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      In a world gone mad, one family will do anything to keep each other safe…

      Jodi McDonald and her family have escaped from the Helios cult. But their freedom has come at a heavy price. Now, grief-stricken and fractured, they are once again on the road. As they search for a new sanctuary, Jodi is driven by one need above all others: to protect her family at all costs.

      Every person has their breaking point, and Owen McDonald has reached his. To cope with unbearable loss, he fixates on finding a new home—a fresh start. But his obsession with reaching the coast could have deadly consequences. And as his actions become ever more extreme, Jodi’s family must contend with his descent into madness.

      The McDonalds have learned to be wary of outsiders. But this time, danger comes from within. And the greatest threat to the family might be Owen himself.
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      Owen’s grief had begun to curdle into anger. Jodi felt it all the time around him, like a suffocating heat radiating off his body. At the moment, they were walking northeast on an old state highway, dodging rusted, rotting vehicles and the encroaching Georgia woods on either side.

      “Mom, can we play another game?” Kaylee asked.

      “Sure,” Jodi replied. “How about another round of the alphabet game? I can start. A is for ash tree. I see an ash tree.” She pointed at a tree whose roots had grown and broken through the asphalt of the southbound lane. She thought it was a white ash tree, but she couldn’t be sure. “Who wants to go next? Owen?”

      “N is for not me,” Owen replied. They’d salvaged a red flatbed handcart, which Owen was pushing. The squeak of the tiny wheels grated on Jodi’s nerves, and probably everyone else’s too.

      “That’s okay,” Jodi said. “You don’t have to play. I’m not trying to force you to do anything. I just thought it might help to make the time pass.”

      Violet was walking with Ruby, as always, and she perked up. She, of course, played the game with modified rules due to her visual impairment. “Okay, B is for bumpers. The cars on the highway have bumpers.”

      “Yes, most of them,” Jodi said. “Good job. Who’s next? Kaylee?”

      “C is for cars, of course,” Kaylee replied with a laugh. “Ooh, also for cirrus clouds! I see cirrus clouds today! That’s double points, too.”

      “Great,” Jodi said. “Next?”

      Owen tightened his lips and shook his head. She didn’t know how to get him out of this dark pit he’d fallen into, and she was worried that he might never leave it. They’d all lost someone they loved. They’d all lost their home, their community. But he’d lost his wife, his partner, the mother of his child. Jodi wasn’t surprised it was hitting him harder, but she wasn’t sure what to do. Corbin was walking beside him, and he occasionally looked in Owen’s direction, but he seemed at a loss for words.

      “I’ll go next,” Shane said. Jodi’s husband was just behind her. His burned, bandaged arm seemed to be itchy and uncomfortable today. He kept scratching at the edges of the bandage and muttering curses under his breath. “D is for dust. There’s dust everywhere.”

      “Okay, I’ll go,” Beth said. Since Jodi’s mother walked slower than everyone else, she was typically at the back of the group. They had to reduce their pace periodically to let her catch up.

      Owen, clearly getting fed up with the game, clenched his teeth and leaned into the handle of the handcart. Little Katie was sitting on the cart, surrounded by their meager supplies: a suitcase, Shane’s single-strap backpack, and a few tools they’d found along the way. When her father picked up speed, she squealed excitedly.

      “Owen, you’re going to have to slow down a bit,” Jodi said, as he quickly extended the gap between himself and the rest of the family. “We can’t maintain this pace.”

      Owen paused, then kept going. “Mom, we have a long, long way to go to reach the Atlantic coast. If we’re just strolling along, playing games, and trying to have a good time, we’re never going to make it. We push ourselves now, and we’ll get where we’re going before we starve to death on the road. How does that sound?”

      And with that, he scowled and turned back around. Jodi and Shane traded a worried look. Jodi knew she had to say something to Owen about this. She had to confront it directly, and she wasn’t looking forward to it.

      She waited until they took a break early that afternoon. They found what appeared to be an old pavilion in a small public park that was somehow still intact. It gave them a bit of shade and some benches to sit on and rest. While Violet took Ruby to do her business and Corbin scrounged for any stray supplies in the area, the others broke out some bottled water.

      Somehow, I have to keep morale up, Jodi thought. Otherwise, this trip is going to be miserable.

      It didn’t help that Jodi’s back throbbed constantly, or that half the group was dressed in filthy Helios cult clothing and the other half in smoke-saturated clothing from Hickory Falls, or that they’d been walking nonstop for two days.

      Jodi picked up little Katie from the cart and sat with her on one of the benches, helping the toddler to take a few sips of water. Beth and Shane sat across from her, but Owen intentionally slid down to the other end of the bench and sank into the nest of his arms. Jodi motioned for Beth to take Katie, and Beth nodded.

      “Sweetheart, do you want to come and sit with Grammy?” Beth said.

      “Yes. Grammy and Katie goin’ home,” the toddler said. She hopped down from her seat, climbed under the old concrete picnic table, and pulled herself up beside her great-grandmother.

      Jodi slid down to the end of the bench, sitting beside Owen. He glanced up and acknowledged her presence, then put his head down again.

      “Son, we all know you’re suffering,” she said, laying her hand gently on his back. “You’re grieving. Of course you are. And we all feel it, too. Not as strongly as you, perhaps, but we all lost someone we really care about.”

      “Did I ever suggest otherwise?” Owen grumbled without lifting his head. “I know we’ve lost a bunch of people, and everyone is sad. I know that. What are you trying to say, Mom?”

      “Just that you’re not alone,” she replied. “We’re all hurting with you, and it’s okay to grieve. But if we push ourselves too hard, we’re not going to make it to our destination. We can’t maintain a reckless pace.”

      He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, then finally replied, “I’m setting the pace that I have to set. It’s not reckless. If we don’t move fast, we’re not going to make it. Period. It’s my job to keep my daughter safe. If some need to go slower, that’s fine. They can go slower.” When she started to say more, he quickly cut her off. “Can we stop talking about it? Thanks.”

      Jodi sighed, rose, and went to sit with the others. When Shane gave her a questioning look, she shrugged and shook her head.

      The break didn’t last long. After about fifteen minutes, Owen rose, retrieved Katie, and went for the cart. He didn’t ask anyone’s permission or discuss it. He just grabbed the cart handle and started pushing it back toward the old highway, and the others were forced to follow. Soon they were back on the road, trying to keep up with him, as Beth fell farther behind. Only Violet and Corbin didn’t seem to struggle with the pace.

      Jodi fell back to walk with her mother.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Beth said. “I’ll find a way to keep up.”

      “I just don’t know how to help him,” Jodi said.

      “Well, honey, I don’t think you can. He has to grieve in his own way.”

      The afternoon wore on, and eventually they reached the on-ramp to Interstate 20. It had been a long, miserable slog to get there, and now that they’d arrived, Jodi realized just how far they still had to go. It was deeply demoralizing. She caught up to Shane, as they headed up the on-ramp. Ahead, an old gas station and convenience store sat on a shallow hilltop south of the interstate. It looked like the abandoned building was intact, which was rare these days.

      “We should camp there for the night,” she said. “We might not find a better place farther down the road.”

      “We have at least two hours until sunset,” Owen said over his shoulder.

      “Yes, but everyone is tired,” Jodi said. “Katie is tired. We’ll have a roof over our heads, walls to block the wind. We have to take what we can find when we find it.”

      “It would be nice to sleep indoors,” Violet said.

      “There are plenty of old gas stations on the interstate,” Owen said. “I’m sure we’ll find another one. Can’t we keep going just a little longer?”

      Jodi glanced at Shane, who nodded and said, “Son, your daughter needs to sleep, but before that, she needs to eat. It’s not sunset yet, but if we camp now, we can get up early tomorrow and be well-rested for a long day of walking.”

      Owen bowed his head, leaning over the handle of his cart. Then he groaned and said, “Okay, fine. Let’s do it, then.” He took off at a jog, aiming the cart toward the parking lot entrance. Katie, thinking it was a game, raised both of her hands and laughed.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Violet tugged on Ruby’s harness and moved closer to her parents. “Mom, I heard you, Dad, and Grandma talking about him,” she said. “You know I’ve got good hearing. You’re all worried about Owen and trying to figure out how to help him.”

      “Violet, you don’t need to worry about this,” Jodi said.

      “I could talk to him,” Violet suggested. “I want to help him, too. He’s my big brother, after all.”

      “Honestly, your grandma is right. It’s something he needs to work out on his own,” Shane said. “In a perfect world, he’d have all the time he needed to do that.”

      “We’ll handle Owen, sweetie,” Jodi said. “We’re his parents.”

      At this, Violet scowled, pursed her lips, and moved away from them.

      Owen reached the parking lot first, and he wheeled their supplies over the culvert and toward the row of fuel pumps. As Jodi drew closer, she saw evidence that other people had camped here in the past, many of them. There were some discarded blankets and foam mats, even a few scraps of old, weathered tents. But nobody was there now.

      Beyond the gas station, the interstate stretched on into deeply green landscape, disappearing after a few miles between the walls of encroaching trees, which towered over hundreds of scattered, dead vehicles that had been reduced to rusting piles. The thought of just how far they had to go to reach the coast was overwhelming. Jodi just couldn’t think about it right now.

      If we ever reach the Atlantic, if we ever see that ocean and stand on the beach, she thought, it’ll be a miracle.

      She hadn’t said this to her family. She fully expected to have to stop somewhere along the way and settle down in a less-desirable place, but she didn’t dare say this to any of her loved ones. They needed hope now, not stark reality—they’d had far too much of the latter.
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      Owen was propped between two old gas pumps, gazing out at the dark countryside twenty miles east of Macon, Georgia. The waxing moon cast the hills and trees in a faint, purplish light, leaving numerous deep wells of darkness. It mirrored his own feelings. The dark places in his mind, and in his heart, constantly called to him, and he spent much of his waking hours trying to keep them at bay. That was one reason why he’d volunteered for the late watch. In the middle of the night, he didn’t have to be attentive to anyone else, and he didn’t have to pretend like he was anywhere close to okay.

      In the darkness, he could seethe. And he did.

