava dropped her head, and again wiped her face with her sleeve, Kevin rested his hand on her shoulder. “Your dad’s going to be okay—he’s strong. We’ll get him back into that kitchen, fixing us all breakfast burritos in no time, whether he likes it or not.” 
 
    Before he was finished, Ava tilted her head and looked up toward the second floor only a second before the others. The doors to the former mattress store parted and Natalie ran to the railing. She was searching the floor below and came to a stop when she spotted Ava. 
 
    “Sweetheart, I need you to come up here, it’s your dad.” 
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    Day ninety-six... 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    “Welcome to Harbor Crest.” 
 
    The man seated in the chair six feet from his bed smiled. He was familiar, although Owen couldn’t recall from where. He was tall and good looking, had the jawline of a movie star, and the shoulder width of someone who was familiar with the weight room. He wore a black long-sleeved t-shirt, blue jeans, and dusty brown leather work boots. He looked like there was more that he wanted to say, but he appeared to be waiting for a response. 
 
    “Hello?” Owen’s voice came out thick, his throat sore, and his mouth warm. He took in a slow breath and looked around the room. It was also familiar, but again he didn’t know why. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    The man sat forward and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Give it a minute, it’ll come to you.” 
 
    Owen looked from the beds on his left and on his right, to the medical supply cart at the foot of his bed, and then to the doors. 
 
    And it hit him, but not all of it, only bits and pieces. The most horrible images coming one right after another. His wife, his children. The men in the street, a severely disfigured Jerome Declan. The weapons firing all at once. The concrete and asphalt peppering the side of the pickup. The men bound in the bed of the truck being slaughtered by their own, and the faces of his family as they watched him die. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’ve been in and out for the last few days, but …” the man paused, looking toward the doors. “You know, this would probably be easier if I brought them back in.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The man had begun to stand and walk toward the door, but then paused and shook his head. “I’m sorry, where are my manners?” The man offered his hand, waiting for Owen to remember how to use his own. “My name is Ethan Runner, it’s good to meet you … again.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “Yeah, how about we bring the others back in here and get you up to speed?” 
 
    He wanted to ask, but wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. “My wife, Natalie?” 
 
    Ethan Runner reached for the door, pushing it open as he turned to look back. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    As the man disappeared to wherever it was that he went, Owen again tried to recall the memories. He may not like what he found, but he liked surprises even less. 
 
    There was the bed of the truck and Gentry’s warning. The long ride in the backseat of Lucas’s SUV and then the last few images of the woman he loved more than anything, and the pain that was there one second and gone the next. 
 
    It was a puzzle for which he wasn’t sure he had all the pieces. He could feel his heart beating in his chest, a dull ache along the left side of his head, and a pulling in his armpit, but he was wondering if it was even real, if this was just another level of his own personal hell he had yet to explore. 
 
    Owen closed his eyes, attempting to call up an image of her face. “Nat, what is this? Where am I?” 
 
    A whoosh and then quick footsteps. “Baby?” 
 
    Owen opened his eyes, his heart skipping at the sight of her. She looked good, healthy. Her face had color and her eyes looked brighter than he remembered. She smiled big, her full lips framing her perfect teeth. He wanted to touch her, to hold her. He wanted to talk to her, hear her silky voice and swim in her beauty. And although he’d seen this woman more than a million times, it was like he was looking through a new set of eyes. 
 
    “Nat, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too baby, how do you feel? Your head, your arm?” 
 
    “Probably about as good as I look.” 
 
    Now Gentry walked through the set of double doors. He was followed by a woman. She looked serious, but kind. She was petite but looked like she could hold her own. Like she knew who she was, confident, smart, maybe someone in charge. She had shoulder length dark hair, steel blue eyes, and hands that looked strong. 
 
    “Owen,” Gentry said. “What do you remember?” 
 
    “Wow, okay, right to it huh?” 
 
    Natalie took his hand and stepped to his side. “It’s okay, he’s just—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Owen, it’s just that time is short and we’ve been through this a few times. I just need to get a read on how much of this you’re getting, how much is staying with you.” 
 
    Natalie squeezed his hand, but spoke to Gentry. “How about I go through it with him this time, let you and Emma get back to the kids?” 
 
    “Kids,” Owen said, “What about the kids?” 
 
    Gentry nodded. “Thanks, but I’d still like to observe for a few minutes. I think we’re out of the woods, but I just want to be sure.” 
 
    Natalie pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat. “Okay, if you start to feel tired, like you’re going to fall asleep, just let me know. There’s quite a bit that’s happened since last week.” 
 
    “Okay,” Owen said, “But start with the kids. I have to know that they—” 
 
    “Ava and Noah are fine, in fact better than fine.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Downstairs eating with the others. They’ve been up here every single day with you. Noah’s even been reading to you.” 
 
    “Downstairs?” He looked around the room. “What is this place?” 
 
    Gentry turned to the woman with the steel blue eyes and then back to Owen. “This is Emma Runner, you’ve met her brother.” He waited for Owen to acknowledge her and then continued. “She’s a good friend of mine, from before the outbreak, and she’s also part of the reason you’re still here. I’ll let Natalie fill you in on the rest. And I apologize for the bad timing; there are just a few things that need our immediate attention. We’ll be back in a few hours. We can go over any of the details then.” 
 
    Owen nodded, said thank you, and watched them hurry back through the doors. He didn’t care. His children were safe, he had his wife by his side, and for the moment he was still breathing. The details were just a luxury. 
 
    “So,” Natalie said, “there’s quite a bit I need to tell you, how do you want to do this?” 
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    Owen felt like he needed to get out of the bed. His body ached, but in a good way. He now sat upright, more pillows than he could count, stacked neatly behind his back and neck, and under his arms. It was comfortable, almost too comfortable. He wanted to get out of the bed, felt like he should, although the dizziness and the nausea told him that maybe he should wait. 
 
    Natalie now stood near the door. “You good with everything?” She had finished running back the last several days for him. He had a few questions, needed to get some context for a couple of the darker moments, and at one point even made a joke about missing most of his left ear, and how he may not be a very good listener anymore. 
 
    But now, he didn’t want to talk about any of that. Nothing from the past few weeks held any interest for him. All he needed to know was right here in this room, seated in a half circle and staring back at him. 
 
    Ava and Noah sat between Lucas and Harper, and they looked good. Travis and the tall man from the street, Thomas, were off to their left. Kevin sat near the door, with Zeus at his feet. And there was one he didn’t recognize. 
 
    Not completely. 
 
    The young man looked to be a few years older than Lucas, maybe twenty or so. He was clean shaven, had dark hair, dark eyes, and tanned skin. He was probably just under six feet and looked like an athlete. 
 
    Owen nodded. “Hello.” 
 
    The young man stood opposite Natalie, just inside the doors. “I’m glad you’re back.” 
 
    “Have we met? You look familiar, but I just can’t place it.” 
 
    There were snickers from his family and friends. They watched as he tried to put the pieces together, as he studied the young man’s face. 
 
    “I told you.” Kevin turned to Travis and then to the young man. “That facial hair, gets ‘em every time.” 
 
    “We’ve never officially met,” the young man said. “My name is Devin—” 
 
    “Fletcher.” Owen finished it. “And yes we have, I just wasn’t at a hundred percent when we did. And my friend is right, you look a whole lot different without the beard.” 
 
    “Better?” Devin smirked, sounded like he had a slight accent. 
 
    “Sure,” Owen said. “You look younger than I remember, but again, I wasn’t all there.” 
 
    “You look better now too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “No,” Owen said, “thank you, really. My family and my friends wouldn’t be here without you and yours. We owe you our lives and I’d personally like to make it up to you somehow. However, at the moment—” 
 
    “Not necessary. We’re as happy to have you here as you all are to be here. You know, strength in numbers. This place is nothing without the people. And having Gentry working with Emma means everything.” 
 
    Kevin could see the look on Owen’s face. He turned quickly to Natalie, and then to Devin. “I’m not sure how much detail he has just yet.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    Kevin turned in his chair, ran his hand over Zeus’s back. “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    The room went quiet, as if the others knew what was coming. 
 
    Owen pulled at the bandages on his left arm, winced as they caught on his injury. “Why we’re here?” 
 
    Kevin motioned toward Devin. “Why he came looking for us, for him.” 
 
    Owen thought back, remembered bits and pieces. “Gentry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And,” Kevin said, “long story short is that he knew that Declan and his people were also searching for Gentry. He just followed them to us.” 
 
    Owen looked to Devin. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Not very elaborate, but it ended up working out. The risk was definitely worth the reward.” 
 
    “So far,” Travis offered. 
 
    “Reward?” Owen asked. 
 
    “The details are something Dr. Gentry and Ms. Runner will have to explain, although there’s a good chance we can fix this, all of this, get the world back the way it was. It’s not going to happen overnight, but now we’re not running away from this thing—we’re going after it, head on.” 
 
    “What about this place, are we safe here?” 
 
    “As safe as anywhere we’ve found,” Devin said. “We’re hidden for the most part from the highway, tons of plant growth since the mall closed down a few years ago. Most people never even knew this place existed. Those that did probably forgot about it and wouldn’t remember how to get here anyway.” 
 
    Owen looked from Kevin, to Travis, and back to Natalie and his children. “So, this is it, we’re staying?” 
 
    Natalie bit at her upper lip. “Yes, I think so. But I still want you to talk to Dominic, Ethan, and his sister Emma. This is going to be your home as well … and this time, I want us to make the decision together.” 
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    His legs were stronger than he would have thought. He felt like he could run, well maybe jog, but he wasn’t too far off.  He was probably at about sixty-five percent, seventy-five to eighty if you got rid of the injury to his left arm and the fact that he was missing half an ear. 
 
    Owen held the frame of the door as he stepped into the small dark room and looked for a place to sit. “Hey.” 
 
    Travis moved aside and motioned for him to take a seat near a bank of computer monitors. “You look good, almost human.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but coming from you I’m not so sure I should.” Owen smiled. It was good to be out, even if he still felt a bit lightheaded and his left arm had gone numb. 
 
    The room was small, looked like it was encased in concrete. Ten feet deep and maybe fifteen feet from end to end. There was a bank of one foot square lockers along the back wall, painted an awful green and bolted to the white linoleum floor. 
 
