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Preface



Although Dentonville, Pennsylvania, and its institutions are purely fictional, certain other real towns, cities, and institutions are used in this novel. However, the author has taken occasional liberties for the story's sake, and versions within these pages are purely fictional.

Thank you in advance for understanding an author’s creative license.


Prologue




Brown’s Cafe

Bowers Township

Washington County, Pennsylvania

Day 8

“Lower your voice, Ivan.” Wendall Hepworth, chairman of the Board of Supervisors, slammed his gavel against the table. “We will maintain order during these proceedings, or I will have you removed!”

Ivan leaned forward and gripped the restaurant hostess stand they were using as a makeshift podium. “Just try it! You can’t have me removed. This is my restaurant.”

Wendall glared back at the man, wondering why he and the other two Bowers Township board members had agreed to hold their meeting at the eatery instead of at the municipal center complex. The argument had been that since the citizens lacked the transportation to reach the complex, it was only fair to hold the meeting closer to the most populated section of the township—near the two subdivisions.

“Sit down, Ivan, and let the board address your concerns in an orderly fashion,” Vice Chair Toby Derenowski said.

“What about my concerns?” a resident at the back of the room shouted.

“And mine,” a woman in the middle row yelled.

Wendall banged the gavel once more. “We’ll get to them, but you have to be on the list of speakers to present them to the board. For those of you who are, I must remind you of the two-minute rule. This is all the time you have to state your business. Or we’ll be here all day.”

Ivan cleared his throat. “As I was saying before you cut me off, it’s been eight days since the lights went out, and we’re seeing more and more strangers flooding into our neighborhoods. In that time, there has been a sixty percent increase in crime, mostly home burglary, and a forty percent increase in violent crime, such as robbery and assaults. We’ve even had two murders. Before the EMP, nothing of this sort had happened in Bowers Township in twenty years. Something has to be done to stop outsiders from wandering our streets and sleeping on our sidewalks.”

“Sidewalks?” someone in the back shouted. “You’re having a laugh. The only sidewalks in the township are out in front of your rundown strip mall.”

“Okay! Okay!” Wendall said. “The board understands your concerns, Ivan. We’ve addressed it with the lieutenant, but he and the other troopers have their hands full. They’re hindered by the lack of transportation and communication, just like we are. Three troopers aren’t able to police the entire region under these circumstances.”

“So you’re saying we’re on our own?” Ivan asked.

“The board and I have discussed the issue, and we feel that we should set up a committee to address public safety. We’re proposing some sort of citizen patrols, but we’d like your input. If you’re keen to help, Sally has a form for you to fill out to apply to the committee. We will appoint members at our next meeting.”

“And when will that be?” Ivan asked.

“Tomorrow. We can’t afford to wait on this,” Wendall said.

He glanced down at the handwritten list of speakers and sighed as he read Evelyn Ponter’s name. “Evelyn, you’re next. Two minutes.”

The sixty-eight-year-old widow practically ran to the podium after Ivan took his seat in the audience again. She slapped down a stack of papers and then cleared her throat. “I’m here to address a zoning issue.”

“Zoning issue?” a man in the front groaned. “I think we got bigger issues to deal with than someone’s concern about whether their neighbor is keeping chickens or something equally silly.”

“I wish my next-door neighbor was keeping too many chickens. It’d be preferable to the fourteen family members they allowed to move into their two thousand square foot home. They have nineteen people living there. And the neighbor across the street has ten. The garbage is piling up at the curb, the whole subdivision smells of raw sewage, and we have people opening their homes to out-of-towners from Pittsburgh and other places—they’re using up all our resources. I had to wait in line for four hours to get water and then was told I was only allowed three gallons.”

A man near the back stood. “You live alone, Evelyn.”

“She’s right!” A young mother near the front called. “Something has to be done. This community can’t support the addition of so many people. We’re all going to get sick and starve at this rate!”

Ivan stood. “We have ordinances on the books for occupancy. Enforce them, Wendall!”

“Such as?” Evelyn asked, turning to face him.

“We’re zoned as single-family residences. There’s a limit to how many people can live in one household. It’s based upon square footage and the number of bedrooms,” Ivan said.

A man near the door raised his hand. “What about the folks zoned agricultural? Oscar Meecham has over twenty people staying at his farm; not all of them are family, either.”

“Jim and Jane Rostrum moved their ranch hand and his family in at their place. They got like six kids or something,” another man said.

“Raul and Maria have five kids. The other child is Jane’s grandson,” Toby said.

“What about that homeless girl?” the man asked. “She ain’t their kin.”

A broad-shouldered man jumped to his feet. “I have family staying with me. I don’t want someone coming in and telling me who I can have living in the house I paid for. They’re my kids and grandkids, and no one is kicking them out.”

“Yeah!” several people shouted.

Wendall sighed. “It’s on the books. We have to enforce the ordinances as written or vote to change them.”

“I vote to change them, then,” the broad-shouldered man said through gritted teeth.

“We’ll have to have a working meeting to discuss it with the zoning committee. They’ll need to draft a proposed ordinance and then go through the entire process. It could take two months to reach a vote.”

“Two months!” the man said. “Have you forgotten the EMP? That’s ridiculous.”

“In the meantime, we’re going to have to address the violations one by one,” Wendall continued.

Wendall pondered the overpopulation issue as the meeting progressed to another topic. Just that morning, he’d received a complaint from a wealthy business owner about a large group moving into Byers Mansion. The business owner was also concerned about the drain on resources, namely fish and wild game. He said he’d heard multiple gunshots near that survival school compound, and when he and his kids went to investigate, they were in an all-out war with someone. Wendall wasn’t sure how, but they needed to devise a way of limiting the number of people migrating to the area.

“You should go have a conversation with Oscar’s brother, Hugh. He’s erected barricades to limit traffic out their way. That might be something the township should consider going forward,” Toby said.

“That’s well and good, but I oppose him blocking us from freely moving within the township,” Wendall said.

“But we may need the use of his equipment to install our own roadblocks, Wendall, so I suggest you play nice with him until we get them erected.”


ONE
Serenity Jones




Route 88

Washington County, Pennsylvania

Day 10

Regret gnawed at Serenity Jones as she stood atop the rusty railroad bridge that arched over Route 88 near Finleyville, Pennsylvania. The creaky old bridge had huge gaps between the wooden ties, and with no railings to hold on to, every gust of wind felt like a violent shove, threatening to send her plummeting to the pedestrian-crowded road below.

She was now questioning her decision to follow Ruben Thomas’s advice to take the railroad tracks as she traveled north in her search for her brother, Jacob. The former cop had used one of Jane’s highlighters to trace the path on the map he’d given her. He’d assumed the tracks would be less traveled and safer. But he’d obviously never had to cross one of these bridges.

Serenity turned her gaze southward. It wasn’t too late to turn back to the equestrian center. Jane Rostrum had offered to let her stay, and it would thrill Finn if she returned. Her gaze drifted northward along the highway, where she caught sight of a family of five walking south. The parents each held the hand of a small child with one hand and a rolling suitcase with the other. The mother carried an infant in a carrier on her back, while the father toted an oversized backpack similar to the ones hikers wore. As they passed under the railroad bridge below her, they didn’t seem to notice she was there.

“When are we going to eat breakfast, Daddy?” the little girl asked. Her voice was almost pleading.

“We ate already, sweet pea,” the father said.

“No, we didn’t. All we had was a fortune cookie. I’m still hungry,” the girl whined.

“Me, too. I’m so hungry, Mommy,” the boy said, tugging on his mother’s arm.

The scene was heartbreaking. Serenity knew true hunger. She’d experienced what the social workers had called “food insecurity” most of her life growing up. Her mom, Sadie, would either spend all their grocery budget on booze and drugs, or she’d be too drunk and high to remember to feed Serenity and her brother. The issue was resolved when Serenity grew taller and could open the refrigerator. She learned to cook ramen noodles when she was just five years old. They practically lived on them for a year. Sadie got them from the local food pantry.

When Serenity was six years old, she walked there by herself and tried to pick up food for her and Jacob, but the workers called the cops instead, and the attending officer notified the social workers. Sadie got in trouble, and Serenity and Jacob had to go live with their aunt for a while—like that was any better. Serenity was placed with her mother’s sister again after Keith’s parents died, but she didn’t stick around for long. Veronica, her aunt, had the same issue as her mother and made even worse choices in men.

Serenity watched the family unit until they disappeared over the rise. Her thoughts were still on her brother. He’d said things were good for him at his dad’s house. His stepmom cooked him a large breakfast every day before school, packed him a huge lunch, and they all sat down to a tasty dinner every night. Jacob seemingly had the perfect home: two parents, enough food, clean clothes, and lots of toys. She’d been so happy for him but sad at the same time. She assumed he would completely forget about her with his amazing new life.

A tremendous gust of wind sent leaves and dead grass blowing across the road below and threatened to toss her from the bridge. Nonetheless, Serenity took a tentative step onto the next railroad tie and glanced north toward Finleyville, Pennsylvania. If she took Route 88 north, she’d reach the town in less than two miles. Beyond that, she’d have to navigate through South Park Township, then through increasingly more populated regions all the way to Whitaker, Pennsylvania. More people equated to more danger, especially now. Given the circumstances, Ruben’s advice was correct. The isolation of the tracks, away from the chaos that crowded places might present, would keep her safer.

Before another gust of wind could knock her off the bridge, Serenity hurried to the other side. With a huge sigh of relief, she threw her shoulders back and continued walking the tracks. She estimated that she’d arrive in Whitaker sometime after dark. Serenity hadn’t gotten the early start she’d wanted. After announcing her intention to leave, she’d had to wait until Jane finished outfitting her for the trip. Her pack was much too heavy now, and so were her pockets, where she carried four extra magazines for the Glock 19 she’d acquired from Rafe, along with extra matches, some homemade deer jerky, and an extra flashlight. All that was in addition to the tarps, ropes, fire starters, water purification tablets, a filter, other supplies, food, and water. All of which she appreciated but wasn’t sure she’d need.

Serenity had no clue what was going to happen when she finally found Jacob. Would his new folks freak out at seeing her at their doorstep? She didn’t know, but she was going to try and talk them into heading back to Washington County with her. The idea was to squat on one of those scorched farms near Jane and Finn’s place, fix up whatever was left of a house and some barns, and get their hands dirty farming. Hugh, Cody, and the rest of the crew could show them the ropes. Serenity just had this gut feeling that she, Jacob, and his new family could make a decent go of it there. She was betting on it, actually.

The next bridge crossed over a road that gave her a view of the turnpike and the mass migration of refugees who were all likely leaving the Pittsburgh area and heading south. She paused for a moment, the weight of her mission causing her gut to churn. The masses were heading south, away from Pittsburgh and its populated suburbs for a reason. She was sure that none of them had gotten up that morning and decided just to take a leisurely stroll down the expressway with every personal possession they could carry.

Was she being reckless? Was it foolhardy to believe that she could somehow slip into Whitaker unnoticed, find her brother, and then escape the borough without encountering trouble? Would she be putting her brother in even more danger by taking him away from the city? Her heart said no, but her mind screamed for her to turn around and join the masses fleeing south. She walked to the edge of the bridge, staring down at the road below. The route ahead was filled with so much uncertainty and unanswerable questions, but she couldn’t live without knowing her brother was safe in this world gone mad.

“You gonna jump?” a male voice called out.

Her eyes searched for the source and landed on a twenty-something man wearing a gold Pittsburgh Steelers shirt and a black and gold Pittsburgh Pirates baseball cap. He looked like he’d looted a sporting goods store.

A pretty young woman stepped out from under the bridge and took his hand. “Don’t do it,” she said.

Serenity snickered. “I’m not going to jump.”

“Things will get better, I promise.”

Serenity wanted to ask her what planet she was living on. Obviously, she hadn’t yet had to fight for her life, or she had somewhere safe and secure she was heading to think that way.

Serenity shook her head as she turned and continued across the bridge. Even if the couple were heading somewhere with tall, thick walls stocked with enough food to last years, that wouldn’t guarantee their safety. They would have to fight every day to keep their stronghold. What kind of life was that? No, things wouldn’t be getting better for the foreseeable future—just harder.

The distinct sound of approaching dirt bike engines sent a rush of adrenaline through Serenity. She immediately thought of the two dirt bikers back at Jane’s. The image of the rider she’d shot mere days beforehand flooded her mind. She quickly scrambled across the bridge, down the slope of the railway bed, and into the brush lining the tracks, seeking cover. Nestled deep within the dense foliage, she peered out to watch for the bikes. As the dirt bikes roared closer, memories of the events with Rafe at the compound rushed back in vivid detail. The suffocating office. The searing pain of the zip ties digging deeper and deeper into her wrists. The cold steel barrel of his pistol pressed against her temple. She shivered as she recalled the sound Rafe had made when the bullet ripped through his chest. Serenity froze for a moment. She felt outside herself, unable to move. She heard Ruben’s voice in her head and glanced around, searching for him, but he wasn’t there. None of this felt real.

As the dirt bikes drew closer, Serenity snapped back to reality. Two riders, both dressed in camouflage print clothing and wearing bright hunter’s orange baseball caps, appeared into view. She swiftly lowered her pack, her fingers wrapping around the grip of her pistol as she extracted it from its holster. All the while, thoughts raced through her mind. What if these riders were members of Rafe’s group? After their compound had been breached by Ruben, Sunny, Jane, and her neighbors, many fled, including Walt. Hugh and others searched for him at the mansion where Craig Hall and his country club neighbors had made their new home, but Walt and Craig weren’t there. According to Jane, the westsiders who had sided with Craig were appalled to discover the havoc unleashed by Walt and his men in Bowers Township.

Serenity was relieved when the bikers rode past her without noticing she was there. The echoes of their engines persisted for a while. Serenity waited until the sounds of the engines had completely faded away, until she was sure they weren’t turning back. Only then did Serenity slowly step back onto the tracks. She remained vigilant, carefully scanning her surroundings for any signs of danger as she resumed her journey toward Whitaker.

Every step she took was a struggle. She was completely drained. Her whole body was bruised and sore from her battle with Rafe and, before that, Franchise. Her eyelids, lips, cheek, knuckles, and left ankle were swollen and bruised. Serenity wasn’t sure if her brother would even recognize her with all these injuries.

But the dull ache in her stomach had nothing to do with her injuries. She hadn’t really eaten much for the last few days. Her stomach had been in knots, and food—even food like the freeze-dried stew Maria had stuffed into her pack before she left—wasn’t appetizing. Serenity knew she needed to force herself to eat and keep her body fueled, or she wasn’t going to make it to Whitaker.

I just get some distance from here. Two more miles, and I’ll stop and eat.

However, just minutes later, she was struggling to maintain a decent pace, and could no longer ignore the pain. She had no choice but to stop, fuel her body, and rest her ankle. Serenity scanned both sides of the tracks, seeking a flat area of grass to sit on. Ahead was a clearing, so she headed in that direction. But before she reached it, distant muffled voices echoed off in the distance. Serenity stopped and listened for a moment, surveying her surroundings. She heard nothing but birds chirping, and perhaps some muffled voices echoing in the far distance. Confident there was no immediate threat, she continued to the clearing.

She let her pack slide off with a thud and lowered herself onto the lush grass. Sheltered beneath an old oak tree, she lay back, gazing through the leafy canopy into the vast expanse of blue above. She tried not to think about the miles she had left or what awaited her when she reached Whitaker. Serenity pushed all those concerns aside and focused on how she planned to find her brother. She sifted through the snippets of conversations they had shared, which now felt like a lifetime ago. She had a few clues to go on. Jacob had told her there was a park near his house where his new mommy often took him to play. She doubted the town had changed much since then. She’d start there and search every home if she had to. Someone in the borough of one thousand people had to know Jacob’s dad. His family had lived there for years, maybe generations. How common could the Woosley last name be there?

Serenity eased herself upright with care, coaxing her aching muscles into cooperation. She slid her backpack closer with a gentle pull and delved inside, feeling for the packet of freeze-dried stew. She poured the contents into her mouth. The crunchy granules were bland but oddly satisfying. She followed each mouthful with gulps of water that washed away the dryness. Next, she carefully tore open the edge of a honey packet, the sweet aroma wafting to her nose before she squeezed the golden syrup onto her tongue, its sticky goodness clinging to her palate. Almost immediately, she felt a surge of energy, as if every cell was soaking up the sustenance and humming in gratitude.

Putting on her backpack was a momentous battle against throbbing pain and stiff limbs. Each movement was a monumental task, but she summoned her will, grimacing as she fed her arms through the straps and hefted the weight onto her shoulders once more. Despite the discomfort, she felt stronger and more determined than ever.

Once she returned to the tracks, she set a comfortable pace and kept her head on a swivel. She walked with her hand on her holster, ready to confront any threat that might present itself. As the track once again paralleled the expressway, the murmur of distant voices pricked Serenity’s ears. The voices sounded as if they were on the tracks ahead of her. She froze for a moment, the grip of her pistol growing slick in her clenched hand as she honed in on the sound. The voices sounded as if they were on the tracks ahead of her. Peering into the distance, she spotted the shapes of a young couple strolling southward, and her fight-or-flight reflex kicked into overdrive. With her heart thudding against her ribs, Serenity edged northward and did her best to blend into the trees. She waited until their voices faded into the distance before returning to the tracks and continuing her journey.

Within a short time, the rhythmic crunch of her footsteps on gravel slowed, and she started taking deep and steady breaths, gradually creating more space between herself and the unsuspecting couple. The pulse of alarm that had thrummed through her began to wane; she was alone again, or so it seemed. The path began to incline to cross over Peter Creek Road and the Montour Trail. Then, the bushes ahead moved and caught her attention. She braced, every muscle coiled like a spring, her finger a hair’s breadth from the trigger.

Serenity’s heart pounded in her chest as chaos erupted in the underbrush, and the two dirt bike riders she had seen earlier burst onto the tracks, pointing their pistols at her. Serenity made a split-second decision. The woods were her only shot at escape. This was it, a high-stakes gamble between life and death, and Serenity knew she had to move now or never.


TWO
Sadie Woosley




Woosley Residence

Whitaker, Pennsylvania

Day 10

Sadie Woosley had never wanted a drink so badly in her life. Sheltering in place with her ex-husband, Rick Woosley, and his new family would be enough to drive anyone to drink. Sadie reached into her bra and pulled out a dark blue chip that represented six months of sobriety. Her gaze shifted from Rick to her son, Jacob. He was growing up fast, and because of her problems, she’d missed so much of his life.

It had been a twist of fate that she’d been in Whitaker, Pennsylvania, when the lights went out. It wasn’t her visitation day. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to be at Jacob’s school for the school concert. She’d arrived late and sat in the back of the auditorium, hoping Rick wouldn’t spot her. But Jacob had. The smile that spread across his face had been worth the risk. How could she know that minutes after the school concert began, the world would change forever?

The dark, musty old prohibition-era basement under Rick’s house felt more like a tomb. Every wall was lined with wooden shelves bursting with black storage totes and cardboard boxes, most labeled “Christmas” and “Halloween.” The contrast wasn’t lost on Sadie.

Heaven and hell.

What they’d been through in the last nine days had felt like hell. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could remain down there in Rick’s basement before she lost her mind.

Jacob sat across from her on a stack of wooden crates, his tall frame making him appear almost out of place in the cramped, low-ceilinged basement. At thirteen, he already towered over Sadie. His brown hair, unkempt and a little too long, fell haphazardly over his forehead, occasionally drifting over his bright green eyes, which surveyed the room with a mix of sadness and fear. He had a notable scar, a jagged line above his left eye, caused when Serenity’s baton met his face in a misjudged twirl when he was just two and she five.

He seemed to have grown a foot since their reunion eight months ago. Sadie could barely recall the visit. She’d shown up high and only caught a glimpse of her son as the social worker whisked him back to Rick’s waiting car. It hadn’t been easy, but she’d managed to convince the woman to give her another chance after passing her five-month sobriety anniversary. They’d progressed to Rick supervising the visits, and Sadie had been told that if she did everything required of her, like keeping a job and getting an apartment, she could someday have unsupervised visits with her son. So she’d rented an apartment and had been working at a restaurant for three months before the lights went out. She was on track to repair her relationship with her son. Soon, she had hoped to find her daughter, Serenity, and try to convince her to stay with her in Pittsburgh. Sadie knew the latter would be a hard sell as Serenity had nothing but terrible memories of her childhood. Sadie wouldn’t blame Serenity if she never wanted to see her again, but she had to try—once she found her.

Jacob noticed Sadie staring and wiggled in his seat uncomfortably. Sadie smiled and looked away. Despite the growth spurt that had stretched him out in recent months, there was still something undeniably boyish about his features, an innocence not yet touched by the harshness of their current circumstances.

Sadie dropped her gaze to his feet. They were huge for a kid. She glanced over at Rick, who was seated on an old Formica and chrome dining chair. It was hard to imagine that Jacob would be as big as Rick in a few years.

Jacob’s baby brother began to cry, and Sadie stiffened. It wouldn’t be hunger that drove them above ground. Sooner or later, someone out on the street would hear the child’s cries and know they were hiding in the basement.

“I can take him for a while,” Jacob said, crossing the cramped basement and taking his baby brother from his stepmother’s arms. He lowered himself onto the large wooden trunk next to Sadie and bounced the boy on his knees. He sang to him softly, but nothing was working. The child was hungry, and bouncing and singing weren’t going to soothe him.

“Try putting your finger in his mouth, you know, like a binky.”

Jacob did, and the child sucked feverishly on his fingers for a moment before becoming even more frustrated and wailing loudly.

“He’s hungry. We need to do a run for formula,” Rick’s wife, Liz, said. She rose from a lumpy, old, autumn-colored, velour sofa. “Rick. You’ll need to watch William for me,” she said, standing in front of him.

Rick said nothing.

Sadie had no idea what had happened to her ex the last time he went out, but he’d returned home beaten in more ways than one. He’d spent the last two days curled up on his cot, staring at the wall. She’d considered it a good sign when he’d sat up that morning and taken a few sips of water. She was no doctor, but she was pretty sure Rick had a head injury of some type—that or debilitating PTSD from all the violence he’d seen since the lights went out.

Things had fallen apart so quickly. The initial shock at the loss of technology and creature comforts soon turned to terror when the looting started. At first, it was just a few stores and businesses. When roaming gangs of people started kicking in the doors to houses and apartments, that had been Sadie’s wake-up call; life as they knew it was about to get really dangerous.

Thank goodness Rick lived in a prohibition-era house with a basement where the door above was concealed behind a bookcase. They’d locked themselves down there on the third night after hearing screams throughout the neighborhood. All they’d brought with them was a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, and two bottles of water—there wasn’t anything else. When the looters ransacked Rick’s house, they’d taken every last morsel of food in the house but hadn’t found the secret door.

In the last nine days, they’d only ventured out a few times, mostly to scavenge for food, water, medicine, and other essentials. Sadie had only been out twice. She hadn’t found anything either time. The looters hadn’t left much behind. For the last four days, Sadie and the others had been subsisting on half a bottle of ketchup and some sugar packets. They were better off than most others in Rick’s neighborhood. Many had lost their lives to the violent hordes. The first few nights had been filled with their screams. Now, it was quiet. Maybe there was no one left to kill, except for the five people taking refuge in Rick’s basement.

“I could go,” Jacob said. “I don’t think the Gabbarts ever returned home. They had a little kid. I bet they kept baby formula in their pantry.”

“You can’t go out again,” Sadie said before Rick or Liz could reply. “Your ankle is too unsteady from the last time.”

Sadie had been pissed that Rick had allowed their thirteen-year-old son to accompany him on the scavenging mission in the first place. But when Jacob returned injured, Sadie blew up on Rick. That had been a huge mistake. He’d quickly reminded her that she had no say in his household. He’d called her a drunk and an unfit mother, both of which were true. She was lucky he’d let her stay with them at all. If he kicked her out, she had no idea how she’d make it back to her apartment in Pittsburgh. Since that day, she’d bit her tongue and kept her mouth shut. Keeping Jacob safe was all that mattered to her.

Sadie’s thoughts drifted to her firstborn. It was difficult not knowing where Serenity was and whether she was safe. But that girl, she was a fighter. She was so much stronger than her mother or her father. She’d had to survive on her own for the last few years, and Sadie prayed that the skills Serenity had learned while living on the streets would keep her safe now.

“No, Jacob. I’ll go,” Liz said.

Rick said nothing as Liz picked up a bat and turned toward the basement stairs.

Jacob hobbled to the stairs and stepped in front of his stepmother. “No! It’s too dangerous! William needs his mother.”

Sadie glanced over at Rick, who just sat there with his head hung low, staring at the floor. “Rick!”

He slowly lifted his head to meet her gaze. His expression was completely devoid of emotion.

Sadie shifted her gaze back to Liz. “Jacob is right, Liz. You narrowly escaped the last time you went out.”

Liz side-stepped around Jacob. “I have to, Sadie. I can’t just sit here and let my child starve.”

“Rick! Say something here!” Sadie spat. “You can’t let her go out there alone.”

Jacob glanced back at his dad. “She’s right. You can’t go alone. I’m coming with you.” He spun and returned to his father, holding his baby brother out for Rick to take him.

“No! Stop, Jacob!” Sadie said. “I’ll go. You stay here with your baby brother.”

Jacob crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Sadie. “Mom, I can do this.”

Sadie closed the distance between them and placed her hand on his shoulder. She looked him in the eyes and smiled. She knew it was normal for a boy his age to want to prove themselves capable of independence. But Jacob still had so much to learn about life and people. “I know you can, son.” She wrapped her arms around him—still shocked at how her thirteen-year-old son could already be taller than her—and whispered in his ear, “Your dad’s not doing well. I’m not sure he could protect Liz and the baby if something happens. You need to be here for them. Just tell me which one is the Gabbarts’ house, and I’ll slip in and see if the looters left behind any baby milk. I won’t be long.”

Jacob gripped her arm. “What if you don’t come back?”

“I will.” She took the steak knife from his hand and headed toward the stairs. “I promise.”


THREE
Keith Jones




Mon-Fayette Expressway

Washington County, Pennsylvania

Day 10

Keith Jones throttled up his borrowed 1970s Yamaha motorcycle and sped along the shoulder of the Mon-Fayette Turnpike for a whole half mile before having to once again slow and weave between abandoned vehicles and dodge pedestrians on his way northward to Whitaker, Pennsylvania. Both the north and southbound lanes were packed with dead cars and too congested with pedestrians to ride very fast. The trip that would typically take forty-five minutes had already taken over two hours.

Keith slowed as he approached each group, searching their faces, looking for his little girl, but all he’d seen on his travels thus far were frightened strangers. He stopped next to a white SUV and waited as an older couple approached. He removed Serenity’s picture from his pocket and plastered on his most friendly smile. “Hello! Good morning! I’m looking for my daughter.” Keith held out the photo. “Could you tell me if you’ve seen her? She would be walking north.”

The man directed the woman next to him away from Keith, toward the opposite shoulder, and they rushed past him without a word.

Gritting his teeth, Keith pocketed the picture and steered the bike into the clearer of the two lanes. A quarter of a mile later, he spotted a group of people in the southbound lanes. With them was a girl dressed in leggings and a hoodie who looked roughly the size of Serenity. His heart sped up as he maneuvered the bike up and over the median and waited for them to approach, but as they neared, Keith’s hopes were dashed. The person in the hoodie was at least fifty years old. She glanced up at him for a moment, expressionless. He removed the photo and held it out. “Has anyone seen this girl?”

No one spoke.

“Please. Please take a look. She’s my daughter. Her name is Serenity, and she’s sixteen years old. She might be with a little boy.”

As the group passed, Keith waved the photograph. “Please! Just look at it!”

The woman in the hoodie glanced back over her shoulder at him.

Keith stared back at her, his eyes pleading. “Have you seen my daughter? She would be walking north.”

The woman shook her head, turned, and continued walking with her group.

Taking a deep breath, Keith kickstarted the motorcycle and returned to the northbound lanes. Serenity wouldn’t be walking against a tide of people like that. She was too intelligent. And then he had a frightening thought. She might not have taken the expressway at all. He wouldn’t have if he weren’t looking for her among those evacuating the cities. What if she had chosen a different route to Whitaker?

The kid had said he saw Serenity in Dentonville two or three days ago. If she’d left that day, she should have already been there.

But the roads were dangerous—too dangerous for a young girl out there all alone. The thought of some creep grabbing his little girl was unbearable.

Come on! She’s lived on the streets. She knows how to handle herself.

But in a world gone to shit?

As Keith came out of a curve in the road, he spotted a middle-aged couple, each pulling rolling suitcases. He rode up and stopped the bike beside them. The couple took a step back. Turning off the motorcycle, Keith reached into his pocket. As he did, the guy hesitated, and the woman hid behind him.

“It’s okay. I’m just reaching for a photo.” Keith smiled at the woman. “I’m looking for someone, and I was hoping you could help me.” He could see the couple relax somewhat as he produced the picture. “This is my daughter, Serenity. She’s older now, but maybe you’ve seen someone that looked like her.”

The woman leaned in slightly, but the man pulled her back.

“Here! Have a look.” He waggled Serenity’s photo in front of them.

The woman took two steps forward, snatched the picture from Keith’s hand, and stepped back beside the guy. The man leaned over her shoulder as she stared down at it.

“Maybe. I don’t know. What do you think, babe?” the woman asked, looking up at him.

The man raised an eyebrow and took the photo from her. “I don’t know. I haven’t been paying attention to people out here.” He handed the photo back to Keith. “We’ve just kept to ourselves and tried to avoid trouble.”

“I hear that,” Keith said. “The whole world seems to have gone crazy.”

“It was always been nuts—but now…” the man said.

“Are you coming down from the Pittsburgh area?” Keith asked, pocketing the photo.

“Yeah. Had to walk through some pretty sketchy neighborhoods leaving the city. I wasn’t sure we were gonna make it out.”

“Looting?”

“Not now. There’s nothing left to take. Damn gangs swept through and took everything. You either join ’em or leave. We chose to leave. Those who stayed behind were just plain barbaric. Killing just to kill,” the man said.

“We hid in an abandoned car for two days because some nutjob was hunting people—like for sport,” the woman said. “We heard him gloating about his score like he was playing a freaking video game. Luckily, someone started firing back at him, and those of us who could, we took off running for our lives.”

“Your daughter went north?” the man asked.

“I believe so. She has family up that way.”

“If she’s smart, she’s already turned around and is heading back this way,” the woman said.

“Probably,” Keith said, pulling the compression release lever and placing his foot on the kickstart pedal.

“I hope you find your daughter,” the woman shouted over the roar of the engine.

Keith nodded his thanks as he revved the motor of the Yamaha and veered back into the center of the expressway. A few minutes later, another young couple came into view. The man, wearing head-to-toe sports attire, pulled his female companion with him back behind a pickup truck and onto the shoulder of the road out of his way.

Keith stopped in the middle of the road, letting the bike idle as he pulled out the photo. “I just wanted to ask you if you’d seen⁠—”

“Nope! Haven’t seen a soul,” the man answered, averting his gaze from Keith. He grabbed the woman by the hand, and the two sprinted away from Keith.

Keith was about to stuff the photo back into his shirt pocket when he heard the shuffling of feet on concrete.

“I’ll take a look. Maybe I saw her,” a male voice said as two men stepped out from behind a box van. The shorter, stockier of the two stepped forward. His eyes locked on to Keith with a sharp, unnerving focus.

Keith dropped his gaze to the man’s hands. His fists were clenched, and his posture was stiff and slightly hunched forward. Everything in his body language sent Keith’s prison instincts into high gear.

Before responding to the man, Keith’s gaze fixed upon the second man lingering behind the first. Dressed in a black hoodie, despite the day’s warmth, the man shifted his weight to his right foot, pivoted, and momentarily vanished behind the van.

“How old is your daughter?” the first man asked, holding out his hand.

Out of the corner of his eye, Keith caught a glimpse of the second man repositioning himself behind and to his left—a classic setup for an ambush. In one fluid motion, Keith twisted the throttle on the motorcycle. The stockier man lunged, his true intentions now glaringly apparent, but it was too late. Keith was already in motion, the bike surging forward with a ferocity that matched his own desperation to escape. The back tire screeched against the asphalt as it laid down a narrow strip of rubber. The wind whipped past him, drowning out the shouts of the thwarted assailants.

As the expressway stretched out before him, Keith allowed himself a brief glance in the rearview mirror. The two men were mere specks now, their plans foiled. Keith gripped the handlebars tighter, steered around an abandoned SUV blocking the roadway, and then sped up. That had been a close call. If the men had had guns, they would have stolen the bike, and he would likely be dead. He couldn’t take risks like that again. Keith had to somehow keep a safe distance from people while continuing to search among them for Serenity.


FOUR
Serenity




Montour Trail

Washington County, Pennsylvania

Day 10

Anger coursed through Serenity’s veins as the camouflage-clad men aimed their weapons at her. And then fear. Instinct took over. In a split-second, she raised her own pistol, aimed, and fired at them before they could shoot her. The sharp report from her pistol echoed around her. Caught off guard, the two men scrambled, diving for the safety of the railbed. Wasting no time, Serenity dashed to the side and took shelter behind a large tree trunk as bullets whizzed past her. She dropped her pack and rummaged quickly for her spare magazines, stuffing them into her back pockets.

One of the men maneuvered himself to the right and fired, the bullet kicking up dirt at her feet. Serenity fired back and then took off through the woods, weaving from tree to tree, trying not to give the men a good target. Roots popped up everywhere, and branches snagged at her clothes, but the noise of the men thrashing around behind her had lit a fire under her feet. Pain or no pain, she wasn’t about to slow down or give up.

Sporadically, she spun around, her pistol barking as she fired off rounds to dissuade her pursuers. Each shot bought her precious seconds, which she used to push farther into the woods, navigating by pure instinct for survival and filled with a rush of adrenaline that had her limping and tripping along faster than she ever thought she could.

After what felt like an endless game of life-and-death hide-and-seek through the trees, Serenity crossed a creek and stumbled upon a spot where a large, upturned root system from a fallen tree had left a hollow, almost cave-like space in a shallow ravine. With urgency clawing at her senses, she squeezed herself into the earthen hollow, her breaths coming in sharp, painful gasps as she crouched low, trying to make herself as small and invisible as possible.

Her muscles were screaming from relentless running, and her mind was a whirlwind of what-ifs and fears. She waited, senses stretched to the limit, listening for any hint of her pursuers. She fought the overwhelming urge to sleep, acutely aware that in this game of survival, sleep could mean death. Despite the terror and adrenaline flooding her system, exhaustion was her silent enemy, sneaking up and pulling heavily at her eyelids.
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The sound of splashing water in the creek jolted Serenity awake. The first splash sent a wave of panic through her, but the second allowed her to focus and see the actual cause—a couple of turtles making their way through the water. A moment later, a water snake slithered into view, heading her way. Her heart pounded. Was her hideout also a home to this snake and possibly its family? Her grandfather’s words echoed in her head, warning about the unpredictability of young snakes. She shivered at the thought of encountering venomous species like copperheads, timber rattlesnakes in the forest. The wilderness, she remembered, was a different beast from the urban jungle she was used to.

Serenity’s life on the streets had taught her to be wary of a variety of dangers. She’d had her share of close calls with human animals, defending herself against those who saw her as an easy target. Joining homeless encampments had been a reluctant but necessary choice for protection. An old woman’s words at one of the many shelters she’d stayed in popped into her head. “There’s worse things than death, girly.”

She always knew deep down that she couldn’t survive alone. But her decision to head for Whitaker solo was a gamble she’d been forced to take. She felt the outside of her pack, searching for her compass.

“Crap!” she said under her breath as she realized the ring attaching it to the pack had broken and the compass was missing. She tried her best to recall the route she’d taken to get there so she could return to look for it, but it was all a blur, and she had no idea how long ago she’d lost it.

Peering through the roots of the fallen tree, she considered her options. The rugged terrain, with its hills and dense underbrush, could slow her down, but perhaps also her pursuers. Yet she was aware of the dangers. The scratches on her arms and the stinging pain where brambles had lacerated her skin were stark reminders. And then there was the biggest reason not to choose the woods. Without a compass, she could get hopelessly lost and never make it to find her brother at all.

Staying in the woods was not a viable choice. There were just too many hidden dangers.

When she was certain the men had given up or at least lost her trail, she reloaded a fresh magazine into her pistol and then emerged from her hiding spot.

Removing the map from her pack, she tried to make sense of where she was, but she had no idea how far she’d run from the tracks. All she knew was that she’d headed northeast—mostly. If that was the case, this should be Peters Creek. She should soon come out at Peters Creek Road, and taking it, she’d pass through Green Man’s Tunnel, where she could follow the Montour Trail all the way to Clairton, Pennsylvania. The bike and walking path paralleled the road in places and became the road in others. It wouldn’t be as isolated as the railroad tracks. She would likely encounter people there. But that would become unavoidable anyway once she reached the borough of Jefferson Hills.

Serenity followed the creek and, a few minutes later, spotted a roadway that had to be Peters Creek Road. Upon leaving the creek, she felt like she was stepping out from one world into another. The openness of the road was jarring after the cloistered woods, and vulnerability gnawed at her. The roadway offered no cover, no sanctuary, but it was a clear path that promised speed, and speed was her ally now.

With a deep breath, Serenity stepped onto the pavement, her movements more assured with each step. The ground, firm and even beneath her feet, allowed her to find a rhythm, even with the sharp stabs of pain that accompanied every stride. She knew she was far from safe, but the more miles she was able to put between herself and the men, the better.

Soon, she reached an underpass tunnel where the railroad tracks crossed over the road. Cautiously, she entered the short passage, glancing back over her shoulder and listening intently for footsteps or voices. As she exited the tunnel, her heart nearly stopped.

“Over here!” a man shouted, and then the tall man with the scruffy beard popped out from behind a tree.

Serenity fired her pistol at the man, and he dove behind a fallen log. The younger guy hopped out of the brush and started shooting at her. Bullets thudded into the bark of the tree beside Serenity, sending splinters flying as she threw herself to the ground.

With adrenaline pumping through her veins, Serenity took a few deep breaths, trying to calm her racing heart. The echoing sound of gunfire had ceased for the moment, but the stillness was almost as deafening. There was a rustling from the other side of the trail. Serenity pressed herself harder against the tree, her mind racing.

Suddenly, a piercing whistle cut through the air.

The younger dude shouted, “Rico! You hit, dude?”

“Just a scratch is all. I’m fine. Where’s the girl?”

“I don’t know, man.”

Serenity used their brief exchange to reload her pistol and use the sounds of their voices to gauge their locations.

“Dad! The shots came from this way!” a young voice called out.

“Do you see your sister?” the father asked.

“No! Not yet!”

“Rico, man. Someone’s coming. We gotta get out of here!” one of her attackers yelled.

“You think I don’t know that?” Rico spat back. “Come help me up, bro.”

Serenity pulled herself up and chanced a quick peek in his direction. The younger guy was attempting to crawl back toward the taller one. Serenity fired two more shots at the men.

The younger guy fired back, causing her to fall back behind the tree. Serenity’s breath was loud in her ears amidst the sudden quiet. She could hear Rico’s pained grunts and the muffled, anxious voice of the younger guy, desperately trying to figure out their next move.

Serenity looked for a way of escape. The thick underbrush on her left looked promising for a quick escape.

The sound of the father and son grew louder, echoing through the woods.