      He had an old leather bag in his lap. They’d salvaged it from an abandoned house they’d camped in for a couple of nights while recovering from the insanity of Helios. It contained some canned food and bottled water, but more importantly to Owen, it contained a large knife with a four-inch blade in a black plastic scabbard. As he sat there, listening and staring, he reached into the bag and fished around until he felt the handle of the knife. He didn’t pull it out, just clutched the handle, strangely comforted by it.

      Occasionally, he heard noises from inside the old convenience store behind him. His family had set up some pallets in the middle aisle, using foam padding and blankets. His dad was still recovering from the burns on his arms, and whether from that or for some other reason, he slept fitfully. He kept tossing and turning, snorting and grunting. Ruby got up from time to time and padded around. She came outside to pee, checking on Owen in passing and only leaving him when he petted her head. The others were sound asleep, sometimes snoring but not rousing.

      As the hours wore on, Owen felt himself sinking into a kind of stupor—not really approaching sleep, but slipping beneath the level of clear and rational thought, as if a fog were filling his mind. It was a dangerous place to be because he couldn’t control what he thought about. And indeed, the memory of Amelia’s death soon resurfaced. He saw her as if she were right in front of him, sprawled on the shoulder of an old road in the shadow of a rock wall.

      “I should have been able to save you,” he whispered. “You saved me. I was seconds away from being burned at the stake when you crawled into Helios and started that fire. Then you saved Katie from the locked nursery. You saved both of us. I should have been able to return the favor.”

      He didn’t cry much about it anymore. Mostly, he just brooded in that dark and lonely place. He didn’t feel like talking to the others about it, and whenever one of them tried to engage him in a therapeutic mutual pity party, he always firmly refused. If he’d lingered in Helios a minute longer, he would have at least been able to confront her killer and watch him die. As it was, only Corbin had seen the burning cabin collapse on top of him.

      Now, in his sleepless delirium, Owen thought he could see the man standing at the edge of the parking lot. Luminance Flare, they’d called him, but that was just a cult title. Who knew what his real name was? In the faint backwash of a single lantern, Flare looked ghoulish. His hair, which had normally been parted and neatly combed, was half burned away, leaving the left side of his scalp exposed. The skin there was knotted and red, burned flesh in the early stages of becoming scar tissue. The left sleeve of his robe was also burned away, revealing an arm speckled with burns from bicep to fingertips.

      “Tell me you’re real,” Owen said, “so I can take some comfort in seeing your scars and scabs.”

      “I’m afraid not, my friend,” Flare said, and indeed, he never entered fully into the lantern light. He seemed to linger like an old hologram right at the edge, so that his back half was still in the moonlight. “Your mind is playing tricks on you. But you knew that.”

      Owen leaned his head against the side of the fuel pump. “How did it feel to be crushed under heavy beams and burned to death? Did you have any regrets as you screamed and the flames filled your lungs?”

      Flare bared his teeth in an expression of pain. It looked like a few of his teeth were broken, and Owen noticed more burn scars, smaller ones, on his face. “That wasn’t very much fun,” he said, “and it’s not nice of you to bring it up, even if I am a hallucination. I still have feelings, you know?”

      “Just being curious,” Owen said. He could tell his words were slurring. His mind cried out for sleep, and lingering on the verge gave no rest to his weary body. “What do you want, anyway? Is this just my subconscious taunting me?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly it,” Flare said, “but also a warning that karma is going to catch up with you. You destroyed that entire community, leaving whole families without homes. You took away everything they cared about, including their beloved priestess. Did the sins of one man justify the death and despair of so many? I don’t think so. You think you’ve paid for your sins, but you haven’t. Not yet. But you will. It’s coming. You will be swept away in righteous fury.”

      Owen felt a little shudder. Yes indeed, this felt like it was bubbling up from some place in his mind beneath the lonely darkness. So many families had suffered for the sins of Amun Ra, and hadn’t some of the cultists watched the public execution with distress? On top of that, he had Amelia’s blood on his hands. She wouldn’t have been shot if she hadn’t gone into Helios, and she would never have entered the compound if Owen hadn’t been scheming against the cult.

      No, he was under no illusions that he was innocent in all of this.

      The image of Luminance Flare wavered, almost disappeared, then reemerged briefly from the gloom. “Okay, I guess that’s all I have to say for now. I’ll descend back into your subconscious. You can wake up.”

      Wake up?

      Owen blinked and found himself lurching up out of an uncomfortable shallow sleep. The sun was rising behind him, casting the long shadows of the fuel pumps across the parking lot and down a grassy slope toward a nearby forested valley. Owen rubbed his face with his hands, grabbed the leather bag, and rose. His legs and back were still stiff and sore from being cramped up in the cage in Helios, though some days had passed since then. He blinked a few times to clear his vision. There was no sign of Flare. He was gone, and he’d left nothing behind.

      He turned toward the small convenience store. Through the front windows, which were mostly still intact, he could see his family lying on their pallets down the center aisle. This place had long since been looted into oblivion. Ruby sensed that he was awake and rose from beside Violet, padded toward the open door, and gave him a happy little pant in greeting.

      “Good morning, girl,” Owen said. The chocolate Lab seemed the least traumatized of all of them. Somehow, the traumas of the last few months had just rolled off her back. “Time to wake everyone up and hit the road again. Karma’s hot on my trail.”

      The red flatbed cart they’d salvaged sat just past the front door. A suitcase, backpack, and some tools were stacked on the cart. Owen added the leather bag in passing, and the clatter of canned food was enough to rouse Violet. Owen’s sister sat up, pushing her messy hair back from her face to reveal her unseeing eyes flitting left and right. She cocked her head to one side the way she sometimes did when she was trying to gauge her surroundings.

      “It’s just me,” Owen said.

      “Yeah, I could tell,” Violet said in a sleepy voice. “Do we have to get up now? I’m still tired.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Owen said, walking over to the aisle. “The sun is up, and we have a long way to go. Let’s get up and hit the road.” He clapped his hands a few times to rouse the others.

      His father, Shane, groaned and flopped onto his back, revealing his bandaged arm. His burns were still healing, and under the bandage, the arm was covered in scabs and new, pink skin. He grabbed a nearby shelf and pulled himself into a seated position.

      “Owen, you never woke me up,” he said. “I had the early morning watch.”

      “It’s doesn’t matter now, Dad. Nobody attacked us. The night passed safely. Let’s go.”

      Owen looked around the room. There was nothing useful left. A bare concrete floor, ancient freezers covered in dust, a few advertising posters on the walls for brands that no longer existed and probably never would again. Jodi rose and began rolling up her pallet. Beth took a bit longer, but she generally operated at a slower pace than everyone else.

      “We should eat something before we hit the road,” Jodi said. “We have no idea what’s ahead of us today.”

      “I’m not hungry at all,” Violet grumbled, clutching her belly as she moved toward the sound of Ruby near the door. She was still wearing the crimson robe she’d been given in Helios, and it never ceased to look weird.

      “You don’t have to be hungry,” Jodi replied. “You just have to eat. It’s like taking medicine.”

      “Food as medicine,” Corbin said, the young man sitting up now and scratching furiously at his whiskery cheeks. Like Owen, Kaylee, Katie, and Jodi, he was dressed in hideous beige Helios clothes. “How very holistic of you, ma’am.”

      Little Katie was the last to wake up. She had been curled under a small blanket between Jodi and Beth, but she woke up with a high-pitched whine, kicking off the blanket. She’d been extra fussy since Amelia’s death, not really reacting to her mother’s death directly but complaining about everything else. As she started to cry, Jodi picked her up.

      “Oh, little sweetheart, are we feeling cranky this morning?” Jodi said, drawing the toddler into an embrace.

      “I wanna go home,” Katie said, crying. “Wanna go home. Right now.”

      Owen was grateful that Jodi had stepped in, but then he felt bad that he was grateful. He hadn’t been attentive enough to his daughter’s needs. He approached and gave her a pat on the back, but Katie buried her face against Jodi’s shoulder.

      “She’ll be fine,” Jodi said.

      The family shared a quick breakfast of two-year-old fruit cocktail from a jumbo can. It had been manufactured by a post-Event company and had a cheap white label with a logo for “Mohlers Fruit and Veg.” A lot of companies had been created in the year or so after the Big Event, as people tried furiously to get back to normal. Very few of those companies had survived to the second year.

      After breakfast, they hit the road. Owen opted to push the handcart again. He rather liked having something to think about. Since no one was up to carrying the toddler all day, they made a space for her on the handcart again, creating a crude playpen encircled by their suitcase, bags, and tools. She seemed to enjoy this, and they’d even managed to pick up a few toys along the way for her to play with. At the moment, she was smacking an old action figure against a corner of the suitcase.

      “I hate being unarmed and out in the open like this,” Corbin said. He was walking, as he usually did, beside Violet and Ruby. He had pointed out their lack of firearms many times over the last few days. “It feels like being naked, you know?”

      Violet laughed. She had Ruby’s harness in her right hand, which enabled her to walk confidently on the old road. The trusty guide dog helped her navigate around potholes, cracks, debris, and rotting cars. Violet’s old priestess robe from Helios was dirty and soot-covered, but otherwise intact, with its stylized sun stitched into the front.

      “We were armed to the teeth in Hickory Falls,” Owen said. “I can’t believe we lost every gun. It’s not going to be easy to arm ourselves again.”

      After fleeing Helios, they’d headed north, first up old State Highway 23, then east to the ghost town of Gray. From there, they’d followed 129 all the way to Interstate 20. It had been a long, difficult slog, and they’d made sure to avoid people, encampments, and any hazards along the way. Fortunately, they’d managed to salvage a little bit of food and water, but it wouldn’t last long. They needed to restock soon if they were going to make it all the way to the coast.

      Shane was walking directly behind Owen. He’d changed his bandage again after breakfast, but he seemed to be in a bit of discomfort today. Maybe he was just tired. They all were. Beth had the most trouble, and she was almost always at the back of the group.

      “When we get to the coast, I hope we can set up our new house close enough to hear the ocean,” Violet said. “It would be amazing to wake up to the sound of the waves and the smell of the saltwater every morning.”

      “Yeah,” Jodi said. “That’s the plan. We’ll live right above the beach and eat fresh seafood every day.”