    As Owen slumped into a brown, faux leather office chair, he scanned the oversized desk and the row of monitors. Devin sat with the man he’d briefly met earlier that morning and one other he didn’t recognize. They watched a video feed on the center monitor. It was black and white, grainy and running in slow motion. 
 
    “Owen …” The man he remembered as Ethan Runner turned back toward him for a brief second. “Just give us a moment.” 
 
    The man beside him pointed at the screen. “If they’re trying to stay hidden, they aren’t doing a very good job.” 
 
    “He’s not hiding.” Devin sat forward, leaned on the desk. “He wants us to know he’s out there, that they’re out there. He thinks he can intimidate us, get us to run or to bring Gentry out and surrender.” 
 
    The man between Devin and Ethan started to speak, but then looked back at Owen. “Sorry, I don’t think we’ve been introduced, not properly anyway. My name is Bryce, Bryce Young.” 
 
    Owen stared past him for a moment. He was watching a light colored vehicle move slowly across the screen. There was something that told him it was important, but he didn’t know why. When he finally looked up, Bryce was holding out his hand. “Oh, yeah. I apologize. I’m Owen Mercer, it’s good to meet you.” 
 
    Devin now pointed to the monitor on the right. The video feed was also in black and white and filled the screen, top to bottom. “You can see that other car came to a stop here, like they’re waiting for something. They stay for a minute or two and then just drive away. They do that like five or six times. You think they’re trying to—” 
 
    “Looks like they’re dropping people off.” Owen sat forward in the cheap office chair. “Can you zoom in on the rear windows at all?” 
 
    Ethan began to nod. “Yeah, I think you might be right, wait a minute.” He stepped around Devin and reached for the mouse. He dragged it to the monitor in the center and then turned to Bryce. “What’s beyond those trees, can you get to the fences from there?” 
 
    “That’s camera four …” Bryce looked to the side, at no one in particular, like he was trying to remember. “Uh, if you go back up the hill and then cross the …” His voice trailed off as he looked to Devin and then back to Ethan. “There’s no way, they couldn’t. It would take them like what, two, maybe three hours?” 
 
    Ethan ran the video back thirty seconds and then paused the recording. He zoomed in on the rear of the light colored vehicle just before it pulled in behind a row of head-high Manzanita. Ethan then jumped back to the first monitor and zoomed in on the same vehicle, but this time as it pulled away on the opposite side of the road. “Owen’s right, look.” 
 
    In the first video there were at least two men on the passenger side. It was grainy and the faces were blurred, but they were there. In the feed where the vehicle pulled away and left the area, the windows were dark, only the reflections of the side of the road. 
 
    Owen let his mind complete the picture. He knew what this was, but didn’t want to admit what was coming, or what that meant for his family or his friends. “Declan?” 
 
    Devin shook his head, then pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, I should have just killed him.” 
 
    “You didn’t?” 
 
    Bryce looked toward the door and then back to the center monitor. “It’s not your fault kid, we knew this was going to happen at some point.” 
 
    Owen sat forward in his chair. He couldn’t think of a question that would cover what his mind was having a hard time comprehending, at least not in a way that he thought would be constructive. All he could think to do was stare back at the center monitor and not let the voices in his head take control. 
 
    “Then what?” Travis was standing now. He had taken a step back toward the door, but eyed Ethan. “You don’t have the numbers for something like this.” 
 
    Ethan looked up from the monitor. “We don’t have the numbers, that’s what you—” 
 
    The two-way radio on the desk sparked to life. “Ethan, you seeing this?” It was a voice Owen didn’t recognize. “You got eyes on the back gates?” 
 
    Owen turned back to the monitors as did the others. 
 
    “With you guys out there, we’ve had camera six powered down to cut the drain on the solar.” Ethan quickly ran through a series of commands, the screens intermittently going black and then slowly coming back to life. “We know Declan’s back and it looks like he’s got something planned.” 
 
    The unfamiliar voice came again. “Not planned, already in progress.” 
 
    Ethan was already facing the monitor on the far left, and as the picture came into focus, he slowly began to shake his head. He let out a heavy sigh, cursed under his breath, and just stared at the black and white images that now filled the screen. 
 
    Feeders, more than Owen had ever seen grouped together in one place, pushed into the rear gates. Probably a few hundred, maybe more, maybe a whole lot more. They stood one behind the other, tightly packed from one side of the monitor to the other. 
 
    But there was something else, something Owen hadn’t noticed as his mind first attempted to make sense of what he was seeing. Beyond the crowds, and set back from the side of the road were six vehicles. They sat facing the horde, three on each side, the last, a silver electric sedan that sent a frozen barb up through his spine and into the base of his neck. 
 
    “Declan.” 
 
    Ethan had turned away from the screen and now held the walkie to the side of his mouth. “Okay,” he said. “Pull the trucks out and set up thirty feet from the gates. We’ll have Bill and Erik running cover from the towers.” 
 
    Travis had moved away and was starting toward the hall. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Get everyone down to the shop and have them stay put. I’ll meet you back in the garage.” 
 
    The voice again came through the two-way radio, it was lower and quicker than before. “What if they, uh … what if they get through the gates?” 
 
    Ethan quickly glanced back at the screen and then looked around the room. He began to nod. “That’s exactly what I’m hoping they’ll do.” 
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    Owen followed Travis out of the office, down two flights of stairs, and back to the second floor of the abandoned shopping mall. The lights were now dimmed and those who roamed the area outside the former mattress store had moved on. “I’m going out there, to help.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Travis grinned, but was shaking his head. “I don’t think so my friend.” 
 
    “I need you to get me out there, past the gates.” 
 
    Travis turned back to face him, tilting his head and narrowing his eyes. “You aren’t serious?” 
 
    Owen could see where this was going. He wanted to convince his friend of all the things running through his head, but there wasn’t time. Not if he was going to do what he should have done weeks ago. 
 
    “Is there another way to get out there?” 
 
    “No Owen, this isn’t how—” 
 
    “Where’s Kevin?” 
 
    Travis turned away. “He’s with the others.” 
 
    There was something in the way Travis now looked off in the opposite direction. He hadn’t started toward the motionless escalator, but it was apparent he was attempting to end the conversation; however, Owen sensed it wasn’t for the obvious reasons. 
 
    “I’m going either way, you can help me or you can let me do this alone. I don’t care.” 
 
    “You know I owe it to Natalie and the kids to at least give them a heads-up.” Travis paused and turned back to face him. “But I know what you need to do and why you need to do it. Trust me, I get it.” 
 
    His legs were steady, but his left arm was numb and his head still throbbed. It wasn’t ideal, but this might be his only opportunity. “So,” Owen said, “give me a gun and tell me where to go. As soon as I’m out there, you can tell whoever you want. But this ends today.” 
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    Owen pushed through the door and stepped out onto the dock. The ground was wet, shallow puddles dotting the massive asphalt lot as a pair of water tanker trucks drove away from the underground garage and sped toward the rear gates. He readied the SIG Sauer P226, clamped down with his left hand and winced as a stabbing pain shot from his forearm and slammed into the crease below his shoulder. 
 
    Come on Owen, just five minutes. 
 
    With his back to the wall, he moved quickly through the shadows afforded by the massive concrete structure. Thirty feet from the end of the dock, he paused to watch as the tankers pulled to a stop and four men climbed out. Two stayed near the doors and the others climbed the rear of the tanks and unwound the hoses. 
 
    The horde now began to spread out at the edges and turned its focus toward the men near the twin tankers. They piled in behind one another, pushing at the fences, and clawing at the gates, the sound of their low guttural moans and snapping jaws nearly drowning out the pair of diesel engines. 
 
    “Here we go.” 
 
    From his vantage, it appeared he would be hidden, at least until he reached the fences. A short two hundred yard run and then a quick—or not so quick—climb over the eight-foot chain link. It probably wasn’t the only hitch in his plan, but with his left arm at maybe sixty percent, things were about to get interesting. 
 
    To say the least. 
 
    Thirty feet from the fence, he was spotted. First by the stocky man near the rear of the first tanker—Owen thought his name was Phil—and then by a small group of Feeders who had broken off from the growing horde. 
 
    Owen slowly shook his head as the man he remembered as Phil turned to alert the driver. The man looked confused, holding his arms in the air and looking from the dock to the fence and then back to Owen. He finally lost interest and turned his attention back to the hose and the massive tanker. 
 
    At the fence, Owen tucked the weapon into his pants, lifted his right arm above his head, and jumped. He was able to get his hand over the top, but now had to deal with the row of barbed wire. 
 
    “This should be fun.” 
 
    Taking in a deep breath and trying to think about something else, anything else, Owen gripped the bar that ran along the top of the fence with his left hand and forced his right arm over the razor-sharp wire. It dug into the fabric of his coat, but so far hadn’t torn through. He pulled back, testing his weight, but then thought he may just lose his nerve. 
 
    “Three … two … one …” 
 
    Owen shifted all of his weight to his bent right arm and pushed off with his left leg, tossing it over the wire. And in one motion he released his grip on the top of the fence and allowed his momentum to carry him over the top, his right cheek catching on one of the barbs as he dropped to the other side. 
 
    Biting into the side of his mouth and forcing down the urge to shout, Owen pulled his sleeve up to his hand and placed it over the side of his face. The pain started slow, but quickly ramped. He felt the warmth of his blood starting to creep through the thin fabric, and a deep throbbing that ran from his ear to his jaw. 
 
    Back to his feet, he turned away from the fence and checked the crowd. They seemed—for the moment—to have lost his scent. But as he started into the trees, something caught his eye, a quick flash of blue and grey, from back by the docks. 
 
    A tall slender man with dark hair and baggy jeans. 
 
    The man had climbed down from the loading dock and was now jogging awkwardly in his direction. It wasn’t until the man was within fifty yards that Owen began to put the pieces together. 
 
    He was different than even a few hours before, maybe. Owen hadn’t been focused on anything but his wife, his children and their immediate safety. And even now it was hard to concentrate on what his friend was doing, putting aside the fact that Kevin looked to have aged twenty years in the last few weeks. 
 
    As his friend approached the fence, Owen glanced one last time at the crowd, shook his head, and again wiped his cheek. The blood was now darker and thicker, more than he’d expected. He was sure there were at least a few stitches in his future, and a scar that would be a constant reminder of this day. 
 
    But he didn’t mind. 
 