Bolting from the tree, Serenity opened fire as she ran at Rico and his companion and dove behind a rock outcropping. She forced her panicked breaths to slow, knowing every second counted now. Gathering all her resolve, she rolled up on her knees, quickly acquired her targets, and emptied her pistol’s magazine in the direction of the two dirt bike riders.

She was breathless as she searched her back pocket for her spare magazine. It wasn’t there. She glanced back at the ground around the trunk of the tree. Could it have fallen out? She tried to recall how many times she’d reloaded.

Just once.

The second one must have dropped out of her pocket.

Peering cautiously over the rock, she scanned the area for the men and finally spotted them moving in the opposite direction. It was clear that the approaching father and son weren’t with them, but Serenity wasn’t hanging around to find out.

She had to move—now!

Pushing past the nausea that threatened to immobilize her, Serenity darted back into the dense woods. More gunfire rang out. Her heartbeat quickened as she put distance between herself and the men. After a few minutes, she stopped and listened, scanning the woods to see if she was being followed. She wasn’t.

The woods opened up into a clearing ahead. She crept toward it, and the railroad bed came into view. She waited in the tree line, surveying the open field beyond it. Serenity removed her map and studied it for a moment before stepping back onto the rugged terrain of the railway. The tracks led northeast, just like the ones Ruben had drawn on the map. She was running on fumes now; exhaustion pulled at her limbs and her mind screamed at her to stop and rest. But she couldn’t—not until she reached Whitaker and found her brother.


FIVE
Craig Hall




Mingo Creek Park

Washington County, Pennsylvania
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The one thing Craig Hall hated more than eating MREs was using baby wipes to wash the stink from his sweaty, grimy body, but this was the apocalypse, and his choices were limited. According to Eleanor Sterling, the former CEO of Sterling Industries, he was lucky to have food and wet wipes. If she had gotten her way in the early days after the lights went out, he wouldn’t have either of them now. She’d led an effort to distribute all the food and supplies he’d hoarded to the “less fortunate” eastsiders.

Fortunately, she’d been voted down. Not that it meant much now. There was very little left of it, and the plan to requisition the farms in Bowers Township had failed miserably—thanks to Walt Cayman’s poor leadership. Now, he and the former residents of his gated community were on the run from the very farmers they’d sought to subjugate. 

Walt and a small security team had shown up at the mansion, shouting for everyone to “load up” and vacate the premises. He’d blown Craig off every time he’d asked him for details about what had happened to put them on the run. 

“It was the young girls, Walt. I told you that part of the plan would prove problematic. People won’t just sit back while you kidnap their daughters.”

He’d just glared back at Craig and then tried once more to justify the barbaric practice. “You said that ninety percent of the population would die within the first year. If we’re going to rebuild a civilized society like you described, we will need females of breeding age to do so. I was doing them and the world a favor in keeping those girls alive.”

It had disturbed Craig that, for a fleeting moment, he’d seen the logic in Walt’s madness. But he would have preferred to have given the families a choice in the matter. What father would want to watch their child starve to death? Walt just didn’t trust human nature and self-preservation. There were times to hold out a carrot and times to use a stick—and this would have been the time to offer the farmers a carrot. Such a lapse in judgment was just one of the reasons why Craig had soon realized Walt wasn’t the man for the job. 

“And now, all those girls will meet the same fate as their parents.”

“Some may survive. Those farmers aren’t as dumb as we thought,” Craig had said. 

Craig glanced over at Walt’s team, standing guard over what little food and supplies they’d been able to retrieve from the mansion in their haste to leave before those farmers showed up to exact revenge for Walt’s sins.

They’d spent the last two nights camped under a pavilion at Mingo Creek Park. Craig had had to listen to all the bitching from his companions, most of whom had never camped a night in their lives. Craig had the unpleasant task of informing them of the attack on Walt’s compound. It had taken some smooth talking to keep the group together—like they had somewhere else to go.

“Okay, folks, listen up!” Walt Cayman yelled, shouldering his rifle. “We’re going to rest here for a little longer and then push on to our new destination after it cools off later this afternoon.”

“How much farther?” someone shouted.

“Approximately eight miles,” Walt said.

Victoria Gallaher’s son stuffed her sleeping bag into its compression sack and handed it to Craig. “Will we have to sleep in tents when we get where we’re going?” the boy asked. 

“I don’t know,” his mother said. “We may not be there long.”

“Why not?” 

“Because that’s not where we are going to live.”

“Where are we going to live?”

“I don’t know exactly, son. But Walt has a friend. We’re going to stay there for a few days while they get our new place ready.”

“But why did we have to leave the mansion?”

“It really wasn’t up to our standards. It needed so much work, so we’re going to a new place.” 

“Why do we have to walk, though? Why can’t we take the truck?”

“Walt’s staff will need to use the trucks to haul our supplies.”

Craig nearly laughed out loud. Most of Walt’s staff had run for the hills the moment bullets started flying. His so-called guards, well, most of them, had died in the fight. Now, the security team consisted of the twelve or so guys that he had out scouting and the ones “guarding” the mansion. Walt and his guys were a total failure, and Craig regretted ever getting involved with them. He’d remedy that in due time, but for now, Craig and his former neighbors needed them for what little security they could provide and a place to hole up and regroup. When the time was right, Craig would put a bullet in Walt’s skull and lead his people to their rightful place in this new world—right after he returned to the compound and the mansion for his gold.

Craig used their rest period to plot his next moves. He wasn’t willing to accept that “his” plan had failed. He’d just chosen the wrong people to manage it. Bowers Township was still the perfect place to survive.

He was lying on his back in the grass with his feet propped up on his pack, trying to alleviate the pain in his feet and legs from all that walking, when he overheard two of Walt’s men talking nearby. From the topic of their conversation, they obviously hadn’t seen him lying there.

The first guy didn’t sound committed to Walt or his plan. “Let’s just ditch them here and take off. My uncle has a place down in West Virginia. It’s rugged country, but the masses migrating from the cities aren’t likely to go there,” he said.

“Dude, that’s seventy-five miles. How are we gonna walk that far without supplies?” the second man asked.

“Who said we’d leave without supplies? We take as much as we can carry and get the hell out of here before those idiots get us killed.”

“Walt will shoot you if he catches you stealing from him.”

“If he catches us. He won’t, but if he does…” There was a long pause. “If he does, I’ll slit his throat and leave him for the coyotes.”

“What about Kelter and the rest of his crew?”

“Screw them. They already drank the Kool-Aid. Those dumbasses really think that Walt can somehow retake the compound and pick right up where he left off with his plan for the farms.”

That was good to know. Craig would need them to carry out the plan after he dispatched Walt.

“He says he can. He just needs to reach this friend’s place…claims to have weapons and supplies cached there.”

Craig raised up on his elbow and strained to hear if they divulged where this cache was located. It seemed they had a lot more information than he did. Walt claimed he was being tight-lipped to keep information from falling into enemy hands should they capture a member of the group and interrogate them. Maybe Walt was doing more than just withholding information from him. It dawned on Craig that he might be planning to cut him out, or kill him first.

“I don’t care how many weapons he rounds up, without fighters—experienced fighters with a backbone—ain’t no way he’s going to seize control of the folks in Bowers Township or anywhere else, for that matter.”

Craig agreed. When the compound was attacked, Walt’s guys had plenty of weapons and ammo. What they didn’t have was enough committed fighters to repel the attack.

“All right, folks.” Walt’s voice boomed. “Time to pack up. We’re heading out in five minutes.”

Craig picked up his duffle bag and fell in behind the Harrington family. He picked up the pace and passed several people in an attempt to catch up with the guy with the relative down in West Virginia. Craig liked to keep all his options open.
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Keith Jones
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After breezing past the toll plaza, Keith rode another two miles before the expressway dumped him out onto Jefferson Boulevard in Clairton, Pennsylvania. Ahead, moving along Highway 51, was another sea of pedestrians. With a quick glance to his right, he steered the bike onto a side road, following it for half a mile until he came to a Y intersection. He stopped, unsure which way to go. His goal at this point was to reach the Monongahela River and follow Highway 837 north to Whitaker, a tiny borough three miles upriver from Pittsburgh.

Out of the blue, Keith heard voices and had to make a snap decision. He chose to take a right turn but almost immediately was confronted by a blocked road. He stopped to examine it to see whether there was a way through or around it. As he scanned the area, he heard the voices grow louder. He couldn’t sit there, so he throttled the bike and weaved around a road closure sign. A gunshot rang out, echoing off the hills. Keith quickly turned the handlebars left and steered onto the next side street.

He was relieved to find the route wasn’t taking him through a residential area. A mile later, the road ended. He couldn’t believe his luck. A road sign directed him to take a left turn toward Highway 837. As the river came into view, he prayed his good fortune would continue. The winding road was deserted, and Keith raced north, flanked by the river on the right and railroad tracks to his left.

Smoke rose from buildings across the river. Some of the homes lay in ruin, like those back in Dentonville. Keith knew he might arrive at Jacob’s house and find it gone as well. He would be back to square one in looking for Serenity if that happened.

It wasn’t long before he was squeezing between abandoned dump trucks and trucks of scrap metal as he rode through the industrial area of Dravosburg. With a sense of immense relief for successfully navigating through the congested area without any trouble, Keith grasped the handlebars hard and accelerated as the number of businesses along the road gradually diminished, giving way to a scenic stretch of tree-lined path.

In the city of Duquesne, Pennsylvania, the highway took on a more urban look, growing from a two-lane divided road to a four-lane highway. Abandoned vehicles were stacked up near traffic lights, which caused Keith to have to slow down again. To his surprise, there were very few people on the streets there. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. It could be a good sign or a very ominous one.

Exiting West Mifflin, the road crossed over a multi-track railyard. Minutes later, the roller coasters of Kennywood Amusement Park came into view. Keith was slowly zigzagging his way through the north and southbound lanes, dodging a maze of cars left behind by visitors from the park. The lots were like graveyards for vehicles—just sitting there collecting dust. As he was eyeballing one lot for any hint of life, a woman’s terrified screams suddenly cut through the air. Instinctively, Keith’s head snapped to the right. He caught sight of a horrific scene—a thin girl with blonde hair was being yanked down the street by two guys.

Without thinking, Keith yanked the handlebars to the left, skidded to a stop, and dropped the bike. He barely registered the pain in his elbow and knee as he rolled and got to his feet.

“Stop! Let her go!” Keith shouted as he ran toward them. “Renny!”

One of the guys glanced back over his shoulder. He didn’t even look old enough to drive. He stopped for a second and then grabbed the girl around her waist and spun her around in front of him, using her as a human shield.

A strange mix of relief and guilt washed over Keith as he realized the girl wasn’t his daughter.

The young woman’s mouth opened wide, and she let out a blood-curdling scream as she struggled to free herself from the boy’s grasp. “Help me! Please, help me!”

Keith reached into his pocket and removed his knife. “Let her go, man,” he said in a low tone. He inched forward, keeping his eye on the second kid’s hands. He was wearing a hoodie, and the long sleeves covered most of his hands. All Keith could see of them were the fingertips of the guy’s left hand, but he could tell that it was clenched into a fist, an indicator that the kid might be wearing a set of brass knuckles.

“This got nothing to do with you, old man,” the first kid said. 

“You need to let her go. She doesn’t want to go with you,” Keith said, still advancing.

In an instant, the second guy lunged toward Keith, leading with his right hand raised, ready to strike Keith in the head with his brass knuckles.

Keith ducked and drove the knife into the kid’s left shoulder. Just as he was about to thrust the weapon into the boy’s chest, Keith caught a flash of movement to his left. Someone launched themselves at him, tackling him to the pavement and pinning his face and right hand.

Across the street, a door suddenly swung open, and several people bolted out of a red-brick building. They were armed with bats and clubs, and an older woman held a cast iron pizza pan. It was like something straight out of a crazy action movie; only this was real life and happening right in front of him.

Then the sound of the bat cracking against the skull of Keith’s attacker echoed through the air.

Keith rolled out from under the man and jumped to his feet, fists clenched and ready to take on whoever posed a threat to him. In a matter of seconds, the situation had escalated. More men wielding clubs and sticks emerged, converging on the scene. The air was thick with tension, shouts and cries melding into a cacophony of desperation and violence.

The young woman’s captor released her to fend off the approaching group.

“Run!” one of the men from the red-bricked building yelled, lifting his bat high, ready to crash it down on one of the assailants. But before he could strike, a gunshot tore through the air, and the would-be hero crumpled to the ground in a heap.

Keith dropped to the pavement and scanned the area for the shooter as rounds ricocheted off nearby cars and trucks. Seeing nothing, he crawled over behind a mid-sized sedan and peered around the rear bumper. Everyone else seemed to be seeking cover as well. The shooting stopped for a moment, and a tall man in a dark gray flat cap dropped down beside Keith.

“We gotta go!” he said, pointing back toward the pizza restaurant inside the red-brick building. “On my count.”

“You got a gun?” Keith asked.

“No! Just run! Now! Go! Go! Go!” the man shouted, grabbing Keith by the forearm and dragging him toward the pizza joint.

Bullets ricochet off the concrete as Keith and the man sprinted through the open door. Someone slammed it shut and lowered a bar across it.

Just as Keith turned his back to the door, a violent hail of bullets tore through the plywood covering it. The sharp, piercing sounds of splintering wood and shattering glass filled the air. Instinctively, Keith dove to his right, but his escape was cut short as his head struck the edge of a nearby table with brutal force. A sharp pain exploded in his skull, and the bustling sounds of occupants of the restaurant mixed with the shouts, and the chaos outside all began to fade into a muffled echo. The edges of his vision blurred, and the world spun and tilted beneath him. The last thing he saw was the dim, flickering light streaming from the broken windows, dancing across the floor. Then everything went dark.
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Jane Rostrum sat on her front porch, watching over Finn as he romped around on the front lawn with Raul’s kids. Jim was finally resting inside. The attack on the compound that freed Finn and Serenity had taken so much out of him. He’d barely slept since then. Jane was relieved when he finally agreed to take a nap.

“Higher! Higher!” Finn squealed as Isabella gave the tire swing another shove.

It was good to see him bounce back so quickly after saying goodbye to Serenity. He’d had his heart set on her staying. Jane had been surprised when she’d announced she was leaving that morning. Even though Jane understood the girl’s need to find her family, she still wished she’d been able to stop her from leaving. The roads were a dangerous place for a young girl, pretty girl. Serenity had lived on the streets and truly thought she could take care of herself, but deep down, she was still really just a child at sixteen.

“Nothing I can do about that now,” Jane murmured to herself, standing and slinging her rifle over her shoulder. “Raul!” she called through the screen door. “If Jim wakes, will you tell him I’m down at the stables?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Raul said. “I’ll send Luis down to help you.”

“No hurry. I just want to check on Lady. She didn’t seem herself this morning.”

She caught the scuffle of Raul’s boots; then his face appeared through the mesh of the screen door. “She eating all right? Maybe she got into the grain sacks at the gate. Luis said there was feed all over the ground from the bullet holes.”

“She’s limping. I’m going to have Jim take a look at her this evening if he’s up to it.” Providing veterinarian care to the animals helped Jim feel useful. It lifted his mood, and sometimes, that alone would increase his appetite.

“Grammy, can I come too?” Finn asked, stomping up the porch steps. He’d been very clingy since his rescue from the compound. He’d slept in bed with her and Jim and hadn’t left her sight all day. Jane knew she needed to allow him to talk about everything he’d gone through since the lights went out and to express his feelings, but she was so mentally exhausted she wasn’t sure she could bear it. The weight of her grief over Charlotte felt all-consuming. But she didn’t have time to process her own feelings. Jane had others who were counting on her to hold things together. She also had a ranch to run and injured, unwell people to tend to—and then there was still their safety to consider.

Walt and some of his people had escaped. Craig Hall and the country club folks had also disappeared from the mansion. Either of them could show up at her gate at any moment. If not one of those two, some other group of individuals could arrive wanting what they had there at the ranch. They had to stay vigilant. Hugh was supposed to call a meeting soon. He wanted to gather the neighbors and make a security plan for Bowers Township. Hopefully that conversation would go much smoother now that everyone fully understood the reality of the threat.

“Sure, buddy. But lock Gunner in the mudroom first. I don’t want him bothering the horses.”

“He’s gonna bark,” Finn said.

“He can sit in here and keep me company,” Raul said.

Jane knew Raul hated sitting around, but he’d ripped his stitches open when he joined them in the attack on the compound. Despite her admonishment to just hang back and provide cover for their retreat, once Finn was safe, he’d charged in with the rest of Hugh’s team to take out the militia. He said he’d tripped over one of the dead fighters. Now, he’d likely set back his recovery by weeks.

“You best keep him out of the kitchen,” Maria said, stepping into view behind Raul. “If that dog steals meat off the counter again, I might…”

“He won’t, Maria. We had a talk about that,” Finn said. 

Gunner woofed and circled Finn.

Bang!

Something struck the front of the house, and Jane spun, shouldering her rifle. A second later, a bright yellow tennis ball rolled in front of her feet.

“Sorry, Ms. Jane. I tossed it to Isabella,” Luis said.

“I missed. I’m sorry,” she said.

Jane exhaled loudly and lowered her rifle. “It’s okay.” Jane’s heart raced, and her body trembled. Her nerves were strung tighter than a drum. This was what life would continue to be like, living in a state of constant high alert. She lowered her head. Was this how Finn would grow up? Would he have to be in perpetual fight mode? Was it even possible to provide safety and security in this new and dangerous world?

Jane knew they couldn’t secure the farm on their own. Even after Raul recovered, there just weren’t enough people to stand guard and do all the chores it took to provide food and water and keep things somewhat sanitary. Laundry alone was now a full-time operation. Maria couldn’t keep going at the pace she had been, and Jane needed to sleep sometime.

“Raul,” Jane said, climbing the steps.

“Sorry about the kids, Jane. I’ll tell them⁠—”

“No. That’s fine. They need to play and be kids as much as they can now. I was just going to see if you could sit out at the gate—if I bring out Jim’s wheelchair, so you don’t have to walk.”

“You thinking of going to see Hugh and Oscar?”

“Hugh said he’d stop by when he could, but I need to discuss something with him today.”

Raul pushed open the screen door and stepped out onto the porch, holding his hand to his abdomen. “About our security?”

He always read her so well; it was unnerving at times.

“Yes,” she said.

“Take Luis with you. Remember…we don’t travel alone anymore.”

Jane glanced back at Raul’s son. He was thirteen—still just a boy—and he’d already seen too much violence. Unfortunately, he could no longer be just a kid. He had to help guard their home, and now risk his life traveling to Hugh’s place.

“I’ll grab my rifle and saddle Daisy and Lady,” Luis said.

“Not Lady. She’s limping. Saddle Tramp. He could do with some exercise.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Luis said, ascending the porch steps and racing inside.

“I’m sorry, Maria.”

Maria averted her gaze. “We must all do what we can, even Luis.”

Jane wasn’t sure she’d be so accepting of the circumstances if Finn were old enough to carry a rifle. She prayed that things would go back to normal before then.
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Oscar Meecham didn’t look well at all. He was pale, and his eyes had yellowed since the last time she’d seen him. Jane imagined he didn’t have much longer on this earth. Guilt pricked her heart. If he hadn’t gone with her to find Finn, this might never have happened. He wouldn’t have ridden into Dentonville and found himself in the middle of the gun battle on the bridge.

Hugh set a cloudy glass of water on the table in front of Jane and took a seat across from her. “You’re not my first visitor today.”

“I’m not?”

“No. Wendall stopped by,” Hugh said, taking a sip from a silver flask.

“Wendall? What did he want?” Wendall Hepworth was the chairman of Bowers Township’s Board of Supervisors, and not one of Jane’s most favorite people. They’d clashed a time or two when the board had wanted to enact rules that would negatively affect farmers in the area. Wendall and most of the other elected board members thought they represented the township’s more populated subdivisions much more than the farmers.

“He opposed us erecting barricades that impeded travel. He says they’re illegal and demanded we take them down.”

Jane waved her hand dismissively. “Idiot!” She reached for her glass and then withdrew her hand, placing it in her lap.

Hugh raised an eyebrow. “It’s purified. It’s a little cloudy.”

“I’m not really thirsty.” Jane smiled and continued. “Does he not understand the roadblocks are for our safety? Did he not hear about that militia?”

“He did. He’s putting together a committee to advise the board about it and other safety concerns.”

“A committee? From the subdivisions?” The construction of the two large subdivisions near the northern boundary of the township had caused a lot of stress within the community. The farmers had opposed them and voted against rezoning the land from agricultural to residential after Bill Fritz passed away, and his son sold the two five-hundred-acre plots to a developer from Pittsburgh.

“Why do they care what we do down here?” she asked.

“They plan to regulate the shit out of us—that’s why. He mentioned shared responsibilities and cooperation between the two communities.”

“Ah. They wanted to control the food—redistribute it.”

“Exactly!”

Jane thought for a moment. She was prepared to fight the likes of Craig Hall and Walt Cayman, but folks from her own township—she should have known it would come to that eventually. “So…”

“So? We have a decision to make,” Hugh said. “We have conflicting interests with our governing body and the subdivisions they represent. So, we need to uncouple ourselves and declare our independence—and fast.”

“Is that possible…legal, I mean?”

“Who cares! If Wendall and the board have their way, we will work for them. You want that? You want everything you’ve built to go to the folks in those subdivisions instead of your family’s survival?”

“They could just take it. There are twice as many of them.”

“Not anymore. A lot have fled or never made it home from their Pittsburgh commute.”

“And you know this how?”

“Wendall said so.”

“Did he come right out and say they want our food to feed the ones that have stayed?”

“Basically!” He did his best Wendall impression. “It’s our solemn duty as citizens and compassionate human beings.”

Jane laughed. “He said that?”

“I laughed, too. He didn’t appreciate that. He said he wanted us to be reasonable. I laughed again and told him we were being reasonable. I let him in and listened; that was me being reasonable.” Hugh waggled his eyebrows at her.

“So, I guess they want you to deconstruct the barricade leading to the subdivisions and deliver the food to their doors?”

“Something like that.”

“Are they okay with keeping the other roads blocked, the ones that are keeping Dentonville refugees and surrounding communities out?”

“Oh, yeah! Safety concerns. He said they’d discussed rules to protect the community from ‘outsiders.’” Hugh punctuated the word with air quotes.

“Did he say what the rules were?”

“No outsiders. If their identification didn’t indicate they lived here within the township, they weren’t allowed to come in.”

“We don’t have a problem with that, right?”

“I don’t. Unless Ruben and Sunny return with their family. I’d like to have them join us; they’d be an asset, not a burden.”

Jane thought of Serenity. She’d told the girl she could return with her little brother if she found him. She imagined others had family members and friends who weren’t residents that they’d like to have to stay with them. “We need some sort of sponsorship system or visas so we can bypass that rule for people we know.”

“Yeah, you can bring that up to Wendall and the board. Me…I plan to ignore their silly rules.”

“That could cause problems.”

“They don’t want a problem with me and my family.” Hugh tapped the pistol holstered at his side. “If they do, they can talk to Roscoe here.”

“The reason I came was about security. We just don’t have the people to watch over the ranch. I was hoping you might have some passive perimeter defenses to help us better protect the property.”

“I’d start with the railroad tracks. I was eyeing that stack of railroad ties along the rail bed at the back of your property. If I were you, I’d take the tractor down there and stack them across the tracks between the creek and the hill. You may need to add some booby traps to keep folks from climbing over them.”

“Booby traps?”

“Yeah, they’re illegal—well, they were—but they work as a pretty good deterrent, and if somebody steps on one, you’ll hear them scream all the way to the house.” Hugh pushed back his chair and stood. “I’ll send Cody and Sonia over to show you how to build a few different types. You can get the kids involved—the ones old enough to use a knife and hammer anyway.”

“I’d appreciate that, Hugh. It will be just Maria, Luis, and me until Raul recovers.”

“I wish I could spare someone to help you, Jane, but I got all my crew out guarding the roadblocks.”

“Did you get any of the other farmers to help?”

“They’re in the same boat as you. Not enough hands to do what needs doing at their own place to spare anyone.”

Jane chuckled. “Maybe we ought to hold a class on booby traps for the whole community.”

Hugh touched his finger to his temple. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll check with Oscar and see if he’s got any more ideas for perimeter defenses.”

“How’s he doing?” Jane asked.

“It won’t be long now. His liver has failed. Can’t live without one.”

“I’m so sorry, Hugh. If there is anything I can do for you or⁠—”

“Thanks, Jane. Just take care of yourself and your family. We’re going to need each other to survive this.”

Hugh led Jane out onto their porch, where Luis was waiting for her. With him was Oscar’s youngest son, Paulie. He was only nine years old, but he, too, had a rifle slung over his shoulder.

“See ya later,” Paulie said, waving as Jane and Luis climbed into their saddles and turned toward the road.

“I’ll send Cody by later, Ms. Jane,” Hugh called to her.

Jane waved over her shoulder. “Thanks, Hugh!”


EIGHT
Serenity




Montour Trail

Allegheny County, Pennsylvania

Day 10

Back on the tracks, Serenity hadn’t gone far when she reached a crucial juncture. Here, the railway split, offering two distinct paths. To her left, the tracks stretched northward, disappearing into the distance. To the right, they veered east, cutting across a different landscape. Each direction presented its own set of unknowns and possibilities. Left, toward the north could lead her closer to her destination, yet the right turn, heading east, might offer a safer, less direct route. The decision weighed heavily on her, each option a gamble in this uncertain journey. She referred to Ruben’s drawing on her map. His route led east all the way to the Monongahela River.

Through the trees, Serenity could see the roof of a house. She was entering a more populated area, and soon, she’d be walking directly through the city of Clairton, Pennsylvania. Serenity glanced up, searching for the sun. From the looks of its position in the sky, she might have an hour or two at most left of daylight. She couldn’t walk at night. One missed step, and she could fall right off one of the rusty old bridges along the way. She’d need to find a suitable place to sleep before long.

Stepping onto the adjacent tracks, Serenity headed east. A quarter of a mile later, she spotted a perfect camping spot as the tracks began to cross over what, according to her map, had to be Peters Creek Road just before it crossed over Gall Hill Road. She scrambled down the side of the abutment to the pavement below and surveyed the area. A sign indicated she’d dropped down at the Montour Trail Campground. She hugged the tree line as she approached a primitive shelter nearby. Disappointment washed over her as piles of camping gear came into view. The site was occupied. Someone else had thought it was a perfect spot as well.

“You alone?” a female voice called out from the opposite side of the structure.

“Are you?” Serenity responded.

“No.” The woman in her thirties stepped out, holding a shotgun, and pointed at Serenity.

Serenity raised her pistol aiming it back at the woman.

The woman nodded toward her weapon, and long tendrils of her dark brown hair fell over her face. “Just a precaution. I got family to protect.”

A preteen girl poked her head out from behind the woman’s legs.

“I understand. I’m not a threat,” Serenity said.

“You’re alone then?”

Serenity didn’t want to answer. The woman could have others ready to pop out and pounce on her.

“I didn’t see anyone with her, Momma,” the preteen girl said, stepping out from behind the woman. She was the spitting image of her mother. She stared up at Serenity with big brown eyes.

“You’re traveling alone? That’s risky,” the girl’s mother said as she lowered the shotgun.

“No choice,” Serenity said.

“You’re headed in the wrong direction. Nothing but trouble waiting for you in Clairton.”

Serenity took a step closer. “You came from there?”

“We did,” the woman said.

“My dad was killed there,” the preteen girl said.

“I’m sorry.”

“You hungry?” the woman asked, bending down and picking up a string of fish.

“I wouldn’t want to intrude. I’ve got some fishing line in my pack. I’ll see if I can catch a few of my own, but I’d appreciate using your fire to cook them on,” Serenity said, holstering her pistol.

“We haven’t been using a fire,” the girl said.

Serenity scrunched her face. “You’re eating them raw?”

“Fire attracts people,” the mother said. She grabbed her young daughter’s hand and moved toward the picnic table.

A memory of sitting around a campfire with her grandparents flashed through Serenity’s mind. She’d gone off into the woods to find a discreet place to go to the bathroom, and the only way she’d found her way back was by spotting their campfire through the trees. However, when she’d hunted with her granddad, he always dug a hole in the ground and built a fire there. He’d said it was easier to cook over and great for windy conditions. But when she’d gone off that time to use the bathroom, she couldn’t see the fire and had to call out to her grandfather to find her way back.

Serenity joined the mother. “Have you tried a Dakota fire hole?”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s kinda like a trench. It conceals the flames and cuts down on the smoke.”

“You know how to build one?”

“I haven’t ever done one myself. My grandpa always built them when we hunted. I can try, though.”

“I don’t know.” The mother glanced around, surveying the tree line. “It would be nice to grill the fish.”

“You wouldn’t happen to have a small shovel?” Serenity asked.

The woman shrugged. She glanced back over her shoulder toward the stack of packs. “Might be one in my husband’s pack. I haven’t been in it yet. He didn’t like us messing with it.” She hung her head. “I guess that doesn’t matter now.”

Serenity gestured toward it. “May I?”

The woman nodded.

The pack was way too heavy for the woman or the girl to have carried it there on their own. “You said your husband died in Clairton?” Serenity slowly moved her hand to her holster.

“Yes.”

“You carried his pack here?”

“No. My son did.”

Serenity spun around, drawing the pistol as she did. She held it at her side but ready. “Where is your son?” Her eyes scanned the railroad bridge, the creek, and the woods for any sign of the boy.”

The woman grabbed her shotgun. “He’s not here. I told you we were alone.”

“Where is he then?” Serenity said, her voice pitching wildly.

“He went to find the rest of our group,” the girl said, choking on her tears.

“David never came back,” the mother said.

Serenity glanced over at her. The poor girl had been through so much. What hope did they have out there all alone? Serenity’s gaze shifted back to her mother. “You were traveling with a group?”

She nodded. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Our neighbors. When the bands of looters started targeting homes in our neighborhood, killing people and taking their food, we decided to flee together. We thought that by traveling in a group, we’d be safer. As we moved through Clairton, we were attacked. We got split up. My family and I were cut off from the rest of the group. After Gene got killed, I fled here with my children. We’d camped here before when we biked the Montour Trail. My son wanted to see if he could locate the others. That was two days ago. We’ve been waiting for him here ever since.”

Serenity holstered her pistol. “I’m sorry. I thought…”

The woman placed her shotgun on the picnic table. “My son is about your age. Headstrong. With his dad gone, he thinks he’s in charge now. I told him to at least take his dad’s pack with him in case he got stuck somewhere for a while, but he said we weren’t allowed to touch it, like he thought his dad was coming back.”

Serenity said nothing.

“David’s coming back,” the daughter said. “He is. We’re not leaving without him.”

“We’re not going anywhere until he gets back, Leah. Don’t worry, sweetheart.”

The preteen girl’s pain over her brother resonated with Serenity. Not knowing if Jacob was okay was tormenting. The same fear was paralyzing this family. They were stuck in limbo—a very dangerous place to be in times like these.

Serenity gestured to the oversized pack. “I think you should go through the bag. There might be things you could use, like ammo or food.”

The mother turned her gaze from Serenity. “You’re welcome to check.”

Serenity knelt beside the backpack. The first thing she noticed was the big machete attached to the side. That would come in handy for moving through the thick underbrush. Also attached to it was an ax, and inside a green pouch, Serenity discovered a small trowel. In one of the pockets, she located a box of waterproof matches, a small lighter, and a medicine bottle. She opened its lid to discover a cotton ball. She pulled it out. It had been coated in petroleum jelly. Serenity wasn’t sure, but she thought it might be some sort of homemade fire starter since it was located with the matches and lighter. The pack had everything she needed to make a Dakota fire hole and start a fire.

She glanced over at the fish the woman was cleaning. Serenity was hungry but not enough to eat raw trout. She gathered up the trowel, ax, and fire-starting supplies and headed down toward the creek—away from the trees and dead leaves. The last thing she wanted to do was light the forest on fire. After locating a suitable spot, she set about digging two holes that connected at the bottom to create her Dakota fire hole. The trowel was sharp—likely, it had never been used. But still, digging the two-foot-deep holes was more difficult and exhausting than Serenity had anticipated. She had to stop and rest a few times before declaring one and a half feet good enough.

She dug one hole vertically and the other at an angle to connect to the first hole’s base. After it was sufficiently deep and connected, she set out in search of dry twigs and branches—the drier, the better. Green branches would produce much more smoke, which would give away their position. That’s what she was trying to avoid. With the hole now filled with dry twigs, Serenity retrieved the grate from one of the park’s built-in grills and placed it over the smaller of the two holes.

“You sure that can’t be seen?” the mother asked, looking down into the hole.

“Pretty sure. But I think we should wait until after dark to light it; that way, the smoke won’t be seen,” Serenity said.

“I’m going to see what else I can find in your husband’s pack.” Curiosity was getting the better of Serenity. She wanted to see what the man had been keeping from his family.

“Can I help you?” Leah asked.

“Of course.”

The girl pointed to the pack. “That’s all my dad’s hiking gear,” the girl said. “He was planning to thru-hike the Appalachian Trail, and he’d been practicing on weekends.”

Serenity dropped down beside it and began emptying the contents of all the outside pouches and pockets and stacked the small items to one side. The only useful things she found in them were a small flashlight and extra batteries, an emergency blanket, and a Leatherman multitool. She didn’t know why he’d packed playing cards and clothes pins. Inside was a different story. It was filled with handy things. Serenity removed a medical kit, a hygiene kit, water purification tablets, and a camping tarp.

Near the bottom was a plastic box. Serenity opened it and stared down at its contents, wondering why the man was carrying other people’s driver’s licenses, credit cards, and passports. She picked up one of the passports and opened it. It belonged to a very pretty girl from the Netherlands. All the items in the box belonged to pretty girls. A shiver went up Serenity’s spine.

“What’s in it?” Leah asked.

Serenity dropped the passport back into the box and slammed the lid shut. “Nothing useful.” This man had a secret—a very bad secret. Serenity glanced up at the girl. The owners of the contents of that box were all likely dead, and so too was their killer. She was glad he was dead. She couldn’t imagine what a man like that was capable of doing without the police to stop him. Serenity set the box aside. She would burn it in their campfire tonight. This child didn’t need to know what a monster her father was; life would be cruel enough now.

“What’s in this one?” Leah held up a large backpacking food bag.

Serenity opened the drawstring and peered inside. “It’s filled with dehydrated meals,” she said, handing one to the girl. “You guys didn’t know this was here?”

The girl shook her head.

“The stuff in it will help you and your mom survive, but you should put in in bags you can carry yourselves. Divide it up between the two of you.”

“There’s three of us,” Leah said.

“I’m not staying. I’m leaving to find my little brother in the morning.”

“Not you, my brother, David.”

Serenity wanted to try to convince her they shouldn’t wait for him, but she couldn’t bear to see her in more pain.

“If you bring me your and your mom’s bags, I’ll help you pack them so you’ll know where everything is and be ready to leave when your brother gets back.”

“How old is your brother?”

“He’s thirteen.”

“Did you get separated?”

“Yes, but a long time ago,” Serenity said.

“Where are your parents? Did something happen to them?”

“I don’t live with my parents. I’ve been on my own for a while.”

“And you’ve gone off on your own to find your brother?”

There was something in her tone that alarmed Serenity.

“I didn’t have a mom to take care of me like you do.” Serenity shifted her gaze to the woman. “It’s good she has you.”

“Where’s your mom?”

“In Pittsburgh.”

“You going there?”

“Maybe. I have to find my brother first and get him somewhere safe.”

“Where could you possibly be safe right now?”

Her question took Serenity off guard. Where was it safe anymore? Maybe the idea was to find somewhere less dangerous. “Away from big cities,” she said.

“We’re away from the city, but my mom still says we’re not safe.”

“Somewhere farther away. Keep going south,” Serenity said.

“For how long?”

Serenity shrugged. “Until you don’t see people for a while.”

“What happened to make people so dangerous?”

In Serenity’s world, strangers had always been dangerous. “They’re scared and desperate.”

“My mom and I are scared and desperate, but we’re not dangerous.”

Serenity wanted to tell her that she needed to be in order to survive in this new world, but she didn’t. She’d have to learn that on her own—or not.


NINE
Sadie Woosley




Gabbert Residence

Whitaker, Pennsylvania

Day 10

From the vantage point of Rick’s front porch, Sadie’s eyes scanned across the Monongahela River to the distant borough of Braddock, Pennsylvania. Wisps of smoke still rose from the charred remains of several buildings, painting a bleak picture against the sky. She hurried down the steps, and then she made her way across the litter-strewn front lawn. Reaching the street, she ducked beside a neighbor’s parked pickup truck and scanned their yard and the road beyond.

The world was eerily silent, the usual hum of suburban life now replaced by a tense quiet. Sadie listened intently for any hint of movement or human presence. Confident that the coast was clear, she dashed to a tall fir tree near the roadside. This new position offered her a clear view down the street, all the way to the next block. Seeing no signs of life, Sadie pressed on, her destination now a mid-sized sedan parked farther along the curb.

Gripping the steak knife tightly in her right hand, Sadie raced toward the intersection. She stuck close to the trees and bushes fringing the corner lot, using them as cover. Her heart pounded in her chest as she neared the alley to her left, anxious for whatever might come next.

Almost immediately, she spotted the house with the baby swing and bouncy horse. She studied the Gabberts’ back door from the corner of their neighbor’s detached garage. It was closed. The wooden deck wasn’t littered with debris left behind by looters. It was at least forty feet to their steps. She’d be out in the open the whole way, and then, if she found the back door locked, she’d have to go around to the front. Sadie couldn’t risk the noise that breaking in would make. Sound carried so far now that everything was so quiet. It was almost too easy to distinguish natural sounds from man-made noise.

Sadie drew in a cleansing breath, touched her fingers to her bra containing her sobriety coin to assure herself that hard things were possible, and then sprinted toward the back door to Gabberts’ red-brick house. She released a sigh of relief as she turned the knob, and the door eased open. Sadie waited there for a moment, listening for sounds of habitation within the walls before moving into the Gabberts’ kitchen. All the cabinet doors stood open. The contents of the refrigerator were strewn across the floor. There was nothing edible left there.

Sadie ventured deeper into the kitchen, carefully stepping over debris on the floor to reach the counter. There she found two empty baby bottles, a baby spoon, and a pacifier. She stuffed them into the plastic grocery sack she’d brought from Rick’s kitchen and then tried the living room. She side-stepped around a baby bouncer and moved past the sofa. From there, she could see the trash littering the front lawn. The front door had been kicked in, and the jamb was cracked; pieces of it lay on the floor.

Down a short hallway, Sadie found the Gabbert child’s room. Surprisingly, the room was untouched. The crib was intact, and the baby quilt was still draped over the railing. She gasped when she spotted a diaper bag sitting next to the changing table. Sadie rushed over and plucked it from the floor. After placing it on the table, she unzipped it and removed a changing pad. Tears blurred her eyes as she stared down at the powdered baby formula container. She dropped her steak knife onto the changing pad, snatched the baby milk from the bag, and opened the lid. Sadie estimated the container held about one-quarter of its contents. Maybe enough for a couple of bottles. She was delighted to have found enough for even one. That would fill the baby’s belly for at least four hours. With a smile of relief on her face, she stuffed the formula back into the bag and placed the strap on her shoulder.