      As for Owen, he couldn’t get excited about anything. Not the beach, the surf, the fresh seafood. His thoughts and feelings were all clouded with a dark fog. He was thoroughly unrested, so it wasn’t long before he’d slipped into a near-delirious state again. The brain fog was so intense this morning that he scarcely saw the world around him. Visions of Amelia and Luminance Flare danced before his eyes. Despite this, some deeper sense enabled him to swerve around cars and obstacles and keep the cart moving down the highway.

      It was late morning when Corbin roused him from his stupor.

      “That’s a settlement up there,” Corbin said, pointing.

      Owen blinked a few times, and when that didn’t work, he rubbed his eyes with his fingers. The highway was lined on either side with tall trees that had eaten away the shoulders and encroached into the lanes themselves. However, there was a big break in the trees up ahead on the left, and in the clearing, a high chain link fence was visible surrounding a large cluster of cabins, huts, and other buildings. Owen could see people moving between the buildings.

      He came to a stop. Katie stood up on the cart, like she thought it was time to stop for the day, but then she looked around at the adults in confusion and sat back down again.

      “What does it look like?” Violet asked, asking Ruby to pause with a tug on her harness.

      “A bit of Helios, a bit of Hickory Falls, and a bit of some pirate’s enclave,” Corbin said. “Mix it all together and pour it into a clearing by the side of the road.”

      “Do we have to walk past it?” Violet said. “It doesn’t sound entirely safe.”

      Shane, Jodi, Kaylee, and Beth caught up to them, and they all stood gazing at the distant settlement for a minute.

      “We can assume they’ll be armed,” Shane said, idly rubbing the edge of the bandage on his arm. Apparently the burns were itching again this morning. “And being located that close to the highway, they’re probably used to dealing with occasional bandits and thieves.”

      “I agree with Violet. After what happened in Helios, I’m not really comfortable approaching any settlement,” Jodi said.

      “We passed an exit about a quarter of a mile back,” Beth said. Her gray hair was looking thinner than ever, and the grimace on her face showed the discomfort she must be in. “We can go back and detour around this settlement. If we get any closer, we’re sure to be spotted.”

      “If we were armed, it would be a different story,” Corbin said, “but we’re not.”

      “It’s settled, then,” Shane said. “We’ll turn back and detour around this place.”

      Owen felt instantly annoyed. Of course, he was always about half an inch away from being irritated at something these days. The feeling came easily to him, but especially when rash or cowardly decisions were made by the family.

      “We have about seven cans of fruit and vegetables in a bag,” he said. He couldn’t help his sharp tone of voice. “After that, we’ve got nothing to eat, and we’re back to scrounging for wild onions and dandelions. Nobody’s going to survive the journey on that kind of diet. A detour will just waste time.”

      “Do you really want to risk being captured or shot by these people?” Shane said to his son, gesturing at the distant settlement.

      “Well, I’m not suggesting we climb the fence and start knocking on doors,” Owen snapped. “But we should at least get a little closer and scout the area. We can park everyone in some shadowy place while one or two of us creep closer and get a good look at the settlement.”

      “I don’t think any of us feel comfortable doing that,” Jodi said, reaching out to lay a hand on her son’s shoulder.

      Owen shrugged her hand off. “Fine, then. You people do what you want. I’m going ahead and checking this place out, and my daughter is coming with me. We’ll never make it to the coast if we run from everyone and everything.”

      He resumed pushing the cart. He was embarrassed by his outburst, but he also felt out of control. How was he ever supposed to be free of this anger? At first, it seemed like the others weren’t going to follow him. Maybe they were calling his bluff. Still, he continued ahead alone. Katie looked up and gave a nervous little giggle, as if she were trying to gauge whether or not Daddy was playing a game. He attempted to smile at her in return, but he couldn’t quite manage it.

      “Dude, you can’t make unilateral decisions all the time.” It was Corbin. He came up beside Owen. “We’re all in this together.”

      “Anyone can disagree with me at any time,” Owen replied.

      Violet and Ruby came up next. Owen glanced back and saw Jodi, Shane, and Beth following as well.

      Okay, it’s decided, then, he thought.
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      Jodi propped herself against the dented door of the shell of an Oldsmobile and gazed through the glassless side window. The first thing she noticed was the skeletal figure lying across the front seats of the vehicle, but after suppressing an urge to cry out in alarm, she gazed past the ancient dead to the community beyond the highway. Owen crouched beside her, peering over the rusted hood, and Corbin knelt at the front of the vehicle, looking around the headlights. Shane stood just behind her shoulder.

      “What do you think?” Jodi asked.

      “It’s a nice place,” Shane said. “Well-constructed buildings.”

      The others had stayed farther back. Beth was huddled with Violet, Katie, and Kaylee behind an old van about thirty yards back, keeping an eye on their handcart. Jodi had been concerned about being spotted by guards, but now that she had a good look at the place, she didn’t see anyone marching the perimeter on either side of the chain link fence. The small community seemed well-designed, the buildings quaint and sturdy. Smoke rose from a few chimneys, and the people who were walking about weren’t dressed strangely or acting weird.

      “It doesn’t appear hostile,” Jodi said. “I don’t see any watchtowers or armed guards.”

      “We have to get closer,” Owen said. “I think we should try to walk around the place and see what it looks like from a few different angles. We can use the trees for cover.”

      “I’d rather not get that far from Violet and the others,” Jodi said.

      “I agree with Jodi,” Shane said. “Let’s not get separated again.”

      “Then you two can stay here with them,” Owen replied. “But I’m going. It’s worth a little extra time to check this place out. If we can get supplies from them somehow, it’ll make a huge difference on our journey. Corbin, are you with me?”

      Corbin glanced at Owen, then at Jodi and Shane, and finally shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Good,” Owen said.

      He motioned at Corbin, and they set out from behind the car.

      "I guess we should go, too, then,” Shane said.

      “Yeah,” Jodi replied.

      She made eye contact with Beth and pointed toward the town. Beth seemed to get the message, but she frowned. Then Jodi hurried after Owen and Corbin. They moved from vehicle to vehicle, hiding their approach as much as possible. When they got close to the far side of the highway, they headed into the dense shadows beneath the tall trees near the fence.

      Corbin led the way initially, but Owen soon moved past him. They picked their way through the forest north of the highway, following the border of the clearing. The town beyond the fence had buildings of many shapes and sizes, a variety of styles that stood in marked contrast to Helios. They also had well-designed gravel roads that created a grid pattern across the town.

      “These people seem to know what they’re doing,” Corbin noted, slipping across a gap between trees. “Maybe they have a city planner or civil engineer in their midst.”

      As they made a slow circuit around the town, Jodi spotted a small white building with a steeple that seemed to be a church. Unlike the temple in Helios, it didn’t dominate the landscape nor reside in the center. Instead, it was tucked in a corner near the fence, out of the way. Currently, a few people were walking out of that building, families, chatting as they went.

      “It actually looks kind of nice in there,” Jodi said. “It’s not quite Hickory Falls, but it’s in the same general category.”

      “It’s a fraction of the size,” Corbin said. “But it is decent-looking. I’ll give you that.”

      “It’s the nicest place we’ve seen since the fire drove us away from home,” Shane said.

      As they approached the north end of the town, Jodi heard a strange but familiar sound. It arose like a dusty memory, and she shuddered. Then it appeared from between two small houses, moving down one of the gravel roads. An old hatchback car of some kind, it looked like it had been repaired and renovated using some scrap parts and clever engineering. As it puttered along, moving somewhere in the neighborhood of five miles an hour, it belched white smoke from a high tail pipe. It had no windshield in front, and she could see the driver smiling and waving to people in passing.

      A moment later, a second vehicle appeared, a retrofitted pickup truck this time, with a two-tone paint job of blue and white. It was rattling badly as it came, and the wheels seemed mismatched. Even so, it worked, and that was a rare thing for motor vehicles these days,

      “They have working vehicles,” Jodi noted. “That’s impressive. I wonder where they’re getting the fuel from.”

      “How do they have access to regular fuel?” Shane said. “Is there a refinery up and running somewhere that we don’t know about?”

      “Maybe they’ve redesigned these vehicles to run on something other than gasoline,” Corbin said. “They could be making their own bio-diesel. They’ve clearly got some smart people living there. Scientists like you, Jodi. These might be your people.”

      Yes, she had been a scientist in her old life, but sometimes it made her feel bad to remember it. She’d been a smart, educated woman working on “Very Important Things,” but now she was just another scavenger trying to keep her family alive.

      The gate was on the northwest corner of the uneven circle formed by the fence. It was a tall gate topped in barbed wire, and there was a small guardhouse that fit perfectly into a small gap in the fence. Jodi saw a man and woman in black uniforms standing together in the guardhouse, each bearing a rifle. Despite their position, they appeared to be chatting informally and laughing with one another.

      “I think we should turn back now,” Jodi said. “We’ll have to step out into the open to cross the road at the gate, and I’d rather not be spotted by those guards, no matter how friendly they seem to be.”

      “I don’t think they’d do anything if they saw us,” Owen said. “These people are all in remarkably good moods. They might welcome us with open arms. I’m not saying we should move in, but we could acquire some supplies. Maybe even one of those vehicles.”

      “I’m with Jodi,” Shane said. “Let’s turn back now, and we can discuss it when we get back to the highway.”

      Owen was still creeping forward, approaching a break in the trees. Corbin grabbed the back of his shirt, tugging on it until Owen finally came to a stop. He shook his head, clearly frustrated, but he turned back. Jodi led the way now, following her own path back through the woods. As she went along, she heard the sound of a third vehicle, and soon spotted a big green van clanking and rattling along inside the town.

      “Three working vehicles,” she noted. “That’s more than I’ve seen in years.”

      “If they can get vehicles running again, there’s no telling what else they might be capable of,” Owen said.

      “Engineers are worth their weight in gold,” Corbin noted. “They are the ones who are going to rebuild civilization, if anyone can.”

      “Engineers and scientists,” Shane added.

      They finally came in sight of the highway again and dashed back across. They found Beth, Violet, Kaylee, and Katie still huddled behind the van on the far eastbound lane. Katie was playing with her action figure on the shoulder of the highway, while Violet petted Ruby.

      “Well, what did you see?” Beth asked. She was sitting with her back against the van, her legs spread out before her. “Are they going to welcome us with open arms and shower us with food, wine, and clean clothes?”