    Owen kept his voice low, leaning into the fence. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Kevin increased his pace over the last twenty-five yards, and then rested for a beat as he took a handful of chain link. “Making sure your wife and kids get to see you again.” 
 
    Owen stared back at his friend, his initial observation spot on. Kevin’s skin looked grey, like a pale napkin, void of all moisture. His eyes seemed to fall back into his head, the sockets brown and dry. His shoulders were slung forward and his arms looked like they were half their original size, but longer than before. 
 
    “I don’t think you should—” 
 
    Kevin interrupted as he started up the fence. He was beginning to smile. “And … I drew the short straw.” 
 
    Owen stepped back, waiting as Kevin slowly climbed down. “You don’t need to do this.” 
 
    Kevin straightened, maintaining the pained smile as he pulled a pistol from his pants. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Do you even know why I’m out here, what I’m doing, what this means?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m having trouble understanding why your memory is so bad.” 
 
    Owen turned and started walking through the trees. There was a slight incline and he didn’t like the idea of having to slow his pace. “My memory?” 
 
    Kevin was already breathing hard. “We went through this more than a few times, but you’re not getting it. Those people back there, your wife, your kids, your friends, they need you. They need you alive.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Owen said, “I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Kevin’s voice turned sour. “Looks like something else, something selfish.” 
 
    The trees were thicker here, spaced only a few feet apart in some areas. The incline was also now more aggressive, nearly vertical, they’d have to climb to the road above on their hands and knees. 
 
    “Selfish?” 
 
    “You got a better explanation?” 
 
    “I’m out here to finish this, today, now. That man should be dead, should have never been able to hurt another human. But he’s not, and it’s my fault. I’m going to put a bullet in his head and I’m not walking away until I see him take his last breath.” 
 
    Kevin got down on his hands and knees and started up the harsh embankment. “No Owen, it’s not your fault, and it’s not your job. Those people back there, the ones who took us in, they know what they’re doing. They’ve seen things that you and I couldn’t even imagine. And they don’t need you out here trying to play hero.” 
 
    “Hero, really? Are you trying to piss me off, or is that what you seriously think is happening out here?” 
 
    “You know what I think, Owen. I wouldn’t be out here if I didn’t believe in what you’re trying to do. But this isn’t the way.” 
 
    At the crest, thirty feet from the side of the road, the sound of the diesel engines were replaced by the softer, more monotone motors of a compact SUV and a pickup truck, as well as multiple male voices. They appeared to be laughing and debating the terms of a wager, one man shouting above the others that he “Would give two-to-one odds on the skinny brunette.” 
 
    Owen got to his feet, licked the blood from his lips, and spat it out onto the ground. He turned to offer his friend a hand, peering off toward the vehicles fifty feet away. “Yeah, okay. But it still doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “What doesn’t make any sense?” 
 
    “Why you’re out here.” Owen looked him over. “You look like you’ve lost like fifteen, maybe twenty pounds. I mean you look like you’re sick as a dog my friend. I think you need to—” 
 
    Kevin stepped to him and wrapped him in a hug, putting his face a few inches from Owen’s right ear. “Go take care of your family, they deserve to have you around. They need you.” And as Kevin stepped back, he placed his foot against the exposed root of a massive pine and shoved Owen in the chest. 
 
    There was a moment where Owen was weightless, where he seemed to float above the edge of the steep decline, everything around him instantly crystalizing. He could only watch as Kevin gripped the weapon in his right hand, and turned back toward the street. 
 
    He drifted backward, the heels of his boots catching first. He cartwheeled onto his left side, the anticipation of what was to come running a close second to the confusion of what his friend had just done. 
 
    Owen shouted, but again his voice was contained to his own head. NOOOOOOOO! 
 
    As he struck the ground, he pulled his legs in and tried to roll to his right. Extending his arm, Owen was able to catch himself on the base of a three foot shrub and slow his momentum, finally coming to a stop a few feet from where he had started his ascent only minutes before. 
 
    There was a moment where nothing felt real, where he laid on his back blinking through the spots in his vision. He laid still, attempting to catalog any new injuries, when his friend’s voice pulled him back to the present. 
 
    “DECLAN!” Kevin shouted. “LET’S GET THIS OVER WITH!” 
 
    Amid a flurry of unfamiliar voices coming from the roadway above, one on top of the other, Owen got to his hands and knees. He bit through the pain in his left arm and wiped the side of his face on his sleeve. He dug into the soft hillside, moving quickly between the trees, but with each second that ticked away, he felt himself falling further into the nightmare. 
 
    And now the voices were back. 
 
    They were right there waiting for him to fail, begging him to quit. Telling him that he could simply turn around and save what was left of his own miserable life, that he wasn’t responsible for this and that his friend had made the decision on his own. They told him he wasn’t to blame, and that he only needed to tell himself that it was okay. 
 
    Only it wasn’t. 
 
    “Hold on buddy, I’m on my way.” 
 
    Owen reached the roadside and saw his friend standing opposite the man he was out here to kill. Kevin’s weapon was drawn, although there were four other men, one standing directly in front of Declan. 
 
    Kevin had his gun pointed at that man, motioning the barrel to the right. “You either move aside or the first one is going through your forehead, makes no difference to me.” 
 
    Declan looked around the man and eyed Kevin. He was laughing as he turned to the others and said, “Kill him.” 
 
    Kevin fired first, but not by much more than a second. He was able to squeeze off four rounds and had adjusted his target. The two men on the left dropped before they could even line up a shot. The third, the man standing in front of Declan, was hit in the abdomen just as he fired back, striking Kevin once in the chest and once in the head. 
 
    His friend’s body went limp as he pulled the trigger a fifth time. The round clipped Declan’s left shoulder, sending him to the ground and pulling the attention of the horde away from the gates. 
 
    Owen ran to Kevin’s side. He dropped to one knee, avoided glancing at the wound, and closed his friend’s eyes. “I’m sorry … you didn’t deserve this, any of this.” Owen took in a breath, and slowly exhaled. “Rest in peace my friend.” 
 
    There was movement ahead. The man on the opposite side of the road was flat on his back and had his face turned to the side. It was the man that Owen had failed to defeat more than once. The man who threatened his family, shot his best friend, and ordered him dead. 
 
    It was the man he was here to kill. 
 
    Owen stood and watched for a moment as the crowd finally lost all interest in the abandoned shopping mall and began stumbling back out into the roadway. 
 
    He turned and walked to Declan, the anticipation growing with each step. His heart raced and his head pounded as a surge of adrenaline coursed through his wrecked body. He was shaking as he increased his pace, a mild wave of nausea twisting in his stomach. 
 
    There was a moment where the world went grey and the only sound was the light rain on the trees and the cool wind blowing across the bloodstained asphalt. And now standing over the monster he came to rid the world of, Owen felt an unusual sense of calm. The anger drifted, the anxiousness of the moment blurred, and the voices in his head were now only a whisper. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Owen stepped over one of the dead men and pointed the Sig at Declan’s face. “The rest of your people?” 
 
    Declan coughed, shaking his head. He looked better than Owen remembered, had more color in his disgusting face, and also looked like he may have gained a few pounds. His clothes seemed like they fit better and although the pain was evident, his eyes again resembled something close to human. 
 
    But not for long. 
 
    “You …” Declan paused. It appeared as though he was contemplating a response, or maybe he was just trying to gauge Owen’s intent. “You and your family won’t live long enough to—” 
 
    “Enough.” Owen raised his right leg and stepped down on Jerome Declan’s chest. There was a look in Declan’s eyes that told him he may have finally gotten through. Not completely, but just enough to put a grin on his face. “You know, it doesn’t really matter where they went.” 
 
    Declan turned his head back to the side and coughed. He opened his mouth like he was going to respond, but Owen pressed down on his sternum. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to find them. Every single person that ever helped you … and then I’m going to kill them, all of them.” 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    Owen lined up the Sig and fired a single shot. It tore a hole through the center of Declan’s face, bouncing his head off the street and sending bone fragments, flesh, and a pinkish-red spray out across the side of the road. 
 
    With a slow breath out, Owen turned and started back toward his friend. And as he dabbed at the corner of his mouth, wincing at the pain, the treeline he had walked out of only minutes before came to life. 
 
    Travis stepped out into the street and tucked away his weapon. He narrowed his eyes and pressed his finger into his temple as he took a moment to look from the dead men littering the street, to Kevin, and finally back to Owen. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Owen motioned toward Kevin. “Yeah … me too.” He paused for a beat, then looking back through the trees, finally cleared his throat. “Let’s take him home.” 
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    Day one hundred... 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Owen slid his chair away from the table and reached for her hand. “When did he know?” 
 
    Natalie looked around the lower level. And because they were mostly hidden in the shadows afforded by the second and third floors, she took his hand, but stared out toward the motionless escalator. “He had been in treatment for a few years, but said that it returned a couple of months before the outbreak. He wasn’t well before, and was declining pretty fast over the last thirty days.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he tell anyone, I mean until …” 
 
    She stared past him, but continued to hold his hand. Now both of hers were sandwiching his. “He did, he just didn’t tell you, or Travis. Maybe because he thought you might feel bad for him, or maybe because he just didn’t want you treating him any differently. He told me that he never had any siblings, that he thought of you like a brother. And he knew that he was hard on you, but I think you know why.” 
 
    Owen felt a throb in the back of his throat. For a moment, the pain radiating from the black thread in his cheek faded. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes, forcing back the tears that had already started to come. “When did you know?” 
 
    Natalie nodded. “Shortly after we got to the Foundry. He was working with Dominic, but they weren’t making any progress. They talked about a new procedure using stem cells, but it didn’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “Wait.” There was a flash from the day he collapsed out on that street. From the day he last came face to face with Jerome Declan. “Stem cells, from where?” 
 
    Natalie let her hands slide back into her lap. “You should probably talk to Gentry about it, he can explain it better than I ever could.” 
 
    “Talk to Gentry about what exactly?” 
 
    “He wasn’t able to help Kevin, but he thinks he’s found a way to end all of this.” 
 
    Owen cocked his head to the side and winced as a reminder of the last few days shot from his shoulder into his hand. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Owen, I’m serious.” 
 
    “Is that what he told you?” Owen paused for a beat. “What else did he tell you, and what does any of this have to do with our son?” 
 