At the door, Sadie glanced back, checking one last time if there was anything more she could take that might comfort the boy. She darted back to the changing station and grabbed a small stuffed dog. It immediately began making barking sounds. Sadie tossed it to the floor and had to stomp on it a few times to get it to stop. She glanced out the window. There was no doubt the sound would carry down the street. But anyone nearby might not be able to tell which house it had come from. It could cause them to come looking, though, so she needed to get out of there fast.

Sadie stopped at the Gabberts’ back door to make sure the alley was clear before exiting—it wasn’t. Two men on bicycles were riding toward the house. They’d obviously heard the damn toy and they were coming to investigate.

Sadie rushed back through the living room toward the front door, tripping over a suitcase and landing on her hands and knees in her haste to get away. With a grimace of pain, she jumped to her feet and ran west—away from Rick’s and away from where her son was hiding in the basement. At the end of the block, she spotted a cafe and took refuge behind an outside trash receptacle, her chest heaving in and out. She had to find a way to lose them and make her way back to Rick’s before that crying baby alerted the whole town they were down there. Sadie ran south another block, spotted Whitaker’s memorial to veterans, and finally recognized where she was.

After turning east on the next street, Sadie crouched down behind a truck and studied the apartment building across from her. That was where Rick had been headed the last time he went out scavenging. Liz had found him face down in the adjacent parking lot, bleeding from a gash on the side of his head. He hadn’t been the same since. Sadie scanned each window. No curtains parted. There was no one standing in the doorway. She would be forced to cross a vacant lot in the open. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out as she rose and sprinted to the next concealment—a car parked in the driveway of a house two hundred feet away. Halfway through, she heard a loud crack echo off the buildings. It took a second for her to register the sound. The second shot was unmistakable. Someone was shooting at her.

She suppressed a scream and ran diagonally toward the nearest structure, concealing herself behind the concrete block building and pressing her back against the wall of the garage. Her breaths came in ragged gasps. She was hyperventilating, and she could feel her fingers going numb—not good. She shook her hands, and then it dawned on her that she’d left the steak knife back in the Gabberts’ nursery. She was totally defenseless against an attack—not that a knife would stop bullets. She knew she was too physically weak to fight anyone hand-to-hand either. Her gaze shifted to the ground near her feet. There, she spotted a twelve-inch piece of pipe. She pounded the pipe against the palm of her hand to test its strength. Better than nothing.

Inching her way to the corner of the garage, she checked the house across the street. The gate to the fence that surrounded the property was open. Beyond it, she could see a four-foot-tall chain-link fence separating the yards. It had been a couple of decades since she’d hopped a fence, but she had no choice; taking the street was too dangerous.

Sadie slid the strap of the diaper bag over her head and took off running. Another shot rang out the moment she hazarded a step from the building, but she didn’t slow until she reached the fence. Her pants caught on the chain link as she threw her leg over, and she landed on her butt on the opposite side. She didn’t waste time dusting herself off or checking for injuries. Hopping to her feet, she sprinted across the lawn and an adjacent vacant lot.

At the end of the block, she crossed the street, ran between two houses, and stopped at the back corner of Rick’s neighbor’s home. After waiting for a full minute to ensure nobody was following her, she dashed to Rick’s front door.
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While Liz fed little William, Jacob helped Sadie clean the cut to her shin from the fence. She winced as he dabbed peroxide on the scrape. “That group has to be staying in that apartment building. You and Dad have both run into trouble there.” Jacob said.

“Now we know where to avoid.”

“I think it’s time to leave,” she whispered. “I got lucky with the baby food, but there’s nothing left around here. That gang cleaned everything out.”

“But Dad can’t travel—and the baby—he’ll cry and give us away.”

“We’ll starve to death if we stay here, Jacob. I’m already so weak that I barely made it there and back. If we don’t eat soon, we won’t have the strength to leave and find food elsewhere.”

Jacob glanced around the basement. “Maybe we can find some sort of wagon big enough for Dad, and we can take turns pulling him.”

Sadie knew none of them had that kind of energy in reserve. “I think he can walk. We’ll just have to hold on to him.”

“But he can’t run,” Jacob said with sadness in his tone.

“Then we’ll travel at night. The baby will hopefully be sleeping, and it would be harder for anyone to see us.”

Jacob nodded. “I’ll talk to Liz about it after the baby falls asleep.”

Sadie didn’t hold out much hope that Jacob could convince the woman. She’d waffled back and forth for days on the subject. One moment she was ready to flee, and the next, she was too terrified to approach the door. If Jacob managed to convince Liz, her reactions out on the streets could get them killed. Sadie stared at her son. She would not let that happen.


TEN
Keith




The Pizzeria

Whitaker, Pennsylvania

Day 10

Keith slowly regained consciousness, guided by the rhythmic hammering sound that echoed in his ears. His eyelids felt heavy, and it took several attempts before he could keep them open. As his blurred vision gradually improved, he realized he was still in the dimly lit restaurant, the air heavy with the scent of garlic and oregano.

Attempting to move, Keith rolled onto his side, took a deep breath, and went to sit up. But a wave of dizziness washed over him.

“ Might want to stay put for a bit longer. You hit your head pretty hard there,” a deep, gruff voice said. Despite the roughness, there was an unmistakable note of concern in the man’s voice.

“Where am I?” Keith asked, his voice sounding distant to his own ears.

“The pizzeria,” the man replied. “You don’t remember?”

Keith’s gaze drifted around the dimly lit room. It was a functional space. Its metal shelves clung to the walls and were laden with the essentials of a bustling restaurant kitchen. The shelves were crowded with large, dented cans of tomato sauce. Bottles of olive oil stood in haphazard lines, and sacks of flour were stacked neatly at the end, their surfaces dusted white.

As his eyes adjusted, Keith tried to focus on the man’s voice. He spotted a figure in the doorway, who picked up a candle from the top of the shelf and lit it. The candlelight illuminated his weathered features.

“I sort of recall a fight,” Keith said, his voice a low rasp.

“You were right in the middle of it,” the man replied, stepping forward. “You took a nasty hit to the head diving for cover when that gang started shooting.”

Keith’s mind was a jumble of half-images and sounds: the rush of the fight, the crack of gunfire, and then darkness. He tried to sit up again, more carefully this time.

The man moved closer and extended a hand to help. “Easy now,” he cautioned. “You gave us quite a scare.”

As Keith sat up and leaned back against the wall, the events outside the restaurant started coming back to him—the chase, the girl who wasn’t Serenity, the ambush. It was all a dangerous blur. “Thanks,” Keith muttered, raking a hand through his hair. It was sticky with blood. “Who were those people?”

“Damn takers,” a woman in her late sixties said, stepping into the small store room.

“How long have you guys been here?” Keith asked.

“My husband and I have been here since before the lights went out. Others have come and gone since then.”

Keith fished out Serenity’s picture from his pocket, holding it up. “Is the girl one of the ones who’s been here?”

The woman leaned and squinted at the photo. “She doesn’t look familiar to me,” she said, shrugging before taking the photo and handing it to the man.

He took the photo from her and examined it. “No. I haven’t seen her.”

“She’s probably looking for her brother. The kid lives with his dad, Rick Woosley, somewhere here in Whitaker, near the ball field.”

“She’s out there all by herself?” the woman asked, a frown creasing her face.

“As far as I know. Last I heard, she was seen with a little boy, but that was days back.”

The man shook his head. “It’s a jungle out there for a young girl alone.”

Keith touched his bloody forehead. “That young girl who got attacked outside, is she all right?”

“She made it,” the woman replied briefly, then turned to leave the room.

Keith tried to push himself up. “Gotta keep moving. My daughter…” His voice trailed off as a wave of nausea struck him.

“You might want to wait until daylight,” the man said. “Those idiots are even worse at night.”

Keith’s ears perked up at the sound of an engine roaring outside, loud and unmistakable.

“I think they just nabbed your bike, man. Tough break,” the guy said with a sympathetic grimace.

Keith shrugged, a resigned look on his face. “Was bound to happen. That thing was a magnet for trouble.”

The guy nodded. “Yeah, but if I had a sweet ride like that, I’d be booking it south, not diving deeper into the chaos here near Pittsburgh.”

Keith took a deep breath. “I get it. But my daughter’s up here. After I find her, south is exactly where we’re headed.”

The man handed Keith a glass of water and a couple of aspirins. “Got any specific spot in mind?”

Keith hadn’t really thought that far. “Maybe West Virginia. Someplace remote, away from the city crowds.”

The guy chuckled, sounding more resigned than amused. “You and half the world, buddy. You got bushcraft skills?”

“Bushcraft?”

“Yeah. Haven’t you ever watched any of those survival shows?”

Keith shook his head. He hadn’t needed to; behind bars, every day was a fight for survival.

“You got any survival skills, like making a primitive shelter, rubbing two sticks together to make a fire?”

Keith raised an eyebrow. “Survival skills?” Keith didn’t want to tell him he’d survived prison. He thought back to his childhood camping trips. His dad had taught him a few things. “I can start a fire, but I usually have to have a lighter.”

“And trapping? Ever caught your dinner in the wild?”

Keith shrugged. “Nope.”

The man sighed. “Me, neither. But I’m thinking of heading way south, like to the Gulf Coast. I’m gonna find a boat and live off the sea.”

“You know anything about sailing?”

“Not a clue.”

Keith chuckled dryly. “Looks like we’re all in the same boat, then.”

“Thought about heading west, too. Someplace like Nebraska. Farmland. Open spaces.”

“You farm?” Keith asked.

“Had a little veggie patch in my backyard. But a field of corn? That’s a whole other game.”

Keith lifted one brow. “Seems like we’re all in a pretty tight spot.”

“That’s the truth,” the man said, shoving his hands into his pockets.

Keith gestured toward the door. “So, how many people are staying here?”

“It changes. The owners, an older couple, they take people in. Some fit in, some don’t.”

“And those who don’t?”

“They get the boot.”

“That gang outside, they were…?”

“Yeah, one was a reject from here.”

Keith glanced at the stocked shelves. “You guys have been able to keep this place secure with just bats and pipes?”

“We had guns, ran out of bullets. They don’t know that yet.”

“Might have by now,” Keith said, recalling the rounds that had punched through the plywood covering the front windows.

“Maybe.”

The man extended his hand. “Name’s Joe.”

Keith shook it. “Keith.”

“Well, Joe, what happens when that group comes back?”

Joe looked serious for a moment. “When they come back, we hold down the fort for as long as we can.”

“How many are in their group?”

“As far as I can tell, about nine, maybe twelve. They add a few, lose a few,” Joe said. He extended a hand to Keith to help him to his feet. “Come on out, and I’ll introduce you to our crew.”

Joe led Keith out of the supply closet into the dining area of the restaurant.

The sixty-something-year-old owner and her husband were seated at a lowered counter opposite their cash register. The husband had a kitchen knife and was sharpening pieces of wood.

“Everyone, this is Keith. Keith, the couple at the counter are Geneva, whom you’ve met, and her husband, Martin. They own this place.” The husband glanced up briefly, nodded a greeting, and then returned his focus to the spike in his hands.

Next to him, Geneva looked as if she was doing floral arrangements as she cut the blooms off roses and stacked the long stems in a neat pile. “You dizzy or lightheaded?” Geneva asked.

“No,” Keith said, although it wasn’t entirely true. He did have a headache and just felt off. “What’re the roses for?” he asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

“A wall.”

“Wall?”

“She’s going to weave them into a thorny wall for the back door. We had to remove some of the lumber from there to reinforce the front door,” Martin said.

“I hope to have enough to weave a tight piece to deter anyone from trying to climb the back stairs to the second floor. They could hack through it, eventually, but that would give us time to attack—or flee.”

“Isn’t that dangerous? You’ll be blocking your only exit from the second story as well,” Keith asked.

“We don’t go up there anymore. There’s nothing up there but pizza boxes.”

“They came back for their dead. Must be related in some way,” Joe said.

“Could be,” Martin replied.

The young blonde girl that Keith had mistaken for Serenity was seated in the corner of the small restaurant across from a woman in her late thirties to early forties. She was now wearing a hoodie and had the hood pulled up over her head.

“The young girl you helped rescue is Mallory, and that’s her mother, Cheryl,” Joe said, turning to face them.

“Thanks,” the mother said, forcing a smile.

The girl kept her head down, staring at the table.

“I didn’t do much,” Keith said.

“You did more than most would do these days,” Joe said.

Martin nodded. “People wouldn’t stick their necks out for strangers even before the dung hit the fan.”

Keith had been lucky. He’d encountered several good Samaritans. He wouldn’t have made it this far without them.


ELEVEN
Serenity




Montour Trail Campground

Washington County, Pennsylvania

Day 10

As darkness engulfed the campground, Serenity removed one of the petroleum-soaked cotton balls from the medicine bottle and dropped it down in the hole. Then she broke a few twigs from the stack of branches she’d gathered and lit the cotton ball on fire with one of the waterproof matches. She stepped back to see whether the fire was visible from a distance. It wasn’t, but she could smell the smoke from it. She wasn’t sure how far the wind would carry the scent.

Dinner consisted of the trout the woman had caught and some freeze-dried pasta from her husband’s pack. When they had the fire going, Serenity boiled water from the creek, let it cool, and then filled her water bottle. She also filled a second water bottle and used two water purification tablets, which were, according to the package, supposed to make it bacteriologically safe to drink. It said nothing about the chemicals and heavy metals that might be present from stormwater runoff.

“Thank you for dinner. That was the best meal I’ve had in a long time,” Serenity said.

The mother took a bite of her fish. “Thank you for the fire. I wasn’t sure I could eat them raw.”

“I didn’t know you could cook pasta so…” Leah stopped mid-sentence, her eyes wide.

Serenity jumped up from the picnic table, drew her pistol, and spun in the direction of the girl’s gaze a moment too late.

“David!” Leah screamed, jumping up from her seat and running toward the boy.

Serenity stepped back behind the three-sided camping shelter, out of sight, studying the group. She wanted to slip off into the woods before anyone noticed her, but she couldn’t leave without her pack.

Their mother stood there, bathed in the beam of a flashlight with her mouth open. “David!” It sounded more like a question.

“Hi, Mom!” the boy said. “I found the group.” He glanced over his shoulder to the people gathered behind him. “Or what was left of them.”

“Hi, Staci,” the man standing beside David said.

One of the women hurried over to Staci and gave her a hug. “I’m so sorry about Gene.”

“Who else?” Staci said, now shielding her eyes from the man’s flashlight’s beam. “Who else did we lose?”

The man named off about six people. “The Polomski kid is missing. We went back for him and searched a few buildings, thinking he was hiding somewhere, but found nothing. The area was too hot, so we had to go.”

“Yum! Fish. I’m starving,” David said, rushing over to the table and plopping down in front of Serenity’s plate. At his feet was Serenity’s bag.

“That’s the girl’s dish,” Staci said.

“What girl?” David asked, his gaze dropping to Serenity’s backpack.

Leah pointed in Serenity’s direction. “The girl that built the fire.” Leah spun around, searching for her. “You can come out. They’re not dangerous.”

“Come out!” the man shouted, backing up and raising a pistol. “Let me see your hands.”

Serenity stepped out, her own weapon pointed at his chest. “They’re not dangerous? Everyone is dangerous now, kid.”

“Put down the gun,” the man said.

Serenity glared back at him. “Not happening.”

“Stop this. She’s not a threat.” Staci rushed over and stood between them. “They aren’t a threat either. They’re just on edge. Everyone, please. Lower your weapons. The kids are watching.”

“I just need my pack, and I’m out of here,” Serenity said, not taking her eyes off the man with the gun.

David picked up her bag and held it out.

Leah rushed over. “You don’t have to go. You can stay here with us.”

“I can’t.” Serenity side-stepped her way toward David, trying to keep her back to the shelter. “I have to find my family.” She snatched the pack from the boy’s grasp and backed away, slowly moving in the direction of the bridge. The man kept the flashlight and weapon pointed at her until she slipped into the woods between the camp and the roadway.

It was dark, and she had to walk carefully to avoid tripping. It took all the restraint she had not to take off running. But that would be dangerous. Serenity stuck her hand in her left pocket and retrieved the tiny flashlight she’d taken from Leah’s dad’s pack. It would serve her better than the large one Jane had given her. She could hold it in the palm of her hand and block out most of the light, allowing her to see where she was stepping but hopefully hiding her movements.

She could still hear their voices as she climbed the hill and returned to the tracks. She stepped cautiously on each of the railroad ties and kept the light off until the voices had faded. Even then, she only shone the light onto the tracks for a few seconds every minute or so. She walked a mile before a flicker of light halted her. Dropping to one knee, she surveyed the area. Someone had built a fire in the parking lot of a building across the expressway. She’d had no idea she was so close to the Turnpike Authority’s buildings.

Moving as quickly as possible, Serenity followed the tracks as they turned sharply north for several hundred feet, curved back east once more, and walked another mile before coming to a stop. She shined her pin light over a row of heavy construction machinery in the back of what appeared to be some type of business. She was exhausted and wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on the ground. If, by chance, one of the trucks were unlocked, she could crawl inside and catch a few hours of sleep before daylight.

As she approached, she could see that the windows were rolled down on an old dump truck. Serenity tossed her pack inside, climbed in, and cranked up the window. Curling up on the bench seat, she was asleep within minutes.
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A loud noise woke her in the early morning hours. Serenity sprang upright, grabbing her pistol and searching for the source. She scanned the parking lot but saw nothing alarming. After trying in vain to get back to sleep for at least thirty minutes, Serenity sat up, removed her pin light and map, and tried to determine her location. As best she could tell, she was somewhere near the Mon-Fayette Expressway toll plaza, which meant she was maybe two miles from Clairton and three from the Monongahela River, where she would need to turn north. Another ten miles from there and she’d reach Whitaker.

Thirteen miles.

If she left at daylight and walked an average of two miles per hour, she could be there by noon.

Or sooner if I leave now!

So she did. She ate two of Jane’s protein bars and then returned to the tracks.

An hour before daylight, Serenity crossed State Street and arrived at the steel mill in Clairton. She witnessed the sunrise over Glassport, a city across the Monongahela River, an hour later. She’d walked for hours without seeing anyone. By the time she reached the Great Allegheny Passage Bridge that spanned the river, she felt fairly confident about her chances of avoiding trouble as she slipped into Whitaker.

She stopped for a moment under the Duquesne Boulevard Bridge, staring out at the river. Serenity had never really believed she’d make it this far. She almost hadn’t. She was feeling anxious about what she might encounter upon arriving at her destination. What if Whitaker was in ruins like Dentonville? What if Jacob’s father had packed up, and they’d fled the borough already?

Serenity let out a harsh breath. In less than two hours, she’d have the answers she sought. Jacob had to be there. If he wasn’t, she’d never find her brother. The thought of never seeing him again and not knowing what happened to him tore at her heart.

A car door banged closed. Startled, she dropped to the ground, crawling over the tracks and down the railbed toward the thick bushes that lined the railway. After waiting several minutes without seeing anyone or hearing movement, Serenity retraced her steps and hurried north along the tracks. They ran parallel to Duquesne Boulevard, and soon, she entered an area with looted-out businesses, churches, and homes. Not long after that, Serenity encountered people walking on the Great Allegheny Passage trail who were laden with heavy packs and some pulling suitcases like those she’d seen on the expressway. Thankfully, they appeared as anxious as she was to avoid any potential confrontation, and ran when they spotted her.
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The Pizzeria

Whitaker, Pennsylvania

Day 11

The pizzeria grew quiet, and after several hours passed without hearing any more gunshots, Keith’s hosts spread their blankets and sleeping bags out on the floor and went to sleep. Keith, too sore and anxious to rest, stared out a peephole in the plywood covering the windows, thinking about where he and Serenity might go to ride things out. He knew she’d want to take her brother, but his father, Rick, might have his own plan. Keith had never had a problem with Rick back when he’d been Serenity’s stepdad, but that might change once all of them were living together. They’d just have to work it all out when he got there—for the sake of the kids. After all, wasn’t that what responsible parents did?

“If only things were so simple,” he mumbled under his breath.

Keith spent the night thinking about his reunion with Serenity and how that might go. Would she be happy to see him or angry that he’d come? He’d rehearsed what he was going to say over and over, but nothing he’d come up with so far sounded right. How could he express his joy at finding her, especially against all odds?

Someone stirred within the restaurant, and Keith glanced back over his shoulder. Martin crawled over to a chair and used it to assist himself in standing. He jabbed a thumb toward the back room.

“Need to use the little boys’ room.”

He picked up a flashlight and disappeared through the door. When Keith returned his gaze to the street, he spotted movement near one of the abandoned cars. He followed the shadowy figure as it moved from vehicle to vehicle. The aggressive group that had attacked the young girl appeared to be moving closer. Could they see the old man’s flashlight beam? A second later, there was a crashing sound from the back of the restaurant.

“Martin?” Geneva shouted.

“I’m okay. I just took a tumble. But I may need some help getting off the floor.”

Keith took a step in that direction. “I’ll help him.”

“No! I need my wife. Can’t have you seeing my wee willie winkie.” Martin chuckled.

Geneva opened the door and burst out laughing.

“What’s going on?” Joe asked, sitting up.

“Martin’s on the floor with his pants around his ankles,” Geneva said.

“I got my knickers caught on the lever of the dough mixer as I stood from the shit bucket.”

“I told you we ought to move that thing,” Geneva said. The space is too cramped, and the toilet seat rocks on the top of the bucket.”

Keith heard shuffling and grunting, and then Geneva said, “Wait here. I’ll get you another pair of pants.” As soon as she appeared in the doorway, a shot rang out.

As Keith dove to the ground, he heard Geneva let out a scream.

“Martin!”

She spun around and stepped back into the room, and another round ripped through the wall of the restaurant. Joe sprang to his knees and crawled behind the counter. Keith did the same, following him into the room. Geneva was seated on the floor with her back to the mixer, cradling Martin in her arms. Joe rushed over and grabbed the flashlight that had rolled under one of the shelving units and flicked it off.

“They saw the light,” Keith said, “and knew someone was in there.”

“The boards don’t cover the entire window, but I didn’t think about the light shining through the top,” Joe said.

“He’s gone, Joe!” Geneva cried. “They done gone and killed my Martin.”

“I’m so sorry,” Joe said. “Are you hurt? Were you hit?”

“No, but it doesn’t matter. They killed me just the same,” she sobbed.

Keith crawled back through the doorway, stood, and rushed to the front of the restaurant. He peered through the peephole and could see that there were more of them now. Others must have come to check on the shooter. Keith swore under his breath, cursing the people who stood between him and finding his little girl.
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The first rays of morning revealed that most of the attackers had moved away from the front of the restaurant.

“How many are out there now?” Joe asked, handing Keith a warm cup of coffee.

Keith stared down at the steaming mug in amazement. “Hot coffee? How?”

“We boil the water in the wood-fired pizza oven,” Joe said.

Keith took the mug and moved to one of the tables. As he did, Joe took his spot, peering through the peephole. “They usually only leave one person to watch us,” he said. “They don’t fire wildly into the building like they did last night.”

“Maybe the shooter’s a new guy.”

“Maybe.” Joe glanced over his shoulder toward the storeroom where Geneva was still sitting next to her deceased husband and then lowered his voice. “I can’t believe they were able to make that shot. It was like they could see right through the plywood and knew where Martin was standing.”

Keith scanned the room. “You could rip some of this wood paneling off the walls and put it over the gap to block the light from shining through again.”

Joe stared at the wall for a moment. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.”

“I can help you before I leave,” Keith said.

“You can’t go out there. As soon as you open the door, they’ll rush inside, kill everyone, and take the place for themselves,” Joe said.

The young girl, Mallory, threw back her blanket and stood. “You can’t open the door.”

“We left yesterday to find water. We’re really, really low. They must have known that somehow, and now they plan to wait us out,” Joe said.

Keith shook his head. “I can’t stay. I have to find my daughter.”

“I hate to tell you, but if she came here, they have her,” Cheryl said. “You’ll have to kill them all to get her back.”

Keith stood, his fists clenched at his sides. “Then that’s what I’ll do.”

For the next few hours, Keith was all in on planning his escape. He needed a distraction— something big. His plan? Cause a ruckus at the back of the restaurant, pull most of those goons away from the front, then make a dash for it while Joe quickly barred the door behind him.

Prowling through the kitchen’s prep area, Keith searched for the perfect items for his makeshift diversion. He rummaged around, collecting an assortment of canned olives, baking pans, and pizza boxes.

With his materials gathered, he hunched over a paper napkin and started sketching his master plan.

Joe peered over his shoulder. “What’s that you’re drawing?”

“I’m gonna use a domino effect to create a distraction out back. That way, I can slip out the front unnoticed.”

Joe raised an eyebrow. “With canned olives and pizza boxes?”

Keith nodded, pointing to his sketch. “Here’s the idea. I set up a slide using chairs and the pizza boxes. Drop a can down it, and it’ll hit the baking pans that I stand on end. They’ll clatter into the stainless-steel bowls, creating a racket near the back door. They’ll think we’re bolting out the back and come running.”

Mallory joined them at the counter and leaned over to get a better look. “Why not just bang some pans together? That’d be louder.”

“Too risky. They could shoot through the door.” Keith nodded toward the storeroom where Marvin’s body lay.

Mallory’s expression sobered.

Keith continued. “This way, I can build a slide long enough to stretch down the hall. I’ll start the chain reaction and bolt for the front, where Joe will be on standby. Once the bad guys head around back, I’ll burst out. Joe can slam the door and drop the bar.”

Joe scratched his head. “Sounds clever, but what if they leave a lookout at the front?”

“I’ve only seen one guy with a gun, and he’ll definitely check out the noise. If there are just one or two left, I can get past them before they realize what’s happening.”

“And how do you plan to do that?” Mallory asked, skeptical.

Keith grinned. “Run like the wind.”
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Clairton Mill Works

Whitaker, Pennsylvania

Day 11

Upon reaching the backside of Kennywood Amusement Park, Serenity stopped and sniffed the air. She could swear she smelled pretzels baking. “Just wishful thinking,” she muttered under her breath. She’d likely never again taste food from an amusement park or eat a county fair corn dog. But she’d given up on experiencing those things years ago.

Serenity’s pulse quickened as she approached Rankin Bridge. She pulled the map from her back pocket and checked her location to be sure. Ruben had placed a star next to the green spot that represented Whitaker’s ball field—the one Jacob said he lived near. She was so close. The park Jacob had mentioned so long ago was just over the hill. She raced up the incline, climbed over the guardrail, and crossed River Road. Then She ran all the way to Mifflin Street and past a factory. The park should be just behind there, but thick woods lay between them. She could get lost. She’d need to stick to the pavement.

Halfway up the street, she began to encounter homes. She couldn’t see the park, so those couldn’t belong to Rick, Jacob’s dad. At the intersection, she glanced down at the map and turned to her right.

A block later, she took another right, hoping the street led back to the park—the starting point in her grid search. Serenity’s legs nearly buckled when she crested a hill, and the ball field came into view. Tears blurred her vision. She wiped them away and spun around to face the houses trying to determine which ones would have a view of the park. There were three that she could see. Now that she was there, she wasn’t sure how to go about figuring out which house was Rick’s without knocking on the doors. That could be dangerous, but she couldn’t just run through the streets calling her brother’s name. She had no other choice.

Serenity stood outside the first house, staring at the bullet-pocked, boarded-up windows. As she climbed the stairs that led to the front door, she began to see pieces of clothing, paper, and other household debris scattered along the steps and the landing by the door. Her heart sank. What if she was too late? What if something had happened to her brother inside those walls?

She forced herself into some semblance of calm and removed the pistol from her holster. It was now or never. Serenity raced up the stairs, stepping over the residents’ belongings. The door stood open. There was a pool of blood on the other side of the jamb. Serenity swallowed hard and stepped inside. It was dark, and the farther she went inside the home, the stronger the odor of death became.

Her stomach revolted, and she threw up the two protein bars she’d eaten for breakfast on the living room rug. She wiped her mouth, covered her nose with her left hand, and proceeded to the basement stairs. The stench was overwhelming, but she had to know. She could tell even before she reached the bottom step that neither of the two bodies was Jacob—one was female, and they were both too old. The relief was so powerful that she sent up a quick prayer of thanks heavenward, before retracing her steps and heading back out the front door.

Gasping for fresh air, she threw up again before turning her attention to the next house. She crossed the lawn and climbed the hill to the door. This home’s door was also wide open, and someone had clearly rifled through the occupants’ belongings. With her gun leading the way, Serenity stepped inside and was relieved not to be greeted by the same stench as in the previous house.

Straight ahead was a staircase leading to what appeared to be a second-floor landing. Sunlight shone through a window above it. Clothes, toys, and even bathroom toiletries were strewn on the floor and up the treads of the stairs. To her left, the foyer opened into a small living room with a brick fireplace. A baby’s swing and toys were arranged near a brown leather sofa and matching chair. She could see the outline on the wall where framed photos once hung. The dining room was located to the right of the living room.

She headed toward it and then spotted the kitchen tucked under the stairs. The floor was littered with trash, as if someone had upended a bin and kicked the contents around the room. The refrigerator door was standing open. The only thing inside it was spoiled hamburger meat, a carton of milk—no doubt curdled, and a jar of soy sauce.

She heard a scuffling sound somewhere below her and froze. It was coming from somewhere beneath the dining room, but she saw no stairs leading to a basement or crawlspace.

“Hello!” she called out. She knew it was a risk, but she didn’t want Rick or his new wife shooting her, thinking she was a looter. “Hello! Is anyone home!”

Light poured into the dining room from a large window near one end of a long table, upon which sat what looked to be the contents of a china cabinet or hutch. Along the wall that adjoined the kitchen was another fireplace. Flanking it were floor-to-ceiling, built-in bookcases. One held wicker baskets and larger pieces of china. The other was empty. In front of it, the old wooden floor planks were scuffed in an arch pattern. Serenity took a step closer to examine it.

A loud creak sent her scrambling backward into the table. Dishes clattered, and several fell to the floor and shattered. As she gripped her pistol with both hands, the bookcase began to slowly move sideways.
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“That’s the last of the formula,” Jacob said, handing Liz the baby’s bottle.

Little William was cradled in her arms and whimpering. “I’ll go out and look for more after I feed him.”

“We’ve searched every house around here now. There’s nothing left,” Sadie said, her tone scornful.

“That’s what we thought before you found this last can,” Liz said, glaring back at Sadie.

Sadie sucked in a tight breath. She didn’t know how she was going to get through this without a stiff drink. She had to keep reminding herself that Jacob cared for the woman. Pounding her face into the floor wouldn’t improve their circumstance either. Besides, she sure didn’t want to have to care for her wailing baby.

The conversation the night before hadn’t gone well. Although Jacob had laid everything out logically, Liz had refused to see the precariousness of their situation. Harsh words had been exchanged between Liz and Sadie. Things had come out that Sadie now regretted saying—at least in front of her son.

“Yes, I’m a drunk—recovering drunk—but you’re a damn, dirty, rotten hoe who steals husbands and other people’s children!” she’d said in reply.

Sadie smiled at the memory. Liz had looked as if she’d been slapped hard across the face. Her mouth dropped open, and for once, the chick was speechless. Obviously, she thought no one knew she’d been sleeping with Rick for a year before he’d left Sadie.

They’d gone back and forth about Sadie’s past and her skills as a mother. The truth stung, but Sadie had faced most of those demons already—in therapy. Yes, she’d sucked as a mother when she was in active addiction. But she was here now—trying to make up for the years she’d screwed up. And it was a good thing she was because this chick would get her son killed by sending him out on fool’s errands or letting him starve to death in their dark, damp basement.

The whole time Sadie and Liz argued, Rick just sat there mumbling to himself. How convenient. The world had gone to shit, and he got to be lost in his own little world without a care.

She wasn’t bitter—not at all.

Hunger gnawed at Sadie’s belly as the baby drank his last bottle. All she could think about was food. In her mind, she revisited every home and place of business in Whitaker and the surrounding boroughs, hoping there was a secret food stash she’d overlooked before—like the diaper bag with the formula container. There had to be something left somewhere. But in reality, there was nothing. Looters and that gang of bandits had stripped them all clean, except for the pizzeria near the amusement park. It was the only building Sadie hadn’t searched. That was because it was so occupied and well-fortified that even the gang hadn’t yet forced their way inside. Sadie had sat nearby and observed the pizza joint for hours when she first discovered the boarded-up brick building. She wasn’t alone in watching it. Members of that group of marauders had scouts set up, no doubt, waiting for an opportunity to seize control of the restaurant—and its food.

Sadie paced the floor near the stairs, imagining a freshly baked slice of pizza with its edges golden and slightly charred. She could almost smell the intoxicating aroma of its tangy sauce with a hint of garlic and oregano. The pepperoni slices added a smoky, spicy scent that cut through the richness of the cheese. Hunger was both a physical sensation and a mental torture, and could drive a person to desperate measures to make it stop.

A wave of dizziness washed over her. Sadie reached out and grabbed hold of the stair railing to steady herself. She feared they’d waited too long to leave their self-imposed dungeon. She wasn’t sure she had the strength to walk a block, let alone miles and miles. Even if she were to summon up the energy, would she have enough left to scavenge for food? They needed a miracle at this point.

Footsteps above her sent Sadie into fight-or-flight mode. She raced back to her crate and snatched up her baseball bat. Meanwhile, Jacob grabbed his pipe wrench. Liz placed the baby into his car seat and picked up one of the long, brass candlesticks. They each moved to the bottom of the steps, staring up at the door, ready to fight whoever came through it.
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For two days, Craig Hall and his country estate neighbors had wandered the back roads of Bowers Township looking for somewhere to land and set up a permanent camp after losing their accommodation at Byers Mansion. Walt and his men had abandoned them right after they left Mingo Creek Park. They had claimed to be scouting ahead and just never returned. Now, it was up to Craig to lead the previously pampered group. Their wanderings led them to an open field near the Bowers Township’s municipal complex.

They’d been asked to move on by the chairman of their board of supervisors, Wendall Hepworth, a guy Craig had met a few times at municipal conferences within the state. He and Craig’s uncle had struck up a conversation about their predicament. Although the chairman had appeared moved by their plight, he claimed his hands were tied in helping them find lodging within the township. Craig had to use bribery to change the man’s mind.

It had cost him ten thousand dollars’ worth of gold. He’d had to return to the mansion to retrieve it from the place where he’d buried it. The trip was exhausting, and Craig had spent the day resting by the pool of their new home—a six thousand square foot house that had previously belonged to an investment banker from Pittsburgh.

“Uncle, I need you to speak with Wendall again. Get him to give me a truck for a bit.”

“Is this about the gold?” his uncle asked.

“Yes, It’s time to drive back to the mansion and retrieve the rest of it before someone else does.

“Someone like Walt?”

“Someone exactly like Walt. He knows I don’t have it with me and that I took it to the mansion when we left the compound. He’s smart enough to figure out that it’s somewhere on the grounds. He’ll dig up every square inch to find it.”

“You need someone with muscle to move it,” his uncle said.

“I don’t trust anyone else.”

“It’s dangerous to go alone. What if Walt arrives while you’re there digging it up and loading it onto the truck?”

“I plan on going at night. Under the cover of darkness.”

“All right, I’ll talk to Wendall. In the meantime, Victoria and some of the others are complaining about the lack of food choices.”

“They should be grateful they have anything,” Craig said. “Deer meat is what we’ve got. They don’t like it, that’s more for me.”

“We should have brought a cook with us.”

“We did. He’s the one who made eating MREs tolerable.”

“I’d love to have an MRE right now,” his uncle said.

“Not you, too!”

“Deer has never been something on my menu.”

“Then you should learn to fish. I hear there are plenty in Peters Creek.”

“That’s two miles away. I’m an old man. I can’t be expected to walk that far.”

“We just walked more than fifteen miles to get here.”

His uncle scowled. “Only because we were lost and walking in circles.”

“Walt had the only map,” Craig retorted.

“Can’t you send someone to fish for us?”

“Fine! I’ll ask for volunteers. You just work your magic with Wendall and get me that truck.”


SIXTEEN
Jane




Rocky Top Equestrian Center

Washington County, Pennsylvania

Day 11

Maria set a glass of water next to Jane and took a seat to her left at the kitchen table. Hugh’s son, Cody, stood at the head of the table sketching the plans for several booby traps to be constructed around Jane’s property.

“I don’t want to kill people with these. Just scare them away,” Jane said as Cody sketched out what he called a bow trap.

“This we place in the woods between your house and the tracks,” Cody said. “If they make it this far, they mean you harm, Ms. Jane. They’ll need to die. You understand that’s what these passive defenses are designed for, right?”

“I—um…”

“So, we make a hickory bow, notched with an arrow, and attached to a trip wire as I’ve sketched here,” Cody said.

“That looks lethal,” Maria said, passing him the pitcher of water.

“Yes, ma’am,” Cody said, pouring himself a glass. “This was one of the booby traps used by the Vietcong during the Vietnam War. Uncle Oscar said they were quite effective.”

“What if one of us trips it instead?” Jane asked.

“You’ll need to stay out of the area. Will you be going into the woods down by the tracks at any time?”

“Yes…to chop firewood for next winter. Our supply is getting low. I never planned on using so much cooking and cleaning up.”

“You don’t want to cut down your timber, Ms. Jane. You’ll need that for concealment.”

“Where will we get firewood then?”

“There’s a lot of dead trees on the McQuillans’ place.

“That’s a long way to haul wood,” Maria said.

“You should be cutting and hauling now. We’ve got about six weeks until the first frost.”

“We don’t have the people to cut wood, secure the ranch, and take care of Jim and Raul,” Jane said.

“I’ll do what I can to help, but we’re pretty busy hunting and putting up meat for the winter. Dad doesn’t want to butcher the cows unless he has to. He says the deer will run out pretty quickly with everyone hunting them. We’ll need the beef later.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Jane said. There was so much she had overlooked. They were going through her stored foods like wildfire with no thought for when it would running out. That would have to change. It would be a long time before their next harvest of garden vegetables.

“There’s a lot to surviving without modern conveniences,” Maria said.

“That’s for sure, and the first thing is to protect what you have—which leads me back to the booby traps, Ms. Jane.”

“Okay. I see your point. We’ll put this bow trap thingy in the woods between the tracks and the barn. We’ll instruct everyone to stay out of there,” Jane said. She glanced back at Finn at Jim’s feet reading and to his beagle, Gunner, next to him. It wouldn’t be an easy task.

Cody spent several hours illustrating various perimeter defense devices such as punji stick pits, sapling whips, spiked balls, and other sharp weapons launched by trip wires before heading home to help Hugh and his family secure their own farms.

Long after he left, Jane remained at the table, torn about using such deadly methods to protect their home. If only they could warn folks to stay away first, but Cody said that would defeat the purpose.

“At this point, intelligent people understand you don’t trespass on folks’ property. It’ll get you killed,” Cody had said.

Did they? Or would desperation override their good sense?

“That looks like something the cartels use to protect their drug houses,” Raul said as he hobbled by the table. “My cousin found out the hard way.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jane said. She pushed herself away from the table with a sigh. “It looks like we’re going to be installing some of them around the ranch. We’ll have to let the kids know to stay in the clearings and away from the woods.”

“What about Gunner?” Finn said from the living room.

Jane glanced down at the beagle. “You’re gonna have to go on a leash or be penned up like the chickens.”

Gunner whimpered.

“I’m sorry. We can’t have you running around, tripping wires.”