      “Actually, yes, maybe,” Owen said, a little too sharply. Clearly, he didn’t appreciate Grandma’s sarcasm. “They look like easygoing people, and they’ve got working cars.”

      “Working cars?” Beth said. “I don’t suppose they’d be willing to loan us one of those for our long journey to the Atlantic?”

      Owen started to respond again, but Jodi held up her hand and spoke. “They do look like a friendly bunch, Mom, and it’s a nice town. Smart people live there, that’s clear, but they still have armed guards at the gate. Let’s recall that Ghana and Taiyo also seemed like friendly people when we first met them on the road, and that’s why we followed them to Helios. But that place almost got us all killed.”

      Owen made a disgusted sound and held up his hands. “What are you saying? Are you saying we’re not going to approach these people and at least try to talk to them?”

      “I don’t think we should,” Jodi said. “It was worth the time to check the place out, but I don’t want to push our luck.”

      “Their friendliness toward each other is no guarantee of friendliness toward strangely dressed outsiders,” Shane said. “I think, just to be safe, we should walk right on by and keep going.”

      “If we can get our hands on one of those vehicles, it’ll make this trip a lot faster,” Owen said. “Are we really going to pass up that opportunity? Look, it’s late afternoon. We have to camp soon anyway, so why not approach these people and see if they’ll at least give us a place to sleep for the night.” He turned to Corbin, as if seeking an ally.

      Corbin tilted his head to one side for a few seconds, then to the other, as if weighing both sides of the argument. “I don’t know,” he said, finally. “I don’t really trust friendly people anyway, so that’s not a mark in their favor. The vehicles are tempting, especially that full-size van. We’d all fit in there really easy.” He tapped a finger against his chin. “But chances are slim they’d give that up. I guess, if I have to make a choice one way or the other, I’m with Jodi. Happy little towns can still be insular and paranoid about outsiders. I say we skip out and keep going.”

      “I agree,” Beth added.

      Violet had been sitting with Ruby, but she stood up now. “I don’t want to go there either. It’s scarier for me to be surrounded by new people in a new place. I’d rather continue to scavenge abandoned places and avoid big groups of people. That’s my vote.”

      “I’m not ready to risk my family again,” Shane said. “I know we’ll have to approach strangers at some point, but not yet.”

      “So it’s decided, then,” Jodi said. “We’ll bypass this town and keep going.”

      Owen kicked a clod of dirt, sending it flying. “How in the heck are we supposed to make it all the way to the coast if we’re too scared to go near any other human beings? We’re going to need more food, more water, other supplies, and they’re not always just going to be lying around in abandoned places. Do you people get that?”

      He practically yelled the last question, and Violet winced. Jodi motioned for him to keep his voice down, and Corbin said, “Dude, why are you screaming at us about it? We’re all in this together. We’re just trying to figure out the right thing to do.”

      Owen grimaced, as if embarrassed by his outburst. He turned away from them, ran his hands through his hair, then turned back. Katie was whimpering, and he gave her a little forced smile and wave.

      “Okay, okay, maybe I overreacted a bit,” he said. “I’m just on edge.”

      “We understand,” Jodi replied. She reached out to him, but he eased back from her. “Of course you’re on edge, son. But we’re not the enemy here.”

      “It’s like Corbin said,” Shane added. “We’re all in this together, and we have to be able to discuss options and make decisions democratically.”

      “I get it. I know,” he said, scratching furiously at his whiskery chin with both hands. “Let me make my pitch a little more calmly, then. We have to approach people at some point, and this little town looks safer and calmer than other places we’ve passed along the way. They seem friendly. There’s a church, a normal church, so maybe they’re people of gentle faith. Yes, it’s a risk, but we have to take a few risks to get where we’re going.” He held his hands out. “There. That’s it. I made my case rationally. How about it?”

      Jodi glanced at Shane, at Beth, at Corbin. She was tempted to give in to him, if only to appease him in his tormented state of mind. But she just couldn’t feel good about it. They were barely holding on after their experiences in both Hickory Falls and Helios. They were very vulnerable.

      “I don’t know, Owen,” Jodi said.

      “We have nothing to offer these people,” Corbin noted. “They’ve got a pretty sophisticated infrastructure in there, and they’ll just see us as beggars at the gate. We could offer to work for a while in exchange for food, but even if they accept the offer, we’re just delaying our trip.”

      “There’s no way they’re going to give us one of their vehicles,” Shane said. “Those things are priceless treasures these days. I say we keep going.”

      “Yeah, I’m with Shane on this one,” Beth said. “The risk outweighs the possible rewards. Let’s keep moving. Even a nice community might not take well to strangers showing up asking for stuff.”

      “It makes me nervous,” Violet added, clutching Ruby’s harness with both hands. “You never know what you’re getting into when you meet new people.”

      Owen looked like he was about to say something angry, but instead, he bit his lip and hung his head. “I don’t understand any of you, but I’m not going to stand here on the side of the road and fight about it. If you want to move on, let’s move on. I don’t have to be happy about the decision, though.”

      And with that, he went back toward Beth, stepping around her and grabbing the handle of the cart. Katie was sitting there with her toys, and she looked up at him anxiously. The dynamic between Owen and his daughter troubled Jodi. He gave her another awkward little wave and motioned for her to keep playing with her toys. Then he started pushing the cart. When people didn’t immediately follow him, he paused and looked at Jodi.

      “Well, let’s get going, then,” he said. “The longer we stay in this area, the more likely we are to be spotted by the people over there. And apparently none of you want to meet those people, so what’s the point?”

      Jodi sighed and started after him, beckoning the others to follow. Soon they were moving again, heading east on the shoulder of the highway.
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      They only went about half a mile beyond the community before the sun began to set. Fortunately, they spotted a large aluminum shed a few yards off the road that was intact enough to serve as a shelter for the night, so they left the shoulder of the highway and made their way toward it. Owen was caught in a furious mental struggle, trying not to let the darkness win. His family was wrong about this. Leaving the town behind, not trying to speak to the people, was a mistake. It was giving in to cowardice. And Owen hated seeing every single member of his family oppose him.

      There were too many jumbled thoughts in his head, most of them angry, so he tried his best to focus on the task at hand. Pushing the cart at least gave him something else to think about. When Katie looked up at him from time to time, he could tell she was trying to gauge his mood. The little one clearly knew her daddy was upset. He tried his best to assuage her concerns, giving her a smile or a thumbs-up or some other comforting gesture, but it was all forced.

      I can’t do this, Owen thought, as he pushed the cart through the high grass south of the highway. I can’t pretend like I’m okay with their decision. We made a cowardly decision, and I’m going along with it like it’s okay. But it’s not okay.

      He tried to silence the thoughts, but they wouldn’t shut up. At one point, he looked to his right and saw Corbin studying him with narrowed eyes.

      “Something wrong?” Owen asked.

      “I don’t know, man,” Corbin replied. “I wish there was something I could do to make you feel better about things. This whole situation sucks.”

      Owen felt a fierce resistance to talking about his current emotional state. It rose up in him like a storm, but he managed not to yell at Corbin. Through sheer force of will, he maintained his cool and simply said, “Drop it, okay?”

      And, fortunately, Corbin did. They reached the shed. A lot of debris had blown into the exposed interior over the years, and a few piles of trash suggested that people had camped there before. Corbin’s attempt at sympathy had cast Owen into an even bleaker mood, and he could only get through it by focusing on immediate tasks. He pushed the handcart to a back corner of the shed that was mostly clear, then grabbed some blankets from their supplies and began spreading them on the ground.

      Jodi picked up little Katie, while Corbin unpacked a bit of food and water for their evening meal. Violet took Ruby outside to pee, and Shane tossed some of the bigger pieces of trash outside. It was a cool, late autumn evening, and the wind whistled through cracks in the aluminum ceiling and walls. Something about the sound was haunting.

      The family shared a couple cans of cold baked beans for dinner, and then they settled down for the night. By then, the shadows inside the old warehouse were deep and dark. Nobody spoke much during dinner, and Owen said nothing at all. He desperately needed to be alone for a while. Finally, when they were done, he grabbed the empty cans and rose.

      “I’ll find a place outside to discard these,” he said.

      “Just toss them into the far corner there,” Shane said.

      “No.” Owen made his way toward the open shed door. “I’ll be back eventually.”

      Thankfully, nobody asked him for an explanation as he headed outside and moved out of sight of the door. He walked toward a fallen log at the edge of what seemed to be an old parking lot or driveway and sat down, still holding the empty cans. His family didn’t understand. They didn’t understand what it was like in his head, and he couldn’t explain it to them. The future was precarious, and he couldn’t keep anyone safe. He’d proven that already. They needed every resource they could get their hands on.

      He leaned forward, his forearms on his thighs, and gazed off at the distant road. The fenced community wasn’t that far away. Even now, the family could return there if Owen could just talk them into it. But he didn’t think that was going to happen. They were convinced of their rightness, and Owen found extended discussions difficult anyway. But all the unsaid things made it hard to be around them.

      As he sat there, the last vestiges of sunlight faded away. Soon, he heard the crackle and pop of a fire, and the backwash of orange light touched the trees, the field, and the road before him. After a few minutes, he heard the crunch of footsteps behind him, and he looked over his shoulder.

      Don’t let it be Mom, he thought. I really don’t want to argue with her right now.

      The figure moving toward him was silhouetted by the fire, but he recognized him.

      “Corbin,” he muttered, turning back around.

      “Sorry to bug you,” Corbin said. He sat down on the fallen log but gave Owen plenty of space. “They sent me out here to check on you. Don’t you want to come inside and sleep? We’ve made it kind of nice in the corner there, and we have a small campfire going. It’s warm.”

      Owen was tempted to say nothing. It was so much easier than dredging up conversation. He settled on a compromise: short and sweet. “I just need to be alone for now,” he replied. “Tell them not to worry.”

      Corbin nodded, but he kept sitting there for a minute. It looked like he might say more, but finally he grunted and rose. After hesitating a few more seconds, he walked away. Owen listened to his receding footfalls and felt relieved. Alone in the darkness, no need to talk about anything. It was the first relief he’d felt all day.