    The look on Natalie’s face changed. It was a mixture of disgust and confusion. “What exactly are you asking me, where is this coming from?” 
 
    Maybe he was headed down the wrong path. Maybe he took the bait from a man he knew he could never trust. And just maybe this is exactly what that monster had planned. Owen instantly felt a wave of regret, and now needed to figure out a way to walk it back. “I don’t know anymore. I mean, I can’t think. There are just too many questions.” Owen again reached for her hand. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Natalie locked her fingers with his, but stared into her lap. “It wasn’t him and this whole thing has nothing to do with Noah. The people here are talking, but … you should just talk to Dominic.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Dominic thinks he’s found a way to end this, but it’s not ready. He and a few others were working on something months ago, before he left BXF. It would have prevented all of this, but Goodwin put a stop to it, he didn’t want anything to slow down the project.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “There were some things he discovered once we arrived here, a few new details that opened a door we didn’t know existed. That woman, Ethan’s sister, she worked with him in the past and has helped him put the last couple of pieces together.” 
 
    Voices came from the second floor. Owen turned at the sound of them. “What does that mean for us, for this place?” 
 
    Natalie chewed her lower lip. She gave a look that said she was confused, but he knew better. She was just trying to find the right words, it was something he’d seen too many times. She was good at many things, but hiding something from him wasn’t one of them. “There’s no way I could even attempt to explain it, you’ll have to get it straight from Dominic and that woman, Ms. Runner.” 
 
    Owen felt something new. It was only a flash, and something he wasn’t used to, not for a long, long time. There was a warmth, a familiarity, a hope. He wasn’t exactly sure of the why or the how, but it was there. And it felt close. 
 
    He brushed her hair away from her face, pushed it behind her ear, and made sure to look into her eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For …” Her voice faded into a whisper as she looked away. 
 
    Owen again turned. The voices had grown in volume and intensity. Like a crowd leaving a ball game, the thirty-six residents of Harbor Crest made their way to the motionless escalator and quickly descended to the first floor. 
 
    They were led by the man who saved his life. 
 
    “So,” Owen said, “it looks like we’re about to get some answers.” 
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    Owen leaned to his right and rested his chin on Natalie’s shoulder. He watched as the others began filtering in and taking seats, forming a wide arc around Ethan Runner, his sister Emma, and Dr. Dominic Gentry. 
 
    “This a regular thing?” 
 
    Natalie shrugged. She turned her face toward his and smiled. “Happened the day after we got here, but not since then.” 
 
    “Where are the kids?” 
 
    Natalie motioned toward the third level. “Look.” 
 
    Three sofas and two end tables sat on the opposite side of the railing, with six heads appearing to hover just above the tan fabric. He instantly spotted Ava and then straightening in his seat, picked out Noah. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “There’s no way those phones are still taking a charge.” 
 
    “Shhh …” Natalie also sat up in her chair, now holding her index finger over her mouth and nodding toward the trio at the center of the room. 
 
    Ethan Runner hugged his sister with one arm and then turned to face the others. He wore a charcoal grey t-shirt, light colored denim, and a pair of leather boots that looked like they’d walked through hell and back. He glanced around the room and began to smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    There were a few half-hearted responses, but mostly the group just sat and waited for whatever this was to begin. 
 
    “So,” Ethan continued, “I guess some of you are still sleeping, but that’s okay. Those of you who aren’t can fill the others in later.” 
 
    There was a short wave of nervous laughter that abruptly ended when Gentry moved to Ethan’s side. He stood with his hands behind his back, looking like he had no idea why he was there. 
 
    “First order of business.” Ethan scanned the crowd, finally landing on Owen. “Is properly welcoming our new guest ... well not really all that new, but whatever. And he’s not really even a guest, so you can pretty much disregard everything I’ve just said. I mean, you know, like you all already do anyway.” 
 
    There was laughter again, this time it was louder and sounded genuine. 
 
    “Anyhow,” Ethan said, “Owen Mercer, and his wife, and his children, and his friends are now part of our family.” He looked over the faces staring back at him. “And where we were many, we are now one.” 
 
    The group around him, the men and women he’d known for less than a week, responded with one voice. “Where we were many, we are now one.” 
 
    The group’s exuberance caught him off guard. It seemed a bit creepy at first, reminding him of a cult, or a self-help seminar, the kind of thing you’d see at a recruitment weekend for some low-end multi-level marketing company. But as he turned to look at the faces of those around him, it didn’t feel like any of those things. There was a true joy in their smiles and a look that told him that he and his friends were no longer alone in this hell. 
 
    Owen nodded and waved. “I can’t tell you how much my family and my friends appreciate all that you have done. Personally, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for this place. Maybe none of us would. So, thank you. All of you.” 
 
    Ethan held up his hand, again looking around the former food court. “We should be thanking you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Ethan motioned behind him. “We all know what you gave to get Dr. Gentry here, and that you’ve personally sacrificed more than any one person. I don’t take that lightly, none of us do. So, when we finally get this figured out, when we finally beat this thing, it’s going to be because of you.” And again motioning over his shoulder, said, “Because of them.” 
 
    Owen wasn’t sure how to respond. The whole thing seemed a bit over-the-top, but he also never liked being the center of attention. “I’m not sure I deserve all of this, but thank you all the same.” He looked to his right. “And without Devin, there’s no way my friends and I would have even made it out of the city.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “Yes, he’s one of the reasons that this place is what it is, and definitely one of the reasons we’re gonna come through all of this at some point. He’s also the most resourceful twenty-three year old I think I’ve ever met … before or after the outbreak.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “I agree” 
 
    Ethan stared straight ahead, his mouth slightly open, as if he had forgotten what he wanted to say or was trying to form his next thought. But as the moment dragged on for a bit too long and the group began to collectively shift in their seats, the mood in the former food court seemed like it was about to take a turn. 
 
    Owen sat forward and held up his left hand. “I do have a few questions.” He glanced at Gentry and then Ethan’s sister. “And I hope I’m not speaking out of turn, but I—” 
 
    “Not at all.” Emma Runner now stood beside her brother, waving Gentry forward. “There is something we’ve been waiting to share with the group, and I’m sure your questions are going to be related to some of our newer discoveries.” 
 
    There was a female voice from somewhere behind Owen. It was hoarse but low, almost to the point of a whisper. “Discoveries?” 
 
    Another voice, a male. Gravelly yet monotone. “Whatta ya mean?” 
 
    Then the hoarse woman, again but louder. “Is this about the kid, Zach?” 
 
    Now there were multiple conversations, the voices low and quick, nothing coherent. 
 
    Emma paused, rubbing the bridge of her nose as the voices faded. “There’s nothing definitive just yet, but it looks like Zach, as well as Trina, have shown symptoms consistent with a regression of the virus.” 
 
    The room went quiet. Not a sound among the thirty or so residents. 
 
    Gentry moved to Emma side. “This could mean several different things.” 
 
    Owen slid to the end of his seat. “Zach and Trina?” 
 
    Gentry took in a breath and blew it out slowly. He looked smaller, weaker than he had even minutes before. “Two children, both infected weeks ago. Zach is eight, and Trina five. They were bitten, but never turned. That’s what we’ve been working on, what they’ve been working on, even before we arrived.” 
 
    “Infected, but didn’t turn? How is that even possible?” 
 
    “Long story short is that a child’s brain functions differently than that of an adult. There are different pathways, fewer networks to make sense of what the infection is asking it to do. We are working with the pair to find a way to slow down the progression, or to block it completely. We have a few options, but just need the time to work through them all.” 
 
    Owen noticed something in the way Emma turned to look at the floor as Gentry finished. She avoided the eyes of her friends and now shifted her weight back and forth between her right and left legs. 
 
    “What is it that you’re not saying?” Owen thought he knew what it was, he just wanted to hear it for himself. 
 
    Gentry appeared to soften. He peered out over his new friends as well as those with whom he’d spent the better part of the last two months, finally turning his attention back to Owen. He looked like he was going to smile, but then didn’t. “There’s a rumor that’s going around, one that’s not productive, and has no basis in reality.” 
 
    “So,” the man behind Owen said, a hint of sarcasm rising in his voice, “our children, you’re not here to ask us to turn them into guinea pigs?” 
 
    Gentry shook his head while eyeing the man. “No, that’s not what this is about.” 
 
    “What then, why are we here?” 
 
    “We’ve isolated the specific neurons that are responsible for activating the infection, but until yesterday we hadn’t been able to locate the exact pathway the virus uses.” 
 
    The man with the gravelly voice sat forward in his chair. “That’s not what I heard.” 
 
    Before the man was even finished speaking, Ethan Runner stepped forward and rested his left hand on Gentry’s shoulder. “Yes, there is a rumor going around that we are looking to test a few of the children. That we are also looking at the possibility of using stem cells from their blood to fight the infection. And while I understand how invasive that all sounds, it simply isn’t the case. We discussed the idea and its potential, but never seriously considered moving forward.” Ethan paused to take in a breath and look around. “And now we don’t have to.” 
 
    Owen looked toward the third level and then back at Ethan. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Ethan nodded as he glanced over his shoulder. “Dr. Dominic Gentry has found a way to beat this thing.” 
 
    Before Ethan could continue, the room erupted in shouted questions and multiple side conversations. He looked back at Gentry and then his sister shaking his head. And when the group finally started to quiet, he took a measured step forward and increased the volume of his voice. “He’s created a vaccine that’s halted the symptoms in the children, and looks like it may be capable of retraining the mind of an infected adult.” 
 
    “Retraining?” Owen said. 
 
    “In short, this means that Dr. Dominic Gentry might have found a way for the human brain to ignore the commands sent from the virus.” 
 
    “Might have?” 
 
    Gentry held up his hand. He looked tired. “If this iteration of the vaccine does what it’s supposed to do, it could change everything. Now, I don’t like getting your hopes up and I’m reluctant to even say this, but it could mean a cure. It could mean an end to all of this. Another change in human history. A shift back to the way things used to be.” He paused, looking like he didn’t want to continue. “But we also have a pretty big problem.” 
 
    The man behind Owen shifted in his seat. “Problem, what problem?” 
 
    Gentry brushed the hair away from his eyes and relaxed his shoulders. “We have no way to test it.” 
 