“He’s too low to the ground to get hurt by them,” Raul said.

“Not all of them, and I don’t want to have to go fix them every day,” Jane said.

Raul patted the dog’s head. “Looks like you’ll be holed up in here with me, boy.”

“You have to make sure he doesn’t escape every time the kids open the door.”

“You wouldn’t do that, would you, boy?” Finn said.

Gunner woofed.

“Liar!” Jane chuckled.
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Jane, Luis, and Maria started crafting the wooden instruments of death right after lunch. Cody had illustrated how to set the trip wires, but Jane wasn’t sure she’d do it right. She should have explained it to Finn. He was great with mechanical things. She just didn’t want him to know what they were going to be used for—but it was hard to warn him to stay out of the woods without him understanding that they’d placed deadly traps for strangers. Who had they become? Look how this new world had changed them all. But it had already taken so much from them that she wasn’t willing to risk losing what she had left—the people she loved.

“I can help.”

Jane turned to find Lissette standing in the doorway. She’d barely spoken two words since she’d made her way to the ranch the day Finn and Serenity were taken. Jane had asked her to sit with Jim while she and Maria set the traps. “Thank you, but I really need you to look after Jim and Raul and help Isabella with Finn and the other children.”

Lissette hung her head and turned to go. “I just want to make sure we’re safe.”

Jane imagined that after all she’d witnessed and everything she’d been through, she felt extremely vulnerable. “Okay, you can come with us. Just tell Isabella.”

“Yes, ma’am!” she said, disappearing into the house.
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Jane stood back and stared at the foot trap at the base of the railroad ties they’d just stacked. “Good job, Lissette. That would deter me from climbing over.”

“We’re almost out of nails, but we have some sharpened rebar left,” Maria said, wiping sweat from her brow with her apron.

“We’ll use that with the…” She glanced down at Cody’s drawing. “The swinging ball. We’ll use the pieces of twelve-gauge electric fence wire for the sapling whip.”

“Sapling whip?”

“You drive the metal wire through the sapling and then bend the tree back, setting it with a trip wire,” Maria said, picking up the pieces of wire from the basket and showing her the sharp cut ends. “If that thing smacks you in the face, you’re gonna want to turn around.”

“That’s the plan, anyway,” Jane said.

Lissette smiled. “Can I set the next tripwire?”

It warmed Jane’s heart to see her so engaged. Two weeks ago, Lisette had just been an ordinary girl, worried about boys and social media. She and Maria had been ordinary women who were busy taking care of their families. Now look at them all. They were building booby traps and taking charge of their own safety.
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Serenity gaped at the sight of the person standing in the doorway behind the bookcase. “Mom?”

Serenity took a giant step back toward the kitchen. Nothing here made sense. As far as she knew, her mom and Rick hated one another. How was she in his house? Was this Rick’s house? Had Sadie come to Whitaker searching for Jacob, too?

Her mother pushed the bookcase open wider and shielded her eyes with her hand as she stepped into the sunlight.

“What are you doing here, Mom?” was all Serenity could think to say.

“Serenity?” Sadie dropped her hand and stared back at Serenity as if she didn’t recognize her own daughter.

Serenity smiled, and tears blurred her vision. “It’s me!”

Sadie rushed toward her with open arms. “Oh, baby!” She threw her arms around Serenity and squeezed her tight. “My baby! Oh, my baby girl!” She stepped back, still holding onto Serenity’s forearms. “Your face. What happened?”

“Long story,” Serenity said, glancing over her mother’s shoulder at the opening in the bookcase. “Is Jacob…”

She stopped mid-sentence as a teenage boy came into view. Serenity shook her head and pointed at her brother. Tears came in torrents now. “Jacob!” she croaked. He was so tall. No longer a little boy. He just stood there, clutching a pipe wrench in his hand.

“It’s me! Serenity.”

He stared back at her with a confused expression.

Sadie turned, sliding her arm around Serenity’s waist. “It’s your sister, son.”

Jacob turned his head to one side and narrowed his gaze, studying Serenity.

“Get over here, butthead, before I punch you in the face,” Serenity said, holding her arms open wide.

Jacob’s eyes widened, and his hands flew up to cover his mouth. He climbed the last step, dropped the pipe wrench to the floor with a clatter, and slowly walked toward her. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he approached her.

To Serenity, it felt unreal—almost like a dream. Beside her, Sadie was bawling openly and wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

The second Jacob fell into Serenity’s arms, he also burst into tears. He wrapped his hands around her waist and held her so tight that her sore ribs screamed in pain, but she didn’t care at all. She’d found her baby brother and her mom.

How can this be? The words played on a loop in her mind.

Jacob’s face was buried in her neck as Sadie wrapped her arms around them both.

“I have my babies. My babies! Oh, my babies!” she said repeatedly as she kissed them both.

They stood there, the three of them crying and hugging, until a baby’s cry startled Serenity. She jerked and took a step back, glancing up through blurry eyes to see a woman and baby now standing in the bookcase’s opening.

“Liz! My sister is here!” Jacob said, turning toward her. “That’s my stepmom, Liz, and my little brother, William.”

Tension leaked from Serenity’s body as she stared down at the baby in the stepmom’s arms. Serenity smiled and then punched Jacob lightly on the arm. “You got a little brother? Now you’ll know what it feels like, butthead.”

“How did you find us?” Liz asked. She was smiling, but her tone wasn’t exactly friendly.

“Jacob said he could see the ball field from his bedroom window,” Serenity said.

Liz stepped into the dining room, took a quick glance out the window, and then stopped next to Jacob. “You just started searching houses near here?”

Serenity nodded and then gestured toward the house she’d just searched. “Your neighbors…” She stopped and glanced over at Jacob. He wasn’t the little boy she remembered. He’d grown at least a foot, maybe two, since she’d seen him last. But he was still only thirteen—just a boy, really.

“They’re dead,” Jacob said matter-of-factly. “Looters killed them about a week ago.”

“It’s been that bad here?” Serenity asked.

“As bad as it gets,” Liz said.

Sadie took Serenity’s hand. “How did you get here?”

“I walked.”

“All the way from Dentonville—in this mess?”

“I took the tracks.”

Jacob touched his finger to her face. “How’d that happen?”

“Long story. Dentonville is ten times worse than here, from the looks of it. Southtown is gone—burned to the ground. Looters burned downtown. City Hall is gone.”

“That’s so hard to imagine,” Sadie said.

Serenity was about to tell her how Craig Hall had caused it by starving people and setting up the roadblock on the bridge, but she was interrupted by another figure emerging from the stairs. He resembled her former stepfather, Rick.

“Dad, look! Serenity is here.”

Rick was a shell of the man she’d known as a kid. He was painfully thin, and his face looked hollow and pale. He stared at her as if he wasn’t truly seeing her. If he recognized her, it didn’t show on his face.

Liz thrust the baby into Serenity’s arms and rushed to Rick’s side. “You shouldn’t have climbed the stairs alone. You could have fallen. How would we get you up?”

Rick turned his head, and Serenity could see the dried blood around a gash on the side of his head.

The baby reached up and yanked on Serenity’s ponytail. She gently removed his hand from her hair, and the boy shoved her bent fingers into his mouth and began sucking on them.

“Jacob, help me get your father back downstairs,” Liz said, wrapping her arm around Rick’s waist and turning him around.

Jacob took a step toward them and then turned back. “You’re staying?”

Serenity’s gaze shifted to Liz. “If that’s okay with Rick and Liz.”

“We don’t have any food to offer you.”

“That’s okay. I have a little. Jerky and some oatmeal.” She dropped her pack and fished out the jerky. She thrust the baggie toward Jacob. “Here, little bro. Eat!” Jacob took it, ripped open the bag, and handed Liz a piece of the dried beef. She took it and shoved it into her mouth hungrily. Jacob took out another piece and handed it to Sadie and then Rick. As Sadie and Liz greedily chewed theirs, Rick just stared at his.

“Is he okay?” Serenity whispered.

“He was hit on the head with a baseball bat. He’s got a concussion,” Liz said. “He just needs rest.”

He looked like he had something more serious than a concussion, but Serenity wasn’t a doctor.

“We should all get below before William cries and someone hears him,” Sadie said, moving toward Liz and Rick.

Jacob handed the jerky bag back to Serenity, wrapped his arm around his father’s waist, and started descending the stairs with him. Serenity picked up her pack and followed. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, Sadie pulled the hidden basement door closed tight.

“Have you guys been down here since the lights went out?” Serenity asked as Jacob got Rick settled back into his chair.

“Pretty much,” Sadie said, gesturing for Serenity to take a seat on an overturned wooden crate. “We came down after the looters started killing people.”

Serenity knew it wasn’t going to be easy to convince them to leave the relative safety of the basement, but the longer they stayed there, the harder it would be for them to leave. Her gaze shifted to Rick. His condition would be a problem, but her brother would never leave without him. The baby whimpered, and Jacob reached over, located his pacifier, and stuck it in his brother’s mouth.

Serenity smiled. It was strange seeing her little brother being so nurturing to his new sibling. Even though they were three and a half years apart, Serenity had taken care of him like a mother back when they’d lived together—before social services took him from Sadie and her.

She was experiencing a strange mix of emotions sitting there across from her mother and brother. Emotions she’d fought so hard to suppress now threatened to overwhelm her. But there was no time for such things. She’d prepared herself for a reunion with her brother—not her mom and not both of them at once. She resorted to her go-to coping mechanism—she compartmentalized and stuffed the emotions back down out of the way, returned her focus to the threat at hand, and jumped right in.

“You know you can’t just stay down here forever.” She glanced over at Liz because she sensed she was the one who needed convincing the most. “You know that, right?” It was understandable she’d be resistant to leaving her home. She had a baby and an injured husband. Serenity had to give her a compelling reason to leave, and it seemed starvation hadn’t worked thus far, or the threat of all the violence catching up to them.

Liz cocked her head to the side and glared back at Serenity.

Serenity stared back at her, unblinking. “I know a place—a farm. Somewhere we could all survive this. Grow food and have plenty of clean water. Little Billy could grow up and run in open fields and play with farm animals.”

“Where?” Sadie asked.

“Remember the stables where I took riding lessons when I was little?”

“Rocky Top?”

“Yeah. I stayed there a few days, before I came here,” Serenity said. A lump formed in her throat as the memory of all that had occurred there flooded in. She became acutely aware of her aching body. She glanced down at her bruised knuckles, which told the story of when she’d fought for her life. Blinking away the memory, she cleared her throat. She had to somehow sell them on the idea that safety still existed in Bowers Township. “There’s a couple of farms that are vacant. We could move in there—all of us.” She studied Liz’s face for a reaction. “We could work together and keep each other safe.”

Liz cocked an eyebrow. “Safe?” She snorted. “Nowhere is safe now.”

“Safer than here,” Serenity said. “The community of Bowers Township has pulled together and set up roadblocks. They have armed patrols and⁠—”

“Is that why you look like you did ten rounds with Sonny Conto?” Liz interjected.

“Who is Sonny Conto?” Jacob asked.

Sadie smiled. “A heavyweight boxing champ from Philly. Whoever it was, it looks like your sister kicked butt.”

Liz shot Sadie a dirty look.

Serenity felt a rush of emotions as the scene played in her mind. “It was Rafe Cayman.”

Sadie jumped to her feet and stood before Serenity. “What? Rafe did this to you?”

Serenity looked around her mother to Liz. “I killed him.”

Liz’s mouth fell open. “You killed a man?”

“I killed an animal who attacked me. He kidnapped me and a six-year-old boy and took us to his compound. He threatened to break the kid’s arm if I didn’t tell him all about the people I was staying with.”

“Rafe Cayman had a compound?” Sadie asked.

“With his brother.”

“Walt? He was always a little crazy if you ask me,” Sadie said.

“How can you say that it’s safe there if this is what’s going on?” Liz asked in a condescending tone. “I’m not taking my child there.” She shifted her focus to Rick and then back to Serenity. “And Jacob stays with us.”

Sadie spun around and took a step toward Liz, but Jacob stepped in front of her. “Don’t! Please, Mom. Don’t!”

“I shot him as the community I’ve been telling you about attacked Rafe’s compound,” Serenity said, rising and standing beside her mother. “The people in Bowers Township weren’t hiding in their basements, hoping the bad guys didn’t kick in the doors. They took the fight to the enemy’s camp and ended the threat to their families.”

Liz stood resolutely, her son nestled in her arms. “Good for them. But I’m not risking my family out there on the streets for a pipe dream.”

“But you’ll let them starve to death in here?” Serenity asked.

“We’re going!” Jacob said. He closed the distance between him and Liz and placed his hands on her shoulders. “We have to, Liz. We can’t stay here. There’s no food left.” He glanced over at Rick. “They might have a doctor for Dad.”

“They do,” Serenity lied. Hugh had a relative who was some kind of surgeon, but he was up near Washington, Pennsylvania. Even if Hugh could find him, who knew whether the guy would even return to Bowers Township with him? “They have a doctor and a couple of nurses. There’s medicine, too.”

A single tear slid down Liz’s cheek.

Serenity walked over and wiped it away. “We’re all scared.” She dropped her gaze to the child in the woman’s arms. “This is William’s only shot to get to grow up.”

Liz’s resolve crumbled into sobs. “What kind of future is there for him in this world?”

“One where everyone works together to survive,” Serenity said.

“And Rick?” Liz’s voice wavered. “He can’t make that trip on foot.”

“I saw a wheelchair ramp at a house down the street. There’s a chance the owner may have taken it with them, but it’s worth taking a look,” Sadie said.

“A wheelchair would work,” Serenity said.

Jacob started toward the stairs, a noticeable limp in his step. “Get everything ready to go. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

“No! You can’t go alone. Your ankle,” Sadie said.

“Tell me which house, and I’ll go get it,” Serenity said, grabbing her pack from beside the crate.

Sadie picked up a short piece of pipe. “I’ll help you. I know which house it is.”
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Located at the end of a dirt road and across a creek and surrounded by hills on three sides, Walt gave the New Eden compound a solid B in defensibility. The compound’s founder, Tyson Mueller, had followed their survival instructor’s notes to the letter and designed his compound to resemble a military outpost in places like Afghanistan. But Walt knew that no compound was impenetrable. Mueller had underestimated his neighbors’ resolve. He’d made zero attempts to be proactive in preventing any potential attack. Walt and his crew—although not officially authorized to do so—had done reconnaissance during their patrols. As he saw it, there were just too many people in the area who lacked the resources to provide for themselves. Eventually, those people would be knocking at Mueller’s gate. In Walt’s opinion, it was best to discourage that kind of behavior before it happened, but he wasn’t the one in charge, at least for the moment.

“Listen up!” Mueller shouted.

Those gathered in the compound’s chow hall quieted and focused their attention on their leader.

“Today, we’re going to work to expand our footprint. With the addition of more personnel, we need to create more barracks and add a women’s latrine,” Mueller said. He spent the next thirty minutes going over the assignments, handing out tasks, and giving a safety briefing that was anything but brief.

Walt and a few members of his team were assigned to work on expanding the outer perimeter by filling large cattle panels cut into four-foot sections, made into a cube shape, with rocks and dirt. Another team came behind them, doing the same and creating a second level to the dirt-filled defensive wall to match the others surrounding the compound.

Kelter leaned over and whispered. “Did you see the size of their armory? Sheesh, did he rob some military installation?”

“He had a high roller backing him. The guy basically handed him a credit card and told him to build this place and arm it to the teeth,” Walt said.

“Shit! And I thought the setup Craig Hall’s group paid for was high-speed. This place is ready for World War III.”

“That’s exactly what they’d been preparing for. Mueller thought the Chinese and Russians would invade.”

“Not sure that hasn’t happened. We won’t know until they’re dropping in by parachutes,” Kelter said. “You didn’t tell me this place was set up like a military outpost. We ain’t getting anywhere near those guns.”

“Patience, Kelter. We have to earn their trust first,” Walt said.

“And then what?”

“And then we strike.”

The team leader strolled by, his rifle resting across his forearms, studying their handiwork like a freaking drill sergeant. “You let the burlap slip below the top. Dirt’s spilling out. We need these filled all the way and dirt packed down tight for the second layer to sit correctly,” he barked.

Kelter removed some of the dirt and adjusted the liner. After the team leader walked away, working his way down the line, Kelter leaned back in. “Hutson ran into Jimmy out on patrol.”

Hutson and Walt’s Fox Team had been sent to be forward observers, watching for road bandits and heavy bands of refugees that might threaten the compound. Jimmy had chosen to remain with Craig Hall and his country club buddies when Walt had given the order for his crew to abandon the group out on the road. Apparently, he had a crush on one of the rich girls.

“He talk to him?”

“Said they were staying at some subdivision on a golf course.”

Hall seemed to always land on his feet.

“Tell Hutson to continue to pump him for information if he sees him again. Hall has something that belongs to me. Eventually, I’m going to want to take it back.”
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Keith’s heart pounded as he meticulously set up his makeshift diversion. The long slide of pizza boxes stretched down the hallway, leading to a precarious setup of baking pans and mixing bowls. Each item was strategically placed to create the maximum amount of noise. The canned olives sat perched at the top of the slide, ready to be the catalyst in his Rube Goldberg-esque machine.

“Ready?” Joe whispered, his hand hovering near the heavy bar across the door.

Keith nodded, taking a deep breath. He was about to set off a chain of events that he hoped would lead to his escape. With a nudge, the can of olives tumbled down the pizza box slide, gaining momentum. As it collided with the baking pans, a loud clatter echoed through the empty kitchen, followed by the resonant din of the mixing bowls. The noise was thunderous, reverberating through the restaurant.

Keith sprinted toward the front, adrenaline surging through his veins. Behind him, he heard shouts and the sound of footsteps—his diversion had attracted attention.

“It worked,” Mallory shouted, stepping back from the peephole. “The guy with the gun just took off around the side of the building.”

As Keith neared the front door, Joe lifted the bar and swung it open just enough for Keith to slip through the opening. Once he was outside, Joe quickly shut the door, and Keith heard the bar slam down, securing it.

The midday sun momentarily blinded Keith. He hugged the front of the building, making his way to the northwest corner. He could hear the confusion and commotion at the back of the restaurant as the attackers investigated the noise. Keith bolted out onto the street, his legs pumping furiously. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed that a couple of the attackers had stayed at the front, but they were caught off guard. Seizing the moment, Keith darted past them, using every ounce of speed he possessed.

“Get him!”

Keith ducked behind an SUV and surveyed the scene.

“This way!” someone shouted.

Keith took off down the street, ran to his left, and slipped into a vacant lot between two businesses. At the back of one of the buildings was a set of concrete steps that led to a residential property.

“Where’d he go?” one of them yelled.

Keith climbed the stairs and then dove down behind some bushes.

“This way!” the man with the pistol said, running into the lot.

Keith jumped to his feet and sprinted across the back lawn. He skidded to a stop at the back of the house and listened. His chest heaved in and out as the sounds of shouting faded behind him. He stepped out and made his way along the side of the home, putting distance between himself and the restaurant.

At the street, Keith scanned left and then right, trying to get his bearings. He had no idea where he was or which way to head to get to Rick’s place. All he knew was that he couldn’t let those guys follow him there. He wouldn’t put Serenity and Rick’s family in danger.

To his left, the street dead-ended at a parking lot surrounded by tall, chain-link fencing. Left was the opposite direction from the goons. He chose it and walked west between it and the houses to reach a street with a U-shaped curve. Then he followed the path on the left and continued northwest for two blocks. At an elementary school, he veered right, taking that street until it turned into Whitaker Street. He was close, but now he had to recall which street to turn onto to find Rick’s house. It had been years since he’d scoped out the place trying to decide whether it would be safe for Serenity to visit there.

His heart sank as he walked past all the homes and businesses that had all been looted. Debris, trash, and even bodies lay in the street and in parking lots. He knew it was highly unlikely Rick’s home had been spared, but he kept walking. He had to know. He needed to see it for himself. Until then—he wasn’t giving up hope.

Upon reaching Mifflin Street, a wave of recognition washed over Keith. He knew this place, and with that, the path to Rick’s house crystallized in his mind. Energized by this realization, his strides lengthened, and soon, he was almost sprinting toward his destination. As the familiar shape of the house came into view, he caught sight of its distinctive gambrel roof, a hallmark of Dutch Colonial architecture, with its broad, dual pitches and the slender dormer windows that seemed to emerge organically from the roofline itself. He slowed his pace, a mix of fear and anticipation gripping him. What would he find there? Or worse, what if he found nothing at all?

Nearing Rick’s detached garage, Keith’s caution took over. He sidled up to the building, pressing his shoulder against the cool exterior for a moment of respite and reconnoitering. His pulse raced as he observed the porch. Then, just as he was about to move, the front door of the house creaked open. Keith’s body tensed, and he became a statue, barely breathing, his eyes fixed on the slowly widening door.
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As the door creaked open, a blast of cool, outside air rushed in, momentarily disrupting Serenity’s focus. Her mind was laser-focused on their mission—securing the wheelchair for Rick and escaping the suffocating clutches of the Pittsburgh metro area. The world beyond the threshold felt altered, charged with a palpable tension that was new and daunting, yet here she was, embarking on this venture with her mother, a reality that would have seemed like pure fantasy just hours before.

Gun poised and ready, Serenity cautiously peered outside. Her eyes, sharp and searching, moved over the deserted street, scrutinizing every shadow and still form. The world outside was eerily silent, except for the occasional rustle of wind through the leaves.

Sadie’s hand, warm and reassuring, landed gently on Serenity’s shoulder. “I’m right behind you, baby,” she whispered.

“This place we’re headed to is south of here?” Serenity’s voice was low and steady.

“Yes. South and three blocks over,” Sadie replied, her gaze following Serenity’s.

“Can we cut through the yards, or do we have to stick to the streets?” Serenity asked.

Sadie glanced at the fences lining the properties. “I think the streets are our best bet. Doesn’t look like fence-hopping is in the cards for you, Renny.”

A soft chuckle escaped Serenity’s lips. “Probably not.” She gave the road one final, thorough scan before stepping out onto the porch, the wood creaking under her weight.

“Renny!” a male voice called out.

Serenity stiffened, spun to her left, and froze wide-eyed.

From the shadow of the detached garage, a figure emerged; the sight sending a shockwave of disbelief coursing through her.

“Renny! Keith said, taking a step toward her.

“Daddy!” The word escaped her lips in a breathless gasp. All thoughts of stealth and danger were momentarily forgotten in the overwhelming tide of emotion. She holstered her pistol as she sprang down the steps, her movements fueled by a mix of shock, joy, and desperate longing that had accumulated over years of separation. Her feet barely seemed to touch the ground as she closed the distance between them.

Keith opened his arms just as she reached him, and they enveloped each other in a tight embrace. Serenity buried her face in her father’s shoulder, soaking the fabric of his shirt with her tears. His arms, strong and reassuring, wrapped around her, grounding her in the moment, in the reality that her father was truly there with her.

Around them, the world seemed to fall away, leaving nothing but the profound connection between father and daughter. The air was heavy with their shared tears. Serenity’s sobs were muffled against Keith’s chest, her body shaking with the intensity of her emotions.

Her father’s own tears were silent but no less powerful, his body trembling as he held her. Words were unnecessary; their embrace spoke volumes more than any conversation could. It was a moment of raw vulnerability. In this instant, the world outside, with all its chaos and despair, faded into insignificance. Here, in her father’s arms, Serenity found a safe haven.

“How?” she whispered. “You were locked up. How?” her voice cracked.

“I broke out. I had to find you.”

Serenity placed her hand on his cheek and stared into his eyes. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I’m here, baby girl.”

She squeezed him tighter and then nodded toward the porch. “Mom’s here, too.”

“I see that,” he said. “And Jacob?”

“He’s in the basement with Rick and his family.”

“He’s okay?”

Serenity stepped back, wrapped her arm around her dad’s waist, and turned toward the house.

“Jacob is. He sprained his ankle. Rick’s not okay. I think he has a brain injury. Mom and I were just heading out to find him a wheelchair so we could get them away from here.”

“That’s smart,” Keith said. He offered a wave to Sadie.

Her mother smiled warmly in response.

“They haven’t eaten in days. There’s nothing left around here. I’m not sure how far they’re going to make it without food.”

Keith was quiet a moment. “I might know where we can get them something to eat.”

“You have food?”

“A couple of croutons and some parmesan cheese packets, but that wasn’t what I was referring to. Let’s get inside, and we can talk more about it and make a plan.”

Sadie’s smile seemed genuine as Serenity and Keith climbed the steps and joined her on the porch.

“It’s damn good to see you, Keith,” she said.

Keith slid his free arm around Sadie’s waist and pulled the three of them into an embrace. The feeling was indescribable. Serenity couldn’t recall ever experiencing anything like it. Standing there sandwiched between her parents, she felt like a little girl again.

“Let’s get inside before someone sees or hears us,” Keith said, leading them toward the door.

In the dining room, Sadie moved toward the stairs. “Give me a hand,” she said as she tugged on the bookcase to open the secret door.

Serenity and Keith both stepped forward at the same time and bumped into one another.

“I got it,” Serenity said.

Keith chuckled and stepped back, gesturing for her to go ahead of him.

Serenity and Sadie pulled open the door to reveal the stairs leading to the basement. “Jacob. It’s us—and my dad,” Serenity called down.

“Your what?” Jacob said, shock evident in his tone. He appeared at the bottom of the steps and stared up at her.

Serenity’s face lit up. “My dad’s here.” Hearing it out loud, it sounded so foreign. She’d been without parents—or any family—for so long it was hard to wrap her head around it.

Keith leaned around Serenity’s shoulder. “Hey, little…whoa, you got big!”

Serenity chuckled. “My little brother’s taller than me.”

Liz appeared behind Jacob with her hands on her hips. She said nothing as she glared at Keith.

“Hi, Liz,” Keith said with much less enthusiasm.

“I thought you were in prison.”

“I was. Now I’m not.”

“Did they release you, or did you break out?”

Sadie stepped around Serenity and began descending the stairs. “Let’s get below, and we can discuss how we’re breaking out of this town.”
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Once they were all seated in the basement and discussing a plan of action—including how to best avoid running into bandits—Liz started getting cold feet about leaving. They all went back and forth with her for over an hour before she finally saw the light again.

Sadie’s patience was quickly running out, and Serenity expected the two women to come to blows at any moment. “The way I see it, you have two options. You can come south with us or stay here—alone,” she said. Sadie stood, grabbed her bat, and headed for the stairs. “I’m going to get that wheelchair for Rick, and we’re getting the hell out of here before we’re all too weak from starvation to leave.”

“I know where we can get food for the journey, but it’s a little dangerous.” Keith turned to Serenity. “I’ll need your pistol.”

Serenity placed her hand on her weapon. She wasn’t comfortable giving it up. She’d seen what could happen to someone unarmed, and she never wanted to be that vulnerable again. “I can go with you.”

“No!” her parents said in unison.

“You’re talking about the pizzeria, aren’t you,” Sadie said. “They’ve fortified that place so strong that no one is breaking in there.”

“I won’t have to break in.”

“You gonna somehow get them to open the door?” Sadie said.

“Yeah!”

“With a gun?”

“No. The gun is for the group who’ve laid siege to the restaurant. If I take out their leader, the people inside the pizza joint will help us out with some food.”

“How do you know that?” Jacob asked.

“I spent last night with them.”

“And they have food and water?” Liz said, her eyes brightening.

“Lots of food.”

Her gaze shifted to Rick. “He needs to eat.”

Serenity stood up. “As I said, I’ll go with you. Two are better than one.”

“You know how to use that thing?” Keith said, gesturing to the pistol holstered on Serenity’s hip.

Serenity withdrew the Glock, pointing it at the floor. She stared at the weapon for a moment. “It was Rafe’s.” She paused and met her father’s gaze. Tears filled her eyes. “I killed him with it.”
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Keith’s reunion with Serenity was everything he’d dreamed of and more. Feeling his little girl in his arms again had been all he’d thought of for four long years. Now, sitting across from her in Rick’s basement, he felt the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. He not only had to make up for all the heartache he’d caused her but also somehow keep her safe in the middle of this cataclysmic event—and now it seemed he was also responsible for the survival of her mother, brother, and his family.

He studied her solemn face, and it broke his heart to see her in such pain. The news she’d just delivered about her battle with Rafe had been like a gut punch. He had no words to express his regret for everything he’d put her through because of his bad choices.

Sadie slowly rose and wrapped her arms around Serenity’s shoulders. Keith watched on as Serenity just stood there, arms at her sides, the pistol she’d been forced to use to defend herself still gripped tight in her hand.

“I am so, so very sorry, baby girl. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you…that I failed to protect you all these years,” Sadie said through tears, her voice trembling.

Serenity said nothing.

Liz stood and picked up her baby. “We don’t have time for this. We have to make it to the pizza place and get food. Jacob and Rick haven’t eaten in days. We can deal with what shitty parents the two of you were later—after your children have full bellies.”

Sadie wheeled around on her with her fists clenched at her sides. Keith almost chuckled out loud. This was the Sadie he remembered. When they’d first met, he’d loved her fire. Sadie never backed down from a fight. He saw some of that in Serenity.

And then Sadie did something that surprised Keith. She unclenched her hands and backed down.

“You’re right. You are absolutely right, Liz.” She pivoted to face Keith. “We need the wheelchair for Rick. I can go with you, and then we can all go to that pizza place together.”

“I think I should go clear the way to the pizza joint while you and Serenity focus on getting the chair.”

“How are you going to clear the way?” Serenity asked. “You can’t do that alone.”

“I can go with him,” Jacob said.

“No!” everyone but Rick shouted in unison.

Jacob’s eyes widened, and he threw up his hands in a surrender pose. “Whoa! It was just a suggestion.”

“Please stay here and protect Liz and your dad, son.” Sadie said.

“Okay, this is what we’re going to do,” Serenity said, holstering her pistol. “Keith, Sadie, and I will take care of the group in front of the pizza restaurant, and then on our way back here, we’ll stop and get the chair.”

Keith jerked and glanced over at Sadie.

She shrugged. “Sounds like a plan.”

“You aren’t going to give up the gun, are you?” Keith asked.

Serenity started for the stairs and stopped at the bottom step. “Nope!”

It appeared there were some trust issues they’d have to work through. It hurt his heart that his daughter felt she couldn’t trust him to protect her, but he understood why. It was his fault she’d been forced to rely on herself for the last few years.

“Alrighty then,” Keith said. “Let’s do this.”
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Keith retraced his steps back to the pizzeria, stopping once they reached the steps leading to the vacant lot near there. “Hang tight here. Let me scope it out, see where they’re holed up, and how many we’ll be dealing with now.”

“Should we be splitting up?” Serenity asked. “What if they see you?”

Keith smiled. “Then I’ll run back here, and you can shoot them for me.”

Sadie chuckled. “Not a bad plan.”

“Unless they shoot you first,” Serenity said, rolling her eyes.

“You could give me the gun,” Keith said with his hand out. He was half joking. He’d feel much better if she gave him the weapon. He wasn’t sure she knew how to use one properly. She might shoot herself or her mother.

Serenity grew quiet. Was she considering it?

“Why would this group give us their food?” she asked, breaking her silence.

“They’re good people—and I risked my life to save one of them—a girl about your age.”

“They took you in?” Sadie asked.

“They did. They were willing to let me stay there with them. They’ve taken in others along the way. They’ll help us.”

“I hope so since we’re risking our lives here,” Sadie said.

Serenity unholstered the pistol, pointed it at the ground, and held it out to Keith. “It’s a risk we have to take. Jacob, Liz, Rick, and the baby can’t escape this place without food.” She stepped forward. “Let’s stick together.”

In addition to being shocked that she’d given up her gun, he was pleased to see she knew to keep the gun pointed away from people. “You sure?” he asked.

“You’re going in first. You know which ones are the good guys and the bad guys. The folks in the pizza joint won’t be so helpful if I shoot one of them by mistake.”

Keith’s heart swelled with pride. “How’d you get so smart?” He handed her his steel pipe, then took the pistol from her, dropped the magazine, and checked the rounds.

Serenity met his gaze, her expression unreadable, almost distant. “Living on the streets.”

That response struck Keith like a physical blow. He’d braced himself for her resentment, for the inevitable emotional reckoning, but nothing could have truly prepared him for the stark reality of her words. And here they were, amidst all the chaos and danger, far from the ideal moment for family reconciliation. “Any spare mags?”

Serenity pulled one from her back pocket and handed it to Keith. He stuffed it in his left front pocket and pointed to a nearby tire shop. “See the corner of that building?” Both Sadie and Serenity followed his gesture, nodding in acknowledgment. He then directed their attention to a red Jeep partially obscured by the building’s edge. “That’s our first position.”

They both nodded.

“And that white Ford in the roadway?” Keith pointed to the bumper barely visible in front of the building.

“Yes,” Sadie said.

Serenity nodded again.

“I’ll run point to the corner of the building. I’ll check to see if anyone is around and then move to the Ford. I’ll wave you over if the street is clear. Okay?”

“We’re going to use the vehicles as cover to make our way to the restaurant. Got it,” Serenity said.

Keith smiled. “Exactly.” He gave her a kiss on the top of her head. Then, with a deep breath, he sprinted toward the tire shop.

Once there, he pressed his shoulder against the brick façade and cautiously peered around the corner. Keith scanned the stretch of road leading to the restaurant and the left side of the building, which had no doors, and all the windows were boarded up except for the second floor. The stretch between the last car and the restaurant provided no cover at all. His gaze then swept across to the auto garage opposite the pizzeria. The shop, where he’d previously spotted the bandits, now appeared deserted except for an old wrecker parked out front. But he wasn’t sure whether anyone was concealed on the other side of the vehicle.

Keith’s eyes methodically swept northward, surveying the storefronts that dotted the street. His gaze darted from one parked vehicle to the next, searching for any hint of movement or the presence of people lurking in the shadows. The street was eerily still.

Casting a brief, reassuring glance back at Serenity and Sadie, he made a dash for the red Jeep. Once he reached it, he crouched low and cautiously peered around the vehicle’s rear bumper. There, in the narrow space between the wrecker and the building, lay a figure. The man’s body was sprawled in an unnatural position, partly visible beneath the vehicle. Keith squinted, trying to discern whether he was simply asleep, incapacitated, or strategically positioned to keep a watchful eye on the restaurant from his concealed spot.

Keith quickly scanned the street one more time, ensuring it was still clear. Satisfied, he gestured urgently for Serenity and Sadie to hurry over. They were midway across the exposed stretch when the sharp crack of a gunshot ripped through the stillness. “Serenity!” Keith’s voice tore from his throat, a mix of fear and disbelief, as he watched her drop to the pavement. In a split-second, Sadie threw herself protectively over her daughter, shielding her with her own body.

Keith spun toward the source of the movement, his eyes catching a blurred figure darting to his left. Without hesitation, he lifted the pistol and fired off two rapid shots. The second bullet hit its target and sent the assailant sprawling into the street. The figure tumbled awkwardly before rolling out of Keith’s line of sight. Not taking any chances, Keith squeezed off two additional shots into the darkness where the attacker had disappeared.

The adrenaline of battle fueled his steps as Keith raced back to where Sadie and Serenity lay huddled on the ground. He prayed that Serenity was unharmed as he closed the distance back to his family.
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“Have a seat, Wendall.” Craig pointed to the leather club chair by the fireplace. After his uncle’s conversation with the chairman of Bowers Township Board of Supervisors, Craig had seen an opportunity—one that benefited everyone. Fate had provided him with a chance to revive his plan for the community. Yet one thing stood in his way—one group, really.

Craig reached for a cigar from the humidor on the small, round table and offered it to Wendall.

“I don’t smoke,” Wendall said, sitting opposite Craig.

Craig cut the end off his Cuban cigar and lit it before discussing why Wendall had been invited to his new home overlooking Bowers Township’s only golf course. He was grateful for the former owner’s taste in cigars and liquor.

“My uncle tells me you have residents in the subdivisions who’ve struggled with food insecurity since the lights went out.”

“It’s been an ongoing challenge.” Wendall sat in his chair, stiff-backed with a smug look on his face.

“What’s your plan to alleviate the problem?”

“We sent a delegation to Pittsburgh, but they never returned.”

“I’m not interested in your failures. What are you planning to do to provide food for the people in these neighborhoods?”

“We’re doing what we can to locate food sources. Some of the residents know how to hunt. They’ve brought back a couple of deer.”

“A couple of deer.” Craig blew out a puff of smoke. “Enough to go around everyone?”

“Yep.”

“Enough to sustain life?”

Wendall sat back in his seat, folded his hands in his lap, and said nothing.

Craig leaned forward. “Are you just going to sit around and watch your people starve to death, or are you going to make the hard choices and do something to save lives?”

“What do you propose I do, Hall?” Wendall waved his hand in the air. “I can’t wave a magic wand and produce food.” He lowered his head and stared at his cheap faux leather shoes.

“No, maybe not, but you know where to find it.”

Wendall looked up. “You’re talking about our farming community?”

“I am.”

“They say they’re doing what they can.”

“And you believe that?” Craig threw his head back and laughed. “You think a cow and a couple of chickens are doing all they can?”

“Jane Rostrum, Adam Hodgkin, and Doyle Wergild have pledged to provide us with a cow a month, plus eggs, milk, and some produce.”

“One cow per month isn’t enough to feed two hundred people, Wendall. Do you know how many cows are in Bowers Township?”

“Um—not precisely.”

“About four thousand head. That’s just the cattle. You got goats, sheep, chicken, turkey, ducks. There’s a guy on Peachtree Road with over two thousand quail—that’s a game bird.”

Wendall’s eyes widened. “How do you know these things?”

“I did my research before the lights went out as part of Dentonville’s comprehensive emergency management plan.” Craig smiled. “I was very thorough, and determined what was available within a fifteen-mile radius. There isn’t a food shortage, Wendall. It’s just all concentrated on farms and controlled by farmers…ones that don’t want to give control of them to people like us.” Craig leaned in close and looked Wendall in the eyes. “But they must. It’s the only way we’re all going to survive this.”

“Their argument is that if we eat all their livestock, they’ll run out, and we’ll all starve.”

“Not if it’s managed correctly. You have to run a co-op where the numbers are managed so we’re butchering steers and preserving the cows for breeding. You see, we create a centralized distribution point where each farmer brings things, and you distribute them fairly among all the residents.”

“That sounds an awful lot like communism, Hall. The farmers will outright reject anything that even smells like Marxism,” Wendall said. “We can’t go to them with a Robin Hood approach and expect them to cooperate out of the goodness of their hearts. They have families. They want to survive, too.”

“It’s not about robbing from the rich to give to the poor. You have to make them believe in what you’re doing. You sell it as a cooperation between the two groups—producers and consumers. They have to get something for their efforts.”

“What could we possibly give them? Money is worthless now, and they have all the food. What else is there?”

“I don’t know, so figure out what they’re after and what they’d be willing to take as trade.”

“We have nothing they need,” Wendall said. “They seem pretty damn self-sufficient.”

“Maybe you have to take away something so they aren’t.”

“And what, pray tell, would that be?”

“Safety!”

Wendall grew quiet as he contemplated the implication. Craig could almost see the gears grinding in his head.

“They have guns. Most of our folks don’t. How do we take away their safety?”

“I’m not talking about using your people to attack them. That’s ludicrous. Why would they be willing to trade with you after you attack them? No, I’m talking about using proxies. It wouldn’t have to be a large force. Just enough to give the appearance of a problem—enough for them to want to partner with you for safety in the community. They feed you in exchange for your people guarding the roads and patrolling their farms.”