      He slid off the log so that it was against his back, crossed his arms tightly over his chest, and fixed his gaze on the deep and shifting shadows before him. Sadly, the comforting dark and isolation provided the perfect stage for his sleep-deprived brain to begin seeing all the things he didn’t want to see. Amelia lying on the side of the road, the light fading from her eyes, her final breath leaving her. He could see the scene as clearly as if there were a window to the past right in front of him.

      “I should have fought my way out of Helios,” he whispered into the dark. “If you’d never come in there to rescue us, you might still be alive.”

      The image of his dead wife faded, and he was alone again in the dark. But the delirium was strong, the world swimming around him. And that was when the strange dream figure appeared again. Suddenly, he was just there, sitting on the fallen log to Owen’s left.

      “What do you want?” Owen said. Or did he think the words? He wasn’t sure. “I wish you’d quit showing up.”

      Luminance Flare chuckled softly. “There are plenty of people in your past who could show up to taunt you. It might as well be me.” He was dressed in a filthy Helios robe, the red sash turned black by smoke and fire. In the dim light, his many burn scars, especially those on his face, looked like smudges of war paint. “I got a good look at that little town back there. Seemed like a nice place.”

      “Yeah?” Owen said. “Why don’t you go there, then, and leave me alone, you devil.”

      “Actually, I was thinking about going there and setting the place on fire,” Flare said. “I could siphon a little gas or diesel from those cars and get it going real fast. It would open their eyes to the sun. Show them the power of Helios.”

      “Helios burned his own cult to the ground,” Owen replied. “I hardly think he’s worth serving any longer.”

      “He tested us, that’s true,” Flare said. “But most of us survived the fire. How many will pass the test, I wonder? I know I will. And I’ll start with that little town down the road. I’m going to burn it to the ground and show them the power of Helios and the firmness of my devotion. What do you think about that?”

      “I think you’re insane,” Owen replied, “as well as a delusion and a figment of my imagination, so you can’t burn anyone or do anything except bother me.”

      Flare laughed again, patting his knees. “Well, if that’s true, then you have nothing to worry about. You stay here and brood. I’ll go unleash the power of Helios on some people.”

      And with that, he rose, brushed out his filthy, singed robe, and set off for the highway. Owen watched him walking away and felt a deep, trembling moment of uncertainty. Was this truly just a dream image, or had this madman actually somehow appeared, whole and intact, out of the past? Suddenly, he seemed all too solid and real.

      “Leave those people alone,” Owen said, pushing himself to his feet.

      “Let them burn, Owen,” Flare said over his shoulder. “What do you care? You love watching people burn. You proved that back in Helios.”

      A surge of anger gave Owen sudden strength, and he rushed forward. The world was still swimming around him like a dream curtain, but he ran anyway. Flare saw him coming and took off running toward the highway. But he was soft and slow, and Owen had rage pushing him. He caught up to the luminary in six broad strides. At the last second, Flare hunkered down, anticipating the impact, and Owen slammed into him with his right shoulder.

      Flare fell hard and tumbled through the grass, coming to rest on his back. Owen pounced on him, dropping down on top of him and wrapping his hands around the man’s throat. When Flare started to cry out, Owen immediately tightened his grip so hard that his arms and shoulders ached.

      “I don’t care if you’re real or not,” Owen said, spitting the words with hate. “I’ll watch you die.”

      Flare thrashed, kicking his legs and batting at Owen’s arms. The man’s eyes bulged, but Owen squeezed even harder. A red rage had filled his thoughts, and he couldn’t have stopped in that moment if he’d wanted to. But he didn’t want to stop. For long minutes, Flare continued to thrash, but Owen didn’t let up, not for a second. His arms were burning, his shoulders in pain, but he maintained his vise-like grip around the man’s throat. And slowly, gradually, Flare ceased to fight back. The luminary’s hands dropped to his sides, and he stopped kicking. His tongue poked out of his mouth, and his eyes rolled back.

      Even so, Owen found it difficult to make himself let go. He’d strained for so long that he was dancing close to unconsciousness, but he was finally able to release his hold. When he did, he flopped onto his side and rolled away from Flare. Everything seemed to be closing in around him, as if the world were shrinking down to a pinhole light.

      Did that really just happen? Did I kill him? Did I get revenge for Amelia, or was it just a dream? It felt real. His flesh felt solid in my hands.

      He faded out then, and in that last second, he thought he was sinking down into a bottomless well, maybe never to rise. However, after a moment of darkness and stillness, he found himself suddenly on his feet again. He held up his hands. They ached. His arms and shoulders were throbbing.

      Owen looked around. He was walking down the shoulder of the road in the middle of the night. Sleepwalking. He rubbed his face and massaged his shoulders.

      “Was it real?” he said to no one. “He was there. I can feel it.”

      Owen came to a stop by the side of the road. Ahead, he could see the lights of the community winking through the fence on the opposite side of the highway. He stumbled toward a nearby rusted shell of a car and caught himself against the frame. Searching his sleepless thoughts, he tried to see past the blank in his memory. He had a faint image in his mind of dragging a body down the road, leaving it in a deep ditch among the weeds. But why was he still walking? He’d come to stop a fire. That was the reason he was walking on the highway. But it wasn’t burning. He saw candlelight in numerous windows, but that was it.

      Even so, he resumed walking, moving at an angle across the lanes of the highway until he was close to the fence. Through the chain links, he saw the quaint little neighborhood with its variety of houses set along neatly appointed gravel roads. There was light in many of the windows, and he sensed a few people walking around in the distance. He heard faint noises coming from somewhere deeper in the town. As he strained to hear, he thought it sounded like a small crowd gathered somewhere, speaking in hushed and reverent voices. Possibly coming from the area of the church. Could there be some late-night church service taking place?

      Then his gaze fell upon the vehicle parked behind a small cabin not far from the fence. A retrofitted green full-size van that seemed to have been cobbled together from parts of multiple older vehicles. Despite the Frankenstein nature of its design, it appeared to be in good shape. Owen stared at it for a minute.

      Big enough for the whole family and all of our supplies, he thought, with plenty of room to spare.

      He sprinted for the fence before his better judgment could take over. He hopped up and caught the chain links. The ache in his arms and shoulders almost made him let go, but he fought through the pain. He kicked his right leg up, caught the top of the fence with the toe of his boot, and dragged himself over.

      He fell rather awkwardly on the other side, landing on the grass hard enough to knock the wind out of him. The rattling of the fence and the thud of his fall were both rather loud, and he waited a moment to see if anyone would respond. Some part of him hoped they would.

      Someone stop me, he thought.

      But no one came, so finally he rose, brushed off his backside, and ran to the van, sticking to the shadows as best he could. As he was passing between two small log cabins, he heard voices coming from around the far corner. He lunged into the nearest shadows and waited as the speaker and at least one other person passed by and kept going deeper into the town. Once they were gone, Owen leaped out of hiding and approached the van.

      The mismatched panels on the vehicle had been painted a dark green, and a custom windshield had been mounted in front. It was quite a sight up close. Owen tested the driver-side door and found it unlocked. There were two bucket seats in front, each quite different from the other, and a couple of bench seats in the back. Owen climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled the door shut as quietly as he could.

      But how are you going to get it started? he wondered.

      He felt around in the dark along the side of the steering wheel, looking for the ignition switch. For some reason, he couldn’t find it, and when he leaned in close, he realized why. The keyed ignition switch had been replaced by a small hinged plastic dome. When he flicked the dome open, he saw a simple red button inside.

      A simple and clever design, but not good for security. Apparently, this peaceful little community didn’t expect anyone to try to steal the van.

      Well, of course not, stupid, he told himself. You still have to get it through town and out of the gate somehow, past the armed guards. What are you thinking?

      He was coming out of the brain fog a bit, finally waking up from whatever violent fugue state he’d fallen into, and he felt a mounting sense of panic. What the heck had he done? How had he carried it this far? He took a minute to calm himself, taking deep breaths, but it did little good. He looked around. The van was parked in a fairly private spot behind a house.

      “Might as well see this through, idiot,” he said to himself. “Just get it over with.”

      And with that, he pressed the ignition button. The engine started up with a growl and a deep rattling that he felt through the seat and steering wheel. He put it in Drive and popped the parking brake, and the big cobbled-together van rolled forward. There really was only one way out, and his only possible advantage was surprise. As the last vestiges of brain fog dropped away, he felt a panicky determination. He laid into the accelerator, cutting a tight circle in the grass behind the house.

      As he did, he saw a woman standing beside the house. She wore a long house robe, as if she’d just awakened and come outside. Owen blew past her, tearing down the gravel road. The woman began to shout and point.

      “Thief! Thief! It’s a thief!”

      Owen drove through an intersection, where he roared past a few more people who were gathered around a charcoal firepit on a broad, stone porch. Some of them pointed at the van, and one took off running in another direction, as if he were going for help. Thanks to the earlier scouting of the town, Owen knew where the gate was, so he followed the most direct route. Along the way, he saw people staring at him through open windows, faces bathed in candlelight. A few people tried to flag him down, as if they thought this was some kind of mistake.

      He drove past other vehicles, but they were parked. He even came in sight of the church briefly, as he passed a long, straight road. About two dozen people were gathered on the steps outside the double doors, as if a meeting had just concluded. The glimpse was so brief that he didn’t see how they reacted.

      Finally, he turned a corner and came in sight of the town’s gate. It was partly open, as it had been earlier, and a pair of guards were standing on one side, chatting. As the van roared toward the gate, it caught the guards in the headlight beams. They both had rifles over their shoulders.

      Surely they won’t waste the ammo, he thought. Bullets are a rare thing, and they wouldn’t want to risk damaging the van. Right?

      But one of the guards immediately unslung his rifle and aimed it at the van. The other hesitated a moment, then did the same. Owen hunkered down as low as he could go and pressed the accelerator even farther. The engine gave a deep, throaty growl, and the van picked up more speed.

      “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot,” Owen muttered, as the barrels of the rifles tracked his approach.

      He was doing almost fifty miles an hour when he blew past the guards, hit the gate, and flung it out of his way. The cover for the right turn signal hit the crossbar of the gate and exploded in a spray of red plastic. Ahead, a narrow gravel road approached an old two-lane road. Owen heard a single shot, the crack echoing out over the city, but he was already moving away from the town at a furious speed.
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      A breeze was blowing that night, and it whistled through the many gaps in the shed’s walls and ceiling. This created a constant background noise, but Jodi found it strangely soothing. Despite her concerns about Owen, she managed to fall asleep pretty quickly after dinner. She was curled up on her right side, using a cloth bag for a pillow. Little Katie slept in front of her, Kaylee behind her. Beth and Shane were both snoring, as usual, but even that was diminished by the endlessly sighing warehouse.