    Owen didn’t like where this was headed. “What do you mean, why not? There are thousands of infected out there, why couldn’t we just—” 
 
    “That’s not how it works. We aren’t that far along yet, and can’t just test it at random. There are certain qualifiers that have to be met, at least until we get a stable version of the vaccine.” 
 
    Owen grinned. “How about you run that back, this time in English?” 
 
    Gentry began to twitch. It was slight, but it was there. “Bottom line, we need to test the current version of the vaccine on a subject that’s been infected for less than four to six hours. For now, there isn’t any other way.” 
 
    It came clear all at once. For everyone in the room. Although as the others let the impact take their voices, Owen was unable to keep it inside. “That’s going to be almost impossible. Right place, right time doesn’t even come close. What you’re saying is that we have to run across someone that’s just been infected and then somehow convince them to come back here to let you run tests on them, before they turn?” 
 
    Gentry nodded. “I understand that the odds aren’t in our favor, but for now it’s the only way, the only option we have.” 
 
    “Odds,” Owen said, his heart beginning to pound in his chest, “that’s needle in a haystack odds.” 
 
    Again Gentry nodded, slower this time. “Yes … that’s about right.” 
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    Day three hundred and eighty... 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Owen rolled onto his side and kissed Natalie on the neck. He held it for a second, savoring the smell of the only woman he had ever really loved. “How about a date night, tonight?” 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Dinner and a movie?” 
 
    Natalie pulled his face in close, kissed his lips, and then smiled. “You going to dress up this time?” 
 
    “Dress up?” 
 
    “The last time we,” she held up air quotes. “went out, you wore a pair of shorts and running shoes.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s right.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re getting soft?” 
 
    He knew she was kidding, but it still stung. Before the world went to hell that may have been closer to the truth; although now, he preferred to think of himself as a much different version of his old self. Owen two-point-oh. 
 
    And even though Natalie smiled and fought back the urge to laugh, her eyes said that she knew it to. “You know I’m kidding.” 
 
    He leaned in close and kissed her again. “Yeah, I—” 
 
    Over his right shoulder, the two-way radio on the end table sparked to life. “You guys getting this?” 
 
    He started to turn, but Natalie reached for his hand and pulled him back. “How about you sit this one out?” 
 
    “I have to at least see what this is.” Owen dropped to his back and grabbed the radio. He glared at the display and placed his index finger over the volume knob. “I’m sure it’s nothing, but you know I gotta check it out.” 
 
    “There are more than enough of them out there, and they can’t go anywhere until you arrive anyway. So how about you take the morning off and see where this goes.” She slowly took the radio from his hand, turned down the volume, and set it on the bed behind her. 
 
    “But …” 
 
    Natalie put her index finger over his lips. “Shhhh.” Then pushing his shoulders back into the mattress, climbed on top. “Now, isn’t this better than whatever’s out there?” 
 
    Owen looked left, glancing at the radio. It was habit, and after more than a year living this way, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the one call that needed his attention. “Uh…” 
 
    “Stop it. Stay here, with me.” 
 
    “Okay, I am.” 
 
    “No.” She dropped forward, kissed him harder this time, letting her hand drift between his legs. “I want you here. All of you, not just your body.” 
 
    He looked up at her, now eighty percent in the moment. “Yeah, yes. I am.” 
 
    She pulled off her panties and then his underwear, wrapping her hand around him and squeezing gently. “Are you?” 
 
    A rush of blood shot to his head. He felt like he needed to take a breath, but couldn’t. He reached behind her with his right hand and unhooked her bra, letting it drift to the floor. Natalie arched her back and sucked in a quick breath. 
 
    With his left hand, he reached for the radio, but looked past her. “The door?” 
 
    “It’s locked.” Natalie fumbled to get the walkie away from him, but was already too far gone. She allowed it to slip through her hand, but locked eyes with him and shook her head. “No.” Her voice was low and throaty. “Put it—” 
 
    Owen grinned as he pulled back his arm and tossed the radio into a pile of dirty clothes, the speaker offering a brief burst of static as it slipped under a black and blue flannel. “Come here.” 
 
    Natalie’s looked changed from curiosity to surprise. She licked her lips and started to slide up onto him. “I love you.” 
 
    Owen placed his left hand on her hip and his right on her shoulder. He sat forward and quickly shifted her onto her side and then her back. She let out a short squeal as he reached for her waist and pulled her to him. “You’re right, they can handle whatever it is.” 
 
    Natalie’s skin felt warm and soft. He fought to keep his hands from shaking as he moved slowly from her arms down to the curve of her hips. He helped her out of her shirt and then quickly removed his own. 
 
    Owen pushed their clothes onto the floor and then leaned in to kiss her. Her lips were wet and she tasted like strawberry lemonade. She kissed him back, hard, and with a hint of pent up aggression. 
 
    He liked it. 
 
    Almost too much. 
 
    The world faded, and with it the voices in his head. The voices he had almost forgotten were there, the voices that used to control his every thought and his every action. They were still there, but now they were buried beneath the release of endorphins that had flooded his body as well as his mind. 
 
    They made love with little care for the world beyond. It was better than it had been in as long as he could remember, connecting in a way he thought they’d forgotten how. Just the two of them, everything else falling away behind the locked door of their makeshift bedroom. 
 
    “Hey,” Owen said, struggling to catch his breath, “I love you too.” 
 
    Natalie now lay by his side, her face on his chest. She was quiet for a long time, but then glanced up at him. “Where do you go?” 
 
    “Uh, what?” 
 
    “What is it, how have you been able to shut it off? I know it can’t be easy for you, but I just wanted you to know that I can tell.” She paused to kiss him. “Whatever it was, whatever you’ve had to do, it looks like it’s working. These last few months, you just seem … I don’t know, somehow better. I don’t think I’ve seen you like this in years.” 
 
    It was faint, but they both heard it. Owen’s name came over the radio. It didn’t sound urgent, but it sounded as though he was needed. 
 
    He began to pull away, but then looked at Natalie and laid back down. “How about that date night?” 
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    There were three quick knocks at the door and then nothing. 
 
    Owen pulled Natalie’s face to his and kissed her one last time. “Must be something important, Ethan wouldn’t come all the way down here without a good reason.” 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    Natalie shifted onto her side and pulled up the sheet. “Noah?” 
 
    Owen was out of bed and had his pants on before his son could answer. “Yeah buddy?” 
 
    “Dad, they need you. Mr. Ethan told me …” His voice trailed off, sounded like he’d forgotten what he was supposed to say. “Uh …” 
 
    Owen slipped on a t-shirt, reached for a ball cap, and opened the door. His son looked at him first and then around him at Natalie. “Dad, they need you.” 
 
    “What is it?” Owen rested his hand on Noah’s shoulder and peered out over the second level of the former shopping mall. 
 
    Noah reached for his hand and tugged him away from the door. “Come on, you have to hurry.” 
 
    “Noah.” Natalie draped the blanket around herself and stood from the bed. “What’s going on, is there trouble?” 
 
    The ten year old shook his head. “I don’t know, Mr. Tom and Mr. Bryce went out to the gates. Lucas said he thinks there are some people out there.” 
 
    “People?” 
 
    “At the gates?” 
 
    Owen moved back inside, slipped on his boots, and turning toward Natalie, reached for the two-way radio. “Get ahold of Ava and call me.” He held out his hand for Noah and stepped into the hall. “We’ll find out what this is and come right back, please stay here.” 
 
    With Noah tucked behind his left arm, Owen broke into a slow jog, his head on a swivel. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ethan, Travis, Devin?” 
 
    “Uh …” Noah hesitated, looking toward the opposite end of the second floor. “I think over there.” 
 
    Owen saw it at the same time. There had to be at least two dozen people standing outside the former mattress store. He spotted Ethan at the door and a few others he didn’t recognize. A tall man with a thick dark hair stood out among the others, his voice carrying the distance. “I told you, we don’t know, we lost him a few hours ago.” 
 
    Past the escalator and moving in and out of the crowd, Owen came up behind Lucas. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Seven or eight,” Lucas said. “Four women, and three or four men. I think Emma and Gentry have one of them inside.” 
 
    “Injured?” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “Pretty badly I think.” 
 
    The man with the dark hair had moved off to the side. He continued to talk with Ethan, the volume in his voice again increasing. “Yes, I already told you.” 
 
    Owen turned to Lucas. “You and Noah stay out here. Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Owen scanned the faces of the crowd as he moved through, counting five that he could confirm he’d never seen. He came up behind the dark haired man as he eyed Ethan. “Whatta we got?” 
 
    The dark haired man turned from Ethan to Owen and then back. He looked confused, like he hadn’t slept in a week. His face was dirty, his cheeks drawn, and his eyes were circled in charcoal rings. 
 
    Ethan motioned toward the former mattress store. “You’re not going to believe this.” 
 
    The man with the dark hair stepped in front of Ethan. “Are you going to help him?” 
 
    “We’re doing what we can.” 
 
    Ethan opened the door and waited for the dark haired man and Owen to follow. He ran his hand over his face, paused a moment and then motioned toward the bed in the corner of the room. “He’s in bad shape, but he’s breathing.” 
 
    Owen shook his head, was still a step behind. “Who?” 
 
    Ethan looked to the man between them. “This is Randy. He and his friends showed up out front an hour ago.” 
 
    “Who’s in the bed?” 
 
    The dark haired man ran his hand over his face. His chest was full and he was fighting back tears. “His name is Mason Thomas. He was attacked out on the road.” 
 
    Gentry moved around the left side of the bed, giving Owen a clear view of the injured man. There was blood, but not anything that seemed to be cause for concern. His eyes were closed, although his chest rose and fell at an even cadence. His clothes were dirty and torn, covered in dried blood, but that wasn’t uncommon in this new existence. 
 
    It wasn’t until Gentry moved away from the side of the bed that the full picture came clear. From where he stood it appeared that the man had lost the ring and pinky fingers of his left hand. The wound looked fresh, thick black blood slowly running from his wrist to his elbow. It was shocking to look at, but still didn’t appear to tell the whole story. 
 
    “What happen, other than the obvious?” 
 
    Ethan didn’t respond, neither did the man he now knew as Randy. They just stared at each other waiting for Gentry to make his way over. 
 
    “Where’s the kid?” Gentry wiped his hands as he looked up at Randy. 
 
    “Sean?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gentry said, “Sean Lockwood, I need him here.” 
 