Wendall lifted an eyebrow. “Where would one find such proxies?”

“You let me take care of that. You annex my group into your subdivision, include us in this mutual aid arrangement, and we’ll take care of providing the motivation for the farmers to cooperate.”

“I don’t know, Craig. I can’t commit to this on my own. We’ll have to vote on⁠—”

“You talk to the other board members, and the deal is dead upon arrival. They’ll screw it up. It’ll get mired down in committees and altered or even voted down. You’re the chairman. Time to step up and do what’s best for your constituents.” Craig relit his cigar, puffed it, and blew out the smoke. “Do what’s right, Wendall. Everyone will thank you for it later. You’ll be their freaking hero.”

Craig doubted the man had the spine to see a plan like this through on his own. Wanting to present the issue for a vote proved he didn’t have what it took to lead these people. Bowers Township needed a true leader—someone with foresight and the stomach to do tough things—someone like him. Craig smiled and placed his cigar between his teeth. He stepped into the hall. “Someone get that guard, Jimmy, in here. I have a job for him.” Wendall’s term as chairman was about to end—he just didn’t know it yet.
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“Mom! Get off me! I can’t breathe!” Serenity shouted.

“Are you hit?” she heard her father ask, and then the weight lifted, allowing her to roll over.

Sadie got up on her knees and began feverishly running her hand over Serenity’s torso, checking for injuries.

“I’m fine, Mom,” Serenity said a bit breathlessly. “I just tripped.”

“Thank God!” Keith said, extending his hand to her. “I got the guy who shot at us, but I can’t be sure he’s out for good.”

Serenity grabbed her father’s outstretched hand, and with a strong pull, he helped her to her feet. She gasped as pain shot through her ribs. She sucked in a breath, and without wasting another moment, she fell in behind her father as the trio sprinted toward the back of the tire shop, their shoes pounding against the pavement and the sound echoing off the buildings. They reached a small barrier of shrubs at the rear of the restaurant. With no time to find an easier path, they clambered over the foliage, the branches scratching at Serenity’s clothes and skin as they made their desperate escape to safety.

“In here!” an older female voice called out. “Hurry!”

Keith grabbed Serenity’s hand and led her and Sadie through a back door. They had to step over pots and pans, large cans of olives, and on top of pizza boxes strewn down a long, dark hallway to reach the dining room of the pizza restaurant. Serenity heard the door slam shut, and then the elderly woman appeared from a side room.

“Anyone hurt?” she asked, placing a baseball bat on the counter.

“We’re fine! Thank you for letting us in,” Keith said.

“Of course.” She made her way around the counter and pointed to Serenity and Sadie. “You rescue more survivors?”

Keith’s lips curled into a huge smile. “Geneva, this is my daughter, Serenity, and her mother, Sadie.”

Serenity nodded a greeting.

“Thank you for opening your restaurant to us,” Sadie said.

“Was that you guys shooting up the streets?” a man asked, appearing from a dark corner near the front.

Serenity spun around and raised her dad’s pipe over her head. Her father stepped in front of her as the man approached. Keith grabbed her hand. “It’s okay. It’s just Joe.”

Serenity lowered the makeshift weapon.

“I shot one of them, but I don’t know if he’s dead. He dropped and rolled under that silver Mazda down from the tire shop,” Keith said.

“Let’s hope he is,” another woman said, entering from a small room to the left of the hallway. With her was the girl Keith had mentioned; the one he’d rescued. She looked to be a year or two older than Serenity.

“I need to go back and check,” Keith said, pointing to the boarded-up front door. “Renny. Sadie. This is Cheryl and her daughter, Mallory.”

Cheryl nodded a greeting, and Mallory gave them a slight wave.

“There have been fewer of them out there since you took off earlier. I think they must have been searching for you,” the man said.

Keith moved to the larger boarded-up window and peered through one of the three holes drilled into the large pieces of plywood covering it. “I saw a guy lying beneath the wrecker. Do you know if he’s dead?”

“No. He jumped up when the shooting started. Ran around the back of the garage,” Geneva said.

“They all made themselves scarce,” Joe said.

“They probably took off to get the rest of their gang—the ones with the rifles.”

“Why wouldn’t they be the ones staking out this place? Why use unarmed people?”

“They’re low on ammo is my guess. They’ve been shooting up the area for over a week, and we aren’t a threat because we’ve been out of ammunition for nearly that long. They’re at war with another group on the west side. Must be where the guys with the guns are standing their ground.”

Serenity approached Joe. “We’ve got others—a woman with a baby, my thirteen-year-old brother, and his dad. We need to go back and get them. Could we bring them here?” she asked, not wanting to waste time if this plan was a bust and these people weren’t willing to help them.

Joe gestured to the older woman. “That’s up to Geneva. It’s her place.”

Serenity focused on the woman. “It’ll just be for one night. We’re headed south back toward Dentonville.”

“Of course. Anything for Keith.”

Serenity nodded. “Thank you.”

“Is it safe down there?” Geneva asked.

“Nowhere is safe. But it’s safer than here,” Serenity said.

Geneva and Joe looked at one another.

Serenity moved toward the door. “We should hurry. We gotta stop and grab the wheelchair.”

“Wait, Renny!” Keith said, rushing to her side. “You stay here with Joe and Geneva. I’ll go get them.” He turned to Sadie. “Tell me where to find the chair. I’ll get it and bring the others here.”

“No!” Sadie said. “I’ll go with you. Rick may fight you. He’s not himself. Jacob can’t handle him either. Liz will need to focus on the baby. Jacob can’t carry the child with an injured ankle.”

“Fine, but let’s go now!” Keith said, stepping around her.

“I’m going!” Serenity said. “Someone has to cover your back.” She pounded her father’s steel pipe against her palm.

Keith frowned at her. “I would rather you stay here—safe, Renny. I went through hell to find you. I don’t want to risk⁠—”

“I can take care of myself!” She placed her left hand on her hip and pursed her lips. “I’ve been looking out for myself for two years. I know how to handle people like them.” She hadn’t meant for it to sound so harsh, but she wasn’t some dumb kid.

Keith looked hurt. Sadie just stared at the floor. Serenity knew she had to rein in her emotions. They had to work together. Liz was right; this wasn’t the time or place to get into their issues.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I think we should stick together. I’d prefer to go with you,” she said, softening her tone.

Her dad nodded. “All right. Get the door for us, Joe?”

Joe stepped between them and grabbed hold of the two-by-four piece of lumber blocking the door from opening. “I’ll keep a lookout for when you return.”

“I can watch from the upstairs window,” Cheryl said. “Alert you if any of those goons are nearby when you return.”

“Thanks, but it’s too risky. There aren’t any boards on those windows,” Keith said. He turned to Sadie and then took Serenity’s hand. The three of them stacked up near the door. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Sadie replied.

“Coast is clear, Keith,” Mallory said.

Keith tapped Joe on the shoulder. “Okay, Joe. Open her up.”
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“You asked to speak to me, Mr. Hall?”

“Yes, Jimmy. Have a seat.” Craig pointed to the chair opposite the glass-topped desk. He glanced beneath the table at the guard’s boots, which appeared to be splattered with a bloodlike substance, and regretted not having the man take them off at the door. Not that he preferred smelling the man’s stinky feet, but he was finding it difficult to keep the white carpets in Wendall’s former home clean.

“I have a job for you, Jimmy.” Craig picked up a map from the desk and handed it to him.

The guard glanced at it a moment. “What do you need me to do, sir?”

“Do you know where Walt and his men are staying?”

Jimmy hesitated a moment too long. Craig had his answer.

“I need you to take a note to Walt requesting a meeting. I have a business arrangement to discuss with him.”

Jimmy cleared his throat. “Um…Walt’s not exactly in charge anymore.”

“Who is?”

“Some guy—I don’t know him. He and Walt trained together—briefly, from what I heard. They didn’t exactly see eye to eye back then, and now—well, this other guy calls the shots, and Walt and his crew just follow his orders.”

“What’s this guy like as a leader?”

Jimmy raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“He’s a survivalist type, right?”

“He is, but not at all like Walt. He’s the real deal. Unlike Walt, he and his people were well prepared for something like this to go down. They’re not out scavenging and…” Jimmy’s eyes narrowed as if he were about to say something that might offend Craig.

Craig finished his sentence. “Plundering? They’re not out plundering and pillaging?” Craig was intrigued by this new guy. He was anxious to learn more about him and his supplies.

“Tell me, Jimmy. How do you know so much about them? You were booted from Walt’s crew weren’t you, before he deserted us?” Word was that Jimmy had been caught with some of the young girls—the breeders, as Walt called them. Others who’d committed similar offenses had been killed, yet Jimmy had got off scot-free. Craig had yet to learn why, but he would—and he’d use that to his advantage if he could.

“I’ve run into some of Walt’s crew out on patrols. They talked. Those guys weren’t thrilled about how they were being treated by some of the folks in the new group—said they called them baby killers and spat on them.”

If the shoe fits, wear it, Craig thought. He’d been opposed to killing the farmers or their families. He’d also thought it suicide to steal their daughters, but he’d lost control of the group by then. Walt had enacted his own plan—one that hadn’t included Craig. He would live to regret it.

“Do you have a way to contact these disgruntled crew members?”

“I know where they patrol. I could head that way and hook up with them,” Jimmy said. He didn’t look pleased to do it. “But if that group finds out these guys’ve been spilling the beans about their compound or operation, they’ll probably kill them.”

“That’s not a problem. I want you to hire them. I have a job that requires their skill set.”

Jimmy wore a surprised expression. “Who’ll be in charge of this operation, sir?”

“Are you applying for the job, Jimmy?”

Jimmy squared his shoulders. “Um—yes, sir. I’m ready to lead.”

Craig studied him. He was no more than twenty-two, maybe twenty-four years old. It was hard to tell under all that grime and facial hair. Jimmy had only been with Walt’s crew for a month before the lights went out and hadn’t been selected to lead any of Walt’s missions. It would be a risk putting him in charge of such an important task as this. The plan relied upon giving the farmers a scare—one sufficient enough to make them want the suburbanites’ assistance with security—not a bloodbath.

“I’ll tell you what, Jimmy. If you succeed in locating Walt’s crew and convince them to sign on with us, I’ll make you my administrative assistant.”

Jimmy’s face contorted. “Administrative? I don’t know how to type or⁠—”

“My right-hand man,” Craig clarified.

Jimmy’s face lit up. “Like Kelter?”

“Something like that.”

Jimmy shot to his feet. “Sure!”

“Then go hire our new recruits and then report back to me.”

Jimmy practically ran for the door.

“And Jimmy, tell no one where you’re going or what you are doing. This stays between us.”

“Yes, sir!”
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Jimmy returned with Kenny Hutson quicker than Craig thought possible. Craig recognized the man right away. He’d led Walt Cayman’s Fox Team after their original leader got shot by a farmer. This guy had potential—unlike Jimmy. “Smoke?” Craig asked, offering the thirty-something-year-old man a cigar—but not one of the Cubans. He reserved those for special people and special occasions.

“I don’t smoke, sir,” Kenny said, lowering himself onto the chair opposite Craig.

Craig noted that this guy’s boots were clean and shiny. “Did you serve?”

“I was in the National Guard.”

“See combat with them?”

“No.” He sounded like he regretted that fact. “Seen lots of it lately, though.”

“So I’ve heard.” Craig lit his cigar and then crossed one leg over the other. “For the record, I disapproved of many of the tactics Walt employed to reach our objective.”

“Yes, sir. I had heard that.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I don’t blame any of that on you soldiers. Walt thought brutality would accomplish the mission, but all it did was deplete resources.” If they’d been the fighting force Walt had built them up to be, none of that nonsense would have been necessary. They were going up against farmers. The threat of violence should have been enough to obtain compliance. Now, the ranchers were emboldened and prepared for war. It would require a stronger response to achieve the same goal now.

“Jimmy said you had a job for me and my crew?”

“I do. I need you to disrupt the safety and security of the farmers without killing anyone—and I do not want this coming back on me or this community!”

Kenny stared back at Craig, expressionless. “You want us to perform a false-flag operation?”

“Of sorts. I want you to stage a simulated attack. Make it look like Walt and his crew did it, but I want it to appear like a failed attempt. Without any casualties. We need them to be able to continue farming.”

“If I might ask, how are we going to attack them without risking lives?”

Craig studied the man. “Storm their roadblocks. Shoot at the cars, maybe blow something up, and then fall back. Strike again in another area. I don’t know. I’m not a tactician. That’s what I’m hiring you for, Kenny.”

“Hiring, sir. What will you be paying me with?”

“Food—what is more valuable than food?”

“No offense, but we could take that ourselves.”

“Could you?” Craig leaned forward, steepling his fingers on his desk. “Then why haven’t you?”

Hutson’s empty gaze shifted momentarily to the French doors leading to the office’s patio.

“If you perform this mission—convince those farmers that the threat is real and make them believe they are outnumbered—we’ll have all the food we need after that.”

Hutson repositioned himself in his chair and returned his gaze to Craig. “Are you planning on charging them food in exchange for providing security? That sounds like a Mafia shakedown. If we succeed, and I plan to, how are you going to convince those farmers you can protect them any better than they’ve done on their own?”

“You do your part, and let me worry about the rest.”

Hutson rubbed his stubble chin. “I’m taking all the risks here. Do you think the guards at those checkpoints won’t fire back?”

“Don’t make yourselves easy targets.”

Hutson shot him a glare. “Funny!”

“Look, we have the numbers. We can put fifty people on the roads patrolling. We can man the checkpoints and free up the farmers to grow more food.”

“With what weapons?”

“The weapons you’re going to get me—from that group you’ve been staying at.”

Hutson laughed so hard that his chair nearly toppled. “That’s not going to happen. You don’t have a clue about them. They keep all that shit locked up tighter than Fort Knox. I can’t get within one hundred yards of their armory. They don’t trust Walt or the rest of us as far as they can throw us.” He waved his hand dismissively. “No way. Not without an army, and if we had that, we wouldn’t need Tyson Mueller’s weapons.”

“If you can’t steal them, do you think you could trade for some—like fifty rifles or even twenty-five would work?”

“Trust me, you don’t have anything they need. Weapons are the top currency now.”

Craig stared back at him unblinking. “What about gold?”

“Walt’s gold? I thought the farmers had that now.”

“What if they didn’t? You think this Mueller guy would trade weapons for gold?”

Hutson shrugged. “I don’t know. It’d be risky to ask. Once he learns you have access to it, he may just take it from you. I know Walt will—if he finds out.”

Walt already knew about Craig’s half of the gold coins, but he had no idea where it was buried. That was why Craig was still alive. “Then don’t tell him about the trade.” Craig tamped out his cigar in the crystal ashtray on his desk and picked up a pen. “What if you deliver a letter from the chairman of the Bowers Township Board of Supervisors suggesting the trade? You tell his second in command you have a message from the chairman meant for Mueller’s eyes only. Walt isn’t part of the inner circle, correct?”

“He’s not.”

Craig wrote the proposal on the chairman’s letterhead, stuffed the note into an official government envelope, and sealed it. Then he stuck it into his inside jacket pocket and patted his chest. “Right after you deliver our message to the farmers, you’re going to bring this note to Mueller.”

“Why not now? We could use the extra guns and ammo.”

Craig couldn’t tell Hutson that he simply didn’t trust him to make the trade. “Because I don’t want anyone knowing about the gold until we have met our objective with the ranchers.”

Kenny stood. “Fair enough. I’ll get busy stirring up trouble with the farmers. I could use some help. I don’t need fighters, just warm bodies. So it looks like we got the numbers.”

“See Jimmy for that. Tell him to get you whatever—or whoever you require.”
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As the door opened, Sadie threaded her fingers around Serenity’s belt loop. Serenity placed her hand on her dad’s shoulder, and the three of them rushed out the opening. Serenity and Sadie followed Keith back to the tire shop two businesses away. They stopped at the front of the red Jeep and dropped down by the left front tire.

“I think he’s dead,” Keith said. “Stay here. I’m going to check it out.”

Before either of them could say anything, Keith took off, dropping down near the front bumper of the silver sedan. A second later, he rose in a crouch and crept down the driver’s side toward the back of the vehicle out of Serenity’s view. After a few long, tense moments, Keith reappeared near the right rear bumper. He pointed to the tire shop and chopped the air with his hand, gesturing for them to proceed to the corner of the building. Serenity went first, with Sadie on her heels. When she reached it, she turned her focus to the sedan to see whether her father was coming. That’s when she saw the pool of blood. The guy had to have died, or soon would be dead after bleeding that much.

Keith leaped from behind the vehicle and raced toward them. When he reached the building, he shoved a pistol into Serenity’s hand. She stared at it a moment. It wasn’t Rafe’s Glock, so it had to have been the shooter’s pistol. She dropped the magazine and counted the rounds. “There’s only four left.”

Keith pulled an extra magazine from his back pocket. “Reload now so you’ll have a full mag.”

She slapped the magazine into the weapon and pocketed the nearly empty one.

“Cover me!” he said before sprinting off toward the steps they’d descended earlier.

They retraced their steps back to Rick’s neighborhood.

Sadie stopped Keith near a two-story apartment building. “I ran into trouble with those folks yesterday. I think that’s the group Joe was talking about; the ones the other gang is fighting with. We should take a different street.”

Keith nodded and pointed to the next one. “Let me go ahead and scout.”

He ran in a crouch from vehicle to vehicle, disappearing every few seconds. Near the next intersection, he waved them forward. They turned right at the next street and used the abandoned cars for cover, finally making their way to the middle of the block.

Sadie tapped Keith on the shoulder. “That one!”

They veered left and dropped down beside a white minivan with a wheelchair carrier on the back.

“Stay here. I’ll go in and get the wheelchair,” Keith said. He raced up the driveway and then up the long ramp that flanked one side of the house. A few moments later, he reappeared, pushing the chair. “Sorry that took so long. I did my best to get the blood off it.”

Serenity grimaced. “The homeowner’s?”

“Not sure. There’s blood everywhere but no bodies.”

“That’s strange.”

“Did you check the basement?”

“No! I just wanted to get the chair and get the hell out of there.”
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Keith waited in the driveway of Rick’s house, standing guard while Serenity and Sadie went inside to help Jacob and his family exit their house.

Sadie rapped on the door. “It’s us. Let’s go!”

Jacob pushed open the door and handed little William to Sadie. She held him awkwardly as Jacob descended the steps to help Liz with his father.

Outside, Jacob lowered his dad into the wheelchair. He glanced up at Keith wide-eyed.

“We’re going on a little trip. You need to keep your feet on the footrests. We’re going to be moving pretty fast,” Keith said.

“I can push him,” Jacob said, stepping in between Keith and the push handles.

“Okay,” Keith said. “That works.”

Jacob needed help pushing the chair up the incline out of their neighborhood, but once it leveled out, he was able to keep up fine. They were back at the restaurant in less than an hour after taking side streets, crossing the parking lot of a large shopping center, and then the lot that had once been used for visitors to Kennywood Amusement Park. They exited the lot and made their way down a side alley. Keith stopped in front of a red-brick house. “He’s going to need to walk now.” He ran over and hoisted Rick from the chair. “Okay, Rick. Let’s go get some pizza.”

Sadie rushed over and grabbed the wheelchair, collapsing it like an accordion. “Follow Keith,” she told Jacob. “I got this.”

She struggled to lift it, but managed to carry it for several feet before it slipped from her grasp.

“Let me,” Jacob said. He grabbed it up into his arms effortlessly and took off after Keith.

Serenity allowed the others to go ahead of her so she could guard the rear. She didn’t want to get trapped between the two houses with people firing at her. She’d made half the length of the home when gunfire rang out. Sadie, who had been behind Keith and Rick, screamed and ran around Liz to get to Jacob. More rounds echoed off the buildings and ricocheted off the bricks, sending pieces of it raining down on them. Serenity gripped her pistol in both hands as she ran toward the back of the building. She spotted a man to her left, dropped back against the building, and fired two rounds. He dove between the restaurant and some bushes out of Serenity’s sight.

“Rick!” Liz screamed and ran past Serenity.

Serenity spun around to see her dad and Rick on the ground.

As Jacob neared her, Serenity grabbed him and pulled him back. “Stop, Jacob!”

“Dad!” he shouted. “Let me go! My dad’s hit,” he cried, attempting to wrench himself free from her grasp.

“No! You’ll be shot, too,” Serenity said, tightening her embrace around his waist.

“Dad!” he screamed.

Keith rolled off Rick and got to his knees just in time to fire back at a second shooter, who had taken a position at the opposite corner of the pizza joint.

A second later, the occupants of the restaurant flooded out.

Joe ran up and grabbed hold of Rick’s collar, dragging his bleeding body toward the back door. Keith did his best to help by grabbing his feet. Serenity and the others followed them into the restaurant.
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After a long shift walking the perimeter and patrolling a one-mile radius around the compound, Walt had just slipped into his bunk and drifted off to sleep when someone shook him awake.

“What now, Hutson,” Walt said, rolling over and pulling back the covers. The sun wasn’t even up yet. “What the hell time even is it?”

“Time for you to be quiet and follow me.”

“Why would I want to do that? I just walked twelve miles around this damn place. I’m sore. I’m tired, and I’m in no mood for fun and games.”

“You’re gonna want to hear what I have to tell you. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“Fine! Hand me my damn pants.”

Walt pulled on his Dickies and followed Kenny Hutson around the side of the bunkhouse and down to the creek that ran through the New Eden compound, or so the sign above the gate proclaimed.

“Okay, Hutson. This better be good.”

“Oh, it’s good. Guess where I’ve been?”

Walt grabbed Hutson by the collar. “I said I wasn’t in the mood for games.”

“Yes, sir. Sorry!”

“Just freaking tell me so I can get back to my bunk.”

“I spoke with Craig Hall.”

“Hall? Why? What did he want?”

Walt listened with interest as Hutson filled him in on his conversation with the man.

“False-flag operation?”

“That’s what he said, sir. He wants the attack to look like we did it so those peckerwood farmers will pay his protection surcharge.”

“With the help of the suburbanites? That’s his new crew? Let me guess, he put Jimmy in charge?”

“That’s what Jimmy said, but I didn’t get a sense of that from Hall.”

Walt belted out a laugh and then quickly realized the sound would carry. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We’ll use his plan to our advantage. With those farmers distracted by Craig’s not-so-false-flag operation, we’ll swoop in and retake our compound.”

Walt’s head was spinning with possibilities. What was Craig Hall really up to and how was he now in a position to set up any kind of operation?

“We don’t have the numbers to take the compound,” Kenny said.

“We won’t need so many if we work it right. Find Kelter. I’ve got a job for him and Fox Team.”
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Inside the pizzeria’s back room, Liz shoved little William into Sadie’s arms and then pushed Joe out of the way before dropping to her knees next to her husband.

“Is he alive?” Jacob said, standing over them both.

Geneva pushed her way past Keith, then Sadie, and stepped around Serenity to reach Rick. “Everyone just get back. Get back and let me have a look at him.”

Liz stared up at her with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Are you a nurse?”

“Was. Decades ago.”

“Do something!” Jacob begged. “Please help him.”

Serenity slid her hand inside his and tugged on his arm. “Step back, little brother, and let her tend to him.”

He glanced down at his dad and then back over his shoulder at Serenity. “Is he going to die?”

Liz shot to her feet and spun to face Keith. “If he does, it will be all your fault. You said it was safe.”

“I said no such thing,” Keith said.

“You guys take that shit in the other room,” Geneva said as she began her examination of Rick’s stomach wound.

Cheryl stepped forward and wrapped her arm around Liz’s shoulder. “Come with me. Let’s get you and your baby something to eat.”

Geneva raised Rick’s shirt, revealing his wound, as Cheryl led Liz and baby William into the dining portion of the restaurant. There wasn’t as much blood seeping from the dime-sized hole as Serenity would have expected. His eyes were open, but his face was as expressionless as it had been since Serenity had arrived in Whitaker.

“Is he going to make it?” Jacob asked in a low voice.

“Joe, help me roll him over,” Geneva said without answering.

“Come with me, Jacob,” Sadie said, pulling him away from the scene. “You need to eat. You’ll want to be strong when we leave here.”

“But my dad,” he said, looking over his shoulder.

Sadie placed her hand on his face. “You can’t help him if you pass out from lack of food,” she said, and she ushered him out of the room.

“More light, please, ” Geneva said, probing Rick’s back.

While Joe held Rick up on his side, Cheryl stepped forward with a candle. Geneva took it from her and held it up to illuminate his back. There was no exit wound.

“He can’t be saved,” Geneva whispered as Joe rolled Rick onto his back. “There is absolutely nothing we can do here to save him. He needs a hospital—even then…” She shook her head.

“There’s nothing we can do?” Mallory asked.

Joe helped Geneva stand and then handed her a kitchen towel.

“That bullet likely bounced all around inside his abdomen, broke into fragments, and tore through his liver, spleen, and intestines. It’s still in there, somewhere,” she said, wiping Rick’s blood from her hands. “He’s going to die within the next twelve to twenty-four hours.”

“Shit!” Keith said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ll tell Liz and Jacob.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Serenity asked as she stepped in front of Keith. “She already blames you for him getting shot. Maybe I should tell her.”

“I’ll tell her,” Geneva said. “She’ll have questions. Medical questions.”

Serenity stepped aside and allowed the older woman to pass, and then she followed her into the dining room. Keith watched from the doorway as Geneva approached Liz and Jacob. Sadie placed her arm around Jacob’s shoulder, and then both rose from their seats.

Geneva explained Rick’s condition as if she’d done this a hundred times. She gently placed her hand on Liz’s arm as she told the woman that her husband had less than a day to live.

Baby William spit out his pacifier and began to cry. Mallory rushed over to take him from Liz, and as she headed back into the kitchen area of the restaurant, Geneva comforted a nearly incoherent Liz.

Jacob spun around and ran to the front door, but Joe stepped in his way and redirected him.

Serenity crossed the dining room and joined her brother in front of the boarded-up window. She placed her arms around her brother’s waist and pulled him close. “I’m so sorry, little bro!” He broke down, sobbing into her shoulder. After a few minutes, Serenity led him to a nearby chair, where they sat quietly for a while.

“Come with me, dear.” Geneva led Liz back to Rick to say her goodbyes.

An hour later, Cheryl appeared at the entry to the hall. “Jacob! Geneva said you should come and say goodbye now. He doesn’t have much longer.”

He rose, and Serenity stood with him. “You want me to come with you?”

Jacob shook his head.

Sadie rushed over and took his hand, but he yanked it free.

“No! I want to be alone,” he said, sidestepping around her and heading toward the back of the restaurant.

Sadie slid her arm around Serenity’s shoulders. “He’s trying to be strong, but he’s still just a little boy.”

A boy who’s seen too much in his lifetime and had to grow up faster than he should.

Cheryl returned with a baby bottle full of milk.

“You have baby formula here?”

“Not commercial formula. But we got evaporated milk and corn syrup. It’ll fill his belly and keep him hydrated. Baby formula is going to be hard to come by now. You’re going to need a milk cow or goat for the kid until he’s weaning age.”

“How much evaporated milk does it take?” Serenity asked.

“One thirteen-ounce can make a quart of baby milk. To that, you add two and one-third cups of water and two tablespoons of corn syrup. Backstrap molasses would be better because it contains iron, sodium, and potassium, but we don’t have any of that.”

“Molasses may be harder to find than baby formula,” Sadie said.

Cheryl nodded. “You’re probably right. Best would be to find a farm somewhere and see if you can trade for milk.”

Sadie nudged Serenity. “They got cows in Bowers Township, right?”

“And goats. Jane had milk—lots of it,” Serenity said.

“And you think she’ll give us some for the baby?” Sadie asked.

Serenity smiled. “I know she will. She has a very soft heart—especially for kids.”

“We have enough evaporated milk for your journey there. It may take a bit to get him used to it. Some babies don’t like the taste.”

“Let’s hope he’s hungry enough not to be picky,” Sadie said.

Keith exited the kitchen, holding a plate filled with pasta, sliced cheeses, and black olives. “Did you eat, Serenity?”

She eyed the food as she would a steak. “Not yet.”

Keith handed it to her.

“How did you boil the pasta?” Serenity asked.

“Wood-fired pizza oven.”

“Cool!” she said, taking the plate from him. “Can we make pizza then?”

“All the meat’s gone—most of it went bad without refrigeration,” Cheryl said, handing her a napkin. “But we have plenty of cheese, olives, mushrooms, and a few onions. Tonight, we’ll make you a pizza. We only cook at night. One, it heats up the place, and two, the smoke from the oven can be seen for blocks.”

“This cheese and the pasta will do. You don’t have to make me pizza. I wouldn’t want to put you folks at risk.”

“People already know we’re here. More and more seem to discover us each day. I think the word is out that we have food.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t been overrun already,” Sadie said.

Cheryl shrugged. “Just a matter of time.”

“You should come with us,” Sadie said. She whirled around. “That would be okay, right?”

Serenity didn’t know these people, and neither did her father, really. He’d just met them the day before. Sure, they’d risked their lives coming out of the restaurant to help Rick, but did that make them trustworthy people? Geneva was elderly. She’d slow them down. Joe, on the other hand, was a big guy and could likely handle himself in a fight and on the road, and once they reached Bowers Township. But Cheryl and Mallory—it was a toss-up. They could be a big help with farm chores and such, but Serenity’s experience with other girls her age hadn’t been particularly positive—they were normally just full of drama. They were already going to have their hands full dealing with Jacob’s stepmom and her bad attitude.

“It’s something we should all sit down and discuss,” Keith said, deciding for her.

That pissed Serenity off. And then he turned his back to Sadie and winked at Serenity. That had been his way of shutting down the discussion—for now.

Mallory moved to the front to stare out the peephole, while Cheryl and Joe disappeared into the kitchen.

“I should go check on Jacob,” Sadie said, heading that way.

Keith grabbed her arm, stopping her. “We need to talk a moment.” He gestured to a four-top near the back of the restaurant.

Sadie nodded, and the three of them moved in that direction.

Keith pulled a chair out for Sadie and then one for Serenity. Afterward, he took a seat across from them with a view of the hallway and door to the kitchen. As he began speaking, Serenity studied the front door. She was lost in thought, wondering how much pressure it would take to break the two-by-four pieces of lumber they’d barred it with.

“This place in Bowers Township, you say there are vacant farms available?”

Serenity nodded. “Their owners were murdered by Rafe’s group.”

“Multiple farms?” Keith asked.

“Yes, as far as I know.” She knew one for sure. Lissette, the girl she’d found in the woods who’d witnessed Finn be taken by Walt’s men, said that her parents had been killed. Their farm would be available.

“Then there would be plenty of room for us…” He nodded toward the kitchen. “And for them. We wouldn’t necessarily have to live together once we reach there.”

“True,” Sadie said. She placed her hand on Serenity’s arm. “We could do with help getting Liz and the baby back there. More people will make the trip safer.”

Serenity wasn’t sure. Jane had invited her back, knowing she’d bring her brother if she found him, but not half of Whitaker. She wasn’t sure how the other farmers and ranchers would feel about it.

“You walked here, right?” Keith asked. “How long did it take you?”

“About a day total. I stopped at Montour Trail Campground for several hours and then slept a few more. So, walking with no breaks—I’d say eight hours.”

“We’ll need lots of breaks,” Sadie said. “Even with food in our bellies now, we’re still weak from days of nothing but a few ketchup packets and very little water.”

“You took the tracks the whole way?” Keith asked.

“Mostly. I had a detour or two but mostly stayed to the tracks.” She didn’t want to get into the incident with the two guys on dirt bikes. If Liz overheard, she’d put up even more resistance to leaving Whitaker. “Dad, why would these people want to leave here? They’ve got food, water, and shelter. Out there…”

“They know they can’t keep people out of this place much longer. Desperate people and thugs are willing to kill them for their food. Besides, it’s not sustainable long term. What happens once all the flour, cheese, pasta sauce, and such are gone?”

“You trust them?” Serenity asked, studying her dad’s face. He looked different—older, sure, but somehow—changed, but she couldn’t put her finger on how.

“I do. They’re survivors, but they aren’t takers. That’s a rare trait to find in people these days.”

These days? That’s why she’d kept to herself all these years on the streets. The takers outnumbered survivors three to one. Sometimes, it was hard to spot them. She’d found that type to be cunning and deceptive. She’d learned to trust no one—if she wanted to keep what she had and stay alive. “That’s always been a rare trait,” she said.

“So, you’re okay with asking them to come with us?” Keith asked.

Serenity wasn’t sure. A part of her knew Sadie was right about traveling in a group, but trusting people didn’t come easy for her, and she’d be trusting these strangers with the three people she cared about most in this world. It was a miracle they’d found one another—a true miracle. Just the fact that her dad had managed to break out of prison and make his way to Whitaker to find her totally blew her mind. She wasn’t sure she wanted to press her luck by allowing this group to come back to Jane’s community with them. She chewed on the edge of her thumbnail, thinking.

Keith reached out and took her hand like he used to do to stop her from the habit. “I know it’s hard to trust me. Lord knows I’ve never done anything to deserve it…”

His gaze was too intense, and she had to look away.

“But please know I wouldn’t do anything to put you, your mom, or Jacob in danger. I believe this is our best course of action—and we’d be saving the lives of four people. I don’t know about you, but as my body count rises, I need that kind of karma on my account.”

She stared back at Keith, baffled.

Who is this man?

She’d never known her dad to care about his karma or saving strangers before. Serenity glanced over at Sadie. She didn’t recognize either one of them. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen her mom sober. Could she trust her not to fall off the wagon once they got to Jane’s? Was she making a mistake taking her parents there? They hadn’t proven stable before, and the pressure of survival could tip them back over the edge—risking everyone’s lives.

“Talk to them,” Keith said. “Talk to Joe and Geneva. You’ll see. They are good people. The world needs good people to survive this mess—otherwise, all that’ll be left are folks like the ones outside.”

And Rafe.

“Like Mad Max,” Sadie whispered.

“What?” Serenity asked.

“Have you seen the movie Mad Max?”

“No!”

Sadie cast a questioning glance at Keith.

He shrugged. “The post-apocalyptic movie?”

“Yeah,” Sadie said.

Serenity paused, tapping her fingers on the table. “Okay,” she said.

Keith wrinkled his brow. “Okay?”

“Okay, I’ll talk to them.”
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An hour later, Serenity sat across from Geneva and Joe to discuss their group traveling with her and her family to Bowers Township, but all she could focus on was the wondrous sight and aroma of the pizza in front of her. She stuffed a large piece of crust into her mouth and savored the crunchy, salty taste.

“Why would you leave this place?” She glanced down at the fresh, hot pizza on her plate. “You have enough food for weeks.”

“Two maybe three if we ration,” Geneva said. “But what we don’t have is a long-term plan to replace it.”

“Or a good way to secure it now. Those guys out there are growing more and more desperate. Soon, they’ll find a way in—” Joe said.

“And when they do, they won’t let us just walk out the back door,” Geneva interjected.

“We’ll pull our weight,” Joe said. “You don’t have to worry about us.”

“We won’t slow you down, either. I walk—walked five miles every day for exercise before all this.” Geneva smiled. “I’m fitter than Liz or your mom.”

Serenity swallowed another bite of pizza and took a long drink of her water before speaking. “You’re just going to walk away from all this food?”

“We’ll take as much as we can carry,” Joe said.

“What about when we get there? Do you have farming skills? Do you know how to hunt or fish? How will you feed yourselves?”

“My parents grew up on a farm,” Geneva said. “It’s in my blood.”

“But do you have actual experience?”

“Do you?” Joe asked.

Serenity shot him a look. She inhaled and let it out slowly. He had a point. None of them knew a thing about farming. They’d never even grown a garden. How were they going to cultivate enough food to feed themselves through winter? “You got me there,” Serenity said. “But I’ve hunted before. I can shoot a deer with a bow and arrow.”

“That’s a start. Maybe you can kill a deer. I’ll help you butcher it, and Geneva can cook it.”

“Teamwork,” Geneva said, smiling.

Geneva had such a calm demeanor that she reminded Serenity of her grandmother—and Jane. The sky could be falling, and her gram would assure her everything was perfectly normal—no need for alarm. But there was cause for alarm now. The world had changed, and getting food and clean drinking water was now a matter of survival.

“Can you be ready to leave before sunup tomorrow?” Serenity asked.

“We’re ready now. Our bags have been packed since we boarded up the place. Knew it would eventually come to this,” Geneva said.

“Traveling in the early morning hours is the safest. Seems most people are asleep during that time,” Serenity said.

Geneva smiled. “All right! We’ll be ready to leave here around three o’clock in the morning.”
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At the agreed-upon time, Keith slipped out the back of the restaurant and made his way along the north side of the building, using the overgrown shrubs and trees for cover. At the front, he scanned the parking lot across the street and then turned his focus to the auto shop. After weaving between abandoned vehicles, Keith sprinted to the corner of the garage, where he had a clear view of the driver’s side of the wrecker and the goon stationed there to watch the pizza place.

Quietly moving along the front of the garage, Keith approached the man. He had his back to him, and his head was tilted forward and resting on the hood. He appeared to be sleeping on the job. Keith pounced, clocking him on the back of his head with Joe’s baseball bat. The crack echoed in the silence. The man grunted and tumbled over onto his side. Keith knelt and felt for a pulse. He was alive but unconscious. Keith scanned the area to see whether the other group had left anyone else to watch them, but saw no one.

Keith rushed across the street and through the back door. “Let’s go! We have to clear out before the guy outside wakes up!”

“How can I leave him?” Liz asked, holding Rick’s lifeless hand.

“He’s gone. You have a baby to think about now,” Geneva said, helping her to her feet.

Cheryl handed Liz’s son to her, picked up the diaper bag, and placed it on her shoulder.

Everyone stacked up at the front door, and after Keith stepped out and declared the way clear, one by one, they filed out, making their way into the street.

“Stay close to the vehicles for cover,” Keith said in a low voice, moving to the black SUV near the curb and leading the way.

Joe brought up the rear. They crept south along Kennywood Boulevard as quietly as possible, but Keith was surprised at how much noise a column of nine people could make. The clanks of their bags and squeaks of shoes echoed in the darkness. Even if they couldn’t be seen, the enemy could locate them by sound alone.

Just past a convenience store, the group connected with the railroad tracks that Serenity had used to get to Whitacker and followed them south past the railyard, along the Monongahela River all the way to Clairton. From there, the track veered west along the north side of the small city. It had taken the group over six hours to reach there. Everyone was exhausted and hungry, but this wasn’t the place to stop. It was way too close to people—and trouble. And with baby William fussing, they were bound to be discovered. They had to keep moving.

“How much farther before we can stop,” Mallory asked.

“I know a spot,” Serenity said. “It’s about two miles from here.”

“Another hour?” Liz complained.

“It’s surrounded by hills. That should muffle the sound of the baby. We can post people along the ridges as lookouts,” Serenity said.

Keith rubbed his knuckles along the top of her head. “Smart thinking, kiddo!” He was so impressed with her maturity.
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An hour and a half later, they reached the spot where Serenity said she’d slept on her way to Whitaker. Keith inspected the dump truck’s cab as Joe shut the gate of a six-foot fence. “Liz, you and Willia, can rest here,” he said, holding the door open for her.