      At one point, sometime in the middle of the night, she awoke from a vague dream. The sound of a violent struggle lingered, but as she lay there, staring at the ceiling, she couldn’t remember any details of the dream. Was someone choking? Dying? It was quiet now, however. She rolled onto her back and listened to the sounds of everyone sleeping around her. When she glanced around, she didn’t see Owen, and she was sorely tempted to go and look for him. Ruby was standing near the open door, panting, but she turned and came back toward the family.

      Owen fell asleep outside, she thought, and that’s where he wants to be. Leave him alone.

      But she listened for a minute just to be sure. Soon, however, she fell back asleep, wearied from days of hard walking and trouble. In the moments before she drifted off, she felt a profound sense of loss, as she often did in such moments. It swept over her in a crushing wave. Everything that they’d lost came to her then: James, Mike, Amelia, Hickory Falls, and so much more. And, as it usually did, the deep ache carried her back into sleep.

      The next time she was awakened, it was to a strange sound that again seemed to have followed her out of her fitful dreams. But when Jodi opened her eyes and saw white light dancing on the ceiling overhead, she heard it again: the rumble and growl of an old truck engine. Thinking she must still be dreaming, she just lay there for a minute, but the sound got louder, and the white light grew.

      “It can’t be,” she muttered, pushing herself off the floor. She rose from her knees and turned toward the door.

      The round headlights didn’t quite match each other—one was yellowish, and the other bright white—and the engine was rough. It rattled as the vehicle rode over an old culvert and across the field toward the warehouse. Jodi reached over Kaylee and grabbed Shane’s shoulder, shaking him.

      “Wake up, Shane,” she said. “We’ve got trouble.”

      He groaned, flopped onto his stomach, and pushed himself off the floor. “Wha…?” was all he managed to say. Then he looked in the direction of the approaching vehicle and sat up. “Who the heck is that?”

      “Not sure,” Jodi replied, standing up. She stepped over Katie and went to the cart containing their supplies. Stooping down, she grabbed a hammer and rose to confront the van, even as it parked right in front of the shed.

      The driver flung his door open. As soon as he stepped out, she saw that it was Owen, and she dropped the hammer. “What in the world have you done?” she said, striding across the shed. “How did you get this van?”

      Beaming proudly, he came into the shed, slipping past her. “I took it,” he replied. “They weren’t using it. The van was just sitting there. They didn’t even put up a fight when I took it. They just stared at me.”

      Horrified, Beth glanced at Shane, who shrugged at her. Corbin was awake now, climbing off the pallet.

      “You stole it?” Jodi said.

      Something was wrong with Owen. She could see it in his face. He had a crazed light in his eyes. “Well, they weren’t using it, and they don’t even really need it. They have other vehicles. There’s almost a full tank of gas, and it’s a big tank, too. I don’t know where these people are getting their diesel fuel, but with a full tank like this, we can get hundreds of miles down the road. It’ll save a huge amount of time on our journey.”

      “We don’t steal things from people,” Shane said, approaching his son. “We especially don’t steal things from people who haven’t done anything wrong. This van doesn’t belong to us, son. We have to take it back.”

      Corbin came up beside Jodi. He was bleary-eyed and sleepy, his arms crossed over his chest. “Dude, it wasn’t even a life-and-death situation. We can get to the coast on foot. It’ll take a little longer, but so what? It’s not like we were starving and you stole some food. This is nuts, man.”

      And just then, like an exclamation point on this whole strange affair, Jodi heard the echo of a distant alarm. It sounded like an old klaxon, the kind that’s wound up with a hand crank.

      “You have to take it back,” Jodi said. “Leave it on the road somewhere so the rightful owners can retrieve it. Maybe they won’t come after us.”

      “I’m not taking it back,” he replied with a laugh. “We’ve got it now. We might as well use it.”

      She noticed then the scratches on his exposed forearms and the backs of his hands. “What have you done?” she said. “Have you been in a fight?”

      He looked down at his forearms, turning them back and forth, and for a moment, he seemed confused. “I’m not sure. It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. I didn’t attack anybody. This is just from a fall or something.”

      Everyone was awake now. Katie was starting to whimper, working her way up to a full cry, and Violet was trying to comfort an anxious Ruby. Kaylee walked up beside Jodi and stared at Owen with wide and fearful eyes, as if he were an intruder in their midst.

      “Why is this happening?” Kaylee said.

      “It’s happening because we’re getting out of here,” Owen said. He swiped Jodi’s hand away when she reached for him.

      “That whole town is going to attack us now,” Kaylee said, looking around as if she thought the townsfolk might suddenly lurch out of the shadows. “We have to get away from here! Mom!”

      “We are getting away,” Owen said. He went to the supply cart and began grabbing their bags—Shane’s one-strap backpack in his left hand, a cloth bag in the right.

      “No, no, wait,” Jodi said. She went to him, but he sidestepped away from her. “We’re not taking that van, Owen. Leave it on the highway so the owners can retrieve it.”

      He gave her a withering look and slung the strap of the backpack over his left shoulder. “I’m leaving in that van. My daughter is coming with me. The rest of you do whatever you want.”

      “Dude, come on,” Corbin said, stepping in his way. “This is crazy.”

      “Shut up, Corbin,” Owen snapped, moving around him. “Just shut up.”

      He went to the van and slung both bags through the open driver’s door. He turned back to his family. Everyone was awake now, all standing and staring at him in alarm. Little Katie was crying, and Jodi went back and picked her up.

      “I’m taking my brand-new van to the coast,” Owen said. “It’ll let us move faster and do what we need to do. You guys can come with me or stay. It’s your choice, but that’s it.”

      He reached for Katie, but Jodi turned aside. She looked helplessly at Shane, and Shane frowned.

      “Owen, be reasonable,” Shane said, stepping between him and Jodi. “You’re not thinking straight.”

      How did it get so bad? Jodi wondered. I knew he was struggling, but I didn’t know it would come to this.

      “I’m the only one who’s thinking straight,” Owen said, turning away. “You’re not going to keep my daughter from me, are you? You think she’d be better off with you instead of her own father?”

      “Nobody said that,” Jodi replied. Katie was crying hard now, and Jodi tried to comfort her. “You’re scaring your daughter.”

      Owen ignored her. “You know, you’re right. I couldn’t keep Amelia safe, and I can’t keep Katie safe. She’s better off with you.”

      Owen tried to move to the van, but Corbin stepped in his way again. “Come on, friend. You’re not just going to leave us and go off by yourself, are you? You’re not going to leave your kid. We know you’re upset, we get it, but this isn’t like you.”

      “I told you, if you want to come, get in the van,” Owen said.

      This time, he grabbed Corbin’s shoulders and tried to move him. Corbin resisted, and he proved to be just a bit stronger than Owen. He couldn’t be budged. Finally, Owen stepped around him and kept going to the van. Jodi couldn’t believe it. It seemed like he was really going to leave. He wasn’t simply acting out. He fully intended to get in the stolen van and drive away.

      He’s trying to run from feelings he can’t run from, she thought.

      She handed Katie to Shane, who accepted his crying granddaughter awkwardly. Then she ran to the van. As Owen started the engine, she opened the passenger seat and slid inside.

      “So you’re going with me?” he said.

      “I refuse to let you run off and abandon your family,” she said. She noticed then that the ignition lock cylinder had been replaced with a simple red button, so she reached over and hit it, killing the engine.

      “Mom, stop that!” He practically shouted this and slammed both hands against the steering wheel. “I took the van, and I don’t feel bad about it. That’s it. I’m not taking it back.”

      He tried to pull the driver-side door shut, but someone wedged their arm in the way and shouldered it back open. It was Beth. When she pulled his hand off the door, he didn’t fight her.

      “You, too, Grandma?” he said.

      “Owen, come on, you and I both know what this is about,” Beth said, speaking gently. Jodi realized she had tears in her eyes. “This is about the grief that’s tearing you apart. I get it. I’ve felt that same grief. I know what it’s like to want to lash out, to run away, to do whatever you have to do to escape that awful feeling.”

      “This isn’t about grief. This isn’t about anything,” he shouted, his voice belying his words. “Now, if you’re not going with me in this van, then you need to get away. You’re not going to talk me out of it, and you’re not going to stop me.”

      The fury in his voice made Jodi flinch. He was far more broken than she’d realized.

      What do I say? she thought. What can I do to help him?

      She felt hopeless.

      Beth started suddenly, as if something had poked her in the back. Then she turned and moved out of the way, and Violet filled the gap, feeling her way into the open doorway. She wasn’t holding on to Ruby’s harness. The guide dog was pacing behind her.

      “Violet, don’t bother,” Owen said. “You’re not going to talk me out of it either. Not even you.”

      “Nah, I’m not talking to you,” Violet said, smacking him in the chest with the back of her hand. “I’m talking to Mom. The alarms are going off in that town. I can hear them. They’ve been going off for a while now. Those people are going to be looking for us, whether we take the van or not. We might as well get out of here the fastest way possible, and maybe even find some way to slow them down before they catch up. Don’t you think? Isn’t that better than standing here and arguing?”

      Violet was right, of course. Jodi had been so disturbed by Owen’s attitude that she’d forgotten about the very real danger bearing down on them. She looked through the windshield and met her husband’s gaze.

      “Shane, I think she’s right,” Jodi said. “We might have a whole bunch of angry townsfolk coming for us right now, and we’re giving them time to find us.”

      Shane nodded gravely. “Okay, fine. I don’t like that we stole the van, but maybe we need to get out of here while we can. Let’s load up the rest of the stuff.”

      But even as he was talking, Jodi caught a flash of orange light in the sideview mirror. She pushed the passenger door open and looked back toward the highway. As she did, she spotted a large group of people on the shoulder of the highway beyond the field. Some carried flashlights, others lanterns. As they walked along, they swept their lights from side to side. And then, a powerful flashlight shone across the field and caught the shed in its bright white beam. One of the townsfolks cried out.