    The dark haired man started back toward the doors. “I’ll get him.” 
 
    Owen waited for the man to exit the room before turning back toward the bed and shaking his head. “What’s going on, what aren’t you saying?” 
 
    Gentry continued wiping the blood from his hands, but didn’t speak right away. When he finally looked up, he turned first to Ethan and then slowly to Owen. “We aren’t sure just yet.” 
 
    “You’re not sure, about what?” 
 
    Gentry took a step back. He glanced at the bed and then the door. “We think that man was infected earlier this morning, possibly only a few hours before we helped his friends pull him from the side of the road.” 
 
    Owen was forming his next question, although Gentry continued. “But I’m not sure we should tell the others, not just yet.” 
 
    “Tell them what exactly.” 
 
    “That man, Mason Thomas, he might be the one.” 
 
    “The one?” 
 
    Gentry paused a moment, finally resting his hand on Owen’s shoulder. “That man may end up saving what’s left of this world. He might just be your needle in the haystack.” 
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    Day five hundred... 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Owen Mercer sat in a folding chair along the edge of the east wall and stared off toward the horizon. His replacement would be along in less than ten minutes, but at the moment he was in no hurry. The purples and yellows that bled together against the early morning sky had him contemplating what the next few weeks would hold. He didn’t like having to leave his family, and Natalie liked it even less. 
 
    But this was the only way. 
 
    “Hey you.” 
 
    Her voice was quiet, morning quiet. Like she was trying not to wake the dead. He laughed at the thought. It was the same as it was yesterday and then the day before that. The same as it had been for the last three weeks. 
 
    He waited to respond until he could hear her shoes against the makeshift staircase. “You again?” 
 
    Natalie blew gently into his ear as she kissed the side of his face. “You expecting someone else?” 
 
    He looked back, but only out of the corner of his eye. “Travis, you’re early. I told you Nat would be here any minute, we have to keep this quiet.” 
 
    Natalie smacked the side of his head, stepped around him, and sat in his lap. “I knew it. The way the two of you look at one another, the long glances across the food court, it was just a matter of time.” 
 
    Owen pulled her into his chest and kissed her forehead. “You know you didn’t have to come all the way out here, I would’ve been in, in like fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She now stared off toward the same horizon. “But I wanted to be the first.” 
 
    Owen smirked, but after a few seconds he realized he had no idea why. “The first?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Don’t know what?” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Uh … I don’t think I—” 
 
    “I was right.” 
 
    “You were?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was sure you had no idea last night, even with all the hints.” 
 
    Owen scratched at the three day growth along his chin. “I’m guessing I missed an anniversary or maybe a birthday.” 
 
    Natalie sat up, turning to face him. “You really have no idea what day it is?” 
 
    “Uh, Thursday?” 
 
    “Okay, how about the date?” 
 
    He thought it was early to mid-summer, but had given up counting the days a few months back. “June … uh …” 
 
    “Close.” 
 
    He was at a total loss and could only stare back at her. 
 
    “Really, no idea?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    Natalie kissed him again. “I think you’ve probably just got a mental block on it.” 
 
    He was getting that feeling he usually got right before he realized he was in trouble. “On what?” 
 
    “The big four oh.” 
 
    “Wait … that’s today? No way.” 
 
    “Yep,” Natalie said. “You exited your thirties last night at midnight.” 
 
    “No way I’m forty.” 
 
    “Sad, but true. You feel any different?” 
 
    Owen laughed. “Not different, just kinda slow.” 
 
    “You mean no different at all?” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “So … on your birthday?” 
 
    It was in her voice. She didn’t need to say it and he didn’t need to ask. He knew what was coming, and just hoped it would go better than it did in the many scenarios he had played out in his mind over the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    “You know we have to do this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t make it any easier.” 
 
    He wanted to convince her to see it his way, but knew that wasn’t ever going to happen. “We’ll be out and back in three days. We’re only taking the cleared highways and have plenty of protection. We’ll be in more danger from sheer boredom.” 
 
    “Why is it that I don’t believe you?” 
 
    “Is that really a question?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Once we get Mason to the Berkeley campus and get everything wrapped up, we’ll radio down and let you know when we’re heading back. Easy peasy.” 
 
    “Is this really the last time?” 
 
    Owen nodded. “The former Governor from Iowa is making the trip. They’ve pulled together every available resource to make this happen.” 
 
    “And it absolutely has to happen?” 
 
    “You know we can’t keep it all to ourselves, there are people out there who need our help. Getting Mason to that school is the start of something new, a real life way to get the world back to the way it was.” 
 
    She looked off toward the morning sun once more. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Just promise me one thing.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Promise me that even though the world might someday get back to the way it used to be, that you and I won’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I like the new us. The new you, and especially the way the new you makes the new me better.” 
 
    Owen leaned back, taking her hands in his. “Better?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, our old life was good. We had everything we could possibly want, maybe even more than that. And this new world sucks, but somehow in this new world, here with you, with the kids, I feel different … better. I felt like I was just going through the motions before, like a robot with no real purpose. I took most everything for granted. But now, at the end of everything, I feel like a human again.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I know it’s dumb, probably just over-emotional, but—” 
 
    “It’s not dumb,” Owen said. “I feel the same way sometimes. I don’t like the way we have to live now, but I feel like we’ve been through the worst of it.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Owen hugged her tightly and kissed her one last time. “I do too.” 
 
    As they parted, there was the sound of footsteps again at the base of the wooden staircase. And then a voice. “Hey old man, happy birthday.” 
 
    Owen turned slightly in his chair. Travis was already halfway to the top. “How the hell did you know?” 
 
    “Everyone knows, except you I’m guessing.” 
 
    “It would appear that way.” 
 
    Travis offered Natalie a quick smile. “Hey man, your wife told us we needed to keep it quiet.” 
 
    “I’m sure she did.” 
 
    “Well, happy birthday all the same. I hear fifty is a tough one though.” 
 
    “And you’re what, a few years younger than me?” 
 
    Travis held his hand to the side of his face. “Don’t tell anyone, but we’re only three months apart.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, we can go looking for retirement homes when we get back.” 
 
    At that, Natalie looked from Owen to Travis and back. She didn’t say anything, although her eyes started to glass over and it was obvious what was coming. 
 
    Owen pulled her in again and held her. He looked to Travis and forced a smile. “The others ready?” 
 
    Travis looked out beyond the gates. “They’re coming around now.” 
 
    “Alright then.” 
 
    Travis started back down the stairs, motioning Bryce over from the loading docks. “We’re good.” 
 
    “Three days,” Owen said, staring into the eyes of the only woman he ever really loved. “It’ll be like I never even left.” 
 
    A tear slowly glided down Natalie’s cheek. “Please come back to me … to the kids … please.” 
 
    “Nat, this isn’t the life I wanted for us, but we are all still here and we’re together. I know it’s not perfect, but it will get better, one day at a time. And trust me, after all we’ve been through, there’s no way you’re getting rid of me. Not now, not two weeks from now, not ever.” 
 
    Natalie only nodded. 
 
    “I promise, seventy-two hours. And Nat … I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Owen Mercer.” 
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    Exactly ten minutes early, Emma Runner strode into the twenty-thousand square foot privately owned hanger of BXF Technologies. Sitting in silence, a pair of Gulfstream G280s waited to usher her away from the city. Moving quickly across the red and white polished concrete floor, she avoided eye contact with the pilot, now staring down at her from the cabin door. She instead moved toward the black, Italian leather sofa situated along the rear wall, dropped her bags, and reached for her phone. 
 
    Entering her pass code, she glanced back at the pilot and held up an index finger. He nodded and disappeared back into the jet. Returning to the backlit screen, she stared at the message icon and shook her head. And because her OCD would eat her alive if she dropped her phone back into her bag, she opened the app to confirm there were no new messages. “Come on Ethan.” 
 
    Before closing out her messages, she re-read the most recent and swallowed hard. Why would we need to leave tonight? Why at four in the morning, and why back to the West Coast? They’d only arrived a week earlier, and she’d just gotten used to the new time zone. However, these were questions she’d have to keep to herself. After hearing the story about the last person to interrogate the man running this company, she didn’t need another reason to continue down that path. 
 
    Running on less than two hours of sleep, she was exhausted. Even the four cups of superheated caffeine were making little headway in reviving her from last night’s client dinner. She was initially nervous to meet the businessmen from the other side of the continent, and for the first few hours, she only spoke when absolutely necessary. 
 
    .      .      . 
 
      
 
    The men were introduced as Maxwell Amador and Gerald Fienberg. All she was told was that they helped fund the new project she’d be assigned to, and that they were given only base-level information, and promised a five-hundred percent return once the end product hit the battlefield. 
 
    As the lead chemist, the investors from the East Coast demanded that she attend. And although she hadn’t completely familiarized herself with the project, the science behind the injectable was something that she believed to be at least ten years off. The men who were to invest nearly a billion dollars would be looking for specifics, although she was instructed to keep it simple—and under no circumstances was she to reveal what the true capabilities of the program were. 
 
    Coming in near the unofficial launch of Project Ares, she understood that she’d been the fourth to take on the position. However, the fate of the first three chemists, along with any indication as to who they were, was kept private. She didn’t care. This was her break, and she didn’t see fit to question the company willing to pay her twice what she was asking. 
 
    An hour prior to last night’s dinner meeting, seated in the backseat of the jet-black Rolls-Royce Phantom, she sank into the buttery, crème-colored leather. And as the man who signed her checks scrolled quickly through his phone, she awaited his instruction. 
 
    Standing nearly six feet tall, his thick salt and pepper hair, chiseled features, and lean frame lent credence to the H. Huntsman suit he’d decided on for the evening. The man seated to her left finished with the details of his message, checked the time, and then turned to her with a grin that only slightly put her at ease. “Emma Runner… do you think you’re ready for this?” 
 
    “Mr. Goodwin, I would first like to express to you my gratitude for the opportunity to—” 
 
    His slight smile began to morph into something resembling confusion. And Emma’s short sermon fell off abruptly as he shook his head. “Listen, I’m a man who has little time for anything other than forward movement. You’ve already proven worthy of this job, and this trip. There was no need to thank me or anyone else when you were initially hired and there isn’t one now.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “My name is Marcus Goodwin. Formalities can wait until we are back in that other time zone. For now, let’s focus on making sure the men who are handing over the check are satisfied with the explanation we have to offer.” 
 