“The bed of the dump truck is littered with construction debris. If I can find a broom or something, we can at least lie down in there. It’d be off the ground and away from the creepy crawlies,” Joe said, heading off in search of a broom.

While the others found spots to sit and rest, Keith and Serenity climbed the hill overlooking the parking lot. “Four more hours, and we could be there,” Serenity said, leaning against a tree and crossing her arms.

“I don’t think they have another four hours in them, Renny.”

“I think we should push them harder. It’s too dangerous out here, especially with a wailing baby.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Serenity hesitated.

“Nothing. It’s just—” She paused and looked away. “It’s a dangerous world we live in now. We’re out here…exposed…with just two guns between us.”

Keith thought about it a moment. Maybe if they let the others rest another few hours, they could wait until near sundown and get a few more miles out of them before stopping for the night.

“What if we took off again around sundown?”

“Every hour we spend here is a risk,” she said. “We’re still way too close to Clairton.”

Keith pivoted and stood beside her. He reached down and touched her face. She winced as he touched the bruise on her cheek. “I know you’ve been through hell, but you’re not alone anymore.” He took her hand in his and held it to his chest. “I promise…I will never leave you to fend for yourself again!”

She pulled away and turned her back to him.

“You have every right to be angry with me—to hate me. I deserve that. But I’m not going anywhere. I plan to do everything within my power to make sure you, Jacob, and Sadie get through this.”

“What about Liz and the baby?”

“Them, too! They’re Jacob’s family. That makes them our family.”

She grew quiet once more. Her silence was painful. He knew he didn’t deserve her forgiveness, but he longed for it. He’d dreamed of it during the long nights while he was locked in his prison cell, rehearsing what he would say a million times in his head. But now that they were face to face, the words escaped him.

“I love you so much, baby girl. I cannot begin to express how sorry I am for everything I put you through.”

“Then don’t!” she spat. She walked a few feet away and then stopped.

“Grandma cried herself to sleep every night. Did you know that?” She whirled around and glared at him. “Did you care?”

“I cared…” He swallowed hard. “I cared too late.”

As his daughter walked away, Keith wondered whether it was also too late for them. He had to accept that Serenity might never forgive him. Somehow he had to be okay with that and take her jabs without faltering because no matter how much she hated him, he refused to leave her again.
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After her talk with her father, Serenity climbed the ladder to the construction company’s building and sat up on the roof, watching the others sleep below. Her mind was a whirl of emotions. She felt bad now for what she’d said to her dad about his mother. It was cruel. Serenity didn’t understand why she’d said it, really. She’d just wanted to shut him up. She wasn’t ready to talk about how his past choices had affected her. And no, she wasn’t ready to forgive him—or Sadie. She wasn’t sure she could. It gnawed at her. How could they all live on the same farm and see each other every single day with so much baggage between them?

But somehow, they had to make it work. Like it or not, they were family and she’d have to find a way to trust them. “How screwed up is that?” she spoke into the wind.

“Whole world is screwed up, I’d say.”

Serenity shot to her feet, and she spun around to find Joe sitting on the opposite corner of the roof.

“Sorry to startle you,” he said.

“How long have you been there?”

“About twenty minutes longer than you.”

“I—I didn’t see you when I came up.”

“The air conditioner units blocked your view. You should have checked, though. I could have easily been a bad guy.”

“So you’re a good guy?”

“Didn’t say that.”

“You’re not?” she asked, moving toward him.

“I’ve done some things I’m not proud of.”

For some odd reason, an image of Franchise’s lifeless body flashed into her mind. She’d had no choice but to kill him. If she hadn’t, he would have killed her. But still, she wasn’t proud of ending his life. Rafe…that was a totally different story.

“This farming community we’re heading to, you said they were attacked. They kill all the attackers?”

“Not all of them.” She paused, replaying the scene. It looked like battlefield pictures she’d seen on television with Walt’s dead crewmembers lying everywhere, bleeding out or dead. “They got a lot of them.”

Enough that Walt and a few of his crew had fled rather than stayed and fought. By the time Hugh and others had showed up at the mansion, Craig Hall and his country club neighbors had fled as well, which made Serenity think they’d likely all fled together.

“Hugh—the guy in charge of those types of things—he sent out scouts looking for the ones that escaped. They didn’t find them in their township. Hugh said they’d keep up the patrols to make sure Walt and his crew never return.”

“This Hugh guy have military training or something?”

Serenity shrugged. “I’m really not sure what his background is, but he seems to know what he’s doing.”

“Lucky he’s on your side,” Joe said.

“What’s your story?” Serenity asked, leaning back against one of the air conditioning units.

“Me? I don’t have one.”

“What did you do for a living?”

“I worked at the Clairton Coke Works before it shut down, then I did odd jobs.”

“You were a steelworker. Must’ve made good money.”

“I did all right.”

“Got a wife? Kids?”

“Had a wife. No kids.”

Serenity was struggling to put together the relationships of the pizzeria group. “You and Cheryl a thing?”

Joe chuckled. “Cheryl. No. I just met her.”

Serenity wondered how long it would take before Sadie sank her claws into the man—at least, that had been how her mom used to operate. She could never go very long without a boyfriend, or two.

She looked him up and down. As far as stepdads went, he was better-looking than Rick had been. Serenity glanced down at the dump truck where her brother and Rick’s new wife and child slept. Jacob had barely said two words since his father passed. They hadn’t given him any time to grieve before thrusting him out on the street with them. Serenity doubted his head was screwed on straight after witnessing his father’s death. She needed to stick close to him and make sure he didn’t do anything stupid or dangerous.

“The older lady, she owned the place?”

“She and her husband. He was killed yesterday, right after we met your dad.” Joe sighed heavily and shook his head. “Sad! I had to stuff his dead body into their freezer.”

“That’s awful.”

“It was. Stank like crazy.”

“The body? So soon?”

“No, the freezer. All the food in there went bad after it thawed. Geneva said they tried to eat it all up as fast as they could, but by the seventh day, it was completely thawed and starting to smell.”

“Too bad it all went to waste, especially since folks like my brother and his family were starving.”

“Not her fault. She didn’t pull the plug on the lights,” Joe snapped.

Serenity straightened. “I didn’t lay blame on her. I just made an observation.”

“She’s a kind soul—too kind for this world. She took folks in and fed them. Not all of them were good people.”

“I imagine not. It’s a wonder she held the place as long as she did.”

“Wasn’t easy. We lost folks. I tried to convince Geneva and the others that it wasn’t worth our lives, but they were more afraid of what was out here.”

Serenity grew quiet, thinking about how much life had changed in such a short time. Just two weeks ago, she’d been standing on a street corner begging people for change just to be able to buy food. Now, even that had been taken from her, and she was forced to rely on people like Joe, Hugh, and Jane.

“Your dad said you lived on the streets before the lights went out,” Joe said.

“Yes.”

“That must have been tough.”

“Wasn’t a picnic.”

“You’re probably better equipped to adapt to this new life than most because of it.”

“Maybe.” Serenity scanned the area adjacent to the tracks. She thought about his observation. Better equipped? He couldn’t be more wrong. It still felt like the rug had been pulled out from underneath her. Everything seemed to be working against her survival, but somehow, fate had brought her family back together. For better or worse, they’d been given a second chance.


THIRTY
Serenity




Dave’s Construction Company

Clairton, Pennsylvania

Day 12

The sun had nearly set by the time everyone was roused awake and back on the tracks. Serenity was glad to be putting the construction yard behind her. It was way too close to the city to spend much time there—especially since baby William cried nearly nonstop—despite the fact they now had milk for him. Serenity worried there might be something wrong with the little guy.

Serenity approached her dad and tapped his shoulder. “Um…Dad, can you hold them up a bit and let me pull ahead? We might need to take a detour.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Well,” Serenity hesitated. “On the way here, I stopped at the Montour Trail Campground and ran into a group of people staying there. They could be gone by now, but they might have been replaced by others. It’s on Peters Creek, and people might want to stay and fish there.”

“I should go check it out. You stay here,” Keith said, pulling his pistol from his waistband.

“I’ll go. You need to stay and protect the group,” Serenity said. “It’s less than three miles. You guys wait a few minutes and then take off. Stop when you see the Turnpike Authority buildings along the expressway, and wait for me there.”

“I don’t know, Renny. I don’t think we should split up. Too much can go wrong. You’ll be vulnerable with no backup.”

“You gonna give up your gun to Joe?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not!”

Keith stared at her a moment and then shook his head. “I don’t think either of us should let go of our weapons.”

“Okay. I’m the one going then.”

“I’ll go with her,” Joe said, coming out from behind them, pounding his pipe wrench on the palm of his hand. “Or, just tell me where this campground is, and I’ll run ahead and check it out.”

“I like that idea better,” Keith said. “Joe can scout it out.”

Serenity dropped her hands to her sides and threw her shoulders back. “Because you think I’m a kid and can’t handle myself?”

“No! Because you’re a girl,” Joe answered for him.

Keith stepped in front of Serenity before she had the opportunity to deck him. “Because it’s dangerous being a woman out there,” he said.

“It’s always been dangerous being a woman.”

Joe poked his head around Keith’s left shoulder. “You’re telling me that it’s safe for…” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “For Mallory to go wandering around alone?”

Serenity relaxed her shoulders. “No!”

The girl didn’t look like she could take care of herself in a fight. Serenity doubted she’d ever even punched someone.

“Point made?” Keith asked.

Her dad was concerned she’d be raped and murdered. She got it. She’d give in—this one time. “Point made.” Serenity spun around, putting her back to them. “Joe can come with me.” She stomped off in a hurry for Keith to get the group moving.

Joe caught up with her, jogging at her side.

“These people you saw at the campground, they got guns?”

“Yes.”

“Did they see you?”

“Yeah. I’d stopped and had a meal with a woman and her daughter. They were alone at the time. After dark, the rest of her group showed up. I split.”

“Did they seem hostile, or did you split out of caution?”

Serenity thought back. They hadn’t followed her. Did that mean they weren’t a threat? She shook her head. “Everyone’s a threat!”

“Even me?”

Serenity said nothing.

“I get it! I wouldn’t trust me either. It’s a crapshoot meeting new people. Always has been, I guess, but now—it could be deadly.”

“You got that right,” Serenity said.

“Better just to avoid strangers altogether,” Joe continued.

“That’s always been my philosophy—unlike my dad, apparently.”

“He didn’t have much choice at the time. That group, the ones watching the restaurant, jumped him. He was trying to rescue Mallory from two of their guys, and their group came out of nowhere. We brought him into the pizzeria.”

Serenity scanned the tree line. “It doesn’t pay to be a good Samaritan.”

“There are risks to helping people—people like you and your group. Geneva let you in, which was a risk, too. You could have taken over the place, killed us all, and thrown our bodies out the backdoor.”

“True,” Serenity chuckled. “But I wouldn’t have thrown you out the back. I would have dragged your bodies down the street to the vacant lot and set you on fire.”

Joe stopped walking and threw both hands up in a surrender gesture. “Whoa! Glad you didn’t.”

The dense trees that lined both sides of the tracks thinned, and Serenity could see an opening ahead. She put her finger to her lips to quiet Joe. “I think that’s the campground,” she whispered.

They left the tracks before reaching the bridge that spanned Peters Creek Road and the Montour Trail, exiting the woods near the campground on the opposite side of Peters Creek.

“See anyone?” Joe asked.

“Not yet. I want to get a peek inside the shelters.” Serenity moved down the bank but couldn’t see anything. “Wait here. I’m going to cross the creek and look inside.”

“No! I’ll go.” Joe didn’t wait for her reply. He climbed down the bank and stepped into the shallow creek. “Whoa! That’s cold.”

“You think you might want to be a little more quiet?”

“Sorry!” he said, crossing the creek. After he climbed the opposite bank, he slipped into the brush behind the camp’s shelters, disappearing from view for a moment.

“Hands up!” Serenity heard him shout. She dropped down into the creek and stomped across it as fast as she could, slipping on the mossy rocks and sliding as she climbed the muddy bank on the other side. “Joe!” she called out as she ran toward the largest of the three shelters.

“Stay there! I got this, Serenity!”

Serenity raced toward him, stopping when Staci and Leah came into view. Serenity spun around, searching for the rest of her group.

“We’re not armed!” Staci said.

“Then let me see your hands.”

Staci unzipped her sleeping bag and thrust her hands above her head. Leah sat up and did the same.

“Serenity? They killed David. They took my son from me, too!”

Serenity stepped sideways, peering into the adjacent shelter. It was deserted. “Where are they?”

Staci stood and walked to the edge. “They’re gone. They took all our supplies and left yesterday morning.”

Serenity gripped her pistol in both hands and moved closer to the shelter. “Are either of you hurt?”

“No!” Staci said.

“Can you walk?”

“I—I think so.” Staci helped her daughter stand, and they gathered up their sleeping bags. “They took all our packs. All we have left are our sleeping bags.”

“We have food. Just follow us,” Joe said.

Serenity put her arm around Leah and helped her climb the embankment up to the tracks. At the top, she turned to Serenity. “Did you find your brother?”

“I did. And my mom and dad, too.”

“He’s your dad?”

“No. I just met him. Him and these three ladies.”

“They’re good people?”

“Seem to be. They took me and my family in and fed us pizza—real pizza cooked in a wood-fired oven. Can you believe it?”

“I would have never left that place,” Leah said.

“It was tempting to stay—except for all the people outside who wanted the place enough to kill for it.”

“They decided to leave and follow you?”

“They did. You and your mom can come, too.”

Serenity surprised herself. She hadn’t planned on picking up strays along their route. Now, there were twelve people to split the food with.

But also twelve to help look out for trouble and do farm chores when we arrive there. She guessed there were pros and cons to everything.
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When Serenity, Joe, Staci, and Leah arrived at the spot near the expressway maintenance buildings, Keith and the others were waiting for them.

Keith ran over to them. “What happened?”

“This is Staci and Leah. They’re the ones I met at the campground on my way up to Whitaker. Their group stole all their gear and left them behind.” She debated leaving out the part where they killed the son, but decided he needed to know who they could potentially be dealing with out there. “They murdered her son, then headed south yesterday morning. They should be twenty miles ahead of us by now.” Serenity did the math. If they had followed the tracks like she did, they could have traveled right past Jane’s house. But Bowers Township had barricades up on all the roads. Would they think to add them to the tracks? If not, she planned to as soon she got her group there.

“We need to step it up then and stay on high alert. Hopefully, they’re long gone by now,” Keith said.
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When Serenity’s group reached the Finleyville Road crossing, she could see that the number of refugees on the Mon-Fayette Expressway had increased significantly in just two days. This group of travelers looked even more weary than the ones she’d seen days before. Few pulled suitcases now. Fewer still pushed carts or pulled wagons. It just took too much energy. They’d likely make them targets for road bandits anyway.

One mile past the Finleyville Road crossing, she and her group started passing by houses. When Serenity had traveled through there on her own, she’d walked through the woods everywhere she could to avoid them, but with this group, it would be hard-going and noisy. Serenity dropped back to allow her dad to catch up. “We need to go as fast as we can through here. It’s just a few houses, and then we’re back into the cover of the trees until we reach Bowers Township.”

“Liz! Hold up! Let me carry the baby. We’re going to have to move fast past these houses,” Keith said.

Liz reluctantly handed over William, and the group picked up the pace until they were clear of the homes near the tracks.

As they neared the edge of the township, Serenity ran ahead to make sure their group wasn’t mistaken for road bandits and shot by Hugh or his crew. As she rounded the curve near Highway 88, she was stopped in her tracks by a pile of railroad ties blocking the way. Serenity left the tracks and edged closer, sticking to the wood line in case the barricade was being guarded.

“You can stop right there!” a gruff male voice shouted.
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“It’s me! Serenity Jones. I’m a friend of Jane Rostrum’s. I left her house a couple of days ago. Now I’m back.”

“Don’t care! My orders are no one gets in,” the man said.

“Jane said I could come back.”

“She’s not in charge.”

“Who is…Hugh?”

“The Board of Supervisors. Hugh and Jane don’t make the decisions—they do.”

“Can I come address the board?”

There was a long pause.

“You the homeless girl who saved Finn?” another voice called out from behind the barricade.

“Yes! Finn and I were taken by that group at the compound.”

Silence reigned again, and then a head popped over the stack of railroad ties.

“You can talk to the board, but I can guarantee they won’t let you stay. They have a rule about letting non-residents into the township.”

This wasn’t good. She was going to have to convince them not only to let her in, but also her group of eleven other strangers. She needed to talk to Jane and Hugh first. Maybe they could persuade this board to waive their rule. Maybe if she introduced them to her mom and brother first, they’d be less inclined to say no.

“Please let me speak with Jane. She can straighten it all out for me,” Serenity said.

“Sorry, I’m not allowed to let you in. I can tell Jane you’re here—if I see her,” the first guy said.

Serenity’s mind raced, seeking a solution. She’d brought her family and the others here to find safety in this community, but now it looked like they wouldn’t be welcomed. She wasn’t sure what to do, but she wasn’t giving up so easily.

“Okay,” she said, turning to go. She couldn’t believe that she’d only been gone two days, and all this had been implemented. All the way back, she racked her brain, trying to figure out how she was going to tell her parents and the others. This new rule from the board had really thrown a spanner in the works.
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“No!” Keith whispered emphatically. “You can’t go in there alone if they’re showing signs of aggression.”

Serenity glanced back over her shoulder at the rest of the group. “They weren’t being aggressive, Dad. They didn’t fire at me—and they could have.”

“But they didn’t let you in with open arms either.”

“Would you?” Serenity said. “They have a board now that decides stuff like this, apparently. I just have to get to Jane’s and have her take our case to them. You guys hold up here. I’ll be back shortly to take you to her place.”

“What choice do we have here, Keith,” Sadie said, walking up behind him. “She either goes and convinces them to let us in or we join the other refugees on the expressway and keep going until we find some other place where people are friendlier.”

“Like that’s going to happen,” Keith said.

“Exactly! We have to trust our little girl knows what she’s doing. We have to…” She pointed over her shoulder to where the rest of the group were standing. “For them.”

“All right!” Keith whispered. “Go then, but for the record—I don’t like sending you in there alone.”

“Noted!” Serenity said, throwing her arms around his neck.

Keith wrapped his arms around her waist and squeezed her tight. “You be extra careful, Renny. Don’t let your guard down because you think you know these people.”

“I won’t.” She gave him a peck on the cheek and then hugged her mom.

“You can do this! If you say they’re good people—I believe you. They’ll let us all in,” Sadie said.

Jacob approached. “What’s going on?”

“Give your sister a hug. She’s gotta go convince some mucky mucks to let us move in here.”

“I thought you said they invited us here!” Jacob said, a little too loud.

“Shhh!” Sadie admonished. “We don’t want the others upset.”

“But you said they would let us stay here?”

“They will,” Serenity said, “I just have to get to Jane’s and have her tell them to let us in,” Serenity said, ruffling her brother’s hair and then punching him in the arm. “Take care of Mom and my dad. I’ll be back by dark.”

Serenity turned and took off in a sprint toward the barricade.

“What if you aren’t?” Jacob called after her.

“Don’t worry, little bro. I’ll be back by dark!”
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Serenity left the tracks about a hundred yards from the barricade and aimed for the highway. If the people in charge of the township were really interested in keeping people out, they’d have guards and checkpoints there as well. She’d have to stick to the woods and cross over when she neared Jane’s ranch. She could take the tracks from there.

After swinging wide around a few homes, Serenity came to a clearing and decided to chance crossing the road there. She stepped out onto the roadway.

“Stop right there!” a gruff male voice shouted.

Serenity dropped her hand to her pistol.

“Don’t! We’ll shoot!”

Serenity raised her hands above her head.

“Serenity?” another male voice said.

Serenity glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, Cody!”

“So you made it?” Cody asked.

“I did. And I found my family,” Serenity said, leaning against one of the vehicles blocking the roadway. “Who’s the guys guarding the railroad tracks? They weren’t very friendly.”

“That would be the township’s new security patrol.”

Serenity lifted an eyebrow. “They said strangers were prohibited in the community—wouldn’t let me in.”

Cody chuckled. “Yet, here you stand.”

“I need to get to Jane’s. Hopefully she can straighten this out. I left my family in limbo a couple of miles from here.”

“I’m not sure how successful she’ll be with the Board of Supervisors, but she and my dad have already decided they won’t follow their rules. Jane will let you stay. She might catch hell from the board members, but who cares, right? What are they gonna do about it?”

Serenity wasn’t comfortable bringing her family into a situation where they could potentially get into it with members of the community, but what choice did she have? They needed a place to live, and the abandoned farms in the township were the perfect place. She straightened and stepped through the gap between two of the vehicles. “You gonna be here long? I’ll probably be back through soon to get my family and bring them here.”

The corners of his mouth turned up. “I’m off now.” He gestured to his dirt bike parked near the ditch. “Want a ride?”
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“Someone’s coming!” Luis said, bursting through the kitchen door.

Jane grabbed her rifle from the corner by the sink. “Where? Show me.”

She followed Luis through the mudroom and the breezeway between the house and their detached garage to her back lawn. Luis hurried past the newly strung clothesline, its ropes still full of bed linens and blankets, and stopped near the chicken coop.

“There!” He pointed. “See the lone cedar at the edge of the clearing?”

Jane squinted. The big cedar was a dark silhouette against the sprawling pasture some three hundred yards from the house at the farthest edge of the field. “I see it.”

“I saw someone moving in the shadows behind it.”

“Through your scope?” Jane asked, her eyes still fixed on the distant tree.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jane leaned her back against the sturdy chicken shed, its wood still smelling faintly of pine and fresh varnish. She raised her rifle, peering through the scope, methodically scanning the area Luis had indicated. The wide cedar swayed gently in the breeze. “I don’t see anything,” she said. She lowered the rifle, turning her attention back toward the house. “If there were someone out there, they would have encountered our booby⁠—“

Suddenly, a shrill scream tore through the air. Luis instinctively ducked behind the coop, his eyes wide with shock. Jane spun around, her rifle at the ready, tightness clutching her chest.

“Sound the alarm, Luis!” Jane shouted as she moved back toward the coop.

Luis scrambled to his feet and blew hard into his whistle, the shrill sound piercing the quiet.

Jane sprinted the twenty-five feet to the pond and dropped down behind the duck house. Her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths as the screams grew more desperate, mingling with frantic shouts.

“Echo team, fall back! Fall back!” a gruff male voice shouted.

Jane weighed her options. Firing her rifle without a clear target might waste precious ammunition, and it seemed the intruders were already retreating. She decided that if they were able to break into the open field of the north pasture, she wouldn’t hesitate to take the shot. For now, she would let the traps they’d set around the property do their work.

From the chaos, another voice broke through, tinged with panic. “Kelter! Don’t leave me, Kelter!”

The response came harsh and strained. “Shut up, damn it! Shut the hell up!”

“I’m gonna bleed out here! Don’t leave me.”

“Slap a tourniquet on it and stay still. I’ll figure something out. Just don’t move.”

Behind her, the sound of approaching footsteps alerted Jane. She turned slightly to see Maria and Luis, both armed, skidding to a halt behind the duck house.

“How many?” Maria asked in a tense voice, her rifle at the ready.

“Looks like three. One’s hit,” Jane replied, her eyes scanning the tree line.

“The booby trap worked!” Maria said.

“That was mine, I bet,” Lissette chimed in, rushing over to crouch beside Luis.

“Get back!” Jane barked. The narrow duck house offered limited cover; it was hardly wide enough for all of them and certainly no match for bullets.

“Luis, Lissette, fall back to the coop. Be ready to fire on anyone who comes into the clearing,” Jane ordered.

Luis nodded, still in a crouch. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Maria, cover me,” Jane said. “I’m moving to the goat shed.”

“I got you, Ms. Jane.”

Jane adjusted her rifle, tightening the sling around her support arm and pulling the butt tight against her shoulder. “Hold your fire unless they shoot first or you have a clear shot.” With that, Jane darted toward the gate that led into the goat pasture. She felt dangerously exposed as she flipped the gate’s lock open and swung it wide. When she reached the three-sided shelter, Jane ducked inside, taking a moment to steady her breath. She glanced back toward the duck house. Maria was out of sight, but Lissette stood alarmingly exposed beside the chicken coop.

“Lissette, take cover!” Jane yelled. Before the words fully left her mouth, a rifle shot shattered the quiet, echoing across the field. Jane’s heart sank as she saw the girl collapse.

“Lissette!” Jane’s cry was a mix of shock and fear. The girl lay motionless on the ground, arms spread wide.

“Stay put, Luis!” Maria shouted. “Don’t move, mijo!”

Luis’s cries pierced the tense air. He kept calling Lissette’s name, his voice cracking with each shout.

“We can’t reach her now; just stay down,” Maria warned.

Jane turned her attention to the wood line where the shot had originated. Through her rifle scope, she searched for the shooter and found him crouched behind a beech tree. It would be a two-hundred-and-twenty-five-yard shot. Well within range. She squeezed the trigger and fired. The shot echoed through the hills and found its target. The shooter dropped to one knee, and Jane fired again, striking him in the chest. As he fell sideways, Jane dropped back inside the goat shed and moved to the other end. Jane took the opportunity to check on Lissette and Luis. Lissette still hadn’t moved. She was relieved that Luis had obeyed his mother and stayed put.

Raul’s voice carried over from the breezeway, “Luis! Stay where you are. I’ve got you covered.” He ventured out toward the clothesline, moving cautiously along the line of hanging laundry, using it as a makeshift concealment.

“Raul, get back!” Maria shouted. She gestured frantically, signaling him to retreat.

A gunshot broke the tense air, and Maria collapsed out of sight. Jane’s heart raced as she blindly returned fire toward the woods.

Another man’s scream pierced the air. “My foot! I stepped into a damn trap! Kelter, help me!”

Jane scanned the area, but there was no movement. He was all on his own. Her focus shifted back to Maria, who was now out of view. Raul, too, had disappeared from the clothesline.

“Maria, are you hit?” Jane called out, her voice pitching wildly.

“I’m okay!”

“Do you see them, Jane?” Raul called from the chicken coop. He’d made it to his son.

Jane didn’t want to let the intruders know she had no idea where they were located now.

“Stay down, everyone!” Jane yelled.

A second later, another man cried out in agony, begging his teammates to save him.

Lissette lay still on the ground, motionless.

“Is she breathing, Raul? Can you tell?” Jane asked.

“Maybe! I don’t know.” Raul tried to reach her but another gunshot sent him scrambling back to the coop.

“Jane!” Jim called out.

Her heart nearly leaped from her chest. “Stay back, Jim. Keep everyone inside.”

“I can help!”

“No! No, Jim. We can handle it. The traps are working. Please keep Finn and the other children inside. Tell them to get into the basement like we practiced. Protect them, Jim.”

Relief washed over her as Jim turned and disappeared. She knew he’d give his life for Finn and Raul’s kids. Minutes passed without another shot being fired. The injured men continued to moan and occasionally cried out for help from their compatriots, but no one came to their aid. Jane hoped the rest of the intruders’ group had left them behind and fled.

Then, the sound of an engine cut through the silence. Suddenly, Jane realized they’d left the front of the property unguarded. But for anyone to reach the gate with a vehicle, they would have had to breach the manned roadblock at the intersection.

Jim reappeared in the breezeway. “Jane! Cody’s here, and there’s someone with him!”
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The dirt bike fishtailed slightly as Cody revved the engine after making the turn onto Jane’s road, and Serenity clung to his torso for dear life.

Serenity tapped him on the shoulder. “The gunfire stopped!”

They’d heard it a quarter mile away, even over the sound of the dirt bike’s exhaust, and raced there at top speed. When they approached the gate, Cody braked hard, the back tire digging into the soft dirt along the shoulder of the rural road. Seconds later, they were both hopping over Jane’s gate.

“Jane! Jim!” Serenity shouted as she ran up the driveway toward their house.

“Back here,” Jim yelled. He was bent over, having a coughing fit as they ran toward him.

“Where’s the shooter?” Cody asked, placing a hand on Jim’s back to comfort him.

“In the woods…” He paused, coughing again. He pointed, wagging his finger as he wheezed and gasped, trying to catch his breath. “East of the north pasture.” He gasped again. “Where Jane put the booby traps.”

Booby traps?

“Where’s Jane?” Serenity asked.

Jim was coughing so hard he could barely speak now. Cody eased him down onto a bench by the kitchen door. “She’s in the goat shed,” he whispered, pointing to the back pasture. He stood and opened the door to the mudroom while Cody and Serenity sprinted off in that direction.

The moment they rounded the clothesline, Serenity spotted a body on the ground near the chicken coop. At first, Serenity thought it was Isabella, Raul’s daughter, but this girl had auburn hair; Isabella’s was black. Cody ran to the girl and dragged her back behind the coop. Maria immediately dropped to her knees, feeling for a pulse.

“Is she breathing?” Raul asked as Luis stood with his hand covering his mouth.

Serenity fell in next to the kid and placed a hand on his shoulder, each staring down as Maria checked the girl over.

“She’s gone,” Maria said.

There was a long pause as everyone stared down at the lifeless girl.

When need to get to Jane,” Cody said, breaking the silence.

Raul nodded, focused on the tree line.

Serenity and Cody took off in that direction. They were halfway between the duck house and cattle shelter when a shot rang out. Cody dove to the ground, but Serenity kept running. Another round kicked up dust five feet to her right. She veered to her left and then back to the right, desperately trying to avoid being shot.

Jane and the others began sending rounds in the shooter’s direction, allowing her to make it safely to the goat shed. She dropped to her knees at Jane’s feet, her hands grasping the loose dirt and her chest seesawing as she struggled to catch her breath. She’d never been so frightened in her life.

Jane knelt beside her, holding her hair back out of the way as Serenity vomited onto the dirt. “Are you okay?” Jane asked. “Were you hit?”

Serenity shook her head and tried to speak, but another wave of nausea struck her, and she vomited some more. She wiped her mouth and sat, still trembling. She scooted in the dirt and leaned her back against the rough wood siding covering the three-sided animal shelter.

Raul and others continued shooting as Cody jumped up and raced over to join Serenity and Jane.

“How many shooters are there?” Cody asked, moving to the east corner and peering around it.

Jane joined him, pointing toward the wood line. “I’m not sure. I shot one of them. I haven’t heard more than one or two firing at a time. There are at least three caught by the traps. I don’t think it’s a large group.”

“I’m glad the traps worked,” Cody said.

“I think they’re what’s left of that militia group. One of them cried out for Kelter to help him. Hugh said he saw Kelter fleeing with Walt the day we attacked their compound.”

“We’ve patrolled every inch of the township. We didn’t find where they were hiding,” Cody said.

“The terrain makes it hard to track people. They’ve probably been out in the woods this whole time.”

“I need to go and alert my dad—bring back help. We can’t afford to let them escape this time.”

Serenity was sure that Hugh regretted allowing Walt and his inner circle to get away the first time. A mistake he likely wouldn’t make again. She just hoped he’d get there in time to stop them from killing anyone.

Jane turned to Serenity. “How many rounds do you have left in your pistol?”

Serenity dropped the magazine to check. “Six.”

“9mm?” Cody asked.

Serenity shrugged. It wasn’t her gun, and she had no idea what caliber bullets it took.

Jane leaned over and examined the magazine. “Yes.”

Cody reached into one of the pockets of his cargo pants and pulled out a spare magazine. “Here’s seventeen more. Use them sparingly. Only fire if you know you’ve got the shot.”

“Thanks, kid,” she said as she took it from him.

Cody moved to the center of the shelter. “I’ll be back with help. You guys only have to hold them off. I doubt they’ll come out into the open. Just stay down.”

Jane placed a hand on his shoulder. “You be careful, son. There could be others making their way around to the front.”

“I will,” he said. Cody gripped his pistol in both hands and turned to face the duck house. “Fire two shots in their direction, Jane, and then I’ll take off for the house.”

“For the record…” Jane said, moving into Cody’s spot at the corner of the shed. “I think you should stay here. It’s too dangerous.”

“We can’t let them get away again. Dad would be pissed.”

“Maybe one of the guards at the checkpoint heard the shots and went for help,” Jane said.

“Maybe isn’t good enough. I have to do this,” Cody said. “I’m ready. Cover me!”

Jane fired two rounds into the woods, and Cody took off in a sprint. Seconds after he reached the duck house, he ran toward the chicken coop. A moment later, Maria and Raul began firing, and Cody raced in the direction of the breezeway, disappearing from Serenity’s view.

“Where’s Finn and the other children?” Serenity asked as Jane dropped back into the shelter.

“Hopefully, in the basement. We’ve been practicing what to do if they hear someone blow a whistle. Isabella is supposed to help Jim get the children down the stairs.”

As Cody’s engine roared away into the distance, Serenity moved to the northwest corner of the shelter, her gaze sweeping across the west pasture in the direction of the creek that bordered Jane’s ranch. Without a scope or binoculars, there was no way to see anyone standing on the other side of the stream.

There was a long pause as Jane waited for Cody to return. The air was punctuated by the distant moans of injured men and their occasional shouts for help. But it was obvious their friends weren’t coming to their rescue. Soon, Hugh and a slew of now-seasoned fighters would arrive to put them out of their misery.

“See anyone?” Jane asked.

“No! It’s just too quiet. Maybe they fled,” Serenity said.

As much as Serenity wanted the gun battle to be over, she was loath for them to get away and have to deal with them again some other time—a time when they’d have the upper hand, perhaps.

“I’m going to move around the west side of the shed and check what I can see from the back,” Serenity said.

“Stay close to the shelter,” Jane said.

Serenity did, scooting one step at a time along the side of the shed until she reached the back corner. She drew in a calming breath, exhaled, and leaned forward, peering toward the northeast pasture. She scanned the tree line, searching for any sign of movement, any indication of the intruders’ positions. The next few moments were a blur of heightened senses and adrenaline. Every rustle of leaves, every shadow cast by the fluttering curtains of tree branches, was a potential threat.

Suddenly, a figure emerged from the underbrush—a desperate, limping man trying to make his way to safety. She aimed her pistol at the man and then realized he was too far away for her to make the shot. “Jane!” Serenity yelled as she raced back to her. But Jane was on it already. Without hesitation, the older woman aligned her sights and fired, the shot echoing sharply. The man fell, and silence returned, and the waiting began again.
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Serenity’s news had cast a somber mood among the group as they waited along the railway tracks for her to return with the verdict—would they be allowed into Bowers Township, and would their journey be over?

Liz paced the tracks with William in her arms. “She’s been gone a long time.”

“She’ll be back any minute,” Sadie said. “You want me to hold him for a while?”

Liz glared back at Sadie and said nothing.

“You should rest,” Keith said. “We don’t know exactly how much farther we have to walk tonight.” He strode over and took William from her. Keith rocked the boy as the child began to wail.

Sadie scanned the tree line and the tracks ahead and behind them, wondering how far his cries would carry. They were sitting ducks out there, and Keith was the only one with a gun. Their bats and pipes were of little use if they encountered armed bandits.

Everyone looked exhausted and a little defeated. It had been a blow when Serenity said that the locals had barricaded off the township and their group wasn’t welcome. They’d hung all their hopes on finding a farm to make their own, and now—they might have to keep going and look elsewhere. Sadie wasn’t sure how much farther any of them could walk or how long before they ran into serious trouble.

“We need to discuss what to expect when we get to this farm,” Keith said over the child’s cries.”

“If we get to move onto one,” Liz grumbled.

“We will,” Sadie said. “Serenity will convince them.”

“Even if we do find a vacant farm and move there, we’re not exactly seasoned farmers,” Cheryl said.

Sadie shrugged. “But we’ll learn.”

“Yes, we’re all smart people, or we wouldn’t have survived this long,” Geneva said.

Joe paced in front of them. “The first thing we’ll need to do is secure the place. Just like we did back at The Pizzeria. We can’t be too careful.”

“How do we secure a farm?” Mallory asked. “You can’t put plywood around the whole thing.”

Joe stopped near her. “Fences.” He raised his hand above his head. “Tall ones. Maybe string barbed wire along the top. It’ll take work, but we can do it.”

Liz wrinkled her forehead. “I just don’t know how we can make it a home. Most importantly, how do we make it a safe one?”

“Together,” Geneva said. “By working together.”

Sadie nodded in agreement, her mind racing with concerns. She knew adapting to farm life would be challenging, especially with their limited skills. Her gaze drifted to Jacob, wondering how he would adjust to such a drastic change. But it wasn’t just the farming that worried her. The group dynamics, particularly her growing tension with Liz, weighed heavily on her mind. They needed unity now more than ever.

“Survival’s about more than just staying alive,” Geneva finally said. “It’s about living together, learning to work as a team—a family. We watch out for one another like we’re doing now. Our individual survival depends on it.”

Keith rocked the baby in his arms. “We’ll make it work. We’ve come this far. We can build something worthwhile for all of us.”

The group fell into a contemplative silence, each person lost in their thoughts about the future. Sadie’s heart ached with a mother’s worry. They were venturing into unknown territory, and their future was uncertain. As the sun beat down upon them, Sadie’s thoughts turned to Serenity. Her daughter was out there, alone, in a world that had shown its harshness time and again. Yet Sadie held onto hope. Serenity was resilient and resourceful. If anyone could navigate the perils of this new world, it was her.

“Let’s find a camping spot,” Joe said, breaking the silence. “We need to be prepared, just in case she doesn’t make it back before dark.”

“We should pick a clear, flat spot out of view,” Staci said. It was the first words she’d spoken since they left the campground.

Keith nodded. “I guess that wouldn’t hurt.”

“But she’s coming back,” Sadie argued. Her daughter didn’t know how to quit. She was the strongest person Sadie had ever met. She wouldn’t fail.

“I’ll go with you,” Cheryl said, and she and Joe disappeared into the woods.

Sadie could hear crunching branches and rustling leaves as they moved deeper into the forest. It was impossible to walk quietly with all the tree litter on the ground. Not that they went anywhere quietly—not with Liz’s baby crying nearly non-stop. Sadie didn’t know why he still bawled even though his stomach was now full, thanks to Geneva’s evaporated milk. There had to be something else wrong with him.

“I know a little about farming,” Leah said. “I was in 4-H and raised a pig to show and sell at our county fair.”

“They teach you how to be a farmer?” Liz asked, a smile spreading across her face.

Staci nodded. “Some. She learned how to care for a pig but also lots of stuff about other farm animals.”

“I helped my friend raise her rabbits,” Leah said.

“I guess that’s something,” Liz said, her smile fading.

Geneva raised her hand. “I had an herb garden out behind the pizzeria.”

“So we can raise pigs, rabbits, and the herbs to put on them,” Sadie said, glancing over at Keith. “It’s not nothing.”

“Don’t look at me. I couldn’t even keep house plants alive.” Keith chuckled.

“We’ll just have to figure it all out as we go, I guess,” Geneva said. “It’s late August. The farmers should be harvesting crops this time of year, right? So we harvest now and grow next fall. We have about six months to figure out how to do it.”

“You think it’ll be that easy? We just pick some veggies and then do what with them? You think they’ll keep all winter?” Liz said.

Geneva shook her head. “We’re not saying that.”

Sadie sighed. Nothing had ever come easy in her life. Getting sober sure hadn’t. She didn’t expect surviving the apocalypse to be a cakewalk either. She glanced around the group. At least they were in it together. Her gaze landed on her son, who was letting his baby brother suck on his hand. She could endure anything so long as she had her children. She wouldn’t let them down again—no matter how much listening to Liz and her moaning made her want a drink.
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Time marched on, punctuated by occasional agonizing cries from the woods. The wait was the hardest part, the tension coiling in Serenity’s stomach like a spring. She was accustomed to danger, but this was different. This was about protecting a place that had become like a home to her; about standing shoulder to shoulder with those who were now family to her.