      “There! There they are! I found them!”
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      Shane had felt his son slipping from his grasp for a while now, but this night’s little escapade was the worst by far. When Owen awakened them that night, Shane had already been struggling with the discomfort of his still-healing arm. The burns were bandaged and mostly scabbed over, but they itched like crazy. It took a fierce and continual effort to keep from scratching and ripping them open.

      He’d finally fallen asleep, and then he’d awakened to Jodi’s voice and that strange light flooding into the room. And now, the worst-case scenario was unfolding before his eyes, and he was trying to comfort a crying Katie in the midst of it. He stepped to one side of the van and saw the group of people approaching.

      “They’re coming this way,” he said.

      Indeed, the group of about a dozen townsfolk were marching across the field, all lights and lanterns fixed upon the stolen vehicle. The leader of the group appeared to be a tall woman with white hair. She wore an old blue trench coat that was open to reveal an even older button-up dress shirt beneath.

      Shane looked around at his family. Everyone was near the van now, and Ruby began to bark like crazy at the approaching people.

      “Violet, grab her harness so she doesn’t rush them,” Shane said. He approached the passenger door of the van. “Jodi, can you take Katie for me?”

      “What are you going to do?” Jodi asked, pulling the toddler out of his arms.

      “I’m going to try to talk to them,” Shane replied. “If we’re honest about what’s going on, we might be able to defuse the situation.”

      “Be careful,” Jodi said. “They’re armed.”

      And indeed, as Shane stepped past the van, he saw that at least two of the people had rifles. He moved to the back of the van and stopped. As he did, he realized Corbin had come with him, and was standing beside him with his hands behind his back.

      “Don’t do anything to spook them,” Shane said. “Remember, we’re trying to smooth things over.”

      “Yeah, but you have to level the playing field first,” Corbin replied. “Make them think we’re armed, too, or there won’t be any negotiations.”

      It was a good point, as usual. The townsfolk were about halfway across the field now. Shane raised a hand to them.

      “Please, stop right there,” he called. “Don’t come any closer. You’re armed. We’re armed. But this doesn’t have to end badly. Let’s talk!”

      At first, the group kept coming, but then the leader looked at Corbin, frowned, and motioned for her group to stop a few yards away. Shane saw nothing but angry faces as the townsfolk lined up on either side of their leader.

      “It was a brazen theft, I’ll give you that,” the tall woman said. She had a loud, commanding voice. “You didn’t make much of an effort to get away, though. You drove maybe a quarter of a mile from our town and just parked it out in the open. Did you not think we would come looking for our stolen property?”

      “This was not supposed to happen,” Shane said. “We never intended to steal from you. Actually, we never wanted to bother you at all.”

      “That seems hard to believe under the circumstances,” the woman said. “I’m the mayor of Buckhead, the town you just stole from.” She made a small gesture with her right hand, and the two armed guards moved up on either side of her. They aimed their rifles in the general direction of the shed without pointing them directly at Corbin and Shane.

      “I have a son who has been through some really hard trauma, and it has made him a bit desperate and impulsive,” Shane explained. “That’s what happened here.”

      “He doesn’t look that desperate to me,” the mayor said, nodding at Corbin. “In fact, he seems a lot calmer than you.”

      “Oh, not him,” Shane said. “He’s just a family friend. My son is sitting in the van. Look, he’s not thinking right. We’re trying to get him east, but it’s not easy. Surely you know the kind of damage trauma can do.”

      “Everyone knows about trauma these days, thief,” the mayor said. “Unfortunately, that van your unstable son stole from us is very important in Buckhead. We use it for hauling people and supplies in a lot of projects. We can’t just let you have it.”

      “We didn’t plan this,” Shane said, “and the rest of us don’t approve of it. Like I said, it was an impulsive decision of a troubled young man.”

      “You didn’t approve,” the mayor said, “but you also didn’t return the van.”

      Just then, Owen hit the ignition button again, and the van’s engine roared to life. At this, the guards finally pointed their rifles directly at Shane and Corbin.

      “Wait, wait,” Shane cried, holding up both hands. “Let me talk to him. This can still end peacefully.”

      “This will end peacefully when you agree to come back to Buckhead and face trial,” the mayor said. “I’ve lost face over this theft. You have to answer for it in court. Anything short of that will be…unsatisfying.”

      Well, that’s not going to work, Shane thought. There was no way he was going to let his family be marched back to town to face trial.

      “We’ll just return the van,” Shane said. “Then we can pretend like none of this happened. Give me just a moment.”

      “No, I’m afraid that’s not quite enough,” the mayor replied.

      But Shane turned and walked around to the driver’s side of the van. As he did, he realized that everyone else had piled into the van and loaded all of their stuff. Jodi was in the passenger seat holding Katie, Beth and Violet were on the first bench seat with Ruby, and Kaylee was in the very back.

      “What are you doing?” Shane said, poking his head through the open driver-side window. “We have to give the van back. It’s our only chance of getting out of this.”

      “No, it’s not,” Owen said. “You heard what those people said. They intend to make us stand trial. I don’t intend to let them.”

      From the back of the van, Shane heard Corbin continue trying to appease the townsfolk.

      “We didn’t mess with the van in any way,” he said. “I think Owen broke a turn signal light, but that’s it. Once you take it back, it’ll be like it practically never happened.”

      “I told you, you’re to face trial back in town,” the mayor replied sharply. “My people need to see how we respond to a brazen theft. That way, even if we decide to show mercy, it will be done publicly for all to see. Now, that’s it, and I’m done negotiating about it.”

      Owen leaned in close to Shane. “Dad, get in the van,” he said quietly. “We have to get out of here. It’s our only chance. If we go with them, they’ll hang us. They’ll make a public spectacle of us to save face. Get in.”

      And then, as if to force the issue, Owen grabbed the gear shift and put it in Reverse, though his foot was still firmly on the brake. Shane stepped back from the door and turned toward the townsfolk.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” the mayor said. She made another small gesture with her hand, and one of her armed guards took a step forward. He raised the rifle into the air and fired a shot. It was incredibly loud, the sound echoing off the metal of the shed.

      Corbin cringed, then turned and ran around the side of the van.

      “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” Shane said, holding up his hands. “Don’t shoot. We just started it up so we could pull it out of here and give it back to you.”

      “Fine,” the mayor said, “but the next shot won’t be a warning. You’re coming with us.”

      “You got it.” Shane turned back to the open driver-side window. To Owen, he said, quietly, “The second I get in, you’ll have to gun it. Can you get us out of here without killing anybody?”

      Owen nodded, a grim look of determination on his face.

      Without looking back at the townsfolk, Shane opened the passenger door behind Owen and lunged onto the bench seat beside Beth. Corbin had gotten in on the other side, sidling in close to Violet. He put his arms around her protectively and ducked his head.

      “Go, go,” Jodi said, hunching over and wrapping her arms around Katie.

      Owen laughed and stomped on the accelerator. The van lurched backward, kicking up a big cloud of dirt as it bore down on the townsfolk. Shane heard sharp cries, and he dared to lift his head just enough to see the sideview mirror through the driver’s window. The townsfolk were desperately scrambling out of the way of the van, many of them on the ground. One of the guards had managed to keep his feet, and he turned, raising his rifle and tracking the van.

      “A clean shot,” the mayor shouted. She was on the ground, on her back, struggling to sit up. “Try not to hit any vital part of the van!”

      “Make yourself a small target,” Shane shouted to the family.

      The van blew right past the people, but Shane hunkered down again, putting a hand against Beth’s back to help her do the same. He heard a gunshot followed by cracking glass. Owen was driving at a high rate of speed backward across the field, and the big vehicle bounced and rattled wildly. Violet was thrown off the bench and landed in the gap between the two front bucket seats.

      Then Owen came to a squealing stop, and Shane was shoved backward into his seat. He caught a glimpse of townsfolk running after them, the guard preparing for a second shot. Owen was laughing quietly. He sounded half-crazed. He shoved the van into Drive and stomped the accelerator again. The van lurched forward, which scared some of the approaching townsfolk, who quickly hit the ground again.

      But Owen turned sharply and cut a tight arc through the grass, aiming for the highway.

      “This is crazy,” Jodi shouted. “These people are going to kill us, Owen!”

      “Only if they catch us,” he replied, “which they won’t. We’re already gone.”

      Shane heard another gunshot, then a third. A bullet pinged off the back of the van somewhere. It sounded like the bumper. The mayor was screaming at her people.

      “Is anyone hit?” Shane said, though it was hard to get the words out with how hard they were bouncing across the field.

      “I’m fine,” Kaylee said from the back bench.

      “Fine,” Violet added.

      They were the only ones who answered. The others were struggling just to keep from being tossed about. Shane heard a final gunshot, but then the van crossed over the culvert and pulled onto the highway. Ironically, with all of the dead vehicles rusting in the lanes, Owen was forced to slow down now as he weaved between them.

      “See?” Owen shouted. “We got away! Nothing to worry about, people!”

      Shane sat up and leaned past Beth, looking out the passenger-side window. He caught a brief glimpse of people in the field, but then the trees moved in the way like a curtain, and he lost sight of them.

      “We’re kind of the bad guys, I guess,” Kaylee said from the back row. “Those people never bothered us when we walked by, but we stole their van, almost ran them over, and then drove off.”

      “We are not the bad guys,” Jodi said from the front seat. “It’s not black and white, Kaylee. Owen made a regrettable decision, and we’re trying to figure out how to deal with it.”

      “It wasn’t regrettable,” Owen said, as he swerved to the left to avoid a giant rusty pile that might once have been a pickup truck. “I don’t regret it.”

      “Well, you should,” Shane said, smacking the back of his seat. “You could have gotten your whole family killed. This is a ridiculous and dangerous stunt.”

      “Nobody’s dead,” Owen replied. “I knew what I was doing. We’ll drive the van until it’s out of gas, and then those townies can come and retrieve it. They’ll be out a tank of gas. No big deal.”

      You’ve lost your mind, Shane thought, but he decided to let it go.

      “Just be real careful on the road,” he said instead.

      But a flashing light caught his eye. At first, he thought it was coming from somewhere ahead of them; then he realized it was something reflecting in the sideview mirror. Shane rolled down his window and stuck his head out into the windy night air. Looking back, he saw headlights in the far distance behind them.