    “Sure, but how exactly are we going to explain what this program is all about—I mean the physical details can be a bit complicated?” 
 
    “We aren’t.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Goodwin said. “Tonight we make sure they’re comfortable accepting that what we are doing is going to change the world. Make them believe it, make them beg me to let them invest.” 
 
    Smiling apprehensively as the car slowed, Emma turned and peered out her window, still unclear about exactly what he wanted and why she was flown across the country. “It looks like we’re here.” 
 
    Before responding, he leaned in, laid his hand on her left knee, and let it drift up her thigh. “Once this investor is secured, we’ll be completely self-regulating. No agencies to dictate the how’s and why’s. Those other contracts will be burned. And if another politician ever steps foot in our building, it’ll be for an interview. Tonight I need you to—” 
 
    His phone’s ringing sliced through the tension, and Emma drew her left leg back. Straightening in his seat, he looked at the screen and shook his head. “Daniels,” he said under his breath. “What the hell does he want?” 
 
    As the car rolled to a stop, he stayed seated, as Emma’s door was opened from the outside and she exited. Placing the phone to his ear, his door was also opened. “Daniels,” he said, “what are you still doing—” 
 
    “Yes, I’m meeting with them tonight.” 
 
    Looking down at his watch and then back through the open door, he stepped out and started for the entrance. He marched across the busy sidewalk and paused before the entrance as Emma moved inside. “No, that couldn’t be us. Trust me, there’s nothing to worry about. I don’t care what you’re hearing. And yes, they’ve been trying to reach me all afternoon. However, I have a few things to take care of. I’ll call them when I get back to the room tonight. You just head home and take care of—” 
 
    Holding the phone out away from his ear, he again checked his watch. “Yes, I’m well aware of your title. You’ve made sure of that over the last few years,” his voice intensifying, “but you need to remember that I don’t answer to you… any of you.” 
 
    Looking over his shoulder, he could see through the crowded restaurant and into the bar. The deep pockets he was there to meet had already spotted Emma and were quickly approaching. “No, I haven’t been watching the news, I’ve been out here on the other side of the country attempting to keep this thing afloat. When I get back in town at the end of next week, I’m coming up there to throw you and everyone else out of my facility.” 
 
    Staring through the floor-to-ceiling, plate-glass window as it gathered arcs of frost in each of its four corners, Goodwin could feel his heart beating in his ears. “Do what you have to, although you know who I am, and what I’m capable of. Just make sure that you and your people are gone by the time I arrive.” 
 
    Ending the call, he slid his phone into his pocket, straightened his tie, and walked into the crowded bar. 
 
    .      .      . 
 
      
 
    Having scrolled through each message twice, she paused on the final text from her mother and read it once again. Sweetheart, your father is ill, and at the moment I just want him to rest. I’m shutting off the phones and will call you in the morning. Have a safe trip, we love you. Mom and Dad. 
 
    As the door to the hanger slammed shut, Emma dropped her phone into her bag and turned toward the exit. He came through with the same exaggerated stride as earlier, although he was different. Much different. 
 
    Moving quickly to the second jet at the far end of the open air hanger, Marcus Goodwin spoke quickly to the unidentified man at his side. As Emma tossed her bag over her shoulder and started at a right angle toward the jet, he didn’t appear to notice her existence. 
 
    “Mr. Goodwin, are we—” 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her; instead, he turned to the much smaller man who trailed by at least two paces and pointed at his plane. “James, let the pilot know that we need to be in the air within five minutes. I don’t want to hear any excuses. Once airborne, I need you to gain access to the offices and make sure we're ready. The next few days are going to be interesting.” 
 
    As the smaller man moved away, Emma hurried to Goodwin’s side. “Sir, what are we doing here? Do I need to begin—” 
 
    Stopping at the stairs to the second jet, Goodwin finally turned and acknowledged her. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “We’re leaving … right?” 
 
    “Yes and no. I’m leaving in this plane and going back to the office. I’ve got a few things to take care of in the coming days, and will come for you when the time is right.” 
 
    “Wait,” Emma said. “What do you mean come for me? I thought I was leaving as well.” 
 
    “You are; however, you’re getting on that other jet and going home—to your house. I have arranged for a private security team to stay with you until I’m able to bring you to a safe place. I don’t have time to go through everything right now, although I want you to—” 
 
    “Safe place?” Emma’s mouth went dry and as her knees began to falter, she questioned the cause. Was it from the punishing exhaustion brought on by her lack of sleep, or this new look of desperation poisoning Goodwin’s expression? She was willing to bet every penny she’d earned over the last year that it was the former. The man standing less than two feet away had little use for such emotion. 
 
    Pulling out his phone as it again interrupted their conversation, Goodwin peered into the display and continued. “You haven’t seen the news tonight?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “I’ll have someone brief you on your flight back to Los Angeles. Just get home and stay put; I’ll be in contact.” Goodwin turned and quickly made his way into the plane, the door closing behind him. 
 
    Walking back to the idling jet reserved only for her, Emma withdrew her phone, keyed in her four character pass code and began checking her social media feed.  Now stopped at the foot of the steps, she leaned into the railing and tried to ignore the icy tendrils climbing up her spine. “What. The. Hell?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 


   
 
    Early winter, approaching sunset… 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Standing with his back to the wall, Ethan Runner wasn’t yet ready to end his best friend’s life. 
 
    The weapon hung loosely in his left hand. It was heavier than he remembered and now felt a bit awkward. Turning to the others, he said, “I can’t do this.” 
 
    No one said a word. Avoiding his gaze, the others had already made up their minds. They were done negotiating. 
 
    Shaking his head, he slowly raised the nine millimeter and placed it against David’s temple. He’d run out of excuses for not doing what these people had demanded and the decision was no longer his to make. The four remaining survivors backed tightly into the rear of the vault had to take priority, and his best friend—were he still able—would have agreed. 
 
    Scanning the room, every expectant eye now focused elsewhere—the group had spoken. They not only wanted him to end what was left of his friend’s life, they were also asking that Ethan do it now, before it was too late. Some were scared and a few had just run out of patience. The group already made it extremely clear how they felt, and given the fact that this was for the most part his idea, he had a hard time disagreeing. 
 
    Back to his friend, he stepped to the left and again checked the restraint. A five-foot section of audio cable tied around David’s wrists didn’t offer much in the way of security. He knew that. If what was happening out in the streets were to take hold of his friend, there would be little he or anyone else could do to stop what was coming. 
 
    “Do it! You know what’s happening to him—just do it. You’re putting everyone at risk.” The outspoken drifter was finally putting a voice to what the group wanted to say. 
 
    Ethan didn’t respond. 
 
    “Give me the gun, I’ll do it.” Mr. Outspoken, again living up to his moniker, couldn’t seem to keep his mouth shut. Placing him at just shy of forty years old, his overly muscled frame and a month’s worth of facial hair fit his exaggerated personality perfectly. Since entering the vault behind the two bank employees and pulling the door shut, he had yet to let up. 
 
    Ethan turned to the casually dressed man as his friend began to pull away. “Last time, keep quiet! You’re the reason we’re stuck in here. I’m not going to ask you again.” 
 
    “Oh yeah I forgot, you’re the big shot with the uniform and the badge. So tell me, what’s your plan—huh?” 
 
    Ethan began to answer, but was cut short as the man continued. “You do realize that I just followed you and the others in here. And with those—those things outside the door, you’re all real lucky I even thought to shut it behind us. If I hadn’t, you’d all be dead or worse,” Mr. Outspoken said, pointing at David. “You’d be just like him.” 
 
    Turning away, he again focused on his friend. Sliding the pistol to David’s forehead, he dropped to one knee, grabbed the back of his head, and pulled him in tight. “You don’t deserve this. It should’ve been me.” Ethan leaned in and placed his mouth just outside his friend’s bloodstained ear. “I will get to Carly. I will get her somewhere safe. I promise you that.” 
 
    His friend’s body began to go rigid. Ethan felt David beginning to struggle. Leaning away and starting to stand, what little remained of his friend was now gone. The wounds along his right triceps oozed a yellowish-orange fluid that leaked out into the pool of coagulated blood surrounding their feet. 
 
    Peering into David’s eyes, they were nearly unrecognizable as human. His once sapphire-blue eyes had faded into something just shy of translucent and were now obscured by a milky white haze. What lay behind the thick film was no longer the man with whom Ethan had spent the better part of his life. The fragments of his friend that still remained were quickly losing the battle with what had taken hold. 
 
    Beginning to growl, the beast now inching toward Ethan wore his friend’s face, but most certainly was not him. Tugging at his makeshift restraints, the thing that David had become fought to free itself as the group collectively took a step back. Twisting against the weakened audio cable, his left arm, the less injured of the two, gave way. 
 
    The ensuing sound of bone on bone reverberated through the cramped vault. However, the realization that his friend had just broken his own arm in an attempt to free himself hung in the air with a bit more weight. What appeared to put an exclamation on the moment was the fact that David hadn’t even flinched. Not in the slightest. He didn’t look at the injury and only stared across the room at the five unbelieving individuals. 
 
    Turning from the others as he again raised the weapon, Ethan heard their gasps only just before he realized his friend was loose. With his hands now free, David shot forward as if out of a cannon. He slammed face-first into Ethan’s chest, sending both men to the blood-soaked concrete floor, and Ethan’s nine millimeter sliding into the corner. 
 
    Shielding himself from David’s snapping jaws, Ethan drew his legs back into his chest and kicked straight up. He drove what used to be his friend’s body back into the row of safety deposit boxes and twisted right in hopes of retrieving the weapon he’d just dropped. No luck—the only thing in his inverted field of view were the men and women now scrambling to either side. 
 
    As Ethan slid up and onto his knees, scanning the vault for his weapon, David shot forward yet again. Reflexively turning away, Ethan held out his right hand, attempting to deflect the initial blow. He expected to be hit dead on and assumed that shortly following the collision he’d be flat on his back yet again. He envisioned his own demise, his friend tearing him apart without even the most remote chance of defending himself. This is where his life would end. 
 
    Clenching his jaw, he twisted to the right as David lunged forward yet again. The two bodies slammed into one another like wet bags of sand, sending Ethan back and into the bottom row of safety deposit boxes, the top of his head making contact first. Blinking through the pain, he attempted to draw in a deep breath and failed. This was it. 
 