The silence dragged on so long that Serenity’s mind wandered away from the men in the woods. Strangely, she thought of Cody and their conversation while they waited for her group to show themselves. Were they friends? She didn’t know. She hadn’t had any since she dropped out of school—after her grandparents died. Could they be? Maybe.

And then Jane broke the silence.

“I’m surprised to see you back so soon.”

Serenity smiled. “I found my brother.”

“Oh, Serenity! I’m so happy for you. Where is he?”

“He and my mom and dad are waiting for me along the railroad tracks a few miles away.”

“Your mom?” Jane’s eyes widened. “And dad?”

“I know. I can’t believe it. My mom was visiting my brother when the lights went out. I found them down in my former stepdad’s basement. My dad showed up shortly after. I’m still in shock, actually. I thought I’d never see either of them again.” She’d told herself that she was okay with that. She’d resigned herself long ago to being an orphan. Now, to be back with them both was too much for her mind—and heart—to process all at once.

“They came here with you?” Jane asked. There was something in her tone that concerned Serenity.

Apprehension? Worry?

“Yes, along with a few others, actually.” Serenity thought it best to lay all her cards on the table and deal with the issue now. They were stuck there alone, and she had Jane’s full attention. Once Hugh arrived, Jane would be focused on the security of the ranch and ridding the community of the last vestiges of Walt’s deadly militia. “Also with us are my brother’s stepmom and baby brother.” Serenity smiled. “He’s so cute, Jane!”

Jane forced a smile, and Serenity’s heart sank. Did she have her answer? Were they not welcome there after all? She continued, hoping to appeal to Jane’s humanity. “We ran into a few survivors holed up at a pizzeria in Whitaker; there are four of them—three women and a man. And then, we found a mother and daughter alone at a campground. They’d been abandoned by their group, who’d killed the woman’s son and taken all their gear. They would likely have died there if we’d left them behind. Now, there are eleven of us altogether. Twelve with the baby.”

Jane was quiet—too quiet.

Serenity didn’t blame her. She’d only invited Serenity and her brother—not ten other strangers.

“We were hoping to move into one of the vacant farms,” Serenity said hesitantly. She studied Jane’s face, searching for some spark of hope that she’d go to bat for them with the township.

“You trust these people you’re with?” Jane said, staring off toward her house.

Serenity thought for a moment. Truthfully, she didn’t fully trust anyone. Her mom and dad appeared to be different now—she knew that. But trust them? She hadn’t really had time to think that through. She took a moment to examine her heart. Her gut said that from what she’d seen so far, Keith and Sadie would do whatever it took to keep her and Jacob safe—that was definitely different. As far as the others were concerned, they seemed okay enough that she’d planned to live with them. “Honestly, Jane, I just met most of them. I know them about as well as you know me.”

She paused to emphasize the point.

Jane said nothing.

“I witnessed them risk themselves for others and share vital resources with strangers. I think that proves their character—so yes, I trust them, as much as is possible these days.”

“It won’t be easy—especially if you don’t know how to farm,” Jane said.

Serenity took that as a good sign; she hadn’t said no.

“We’ve talked about that. We’ll have to work twice as hard. We know it will be an uphill climb.”

“More like a climb up Mount Everest without any experience or gear.”

Serenity nodded. She didn’t want to think about the struggle; they’d be living it soon enough.

“What happens when members of your group run out of food and are starving?”

Serenity knew what Jane was asking—were they going to set out raiding other farms for the food they needed? “Then we trade for some or…” Honestly, she didn’t know what they’d do. The odds of that occurring were high, but they hadn’t had time to discuss strategies for surviving beyond the basics of getting to Bowers Township and moving onto one of the farms.

“You could apprentice,” Jane said. “On-the-job training.”

“Like an internship?”

“There’s lots of folks who need a hand. You and members of your group could provide the physical labor, maybe in exchange for food—but you gain the skills to take back to your own farm to grow your own food and raise your own livestock.”

A huge grin spread across Serenity’s face. She hadn’t thought of becoming an apprentice. This was the most hopeful she’d been since the lights went out; hell, it was more than she’d had in years and years. There was a chance, albeit small, that she could make a life with her family. She’d never had that. The concept was mind-blowing. A few weeks ago, she’d been alone, sleeping in a tent in a vacant parking lot, begging for food. So much had changed since then.

“Do you think you could put in a good word for us with the township’s leaders?”

“No!”

The word was sharp, like an arrow to Serenity’s heart. She held her breath. Her face flushed with heat.

“It won’t do any good. They’re assholes,” Jane continued. “With them, it’s better to ask forgiveness than permission.”

Tension slowly leaked from Serenity’s body, and her lips once again curled into a smile.

“We don’t want to cause anyone trouble,” she said.

“We’ll deal⁠—”

Suddenly, their conversation was cut short by the sound of approaching vehicles.
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The sound of engines died down, and shortly after, Hugh and Cody, followed by a few other men, moved swiftly, entering the woods from the railroad tracks and making their way along the east side of Jane’s ranch. Hugh barked orders for them to move from one place to the next as they advanced to the area of the booby traps.

A few moments later, Cody returned to the goat shed with instructions for everyone to move back toward the house to avoid friendly fire. Cody and Luis carried Lissette’s body from the chicken coop to the breezeway and laid her on the concrete by the kitchen door.

Without a word, Jane removed a bandana from her pocket, unfolded it, and placed it over Lissette’s face. “I hope they rot in hell for killing this innocent girl.” If only she’d heeded her instructions to remain in the basement with the other children. Jane knew the girl’s own impulsiveness was partially responsible for her death, but Jane still felt an enormous weight of guilt. She had to do better in protecting the children—but how? She and Maria were basically managing everything, with the help of Luis, who was a mere boy himself. “There’s twelve of us now,” Serenity had said.

Serenity stood beside her, her young face marred by fatigue and the harsh realities she’d faced. Yet her eyes still held a spark of resilience that Jane had come to admire. This young girl had proven herself to be more than just a survivor; she was a fighter.

Twelve extra people! How many adults?

Jane thought back to their conversation. There were Serenity’s mother and father, four more people from the pizzeria, and the woman from the campground—seven adults— eight if she counted Serenity, which she did. Serenity was the most mature sixteen-year-old Jane had ever known. Jacob, Serenity’s brother, was Luis’s age. She didn’t know the ages of the others, but if they were teens, like Jacob and Luis, she could teach them how to use a rifle. They could chop wood, wash laundry, and help with the little children. It was clear what needed to happen.

Suddenly, gunfire rang out. Serenity jumped and spun around. She and Cody ran around the back side of the garage and watched for anyone breaking from the wood line. After a short exchange, Hugh’s voice boomed through the woods.

“One target down!”

Serenity ran back to the breezeway. “Jane, can I use a rifle? We need someone at the gate.”

Jane would have to wait to tell Serenity her decision. She lifted the strap of her rifle’s sling over her head and handed the weapon to Serenity. As she and Cody ran to secure the front of the property, Jane returned her focus to poor Lissette. There would be another fresh grave in their family cemetery. As soon as Hugh and his crew cleared her woods of intruders, Jane would have Luis bring the old tractor around, and they’d begin burying the militia’s latest victim. She prayed that Lissette would be their last, but somehow, she doubted it. Some of the attackers had gotten away, and now people she cared about would be forced to risk their lives to track them down and then end their reign of terror.

The woods echoed with the voices of Hugh and his men as they scoured the area, rounding up the injured attackers. Jane wasn’t sure how they’d managed to avoid the booby traps themselves—maybe it was because they knew to look for them.

Jane stared out across her field as they dragged out men who were part of the displaced militia.

Hugh approached Jane, his expression grim. “We need to find the rest of them,” he said, his voice low. “This can’t go on. We have to end it now.”

Jane nodded, regretting it had to be this way.

“I’m going to head out to track the group, while Sonia heads home to gather more forces.”

Hugh’s daughter, Sonia, gave Jane a curt nod before sprinting off toward the gate.

“What do you want us to do?” Raul asked.

Hugh stood over him as he sat on the bench by the door. “You need to get back on that sofa inside and rest. We need you healed. The rest of you, stay on alert. I doubt they’ll come back with us on their tails, but you should never let your guard down.”

A sense of foreboding settled over Jane. She wondered if there would ever be a time when they could afford to let down their guard again.

As the engines faded into the distance, Serenity returned to the breezeway. “Hugh left Tanner and Cody to watch the road. I gotta get back to my family. It’s too dangerous for them⁠—”

“Bring them here!” Jane interrupted.

Serenity’s mouth dropped open. “You sure?”

“Bring your family and the others here. We can sort it all out later.”

Serenity took a deep breath, her hands idly fidgeting with her rifle strap. “I—um—I don’t even have the words…”

Jane reached out and put her hand on Serenity’s shoulder. “You know, you always have a place here,” she said, her tone warm and sincere. “You and your family. We’ll make it work.”

Serenity offered a small, grateful smile. “Thank you. Thank you so much, Jane. This place…” She cleared her throat. “It’s become more of a home than I’ve ever had.”

The two stood in silence for a moment, each lost in their thoughts. Jane’s gaze swept over the ranch, the place she’d built with love and sweat. It was more than just land and buildings; it was her and Jim’s heart and soul. It was where she’d raised Charlotte and would now raise Finn. But in order to keep it, she needed to expand her family. She had no idea where they’d put twelve more people, but that was a problem worth having.

As Hugh and his men continued their hunt for the militia, Jane knew that the fight was far from over. But with people like Serenity by her side, people who had become family, she believed they could face whatever challenges lay ahead. They were a patchwork of individuals, each with their own scars and stories, but together, they were stronger. Together, they could weather the storm and survive this wretched apocalypse.

“I’ll relieve Cody at the gate,” Jane said. “We can ask him to go with you to retrieve your family.”

Serenity’s eyes glistened with tears. Jane wrapped her arm around her shoulder, and the two walked in silence toward the gate.
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While Serenity and Cody went to gather her family, Jane’s mind was a whirlwind of emotions as she reflected on the events of the day. The cries of the men caught in her traps replayed in her mind. The simple yet effective devices, Hugh and Cody’s designs, had undoubtedly played a crucial role in their survival. Yet, amidst this gratitude, a sobering realization dawned on her—the extent of her own transformation.

She couldn’t help but ponder over the callousness and hardness that had seeped into her being in such a short span of time. Her actions, driven by necessity, had inflicted suffering and likely death upon those who trespassed on her land with ill intent in their hearts. These men stirred no empathy within her. Instead, there was a void where pity or remorse should have been, filled only with an intense, burning hatred. This hatred wasn’t just directed at these men in particular but at all those who had pushed her to this point—those who had forced her hand, who had driven her to defend what was hers in such a primal manner.

Standing on her front porch overlooking the round pens where she’d taught countless children to ride, she mourned the loss of her former self, the kind, giving, and generous person she’d once been. In contrast, these men were takers, relentless in their pursuit to strip her and her family of safety and peace. And in defending her home against their greed, she had been remolded into something harder, something unrecognizable from who she once was. But in the end, what choice did she have? The world had changed, and so had she. It was the only way they were going to survive.
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The wind whipped through Serenity’s hair as Cody navigated the dirt bike along the rugged path. She struggled to suppress a smile, conscious of the need to keep the bugs out of her mouth. Soon she and her family would be safely at Jane’s.

As they neared one of the township’s roadblocks, Cody veered the bike east onto a side road and followed it a short distance. As the railroad bridge loomed in the distance, Serenity gently tapped Cody on the shoulder, signaling him to slow down.

“I should go on foot from here. My dad and the others might get jumpy if they hear a dirt bike coming at them.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

Cody stopped the bike, and Serenity climbed off. She held out her hand and fist-bumped Cody. “Thanks for the ride, kid.”

“You keep calling me kid, but I’m older than you. I’m about to turn seventeen.”

Serenity unholstered her pistol and gripped it with both hands pointing at the ground. “Well, girls mature faster than boys.” As she stepped onto the grass bordering the dirt road, she looked back over her shoulder. She smiled. “So you’re still a kid to me.”

“I should come with you,” Cody called to her back.

“I’ll be fine. They’re just on the other side of these woods.”

She picked up the pace, anxious to tell everyone that they’d be going to Jane’s—at least for the foreseeable future. It would be quite crowded with everyone under one roof, but they would come up with something to make it work. She was nearing the tree line when she heard someone approaching from behind. She spun around, pistol raised, to find Cody, pushing his dirt bike, trying to catch up with her. “I told you I didn’t need you to come with me.”

“I know. I just wanted to. Is that okay?”

“Suit yourself. If my dad shoots you, it’s your own fault.”

“He won’t. You’re going to tell him I’m with you, and he’ll thank me for escorting you back to him.”

“Oh! I see! You gonna play it like you’re my knight in shining armor or something.”

He adjusted his ball cap. “No. More like just a nice guy.”

“My dad will see right through that.”

“Is it true?”

“Is what true?”

“Did he break out of prison?” Cody asked.

Serenity looked away. She didn’t want to discuss it with him. “That’s what he said.”

“I heard they were shooting prisoners to keep them from escaping, especially murderers.”

Serenity stopped and spun around to face him. “My dad’s no murderer. His best friend was killed by the cops, and they charged him with homicide.”

“He didn’t shoot him?”

“Of course not. They were like brothers—closer than brothers even. He was charged because the death occurred during the commission of a felony—the burglary of the laundromat.”

“I see. I’m sorry. I heard wrong.”

“Who told you about him?” Serenity wanted to know whether Jane had discussed it with Hugh.

“The chairman for the township. He was complaining to my dad about all the guests at the farm and mentioned the large number of people staying with Jane at the ranch. You came up in conversation. He somehow knew that your dad and Rafe Cayman had been involved in the laundromat job. He told my dad your father was a murderer, and he wouldn’t tolerate a killer’s kin in his township.”

“Oh really?” Jane hadn’t mentioned it. “Does Jane know how he feels about it?”

“She threw him off her ranch when he approached her about it. Said she’d have anyone she wanted live with her. She didn’t tell him you’d left already.”

“Don’t tell my dad, okay? We’ll deal with it later—if it becomes an issue.”

“Okay, but I think honesty is the best policy. Your pop should know from the get-go if he’s going to run into trouble.”

“I’ll tell him as soon as we get back to Jane’s.”

Cody shrugged. “It’s your call.”

Serenity raised her chin. “Yes, it is.”

As they approached the place where Serenity had left her group, she called out. “Don’t shoot, Dad. It’s me!”

She waited for a response before proceeding but heard nothing.

“You sure this is where you left them?” Cody asked.

Keith’s voice rang out. “Put your hands in the air.”

Cody’s eyes grew wide, and he lifted his hands.

“Dad! It’s me. This is my friend, Cody.”

A coy grin spread across Cody’s face. “So, we’re friends?” His laugh was easy, quick, and slightly playful.

She looked down her nose at him, before breaking out in a smile, her cheeks warming a little.

“Are we friends?” he asked. His gaze skittered over her body quickly.

One shoulder casually went up. “I should have said you were my ride here instead.”

“So that’s a no? We aren’t friends?” Cody asked as Keith and Joe stepped out of the woods and onto the tracks.

Serenity ignored him and ran to her dad. “Great news! Everything is fine. My friend Jane said you were all welcome to come stay at her farm.”

“Great job, honey,” Sadie said, appearing from the tree line. “Who is this handsome young man?” she asked, approaching them.

Serenity’s face flushed. She hoped her mom wasn’t hitting on the kid.

“Mom. Dad. This is Cody. He and his family are friends with Jane. They’ve all been working together to secure their area.”

Cody extended his hand to Keith, who stared at him for a moment before shaking it. “Have you been successful?” he asked.

Cody tilted his head to the side. “Successful?”

“With securing your area?”

“Yeah.” He drew out the word like a question and stared at Serenity as if she held the answer. “Pretty much.”

“They put up barricades and roadblocks on the main roads in and out. Cody even helped Jane install some really gnarly-looking booby traps around her farm to deter anyone from coming to cause them trouble.” She smiled at Cody, willing him just to nod in agreement. He did. So much for honesty is the best policy.

“So, when do we get to meet this Jane person?” Sadie asked.

Serenity’s face lit up. “If you’re ready, we should leave now. I’d like to get there well before dark.”

“We’re ready,” Keith said. He turned to Joe. “We’re ready, right?”

“I’ll go round everyone up,” Joe said.

Keith put a hand on Cody’s shoulder. “So, what are the two of you not telling us?”

Cody’s face turned deep red, and he began stammering like an idiot. “Um—Jane’s place—it was just—it was attacked.”

Liz walked up behind them. “Attacked?”

Serenity stepped in front of Cody. “It was nothing. Just some hunters taking a shortcut through her woods and got caught in one of her traps.” Serenity tried her best to salvage the situation.

“Is that true, Cody?” Keith asked, still resting his hand on the kid’s shoulder.

“Are you calling me a liar, Dad?” At first, her offense was feigned, but the more she thought about it, the more it hurt.

Keith worked his jaw. “I believe you’d do whatever it took to get us to go to Jane’s. You think the ends justify the means.”

She struggled to rein in her anger. “I don’t even know what to say right now.”

“You lied. You’ve lied all along.” Liz was red-faced and spitting. “There is no safe place. There is no farm we can call our home.”

Sadie stepped in between them. “If Serenity thinks it’s safe enough to bring her family to, then we’re by hell going there.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Serenity leaned around her mother’s shoulder and glared at Liz. “Yes, I think it’s the safest option. Unless you’d like to stay here in the woods until someone comes along to kill you—or worse.”

“She can’t stay here,” Jacob said, handing his stepmom a blanket for the baby.

“No one is staying here,” Keith said. “We’re all going. I’d just like to know what we’ll be walking into.”

“I would, too,” Staci said, wrapping her arm around Leah.

Mallory, Cheryl, and Geneva gathered around them, staring at Serenity. She had no choice now—thanks to Cody—but to tell them what had happened.

Serenity glared at Cody as she spoke. “There were at least four men in the woods at Jane’s. They’re no longer a problem. Hugh and others are tracking the rest, and they won’t stop until they find and eliminate them all. I’m telling you the truth.”

Keith kissed her on the forehead. “That’s all you had to say, sweetheart.” He spun around to address the pizzeria group. “Now, hand me that bag, Geneva, and let’s get going to this horse ranch.”
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Kenny Hutson placed his breakfast tray on the table and slid onto the picnic table’s bench seat next to Walt. “I haven’t heard back from Kelter.”

Walt glanced back over his shoulder, scanning the chow hall. There were still a few people finishing their breakfasts, but none within earshot of their conversation. “Send someone to check on them. Tell them to keep their distance. I don’t want to risk losing another team.”

“You planning to go in after them if they got caught?” Hutson asked.

“Hell no! If they’re too inept to take out an old lady and a sick old man, then good riddance to them.”

“They could talk.”

“Let them. If those farmers show up here, Mueller’s crew will do our job for us.”

Hutson’s eyes glinted. “I like that idea. Maybe we should let them find us, maybe lead them back here.”

“That’s a thought. Let me ponder on it for a bit,” Walt said, taking a sip of his lukewarm goat’s milk. He washed it down with room-temperature spring water. Oh, how he hated the gamey flavor of the milk, but it was all about nourishing his body now. Goat’s milk, no matter how bad it tasted, was high in protein and carbohydrates, and had plenty of vitamins and minerals that his body required to remain healthy. He needed to stay strong now more than ever.

Hutson upended his glass of milk, finishing his with a satisfied sound. “Good stuff!” he said wiping the milk from his mustache with the back of his hand. “You gonna finish yours?”

“Yes!” Walt grabbed his glass and moved it to the opposite side, away from Hutson.

“Jimmy got me a bus and an old pickup. He rounded up a few residents from that subdivision to act as extras in our little production.” Hutson paused. “Everything’s in order…”

“I hear a but in there. What is it?’

“Jimmy. He has his panties in a knot about Hall putting me in charge of this mission. He suggested I let him lead a second attack on the farmers. One that will really drive home the point that they need the protection Craig is offering them.”

“And?” Walt said.

“I don’t see how that benefits us. It won’t help us get the compound back.”

“Anything that keeps those farmers distracted benefits us, Hutson. Tell him to proceed, but make sure he stays away from our compound.”

Hutson stuffed a biscuit into his rucksack and stood. “Okay. I’ll report back when we’re ready to hit the compound.”
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“They move about as quiet as a herd of elephants,” Cody said as they walked through the woods back to the road where he and Serenity came in on.

“You think? Just wait until the baby starts screaming at the top of his lungs. Sounds like a fire truck.”

“Oh my gosh. This is going to be fun.”

“You got yourself into this one. No one forced you to come with me.”

“I know. But if I hadn’t come, I may never have found out that you like me.”

“Like you? I don’t like, like you, dude.”

“Sure you do. You just don’t know it yet.”

Jacob ran up, trailing behind Cody’s bike.

“What kind of dirt bike is that?” Jacob asked.

Serenity left the two of them to talk about motorcycles and hurried to catch up with her dad.

“I’m sorry I lied.”

He glanced over at her. “I’m sorry you felt that you couldn’t trust me with the truth.”

Serenity hung her head. “There’s something else.”

Keith stopped walking and turned to face her. “What it is, sweetheart. You can tell me.”

She drew in a shaky breath. “The township knows about your past—about your connection with Rafe.”

“And that’s going to be a problem for Jane?”

She shifted from one foot to the other. “It already has been. They didn’t want me there because I’m your daughter. But I’d already left. Jane didn’t tell them that, though; she just ordered them to get the hell off her property.

“She sounds like a strong lady. I like her already.”

Serenity brightened. “She’s as tough as nails.”

Keith touched his finger to her nose. “Like you.”

[image: ]


It was dark by the time the group reached Jane’s gate. Finn ran out to greet Serenity, flinging himself into her arms. She knelt and hugged him tight.

“I knew you’re return. I knew it.”

“I found my brother,” she said, standing. “This is Jacob.”

Finn rushed over and stuck out his hand to shake. Jacob stared at it a moment and then held out a fist. Finn took the cue, and they fist-bumped instead. “You wanna see the robot I’m building? It’s in my room.”

Jacob glanced back at Sadie. She nodded and smiled. He returned his gaze to Finn and shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”

“You can come too,” Finn said to Leah.

She looked up at her mother.

Staci nodded.

The screen door to the house opened, and Gunner bounded toward them, barking. Serenity knelt again, and Gunner launched himself into her arms, licking her face and whining. “I missed you too, boy. Have you stayed out of trouble?”

“No!” Maria said, approaching them. “We’re having a time keeping him inside and out of things.”

Serenity rubbed his back. “You gotta be good, Gunner.”

“We’ll take him with us,” Finn said, grabbing his collar. “You wanna come see my room, too? Grammy let me move upstairs with the other kids.”

“Maybe in a little while. I need to talk to Jane.”

“Okay. Let’s go, Jacob. I’ll introduce you to the other kids,” Finn said as they ran up to the house.

“Everyone, Jane, Maria, these are my parents, Keith and Sadie.”

Keith stepped forward, his hand extended. Jane patted it away and put her arms around him. “It is so nice to meet Serenity’s parents. She’s such a wonderful girl.”

Sadie moved beside Keith. “We think so.”

Cody hung around as the rest of the introductions were made.

When they were complete, he turned to go. “I gotta go see how things went with tracking down those guys from the woods.”

“You’ll let us know, too?” Serenity asked, following him to the gate.

He smiled. “I’ll come by tomorrow.”

“Okay, kid,” Serenity said. “See ya tomorrow.”

Cody’s mouth twitched.

“Let’s go inside, and we can all get to know one another,” Jane said. They made small talk as they headed up the driveway, mostly about how lovely Jane’s ranch was and how nice it was for her to invite them to stay there.

“Any word from Hugh?” Serenity asked as they walked up the front porch steps.

“Not yet, but we’ve been hearing sporadic gunfire.”

“That means they found them, at least,” Serenity said.

“Let’s hope they did more than just find them. Let’s hope they put them all down like the dogs they are,” Jane said.

“Wow, Jane! Why don’t you tell us how you really feel.” Joe chuckled, holding a hand out to help Geneva up the steps.

“Am I wrong about them?”

“I don’t think so,” Serenity said. She’d seen what they’d done to the young girls they’d claimed as breeders and how they’d murdered and plundered the countryside. They were like rabid dogs who had to be put down for the good of the whole community.
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Raul tried to get up from the sofa as they entered through the front door, but he’d once again over-exerted himself and was clearly in a lot of pain. After introducing the group to Raul and Jim, Jane excused herself to get everyone a glass of water. Sadie sat in the chair next to Jim and struck up a conversation like she’d known the man all her life. Raul and Keith were talking about Dentonville and how fast it had fallen. Everyone seemed to be getting to know one another, including Finn and Jacob, which warmed Serenity’s heart to see.

“I put blankets and quilts on the floor in the basement for you all until we work the sleeping arrangements out,” Maria said.

“Thanks, Maria,” Serenity said. “I really appreciate that. I’m sorry to put the extra work on you.”

“No problem. I’m happy that we’ll have extra hands to help out around here now.”

Serenity laughed. “We’ll get stuck in wherever we’re needed.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

Geneva leaned in close to Serenity. “Is he okay?”

“Raul’s in pain. He was shot shortly after the lights went out.”

“Not him. The older gentlemen, Jim.” She gestured to him.

“He has brain cancer.” Serenity whispered. “He’s in a bad way as well.”

Geneva grimaced. “That sucks.”

“Cancer sucks,” Cheryl said.

Serenity nodded. “It does.”

“I have some pain meds he can have,” Geneva said. “No one should suffer like that.”

“I’ll tell Jane. I’m sure she’ll appreciate the offer.”

Geneva nodded toward Raul. “He looks like he could use some antibiotics.”

“I have some,” Staci said.

“Some what?” Liz asked, loud enough for the whole room to hear.

Geneva shot her a dirty look. “Staci has antibiotics.”

Staci walked over and handed them to Raul. “You look like you could use them.”

“What he needs is a couple of shots of whiskey,” Jim said. His speech was slurred as if he’d had a few himself. Serenity wondered whether he’d been drinking to ease the pain.

“The spaceman said to put two drops on the green square, and it’ll pop into Labradoodles,” Jim said, making absolutely no sense.

“I think it’s time Jim and I retire for the night,” Jane said as she reentered the living room with a tray of glasses and a pitcher of water.

Serenity rushed over and took the tray from her. “Is he all right?”

“No, he’s been having some hallucinations.”

Serenity’s brow creased.

Jane’s expression flattened. “Brain cancer sucks.”

“Geneva has pain meds—if he needs them.”

“Thank you, dear. Before all this, he was on such a high dose that I doubt she has any strong enough to really help him. Maybe Raul would benefit from them.”

“I’ll ask him later,” Serenity said.

All at once, the baby began to scream.

Jim covered his ears and began making unintelligible noises in harmony with the boy.

Cheryl leaned near Serenity. “I think I’d rather sleep in the barn than in the same room with that kid.”

“I might sleep out there with you. The hay would be softer than the basement floor.”
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Moonlight streamed in through a small window situated above an old coal bin, casting shadows on the walls as Serenity lay awake for hours. The only sound in the room was Joe’s loud snores, but it wasn’t the noise that was keeping her from sleeping. Her mind was racing with thoughts and worries. Had Hugh and the rest of the team been successful in tracking the group of men from the woods and eliminated them or would they continue to pose a threat to the ranch and her family? The uncertainty of the situation left her on edge, desperately hoping for an update on their progress.

Serenity gave up trying to sleep hours before dawn and relieved Maria at the gate. Joe replaced her at a little after eight o’clock, and she was helping Luis muck horse stalls when Cody arrived with news from his dad.

“Dad and the others came back just before dawn,” Cody said.

“Did they get them all?” Serenity asked.

“Walt got away—if he was even with them. But they got his number two guy, Kelter, and before he died, they managed to find out that Walt was planning to retake the compound.”

“Why hit the ranch then?”

“To eliminate any obstacles is my guess. But we won’t know until we find Walt. Kelter said he joined up with some other group, so they’ve added fighters to their ranks. But he wouldn’t give up their location.”

“That’s not good!” Serenity said, dropping the pitchfork into a pile of hay. “We have to find them and take them out!”

“That’s the plan. We’re going back out this afternoon after everyone has had a little shut-eye.”

Cody averted his gaze. Something seemed to be troubling him.

“Are you worried about going out there again to hunt them?”

“No!” Cody adjusted his ball cap. “It just…” He sighed and ran a hand through his shaggy, dark brown hair.

Serenity noted dark hair growing beneath his nose and on his chin. He hadn’t shaved. Was he planning to grow a beard to make himself look older? She suppressed a chuckle.

“With everyone out looking for this militia, there aren’t enough folks left to guard the farms and man the roadblocks,” Cody continued.

“I’ll speak to Jane and see if we can take a couple of shifts at the checkpoints to give your guys a break.”

“Your people are needed here in case those jackwagons come back.”

Serenity waved her hand dismissively. “I think we can spare a person or two for short sessions.”

“I know my aunt would feel better. Oscar isn’t doing well.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and glanced away. “He could pass while everyone is away.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” And she was. From everything she’d heard of the man, his death would be a loss not just to his family but to the whole community. He was one of the few people with the tactical skills needed to help them protect their community while they were trying to rebuild.

Cody turned toward the barn doors. “Let’s hope we get these guys taken care of quickly so we can get back to trying to survive.”

“Thanks for stopping by to let us know.” Serenity followed him out and watched him drive away, almost wishing she could join them in hunting Walt down. For her own peace of mind, she needed to see with her own eyes that Walt got what he deserved.

Turning away from the road, she headed off to find the others and located them at the back of the house. Some of the kids were washing clothes in five-gallon buckets. Mallory and Cheryl were rinsing and wringing them out using an industrial-looking mop bucket, while Geneva and Staci hung them on the clothesline. Sadie and Maria were caring for the chickens and ducks, and Keith and Joe were chopping wood. It seemed Jane had wasted no time in giving everyone chores.

Serenity approached Jane in the goat barn. She was showing Jacob and Leah how to milk a goat. Serenity had to laugh at Jacob’s grossed-out expression as he took hold of the goat’s teat, and milk squirted him in the face.

“Jane, you got a minute?” Serenity asked, trying to stop laughing.

“I’ll be right back. Just keep working the milk out like I showed you,” Jane said, backing away from the milking stand. “Was that Cody’s dirt bike I heard?”

“It was. He stopped by to let us know they’d found a few of those guys. You were right. They were with that militia.” Serenity focused her gaze on her brother. She was relieved that Hugh had found most of them. But the news about Walt had her concerned. “Walt wasn’t with them, or he got away. One of his guys said he joined up with another group, and they’re gonna try to retake the compound.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Jane said, wiping her hands on a red bandana.

“Hugh and the others are heading back out this afternoon to look for them. I was thinking we might want to step up patrols here.” Serenity paused and glanced back at her dad and Joe. “And maybe take a shift or two at the roadblocks. I’d feel better knowing they weren’t understaffed with everyone out on their manhunt.”

“That’s not a bad idea. How many of your people know how to handle a gun?”

Serenity shrugged. “My dad. Joe. That’s all I know for sure.” She was pretty sure her brother had never been hunting or been taught anything about guns, except not to touch one.

“Let’s find out. We’ll have to remedy that anyway. Everyone over ten years old needs to know how to defend themselves and others.”

“That’s not going to help us much today,” Serenity said.

“No, but we gotta start sometime.”

While Joe joined Maria at the gate and Jane went about teaching everyone gun safety, Serenity and Keith set out on foot to the Oakridge Drive roadblock a mile away. Hugh’s group had blocked the southern section of the intersection with huge tractor tires in the northbound lane and an abandoned minivan in the southbound. They’d pushed a truck off the road to block the ditch on one side and moved a huge boulder to block the other. The result was nearly five hundred feet of unobstructed views of the roads to the east, west, and north, which, given the terrain in western Pennsylvania, was as good as it got. The barricade looked like it would be pretty effective at stopping vehicle traffic. However, they’d have to use their rifles to stop anyone on foot.

Cody smiled as they approached.

“Shouldn’t you be home resting up for the big manhunt?” she asked.

“Someone has to be here.”

“It’s just you?” Keith asked.

“My cousin, Tanner, is taking a dump in the woods.”

“You two out for a stroll,” Tanner said, exiting the tree line still zipping up his pants.

“No, we came to relieve you so you could watch your own place or rest up for the search tonight.”

“Mighty kind of you. I haven’t had a hot meal in two days. I’ve totally forgotten what my bed feels like,” Tanner said, picking up his pack off the seat of a red Toyota minivan and shouldering it.

Cody mounted his dirt bike, steadied it as Tanner climbed on behind him, and kicked it to life. “Someone will come to replace you at dusk,” he said over the roar of the engine.

“Okay,” Serenity yelled back “Good luck out there tonight.”

“We don’t need luck; we got skills, baby,” Tanner said, winking at her.

Cody gave him a dirty look before taking off so quickly that Tanner nearly lost his balance.

Serenity faced the roadblock. “This is going to be a long, boring day.”

“I’ll take boring over the excitement we’ve had the last couple of weeks.” Keith dropped the shopping bag Maria had filled with bottled water, boiled eggs, and tomatoes and zucchinis picked fresh from Jane’s garden onto the rear seat of the minivan. He shouldered the rifle Jane had provided him and scanned the roadway ahead. “So, no one gets through? Is that the deal?”

“That’s what Cody said. This intersection is sort of a dividing line between the subdivisions to the north and the farms to the south. The elevation rises sharply after Jane’s ranch, and the terrain is a deterrent to most foot traffic.”

Keith lowered the rifle and leaned against the hood of the van. “There’s a conflict between the farmers and the subdivision folks?”

“It was inevitable, in my view,” Serenity said. “The people living in the neighborhoods weren’t self-sustaining. They relied on grocery stores for their food and their faucets for water. That’s all gone, so now they need a new source.”

Keith pointed to the sack in the van. “Like the farmer’s gardens and livestock.” He looked skyward and sighed. “It’s going to boil over.”

“I’m surprised it hasn’t already. They have to be out of food by now,” Serenity said.

“We have to be prepared to get out at the first sign of trouble with them.”

Serenity stiffened. “No! Why? Why would we let them drive us away?”

Keith straightened and lowered his rifle to his side. “Because I don’t want my family caught up in a fight we can’t win.”

“There’s nowhere to run to, Dad. We’re going to have to fight to defend anywhere we go—anywhere that has resources other people want. Why not do it here with Jane and Hugh to help us?”

“You’ve put a lot of trust in them,” Keith said, returning his focus to the road. “I’m not saying it’s misplaced, but I know people. If it comes to us or them, they’re going to choose their families, and we’ll be on our own.”

“I think you’re wrong, Dad. Jane’s not like that.”

“I hope I am, Renny. I’d love to be wrong about this.”

Serenity stared off into the distance, lost in thought, wondering whether they could build cabins on Jane’s place without taking up needed space for garden and grazing, when the sound of an engine somewhere to the north shattered the silence.

“Dad!” she yelled just as an ancient-looking school bus crested the hill.
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“Get behind the tires, Renny.” Keith moved from the front of the van to the back bumper and peered between the van and the boulder. “Be ready to jump into the ditch. They might try to ram the barricade.”

As he watched the school bus barreling toward them with no sign of stopping, he couldn’t believe he’d allowed his daughter to be in this situation. She was just a kid. She had no business in the middle of these folks’ war.

“They’re not stopping!” Serenity shouted. A second later, she opened fire, shooting out the windshield of the bus.

The vehicle veered left, crossing the center line. The driver yanked the steering wheel too hard, and the bus crossed back over into the right-hand lane. It was out of control and nearing the intersection.

“Renny! Dive into the ditch,” Keith shouted as the bus tipped onto its left side, scraping the pavement as it slid through the intersection. Its tires slipped off the roadway and it came to a stop against the boulder two feet from Keith. He jumped to his feet with his rifle raised.

The bus had plowed so deep into the ditch that its right side was nearly even with the pavement. The driver was nowhere to be seen. Some of the passengers were injured, while others were dazed as they climbed out of the door of the overturned bus and crawled onto the roadway.

“Get your hands up where I can see them!” Keith shouted as they stood. A few were aware enough to comply, while others seemed oblivious to this new threat.

“Gun!” Serenity shouted and opened fire, dropping a man who’d just exited through the back door of the bus.

Most of the passengers threw themselves to the pavement, while others fled in the opposite direction. Keith squeezed through the gap between the van and the boulder and headed toward the school bus. “Cover me, Renny. I need to clear the bus.”

“Covering,” Serenity shouted back.

Keith walked past the front of the bus, bent down, and peered through the broken windshield, pointing the barrel of his rifle down the empty aisle. He heard moaning and moved to his right. The driver, a man in his sixties, was pinned between the boulder and the crumpled bumper. “What were you thinking? Why didn’t you stop when you saw the roadblock?”

“I…he told me…” The man coughed and spat blood. “He told me to ram it, or he’d shoot us all.”

“Who are you people?”

“We live at Oakridge subdivision.”

“Why did he want you to ram the barricade? Where were you headed?”

The man’s head fell to one side, and he stared back at Keith with lifeless eyes.

“Dad!”

“I’m right here, Renny. The bus is clear. The driver is dead.”

“What do we do with the injured ones?” she asked, moving toward the minivan.

“Question them. We need to know why this happened—what they had planned.”

“It doesn’t make any sense. As far as I can tell, only one guy had a gun. Why would they do this?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out.”
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Five men and two women sat on the pavement in the middle of the intersection, too injured to flee with the rest of their group. Serenity covered Keith while he questioned them, but it didn’t do much good. They’d been told they were going to get a load of food from the farmers so they hadn’t brought weapons because they didn’t think they needed them. The group thought they were making a trade.

“Jane and Hugh know nothing about this, or they would have told us,” Serenity said.

“What about other farmers? Is everyone on the same page? Could these folks have been trading with someone at another farm?”

“I’m sure it’s possible, but if that were the case, why wouldn’t they have informed us—or Cody and Tanner since they were the ones assigned here today?”

“There’s no way of knowing until we return to Jane’s. It’ll be up to her and Hugh to question their neighbors and get to the bottom of this mess.”

“So, what now? These people need medical attention.”

“I don’t know, Renny. We can’t leave our post to get help, and we don’t have medical supplies that will fix broken bones.”

“Should we sound the alarm?”

“Alarm?”

“The whistle that sends everyone racing to help?”

A light bulb went off in Keith’s head. “That’s something all the guards who work these roadblocks know to do?”

“Yes!”

Keith glanced back at the bus. He grabbed Serenity’s arm and pulled her as he moved back toward the minivan. “They wanted us to do that, except we aren’t the regular guards here, so we didn’t know to send out the alarm.”

“You’re saying they wanted everyone to come running?”

“Exactly! This was meant to be a distraction for an attack.”

“What do we do?” Serenity asked, slipping through the gap and moving back behind the barricade. “We have to let Jane and the others know.”

“I’ll stay here. You run back and alert the others.” Keith said as he squeezed through the gap. “Send Joe here to help me. Get that Hugh guy to check out the other roadblocks. These people are planning to hit us somewhere other than here at the same time.”