    As his friend climbed on top and inched his way toward Ethan’s face, his vision began to fade. Next, the low buzz in his ears told him that unconsciousness was not far off and if he hoped to walk out of the bank alive, he had to take some sort of action, only his arms were pinned to the floor below. 
 
    With David clawing his way up onto his chest, Ethan was only able to get glimpses of the battle he was losing. In between the shouts and screams, his mind waded in the shadows until it finally gave up. The last image to flash through his narrowed field of vision was the nine millimeter he’d held to his friend’s head only moments before, and the glint of the barrel. 
 
      
 
    Continue with the story here… 
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    No one knew how or where it all began. There were only rumors at first, spreading from one city to another. The infection took hold quickly. Many that became victims of the first wave were caught off guard by the unusual behavior of those infected. Millions perished with each day that passed and the number of survivors continued to dwindle as they desperately searched for places free of this hell. 
 
    The devastation was almost immediate. Law enforcement fell, utilities powered down and civilization was shattered within the first few weeks. With no structure left in the world, the few remaining sought to band together to fight and survive in this new existence. 
 
    They had no other choice … 
 
    Mason looked out over the floor in between sets and was somewhat caught off guard, and also a little amused as one of his favorite songs from high school started up through his headphones. He hadn’t heard this for quite some time and figured his phone must be cycling through the deep reaches of his enormous playlist. 
 
    Just as the chorus set in, the music muted, signaling a call was coming through. Mason pulled the phone from his pocket to check who was calling. “April,” he said aloud. He figured there must be something else she needed to harass him about and he wasn’t going to ruin another workout just to satisfy her need to belittle him. He hit decline and lay back on the floor for another set of crunches. 
 
    Mason ran through his next set like a man on fire and lost all focus on the world around him. He often used his outside frustrations to fuel his high intensity workouts in the gym. This proved to be an effective tool in that he was able to push off his problems and at the same time get into top shape. The downside to all this was that his workouts, coupled with the time spent training clients, fueled the fire that resulted in his and April’s separation three months ago. 
 
    Rolling forward and standing from his final set, Mason was surprised to see the weight room almost empty. He turned and noticed at least thirty people gathered outside the owner’s office and as he got closer, he saw there was at least half that amount inside the office. 
 
    They seemed to be intently debating something as others hurried out the front exits of the gym and were headed for their cars. Mason asked one of the female on-lookers what was happening and just as she began to answer, his phone started to buzz, indicating he was getting a text message. 
 
    Again it was April. 
 
    Looking back at the woman standing directly in front of him, now appearing irritated, Mason said, “I apologize, what did you say?” 
 
    “The old folks home,” she said. 
 
    “Yes?” Mason followed. 
 
    “They’re killing each other … LOOK!” 
 
    Mason pushed his way through the diminishing crowd inside the office to get a glimpse of the television now directly in front of him. 
 
    The reporter standing in the hallway was in the middle of his report when he was overtaken by what appeared to be three individuals, all of whom were at least eighty years old. 
 
    Someone in the crowd said, “I am not sure what the hell they’re taking, but I want some. Damn, I have never seen people that age move so fast.” 
 
    The news station cut away just as the threesome overtook the reporter. The footage was disturbing in that it appeared as though they were not just attacking the reporter, but trying to devour him. The first crazed senior appeared to bite the reporter on the neck or face and just as they cut away it looked as though the others had the same intention. 
 
    The station went to a commercial and Tom the owner switched to another station covering a mysterious virus plaguing an emergency room with the same sort of crazy behavior; this time it wasn’t senior citizens. The cameraperson appeared to be running from the hospital and dropped the camera just as he was trapped on all sides by the angry horde. 
 
    Mason looked over at Tom and watched as the remaining members either headed toward the doors or to the locker room, fearing the unknown. Tom stared at the screen a minute longer watching as the cameraman was torn to shreds by nothing more than the hands and mouths of the rabid individuals. 
 
    “Tom!” 
 
    “Yeah, what?” Tom said as though coming out of a fog. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” 
 
    “How on earth would I know? It’s on every damn station though… check it out.” 
 
    As Tom flipped from one station to the next, every station—even the local cable channels—had coverage of these bizarre events taking place. Some of the network channels had started to go dark and this appeared to concern Tom. 
 
    “Mason, I’m closing up for the day. I need to get home; my wife is probably flipping out. I’m surprised she hasn’t called yet. If you want to stay you can lock up, otherwise let’s go.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Mason said. “I’m going to grab my bag and I’ll just be a few minutes behind you.” 
 
    Heading back toward the locker room, Mason turned and looked as Tom reached the front door. 
 
    “Tom, take care, I’ll call you later.” 
 
    Mason pulled the phone from his pocket and looked down remembering he had put April on ignore. “Great,” he said. 
 
    Opening April’s text, it read: Check the news, I am really scared – PLEASE CALL ME!!! 
 
    Mason sat in front of his locker and dialed April. Being the only remaining soul inside the gym felt a little creepy and not just because of the earlier images he had seen on the news. He always hated being here alone, especially when it was dead silent, and being here mid-afternoon with the place empty was just weird. 
 
    “Mason!” April answered on the forth ring. 
 
    “I’m just leaving the gym now,” Mason said. 
 
    “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Home… why?” 
 
    “Can you come here?” April asked. “I’m really scared and I need you.” 
 
    “Where is Justin?” Mason asked. 
 
    “He’s in school; I just checked out the window and everything is quiet.” 
 
    Mason had never heard April this worried. He figured he would try to set her mind at ease. “I’m on my way to your place. Stay put and I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I will,” April said, sounding a little less stressed. 
 
    “Mason?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I just spoke to my Dad.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what did HE have to say about this?” 
 
    “He didn’t say very much, although he made me promise him that we would get out of the city. TODAY!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
    April hung up the phone and walked to the oversized bay window in her master bedroom. The home she had purchased eight years ago with Mason was supposed to be her dream home. Instead, it now reminded her of how hard she had been on him and how much she had let her father influence those bad times. 
 
    Thinking back to the better memories they shared, she remembered that they had decided on this home in particular because it overlooked not only the elementary, but also the middle and high schools. She persuaded Mason that if they stuck to the budget she outlined, they could literally watch their son grow from kindergarten to high school. She was sure her being overprotective did nothing to help their marriage. Mason would constantly let her know she needed to “loosen the reigns,” especially since Justin was only a few months shy of his fourteenth birthday. 
 
    She desperately hoped Mason would arrive soon as she was freaked out after watching the news all day and talking to dear old dad. 
 
    “I guess we were spared,” April said aloud as she looked out the window surveying both campuses, half trying to convince herself that she had nothing to worry about. No frantic people running around; in fact, the area seemed overly calm. 
 
    April made her way downstairs and into the kitchen just as the phone rang. She was sure it was Mason with some sort of an update, although upon checking the caller ID she noticed the call was coming from Justin’s cell. 
 
    “Hello?” she quickly answered, trying to sounds as if she had not a care in the world. 
 
    “Mom, something weird is happening.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “All the teachers and staff were called to an emergency meeting and they haven’t been back to the classrooms. It’s been almost an hour now.” 
 
    “Where are you?” April said. 
 
    “I walked out into the gym because the rest of the school is too loud. The other students are kind of just running around the halls. Mom, some of my friends are saying that there is a war that was started.” 
 
    “Justin, I think they’re just trying to scare you.” 
 
    “Well, what IS going on? Why are all the teachers gone? Why haven’t they come back?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing. Just go back to the—” 
 
    “Mom they’re coming back, I gotta go.” 
 
    April set the phone down and leaned back against the counter. She wanted Justin home and had to talk herself out of walking across the street to get him. She knew it would embarrass him and probably her as well. 
 
    April decided she would head back to the bedroom and sit at the window and watch, that way she could ease her mind and at the same time she would be ready to move if anything changed. 
 
    Even before she reached the window, April could see both parking lots start to fill with cars. Knowing there were no performances going on at the middle school today, she knew what was happening. 
 
    These parents were just as alarmed at the events of the day as she was; they were just less concerned with what the other parents thought of them. 
 
    “Screw it.” Deciding she didn’t care either, she dialed Mason again to let him know she was headed to the school to bring Justin home. She figured he could help her pack a few things and as soon as Mason arrived she would try to convince him that her father had some insight and they should heed his warning and head out of town. 
 
    Mason’s phone went to voicemail once again. April typically would have just hung up, although she wanted him to know where she was if he got here before she got back. 
 
    “Mason, it’s me, there is some weird stuff going on over at the school. I’m going over to bring Justin home. If you get here before I get back, the front door will be unlocked…Please hurry.” 
 
     Before heading out, April grabbed the television remote and powered it up. She promised herself earlier that she would not watch any more coverage; however, she wanted to be sure there wasn’t any new information. 
 
    Most of the network stations were now off the air. April flipped through the last of the local stations and came upon a disturbing feed that was playing on a loop showing a crowd of deranged people stampeding two middle aged women trying to get into the grocery store. She had to turn away and instantly hit the off button before she witnessed another second. 
 
    “What in the world is happening?” 
 
      
 
    Continue with the story here… 
 
    


 
   
  
 





   
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeff Olah is the author and creator of the best-selling series The Dead Years, The Last Outbreak, and The Next World. He writes for all those readers who love good post-apocalyptic, supernatural horror, and dystopian/science fiction. 
 
      
 
    His thirst for detailed story lines and shocking plot twists has been fueled over the years by stories from Cormac McCarthy, Ray Bradbury, and Stephen King. He also has a difficult time tearing himself away from character-driven dramas like The Walking Dead, Breaking Bad, and LOST. 
 
      
 
    Jeff is addicted to reading, writing, and lifting weights. He lives in Southern California with his wife, daughter, and seven-year-old Chihuahua. 
 
      
 
    Connect with Jeff: 
 
    JeffOlah.com 
 
    Facebook.com/JeffOlah 
 
    JeffOlah.com/Newsletter 
 
    
       
 
   
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
THE NEXT WORLD

1{3) \ JRGH






images/00002.jpeg
rrrrrrrrrrrrrrr
uuuuuuu





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
THE DEAD YEARS
nnnnnnn

i\ mr

THDECHN

JEFF OLAH