As Serenity turned to go, Keith caught movement near the tree line to their left and called out for her to take cover. He peered through his scope as she dropped in a crouch behind the stacked tractor tires, expecting someone to start firing at them at any moment.

“Hugh? Is that you?” a male voice called out.

“Ruben?” Serenity shouted back. “It’s Serenity.” She turned toward Keith. “Don’t shoot them, Dad. They’re my friends.”

“We’re coming out,” the man yelled, and then a man in his early sixties exited the woods. Behind him were a young mother and two small children.

“Hurry!” Serenity said. “It’s not safe!” She moved to the gap and waved them over.

“Hey, Keith. Surprised to see you here.” Ruben said as he lifted a little boy and maneuvered through the gap.

“Detective,” Keith said.

“You two know one another?” Serenity asked.

“We go way back,” Keith said, but there was no feeling to his tone. They knew one another because Ruben had arrested him a few times, mostly for misdemeanors.

Serenity rushed to Ruben and threw her arms around him. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again.” She released him and looked back toward the intersection. “Where’s Sunny?”

Ruben’s expression saddened. He drew a deep breath. “He⁠—”

“My daddy died,” a little blonde-haired girl said.

Serenity looked stunned. Her mouth opened, and she covered it with her hand. “I’m so sorry.” She touched Ruben’s face. “I’m so sorry, Ruben!”

The old cop’s voice cracked. “I was hoping we could stay here.”

“Of course! You know how Jane and Hugh feel about you.” She glanced back at the young woman and kids. “I can’t speak for them, but I’m sure they would love to have you all. They’re letting us—” She nodded at Keith. “I also found Jacob and my mom.” Serenity’s smile warmed Keith’s heart. “We brought a bunch of people with us. Jane let us move in with her. I’m sure they’ll also make room for the four of you.”

Ruben spun toward the bus and the survivors of the crash. “What’s going on here?”

“A diversion,” Keith said. “I think somebody is planning to hit one of the other roadblocks and has used them.” He pointed to the injured folks. “They’re a decoy.”

“I have to run back to Jane’s and alert everyone. I’ll send someone with the horse and buggy to fetch you,” she said, turning to go. She took several steps, turned, and ran back, throwing her arms around the old cop. “I’m so glad you’re here!”
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Jane maneuvered her father’s old tractor with a heavy heart as the rusty bucket of the machine bit into the earth at the base of the hill. With each methodical scoop, she carved out a final resting place for Lissette. Luis stood nearby, his downcast gaze and slumped shoulders. At his feet lay the body of Lissette, her young life abruptly ended, now wrapped in a simple tarp.

The world had been cruel to Lissette in her final days. Before chaos had gripped their once-peaceful farm community and the world had changed irrevocably, Lissette had been just another girl with dreams and a future. But in a harrowing twist of fate, she’d been thrust into a nightmare, forced to witness the brutal murder of her own parents by Walt’s ruthless crew. Abducted and marked for a fate worse than death, she had become an unwilling part of Walt’s twisted vision for a new world order.

Yet, in her final act, Lissette had shown courage far beyond her years, sacrificing herself to defend Jane’s ranch and the family she had barely known. Jane’s hands tightened on the controls of the tractor as she worked. Lissette deserved a ceremony, a gentle farewell. But in these times of unending crisis, all Jane could offer was this humble grave. Jane’s eyes swept across the once serene field, now a grim landscape dotted with newly dug graves. Among them, heartbreakingly, was the final resting place of her daughter, Charlotte. Grief for her had been a luxury Jane couldn’t afford, her every moment consumed with the relentless fight for survival—not just for her own family but for her entire community.

A crude wooden cross bearing Charlotte’s name in hastily carved letters marked her grave. Jane’s heart ached as she thought of what lay ahead. The inevitable burial of her husband loomed in her mind, a thought that filled her with dread so profound it felt like a physical weight. Despite having known his prognosis for months, the reality of facing each day without him seemed insurmountable. The grief, barely held at bay, now threatened to overwhelm her.

Jane slammed her fist against the tractor’s steering wheel, unleashing a torrent of curses. She railed against the unknown architects of this apocalypse, her anger fueled by the relentless toll it had exacted on her family. She cursed Andrew, whose actions had robbed Finn of his mother. In these trying times, the boy needed her more than ever.

Jane, no longer the young woman she once was, pondered her own fragility. At sixty years old, how long could she survive without modern medicine? How many more gun battles could she walk away from? Each day brought new challenges, and each decision carried the weight of life and death. Jane found herself grappling with the harsh realities of their survival and the unbearable weight of loss that seemed to grow heavier with each passing day.

“Would you like me to take over for a bit, Ms. Jane?” Luis asked, wiping his eyes with the back of his sleeve and moving closer to the tractor.

Jane’s gaze shifted slowly to meet his. Maria had five children. She loved Finn like her own. She’d protect him with her life. Finn would be okay when the time came. And now, Jane had added Serenity and her family to the group. He’d have lots of adults to love and care for him. That’s all that mattered now. She sighed and shook her head. “Not just yet. I’ll work on reducing the hill further, then we can tackle the rest with shovels.”

“I can handle this part, Ms. Jane. You should rest.”

Luis was such a kind, caring boy. Jane hated what this world would make him become. She managed a weary smile. “Do I really look that worn-out?” Her expression turned solemn. “I need to do this. It’s the least I can do for Lissette.”

They had just rolled Lisette’s body into the bucket of the tractor to move her to the grave when Isabella’s shouts pierced the air.

“There’s trouble at the Oakridge roadblock!” she shouted as she ran toward them. Her chest heaved in and out as she struggled to catch her breath. “Serenity is at the gate.”

“I got this, Ms. Jane,” Luis said.

“I’ll stay and help,” Isabella said.

Jane glanced over at the empty grave. What choice did she have? There was another crisis to deal with. “Okay. Keep your weapons close. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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Serenity was reloading magazines with bullets, and Joe was stuffing them into his pockets as Jane climbed the front porch steps. “What happened?” As Serenity was filling her in on the attempted breach of the barricade at Oakridge Road, one of Hugh’s sons arrived at the gate, informing Maria about yet another attack at a roadblock on the southwestern side of their farming community.

“Cody went to round up Adam and Doyle,” Maria said.

“That’s good. We need all hands on deck to hold the checkpoints,” Jane said. “We have to be ready to defend the ranch in case they make it this far, too.”

Maria backed down the porch steps. “I’ll have Luis hitch the buggy to go for Ruben and his family once he’s finished in the cemetery. I’m heading back to the gate. Just let me know what you want me to do,” she said, turning to go.

“I’ll come to help you at the gate as soon as I ask Joe to help out my dad at the roadblock,” Serenity called to her retreating back.

Moments later, Luis came running up. “I’ve got the buggy hitched. I can go and show them the way to the roadblock if you want.”

“That would be fine if it’s all right with your folks,” Jane said.

Cheryl descended the porch steps. “I’m going with him.”

Jane nodded. “Okay, everyone be careful.”

After Joe, Luis, and Cheryl rode off to Oakridge Road, and Serenity joined Maria at the gate, Jane gathered everyone inside and began handing out weapons and ammunition to their newcomers. “Don’t point it at anything you don’t intend to kill,” she said.

Jane put Jacob and Isabella to work loading ammo into extra magazines. She counted the boxes left on the shelf of the gun safe and shook her head. “It’s not enough!”

“We’ll have to make them count,” Raul said as he handed her a holster. They returned to the kitchen, where Leah and Mallory were stacking the loaded weapons onto the kitchen counter.

“I want all the children in the basement. No one leaves without permission from me. You understand, Isabella?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m sorry to put this on you, but your dad and Jim will be out front on the porch defending the house.”

“Where do you need us?” Mallory asked, gesturing to her daughter.

“The back. By the chicken coop.”

“Jacob, I want you in that basement,” Sadie said.

“Mom! I need to help, too,” Jacob called after her.

“No, son. Please help Liz with your baby brother.” Sadie turned her back on him. “Where do you want me, Jane?”

“Upstairs in Finn’s room. You can see the hay fields from there.”

She grabbed a shotgun and headed toward the stairs. “Stay in that basement, Jacob.”

Liz slowly stood, cradling William in her arms. “I’ll make sure he stays.”

“If she’s down there with the littles, I can help up here,” Isabella said.

Jane shifted her gaze to Raul.

“She can take the kitchen window. She can monitor the back pasture and alert us if she sees anyone,” Raul said.

“All right, Isabella. You stay put in the kitchen. You don’t engage. You are the last line of defense right here with your dad.” Jane handed her a pair of binoculars. “Understand?”

She nodded as she took them.

“Why does she get to help, and I have to stay in the basement with the little kids,” Jacob whined.

Sadie stopped in the middle of the room, let her rifle dangle on its sling, and placed both hands on her hips. “Because I said so!”

Jacob’s gaze bore into her. “You’re not the boss of me. You gave up that right a long time ago, okay.”

Sadie looked as if he’d slapped her across the face.

Jacob turned to his stepmother. “Tell her, Liz. Tell her I can help guard this place.”

Jane raised her voice over his. “Liz will have her hands full with the little kids. I need you to guard the basement door.” She looked into his big brown eyes. He had a fire in his belly like his sister. “You are the true last line of defense. You have to stop them from getting down those stairs and hurting the children. Can you do that for me?”

Jacob stood up straighter now and nodded. Jane handed him a shotgun and showed him how to reload it. “All you have to do is stand at the bottom of the stairs and pull the trigger on anyone that opens that door—anyone that isn’t one of us.”

“How will I know who’s at the door?” Jacob asked, his voice trembling.

“We’ll call your name before we turn the knob.” Jane scanned the faces of those in the room. “Does everyone understand that? You call out. Let him know it’s you.”

“Perhaps we should come up with a secret password,” Finn suggested from the doorway, a playful smile on his face. “How about something like Gryffindor?”

Isabella’s face lit up. “That’s a brilliant idea!”

“What’s a Gryffindor?” Geneva asked.

Mallory leaned in. “It’s a reference from the Harry Potter series,” she said, speaking in a hushed tone.

Jacob rolled his eyes. “That’s so childish. Harry Potter is just for little kids.”

Finn’s smile faded. “Well, if we’re thinking of something everyone can relate to, how about Reggie Jackson? He was a legendary baseball player. He was a fourteen-time All-Star, won five World Series, and even earned two World Series MVPs and a league MVP. He’s famous for his record strikeouts and was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1993 on his first ballot. It’s a name that’s recognized and respected in the world of sports.”

“I like Jackson,” Jacob said.

“Then Jackson is the passcode,” Sadie said. “And you’ll stay down there until you hear one of us say it.”

“Countersign,” Raul said. “It’s more like a countersign, and I don’t intend on letting anyone close enough to that basement door for you to worry about having to shoot, son.”

“How will we know when it’s safe to come out?” Liz asked.

Jane handed her a can of pepper spray. “When you hear someone yell the ‘Jackson’ countersign.”
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“We got a rider coming!” Maria shouted. “It might be Cody!”

Cody locked the brakes on his dirt bike at the gate, sending gravel and dust into the air, and then cut the engine. “We need more people at the northwest roadblock. Our forward observers are reporting several vehicles heading this way.”

“What’s going on? They attacked the ranch and then hit the northeast and west barricades. And now this. Are we going to be able to hold them off?” Maria asked.

“Not without my dad and his team,” Cody said. “Can you spare to send someone with me?”

“I don’t know. We’re—” Maria said.

Serenity shouldered her rifle. “I’ll go once Ruben is here to guard the gate.”

“Ruben? He’s back?”

“He showed up at the Oakridge barricade. Luis went to pick up him and his family with the buggy.”

A few minutes later, the buggy pulled up filled with Ruben and his family. Without much being said, Serenity headed toward Cody’s bike as he and his family disappeared into the house to get settled in. “I have to go, Maria. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Serenity said as she tossed her rifle sling over her head and moved the weapon to her back. She was climbing onto the back of the dirt bike when the report of a rifle sent them scrambling for cover.

“Where are they?” Serenity asked as she dove into the drainage ditch beside the driveway. She hit her knees and rolled and brought up her rifle. “Where are they? Where are those shots coming from?”

Cody crouched in the ditch and moved toward the culvert. He pointed toward the intersection three hundred yards from Jane’s gate. “The woods between here and Meecham Road. We have to get from here to the stables; from there, we can stop them from crossing the east pasture and getting to the house.”

“They must have broken through the Oakridge roadblock! I need to get to my dad!” Serenity said.

“We have to stop them from reaching the stables. If they cross that pasture, we’ll be defending the house,” Cody said.

Serenity’s mind was whirling with fear and confusion. She knew her father would’ve never let them get past him—if he could stop them. Something had to have happened to him.

“Maria, open the gate and then send rounds into the woods to cover us!” Cody shouted.

As Maria fired toward the eastern tree line. Cody took Serenity’s hand. “We’re going to run like hell through that gate. From there, I’m going to cover you as you head for the stables.”

When she and Cody took off for the gate, they heard Jane open fire from the barn. Serenity prayed that Maria’s and Jane’s bullets would keep any would-be attackers’ heads down long enough for her to make it over to the horse barn.

“Go! Run, Serenity!” Cody fired off a couple of rounds as he ran. Serenity hit the gate, and it flew open. She didn’t look back as she ran up the gravel drive. The report from Cody’s rifle echoed as she reached the front doors of the stables. Immediately, she pressed her back against the rough wood and slid sideways toward the corner. When she reached it, she leaned to her left and peered around it. She didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. The foliage was dense, and any number of fighters could be hiding behind the trunks of the trees.

“Cover me!” Cody shouted as he took off in a sprint toward Serenity.

Maria’s rifle barked again, and so did Jane’s. As they fired, Serenity stepped out, sending a couple of rounds toward the tree line herself. No one fired back, so it seemed that they’d been successful at suppressing the attackers’s fire.

“Through here,” Cody said, throwing back the stable doors and disappearing inside.

Serenity followed, racing down the center aisle toward the Dutch doors at the back, the tops of which had been left open for ventilation. Instead of exiting through them, Cody headed for the last stall on the right with Serenity on his heels. Each of the stalls in this particular stable had a window that opened out. Serenity recalled seeing them all open and the horses’ heads sticking out. The horse that occupied the last stall was crowding the door and appeared anxious to get out.

The moment Cody lifted the latch, the horse reared and kicked, snorting at them as Serenity jumped backward. Cody stepped aside and allowed the poor animal to exit the stall. The horse immediately bolted for the Dutch doors. As soon as the horse reached them, a round struck the frame, sending the horse barreling back down the aisle toward Serenity. She leaped into the stall and out of its way just in time to avoid being trampled.

Cody threw back the shutters covering the window and brought up his rifle, resting it on the bottom of the round tubing that comprised the U-shaped protective window yoke. “This will work. You stay here. I’ll move to the Dutch doors. Don’t shoot until you have a clear target. We’ll need to conserve ammo.” He removed his rifle and moved to the back of the stable. “Make each shot count because we have no idea how many fighters are out there.”

“Or if they have reinforcements on the way,” Serenity added.

Cody maintained watch at the door, while Serenity positioned herself strategically at the window. She manipulated the spring-loaded thumb latch, opening the hinged window yoke. Settling the rifle’s barrel onto the steel frame, she peered through the scope and surveyed the tree line for any hint of movement. “See anything?” Serenity asked.

“Yep, one guy,” Cody said. “He moved from that large boulder at our two o’clock to the huge oak ten feet to the left of it. See it?”

Serenity’s eyes traced the path to the road, then along the tree line, until she located the boulder. Adjusting the rifle’s barrel slightly to the left, she identified the oak tree Cody had mentioned. “I’ve got the tree in sight but no sign of him.”

“He’s there. Just wait a second. You’ll see him poke his rifle around the trunk.”

“And the others? Where are they?”

“My bet is they’re farther back in the woods.”

“What do you think they’re waiting for?”

“Could be reinforcements, like you mentioned.”

They exchanged wary looks. “We need to draw them out, and quickly, before any others arrive,” Serenity said.

“But how do we do that?”

Serenity groaned. “You’re the weapons expert, aren’t you?”

His lips formed a slight smile, and then he let it fade.

“Isn’t there some tactic we can use?”

Cody paused, deep in thought. “Give me a moment to think.”

“We don’t have much time. If their backup gets here, we’re screwed.” She chewed her bottom lip. “I’ve got it,” she said. “We can use a tactic from Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. We could create a false sense of security, making them believe we’re weaker or fewer in number. This could lure them into the open, giving us a chance to strike.”

“You read The Art of War?”

Serenity nodded, her eyes never leaving the scope.

“All right, let’s set the trap. We’ll make them think we’re retreating or scattered. It’s risky, but it might be our only chance to turn the tables.”

As Cody outlined the specifics of their strategy, Serenity felt a surge of hope. This could be the edge they needed in this desperate situation.

“We need to tell Jane and the others about our plan.”

“I’ll go tell Jane. After I reach the barn, you inform Maria,” Cody said. Once everyone is in on the plan, we’ll make a real show of it.”
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Craig Hall sat in his dimly lit office, running his eyes over the maps and notes scattered across the desk. The walls were adorned with Wendall’s certificates in recognition of his accomplishments while leading the township. In reality, the man was weak. He’d failed this particular mission. His people were starving, and Wendall was not the man to save them.

Thumbing through a binder filled with names and addresses, Craig cross-checked them against a list of skills and education. Most of the subdivision residents were useless to his plan, but others would be valuable. He just had to play his cards right. He’d send Victoria to organize them; she was good at that sort of thing. For now, he’d allow his uncle to remain the face of their group and be happy to pull the strings from the shadows. His time would come, and then he’d step into the light.

Craig leaned back in his chair, a sense of satisfaction briefly crossing his face. Everything was going according to plan, or so he thought.

His door burst open, breaking the silence. One of his guards rushed inside. A knot of apprehension formed in Craig’s stomach. He shot to his feet. “What the hell is going on.”

The guard’s voice was tense, urgent. “Boss, we’ve got a problem. Jimmy’s gone rogue. He plans to launch an attack on Jane’s group without authorization. It’s a mess.”

“What? When?”

“We were supposed just to make a show of it at the roadblock, but when I protested, he took my gun and told me to start walking.”

Craig’s hand clenched into a fist. Jimmy had jeopardized everything with his impulsive actions. “Where is he now?”

“At the roadblock, waiting for the rest of his crew to arrive. This situation is spiraling out of control.”

Craig rose swiftly, his mind racing. This wasn’t just a minor setback but a threat to the entire operation. He needed to take control and fast. “Stay here. I’ll deal with this right now.”

He grabbed his keys and headed to the driveway where Wendall’s vintage Mustang awaited. As he drove, his thoughts were a whirlwind of anger and strategy. The false-flag operation was crucial to their plan, and Jimmy’s reckless action could have exposed them all. He needed to assess the situation personally, reassert his authority, and salvage what he could of their carefully laid plans.

The Mustang roared down the backroads, the engine’s growl mirroring Craig’s own fury. He knew that showing up at the roadblock was risky, but the stakes were too high. He couldn’t afford to stay in the shadows, not when his entire plan was on the line.
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Cody ran to the front doors of the horse stable and began shouting. “Jane! Cover me! I’m coming to you!”

A moment later, from her position in the loft of the three-story wooden structure, Jane sent several rounds into the tree line, and Cody took off running toward the barn. Serenity slipped out behind him and ran to where Maria was crouched behind the sandbags near the gate. Serenity filled her in.

“Fall back and leave the gate unguarded? That sounds crazy!”

“We have to draw them out before their reinforcements get here.”

“Why would they shoot at us before they got here? That makes no sense.”

“All I know is there is a convoy of people headed this way. If they join up with the people in the woods, we’re toast.”

Maria bit down on her lower lip. “Okay. If Jane approves the plan, I guess I’m all right with it.”

A few moments later, Cody stood on the front porch with Raul and Jim. Ruben was headed toward the detached garage. It seemed like an eternity as Serenity waited for Cody to fill everyone else in on the plan and then make his move, but once he did, he put on an Oscar-winning performance.

“We can’t stay here!” he shouted. “We’re going to die! We’re all going to die if we don’t leave now!”

“Fall back,” Ruben shouted. “Everyone fall back to the house.” He opened up a barrage of rounds into the woods, which allowed Serenity and Maria to move up to the stables.

Maria ran to the Dutch doors. “I hope this plan works because we just left the gate unguarded.”

“We want them to think we’re too frightened to fight them…flush them out so we can kill them before they reach the house.”

“I get that, but what about that convoy? What happens when they arrive?”

“Hopefully, someone can stop them at the roadblock. For now, let’s focus on the enemy in front of us and head to the hay barn with Jane.”

Maria shouldered her rifle, and she and Serenity took off. As they ran, rounds struck the stable from multiple directions. Serenity reached the barn first, but then she heard Maria cry out.

“Maria!” Raul screamed.

Serenity spun around in the doorway. Raul was descending the porch steps. Serenity turned her focus on Maria and found her lying on the ground. “Stay there, Raul! I got her,” Serenity shouted.

“I’ll cover you,” Jane said, moving through the doorway and toward the corner of the barn.

Serenity glanced quickly to her left as she sprinted toward Maria. Four armed men came into view. They’d made it across the creek and were crossing the pasture. Jane, Ruben, and Cody opened up on them, and the men returned fire.

Serenity dove on top of Maria, covering her with her body. As soon as there was a break in the gunfire, Serenity grabbed Maria’s arms and began dragging her back toward the stables. “Maria! Stay with me! I got you!”

“Tell my children I love them!” she moaned.

“You’re going to tell them yourself. You’re not going anywhere,” Serenity said through gritted teeth. Upon reaching the stables, she focused on stopping the bleeding to Maria’s left thigh. She used her pocketknife to cut away Maria’s pant leg to reveal a dime-sized hole in the inner part of her thigh.

“The red first aid kit is in a cabinet in the tack room,” Maria said. She leaned her head back against the stall door. She looked pale and sweaty.

Serenity’s boots pounded against the stable floor as she dashed into the tack room. The scent of leather was heavy in the air as she frantically flung open cabinet doors. Serenity’s gaze darted around the room, scanning the shelves and cabinets for the red case. There were two. One was labeled for equine, and the other just said “First Aid.” Her hands trembled as she grabbed both and returned to Maria’s side.

“There were two kits, Maria. I’ve got—” Serenity’s words caught in her throat as she saw Maria lying there motionless, staring vacantly at the ceiling. “Maria?” Blood had spread in a dark, ominous pool under her leg and was seeping toward the center aisle. “Maria, no! Stay with me!” she cried, her voice cracking with panic as she dropped to her knees, shaking Maria’s shoulders. “Maria! Please, wake up!”

Jane appeared suddenly, a whirlwind of motion, her presence a brief blur in Serenity’s tear-filled vision. With a sense of urgency, Jane placed her fingers on Maria’s neck, feeling for a pulse. Once she found it, she began to apply careful pressure to the wound to stop the bleeding.

“She’s alive?” Serenity’s voice was a ragged whisper.

“She just passed out,” Jane said, sparing a quick, reassuring glance at Serenity. “I’ve got this. Go now, help Ruben and Cody stop those attackers before they reach the house.”

Serenity hesitated, torn.

“Go, Serenity, or none of us will make it.”

Nodding, Serenity slowly rose and shouldered her rifle. As she approached the stable door, she cast a final, lingering glance back at the scene. Maria’s fate now rested in Jane’s hands.

“You’ve got this, Serenity. You’re strong and brave. We’re counting on you.”

Serenity didn’t feel strong or brave, but her mother and brother, along with Finn and other people she cared about, were inside the house, and she would lay down her life to keep them safe.

Serenity paused at the corner of the stable, her breath quickening. She took a deep, steadying breath, and then, with a burst of adrenaline, she darted out and sent a rapid spray of bullets toward the pasture. Bullets sliced through the air alarmingly close as she sprinted in the direction of the barn.

Reaching the weathered doors, her boots thudded against the hard ground, kicking up small clouds of dust. She swept her gaze across the porch, searching for Jim or Raul, but they were nowhere in sight. As she shifted her focus to the garage, she suddenly caught sight of Ruben, sneaking his way down the side of the detached garage with remarkable stealth. His movements were so calculated and precise that it was impossible to hear even a single footstep as he headed for the east pasture gate.

Serenity edged around the corner of the hay barn, and then she unleashed a volley of fire at the men advancing across the field, her rifle’s recoil sharp in her hands. She navigated the terrain, weaving past the bale elevator and slipping around a rusted tractor, using it as a makeshift shield. The enemy’s return fire was immediate, bullets thudding into the tractor and whizzing past her, some assailants dropping into the grass and momentarily vanishing before taking further potshots at them.

From this position, Serenity’s eyes widened as she took in the full scope of the threat. The open space between her and the tree line was teeming with at least twenty shooters, who were advancing quickly toward the barn. Her heart pounded like a drum in her chest at the realization of the task ahead of them.

“There’s too many of them!” Serenity screamed, terror pulling her words high and tight. She turned to retreat, sprinting back along the side of the barn. Bullets tore through the air behind her, striking the ground with violent force, sending chunks of grass and soil flying.

“Isabella! Get back here!” Raul’s voice rang out from the front lawn thick with panic.

Suddenly, Isabella appeared in Serenity’s view, darting down the driveway toward the stables and her mother. A gunshot cracked sharply through the air, and a bullet struck the girl in the back. Isabella stumbled, her small body pitching forward in a heart-wrenching fall, landing face-first on the gravel.

“I’ll get her!” Jim shouted. A second later, a bullet struck him also, and he tumbled down the front porch steps.

“Isabella!” Raul’s scream was a raw, desperate sound as he sprinted toward his daughter.

Serenity, reacted instinctively, veering right and headed to the front of the barn in an attempt to cross over the lawn to reach Jim. But the earth erupted around her as bullets tore through the ground, sending clods of dirt flying and forcing her to change course. She slipped on the slick grass, hitting her knee on the ground hard.

“Stay there! Raul, stay down!” Cody shouted as he raced toward them.

Jane’s voice sliced through the chaos in a desperate cry. “Jim!”

A thunderous barrage of gunfire enveloped them. Serenity flattened herself to the ground, her hands instinctively covering her head for protection. The shooting ceased momentarily, and in the eerie silence, she heard the crunch of footsteps on gravel. Lifting her head cautiously, she caught a blur of movement from the corner of her eye and then recognized a familiar, booming voice.

“Serenity!” Keith shouted, running to her. “Renny!”

“Daddy!” Serenity tried to get up.

“Stay there. Stay down, Renny!” Keith commanded, his gun blazing as he advanced toward her.

She felt his hand, strong and reassuring, clamp around her forearm, pulling her along.

“Hugh! Cover me!” Keith barked, and almost immediately, the environment transformed into a whirlwind of noise and chaos. Gunfire resumed with renewed intensity, echoing like thunder off the hills surrounding the ranch. The air seemed to vibrate with the force of the bullets coming from seemingly every direction.


FORTY-SIX
Keith




Rocky Top Equestrian Center

Bowers Township, Pennsylvania

Day 13

“Stay down, Serenity! Stay put!” Keith said, placing his daughter down by one of the horse stalls next to where Raul was huddled over his wife and daughter. The sound of their sobs was gut-wrenching, but there was no time to attempt to comfort them. The battle was still raging outside, and he needed to return to it.

“Where’s my rifle?” Serenity shouted.

“I don’t know. Here,” Keith said, handing Serenity his pistol. After she took it, Keith spun toward the door.

She was on her feet and beside him before he reached it.

“I said stay here!”

“Those are my friends out there. I’m not going to hide in here while they’re slaughtered.” She brushed past him, and he grabbed her arm.

“I can’t lose you now that I’ve found you.”

“If we don’t all fight, we could die here today, Dad. You can’t treat me like a fragile child.”

Without another word, she darted through the doorway.

The fight had moved west of the house now. In the blur of the moment, he had no idea who was who. No one wore uniforms indicating friend or foe. He searched for a recognizable face with the intent to run and join them, but Serenity beat him to it. She sprinted from the driveway to the big oak tree in the middle of the front lawn and stopped. That’s where Keith caught up to her.

“Did you see Jane?” Serenity asked.

“She was pulling Jim up the porch stairs when I ran up.”

“Do you see Hugh or Cody out there?” Keith asked.

She pointed west. “They’re behind that round bale of hay just up the hill. Do you see Ruben? They’re in front of him.”

Keith brought his rifle up and peered through its scope across the rolling hills dotted with hay bales and clusters of brush-filled gullies. He spotted Hugh about two hundred yards away. To join the fight, he’d have to cross the field in the open. No doubt Serenity would follow. They had to find a less dangerous way to reach the others.

He tried again to convince Serenity to stay out of the battle. “You should stay here, cover the house. I’m going to make my way around to the back of the house and move up the draw and see if I can join Hugh from there.”

“I’m coming with you!” She spun around and lit out toward the detached garage.

Keith followed her through the breezeway, where they were greeted by Cheryl and her daughter.

They’ve chased them all to the hay fields,” Cheryl gasped.

“So they’ve cleared this back pasture?” Serenity asked.

“Yes. All the way past the cemetery.”

“Cemetery?”

“Up on the hill,” Mallory pointed.

Cheryl wiped a stray strand of hair from her face, leaving a streak of blood across her forehead. “There’s a couple of them near the gate to the closest field who aren’t quite dead yet. We just left them there. They’re not going anywhere.”

Mallory nodded toward a stack of rifles by the chicken coop. “We took their weapons.”

“Nice!” Serenity said. “Any extra ammo?”

“Not much.” Cheryl handed a magazine to Serenity and then one to Keith.

“Stay behind me,” Keith said, moving along the chicken yard toward the cemetery. Once they reached the hill with the wooden grave markers, he and Serenity took cover behind a rusty old tractor. There was fresh dirt in its bucket from a newly dug grave. Looking out at the bodies along the fence line, he imagined they’d fill the hill with them before the day was through.

By the time Keith and Serenity made their way to the gate, Cody, Hugh, and Ruben were running back in their direction. “We need to get the vehicles,” Hugh said, gasping for breath. “We chased their asses back to where they were parked, but several of them took off in their vehicles.”

“I’ll go with you,” Serenity said.

“No, you won’t, young lady,” Keith admonished her. “You’ll stay here, and I’ll go.”

Serenity whirled around on him. “I’m going!”

“You’re with me, Serenity,” Cody said. “Let’s get to the bike.”

As the pair ran ahead, Hugh stopped Keith before he could catch up with them.

“We really need you to go back to the Oakridge roadblock and help your friend stop any more of them from invading.”

“I—um…”

Keith didn’t like Serenity being out fighting those guys without him, but Hugh was right. They had to keep more fighters from getting through. “Okay, I’ll head there.”

“I’ll go with you,” Ruben said.

They both followed Hugh and the others past the cemetery. When they reached the breezeway near the kitchen door, Cody’s dirt bike roared to life.

Keith caught Hugh by the arm. “Protect my little girl.”

“Your daughter is one tough cookie, but I’ll do my best,” he said, and then he and the others raced back down the driveway and headed for their truck.

The door flung open, and Sadie appeared, wide-eyed and face flushed. “Where’s Serenity?”

“She took off with that boy after…” He stopped himself. The last thing he needed was for her mother to run off after her. She didn’t even know the area. “We’re heading back to guard the roadblocks. How’s Jim?”

Sadie’s face grew grim. She shook her head. “He didn’t make it.”

“Raul’s daughter is gone, too. They’re in the stables. Maria’s hurt. They need help,” Ruben said as he dropped his rifle’s magazine and reloaded it with a fresh one. “Is everyone inside okay?”

“I think so.” She stepped out onto the concrete breezeway and placed a hand on Keith’s arm. “Please keep our daughter safe.”

That’s all he wanted to do, but she was so stubborn. She wouldn’t let him protect her. “I will,” Keith said. He gave Sadie a peck on the forehead, and then he and Ruben took off toward the road.
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Serenity and Cody veered off through the woods, taking a shortcut across an oil lease, and then ditched the dirt bike near a pipeline about half a mile from the northwest barricade. They sliced through the brush and ran the rest of the distance on foot. When the barricade came into view through the trees, they dropped back behind a rock outcropping and scanned it through their rifle scopes. On their side of the road was a steep, brush-covered hill. A deep drainage ditch ran along the opposite side, and beyond that was a pile of logs and brush.

A single SUV had been placed across one lane to block traffic, but now it had been pushed into the ditch. Across the northbound lane was a line of six-foot-high stacks of cut wood. In front of that were round metal trashcans filled to the top with dirt. Seated in the front seat of a vintage Mustang parked in front of them was a face Serenity thought she recognized.

“Is that…?” Serenity started to ask.

“Sshh!” Cody dropped to his knees and began to crawl toward the clearing. Serenity did the same. When Cody stopped behind a fallen log, Serenity brought her rifle up to get a closer look. “Oh, shit! It is. It’s Craig Hall,” she whispered. Of course, the coward hung back, letting everyone else do his dirty work. She placed the crosshairs of her rifle in the center of his chest. She was about to squeeze the trigger when Cody shoved her barrel upward.

“No! Hugh said to wait for them,” he whispered.

“We can’t let that asshole get away. He’s behind all this. He’s the reason Jim and Isabella are dead.”

“We have to wait for my dad!”

Cody crawled on his belly to the opposite end of the large log. “Don’t shoot, Serenity,” he whispered.

Urgency pulled at her as Serenity moved her crosshairs back to Craig Hall. She watched as he crept toward the front of the old Mustang. She wouldn’t allow him the opportunity to get back inside that vehicle. Her pulse quickened. She had him. He was right there. Her finger tensed on the trigger, ready to unleash her wrath. As she steadied her aim, the air was split by the roar of engines. She was momentarily distracted by the sound and what it implied.

However, Hall didn’t react. Clearly, he was expecting them. What news was he waiting for that was important enough to risk coming here? Why hadn’t he stayed in his cave until the compound had been secured? Whatever the reason, he wasn’t leaving this spot alive.

As the remnants of Hall’s men rolled into view, Hugh’s pickup raced up behind them and screeched to a halt. Hugh and his family jumped from their vehicles, weapons barking, sending rounds into the enemy’s trucks.

Hall appeared momentarily stunned by the chaos, and then alarm flashed across his face. He whirled around and took another step toward the Mustang. She wouldn’t let him flee—not this time. Serenity shifted her rifle’s sights onto the Mustang’s galloping horse emblem and fired into its radiator. Hall spun in her direction, fear registering on his face. He raised his hand as if to shield himself from the hail of bullets he knew was coming.

Without hesitation, Serenity fired. Hall fell to one knee and clutched at his chest, a crimson stain spreading out on his white button-up shirt. He lowered his gaze and stared at it, then looked up in confusion as if searching for his killer.

Serenity stood slowly. Their eyes met, and recognition dawned on his face.

His eyes were pleading.

Hers blazed with unrelenting anger.

“Please!” he mouthed.

Serenity smiled grimly. There would be no mercy for Craig Hall today. The man deserved to suffer for everything he’d done.

Serenity took a step closer as he toppled onto his side. Then she quickly descended the hill, noting the battle between Hugh and Hall’s henchmen had moved south into the woods, and proceeded to Hall’s side. Standing in the roadway, five feet from pure evil, she could hear his ragged breaths, labored and wet. He gasped for air as he rolled onto his back, begging for his life. If he were a dog, she would put him out of his misery without hesitation, but he wasn’t. Craig Hall was a maniacal, narcissistic madman. The world would be a better place the instant he drew his last breath.

After a series of coughs and a final gasp, Craig Hall was no more.

Serenity walked over to him and stared into his lifeless eyes. She spat on him before turning her attention to the remnants of his murderous crew.

Hugh and his team’s bullets ripped through Hall’s henchmen. They operated with lethal efficiency, taking the enemy out one by one. The battle that unfolded was fierce and unyielding.

Serenity sprinted to catch up with them and then moved alongside Cody and Hugh, providing covering fire as they pursued the retreating men into a nearby pasture.

As the last of Hall’s men lay defeated, a deafening silence fell over the field. Serenity stood amidst the carnage, her breaths coming in ragged gasps. In that moment, the weight of her actions, the finality of her revenge, settled upon her. The long-standing feud with Hall was over, but the cost was etched in every bullet hole and bloodstain. A few of Hugh’s crew were injured, and two farmers lay dead, but they’d won. They’d defeated the enemy and defended their homes, family, and friends.
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The ride back in Hugh’s truck was a blur as the battle Serenity had just waged replayed in her mind. She’d stopped a brutal wannabe dictator who had planned to enslave the people of Bowers Township for his own gain. The world was somehow different now, as if it had heaved a heavy sigh of relief. But strangely, Serenity didn’t feel relieved. She’d spent most of her life working hard not to feel anything, which had left her numb to heartache, disappointment, loneliness, and abandonment. But now, with an onslaught of emotions seizing hold of her mind and heart, she didn’t know how to process them—or if she ever could.

Staring out the passenger side window, she allowed the images of Craig Hall, of Lissette, Jim and Isabella, and all the deaths she’d witnessed, to fade away. She forced her thoughts to her dog-eared copy of H. G. Wells’s, The Time Machine about the time traveler who’d bravely rescued Weena from the river and about the mysterious Morlocks. She hoped Jane kept a copy of it in her library so she could finish the story. She’d sit by the fire and read it to Finn, or he could read it to her. She imagined he’d love the novel, and she looked forward to spending time with the bright kid.

Then she glanced down at her hands, still stained with Maria’s blood. With Jim and Isabella gone, Finn might not feel much like reading for a while. No matter. She’d still be there when he was ready. In the meantime, she and Jacob could read the book together. She used to read to him every night before he’d been taken from her to go live with Rick and Liz.

Serenity was startled from her thoughts by a rough rap on the back glass. Hugh slid the tiny window open, and Hugh’s nephew’s face appeared in the open. “What are they doing back?” He gestured to Jane’s driveway.

Hugh steered the truck in front of the gate and shut off the engine. “Who’s at the roadblock?” he shouted.

Serenity heard her father yell back. “They said they were your neighbors, Adam and Doyle!”

Sadie pushed open the gate, and Keith rushed over. Her father opened her door and then wordlessly took her hand and helped her out of the truck. Over his shoulder, Serenity spotted Cody standing by Joe and Ruben.

“Cody filled us in already,” Keith whispered. “You okay?” He slipped his arm around her shoulders and stroked her hair as he led her through the gate. Sadie met them there. Her mother wrapped her arms around her and kissed her cheek. “You’re safe. It’s over now.”

Serenity met her mother’s gaze. “For now.”

Their war with Craig Hall was over, but Rafe’s brother was still out there somewhere—along with other evil people like him. They had to be ready for anything.
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Thank you for reading Evade the Ruthless, book three in the Reign of Darkness series. The story continues in the fourth and final installment of the Reign of Darkness series, Engage the Enemy. Pre-order your copy today at Amazon.com

Don’t forget to sign up for my spam-free newsletter today and receive a FREE copy of Last Light: A Reign of Darkness Novella and be the first to know of new releases, giveaways, and special offers.

If you enjoyed Evade the Rutless, I’d love to hear from you. Please consider leaving a review on Amazon. Doing so helps me find new readers who might enjoy the book.
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Evade the Ruthless has gone through several layers of editing. If you found a typographical, grammatical, or other error that impacted your enjoyment of the book, I offer my apologies and ask that you let me know so I can fix it for future readers. To do so, CLICK HERE or email me at contact@tlpayne.com. In appreciation, I would like to offer you a free electronic copy of my next book.
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