      “What?” Jodi said. “What is it?”

      “Another vehicle behind us,” Shane said, rolling up the window.

      Owen looked in his sideview mirror a moment, then said, “It’s that damned pickup truck from town. I think they’re following us.”

      “Can you lose them?” Shane said.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure,” Owen replied.

      “Without wrecking us,” Beth added.

      “Hold on,” Owen said.

      The truck was gaining on them quickly. When Shane looked back again, he saw the smaller vehicle weaving deftly through the debris field of the interstate. As they got closer, he could tell there were multiple people in the cab, and the far passenger had a rifle.

      “I’m afraid they’re a bit more maneuverable than us,” Shane said.

      Just then, Owen swerved hard, trying to pick up a bit of speed, but the van rocked dangerously to one side. The headlights of the pickup were growing brighter in the mirrors.

      “I’ve got this,” Owen said. “Time to lose them.”

      Just then, he cut lanes to the right, hitting some small debris in the road and sending it flying. Shane grabbed the headrest of the driver’s seat to brace himself and tried to steady Beth with his right arm. Ahead, there was an exit ramp cutting down toward another small, dead town. Shane saw streets lined with rotting homes and businesses, an old gas station sign bent over and broken. Owen veered onto the exit ramp way past the lane, cutting over yellow lines and coming within inches of a concrete barrier.

      “Owen, watch it,” Jodi said, hugging Katie tightly to her chest. “We don’t have seatbelts in this van.”

      “I’m not going to crash,” Owen replied. “Just hold on.”

      The pickup truck was maybe fifty yards back, but gaining on them. However, there were no vehicles on the exit ramp, so Owen used the slight downward slope to pick up speed. He blew past the rotting gas station, then braked hard as he approached an intersection. Instead of coming to a stop, he took a sharp left and passed beneath the highway. As the van entered the shadows under the overpass, he flicked off the headlights.

      A moment later, Shane saw the headlights of the pickup truck shining down the exit ramp, but Owen kept going beneath the overpass and hooked another left, heading up the westbound on-ramp. In the darkness, the shapes of dead vehicles were slightly darker lumps. Owen was moving fast and swerving constantly, and Shane could do little more than hold on tight and brace for impact.

      They reached the highway, and Owen slowed down again, pulling them toward the inside shoulder. He pointed off to the left.

      “Look at them,” he said with a laugh.

      Shane looked out his window across the eastbound lanes and down toward the exit ramp. The lights of the pickup truck were moving through the streets of the small town beyond the gas station. Owen drove the van over the median and back to the eastbound lanes, continually moving in darkness. This forced him to go slower, but it was still a nerve-wracking experience. Jodi was hugging Katie tightly, Corbin leaning down to hold Violet’s hand. Beth was huddled in her seat, her head in her hands. Only Kaylee sat upright, face close to the back window, staring hard at the passing scenery.

      Shane caught a last glimpse of the pickup truck turning down a short cul-de-sac of long-dead, far-rotten homes. Then the trees beyond the shoulder closed in again and blocked their view. Only then did Owen flick on the headlights again, revealing the great stretch of debris-strewn highway before them.

      “And there you go,” Owen said. “Nobody got killed. Nobody even got hurt.”

      Shane slumped back in his seat with a sigh.

      “Owen, that was…” Jodi started to say something, but Owen cut her off.

      “Mom, save it. Just relax, okay? We’re alive, and we’ve moving fast now.”
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      Corbin had felt for a while like he was watching his best friend lose his mind, and tonight had only confirmed it. Owen was out of control, and more than that, he was dangerous. Now they were headed east in a stolen van, with a whole town of angry, armed people somewhere behind them. Corbin was sitting in the middle bench of the van, leaning down to comfort Violet, who had slid off onto the floor. Violet didn’t seem to want to climb back up onto the bench, so he didn’t try to dissuade her.

      “Is Ruby doing okay?” he asked. “The poor dog was probably confused by all that.”

      “She’s fine,” Violet replied. “I’m the one who’s freaked out. Did we get away from them?”

      “For now.”

      Corbin looked back through the small rear window of the van. Kaylee was up on her knees in the back bench, staring at the road behind them. It was dark out there, but Corbin didn’t trust it.

      “They’ll figure out your little trick sooner or later, Owen,” he said, turning back around on his seat. “When they do, they’ll get on the highway again and try to find us. You know they will. They might bring more than one vehicle this time.”

      Owen was hunched over the steering wheel, an almost crazed look on his face as he dodged dead vehicles and debris on the highway. “So what? Let them come. They’ll never catch us.”

      “Well, they’ll catch us eventually,” Corbin said. “Their smaller vehicles are faster than this big van, and the van probably eats a lot more gas.”

      Owen glanced at Corbin and frowned. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to see what happens. What do you expect me to do about it?”

      “Pull over,” Corbin said.

      “Are you crazy? No way. We just escaped them.”

      “Pull over,” Corbin said, more insistently. “Let’s build a roadblock. There’s plenty of debris. At least it’ll slow them down.”

      “It’s a good idea,” Shane said, from the far side of the bench.

      “It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes,” Corbin said.

      But Owen continued to glare through the windshield for a moment, before suddenly smacking the steering wheel and saying, “Oh, okay, fine.” He slowed down and pulled the van onto the shoulder of the road, then threw it in Park. He turned in his seat to face Corbin. “What’s the plan, dude?”

      Corbin opened his door and hopped out onto the overgrown shoulder. Grass and vines had eaten away at it for years now, and the asphalt was unstable under his feet. He walked around the front of the van onto the eastbound lanes. Owen and Shane both stepped out of the van and joined him. Then Violet came with Ruby.

      As Corbin looked around, he saw dozens of rusting hulks sitting in all lanes. Vans, trucks, cars, motorcycles, even a few semis. Most of them were little more than frames now, but a few were more intact, somehow resisting the hateful natural forces that wanted to return them to the earth.

      “All right, it’s easy,” Corbin said. “We’ve got all these old cars lying around here. Let’s push a bunch of them together to form a wall across the lanes. It’s exactly the same tactic the motorcycle gang used on us way back in the day. Come on. We can do this fast.”

      Shane rubbed his hands together. “Let’s go for it. Just be careful not to strain anything. The last thing we need is more injuries.”

      “And be careful with your burns, sir,” Corbin noted.

      “My burns are fine, just itchy.”

      Owen moved to the nearest large rusting hulk and stooped down to grab the corner of an ancient bumper. Corbin went to the other corner, and Shane moved toward the back.

      “Can I help, too?” Violet said. She was standing outside the van, holding Ruby’s harness handle.

      Corbin thought Owen was about to protest, so he quickly answered. “Of course you can. Take the back bumper on the driver’s side, next to your dad.”

      Violet told Ruby to stay, then felt her way forward until her fingertips brushed the side of the car. She felt her way toward the back, where her father reached out to reveal his location. Then she moved around behind him and made her way to the other end of the back bumper.

      “Okay, this car is on the inside shoulder,” Corbin said. “We’re going to move it about six steps to the side and then turn it ninety degrees, with you as the pivot, Violet. Here we go. Lift!”

      At that, Corbin lifted his corner, and the others followed suit. The rusty husk of a car was still heavy, but it had lost enough of its mass that the four of them were able to carry it without too much trouble. They got into the middle of the inside eastbound lane, and then Corbin called out, “Okay, pivot!” From there, Violet acted as the hinge as they turned the car ninety degrees so it was perpendicular to the lane. Then they set it down.

      “Now we just have to do that enough times to block every lane,” Corbin said, shaking his hands out. “Maybe a double row, too, just to be safe.”

      “If they’re driving fast, they might not see the roadblock in time,” Shane noted. “They might crash into it. Do we really want to risk hurting them?”

      “They’ll see it,” Corbin replied. “We have to slow them down. At this point, they’re just going to shoot us dead if they get a chance. I’m afraid we can’t mend this rift, sir.”

      “Fair enough,” Shane said, shaking his head. “I wish it hadn’t come to this. Let’s just get on with it.”

      They proceeded to move cars one by one, lining them up along all four lanes of the highway, as well as the shoulders and the median. Once they’d done that, they created a second row behind it to reinforce it. In the end, they were out of breath and sore. Shane’s bandaged arm seemed to be really bothering him again, and he quickly climbed back into the van. Violet called for Ruby, and the guide dog came to her and led her back to the van.

      “Well, what do you think?” Owen said, standing behind the makeshift barricade with his arms crossed. “Is it really going to stop them?”

      “The barricade goes all the way to the trees on both sides,” Corbin said, “so they can’t go around it. And those vehicles, old and decrepit as they look, are still too solid for them to drive through, unless they’ve got a bulldozer or something. I think this’ll stop them, yeah, for a while. Let’s go.”

      Owen nodded. He turned, as if to go back to the van, but he hesitated and looked at Corbin again. “Taking the van wasn’t a mistake, no matter what you and the others think. When I took it, I wasn’t more than half awake, but it’s going to make a big difference. Those damned townies will be just fine.”

      And with that, he went back to the van and climbed into the driver’s seat. Corbin hesitated a moment longer, gazing off to the west beyond the barricade.

      He thought about his friend, and what it might take to bring him out of whatever prison Amelia’s death had sent him to. Man, what happened to Owen? he wondered.

      He saw a hint of light far in the distance, a faint whiteness appearing along the horizon.

      “Here they come,” he called, as he ran back to the van.

      Owen started the engine, as Corbin pulled himself into the back bench beside Violet and Ruby. By the time Corbin shut his door, the headlights had fully appeared behind them. It looked like the same pickup truck, and it was moving faster than ever. As Owen pulled the van away from the shoulder, Corbin rolled down his window. He could hear the truck, even though it was still far away. They were racing.

      “I think you made them mad,” he said to Owen.

      “Well, they should’ve just let us go,” Owen replied, pulling into the eastbound lanes and picking up speed.

      Corbin turned around in his seat and looked through the back window.

      “Wow, I think they’re going to run right into your barricade,” Kaylee said, her face pressed to the glass.

      “Let’s hope not, honey,” Shane said. “We’re just trying to slow them down, not kill anyone.”

      Corbin saw the headlights growing. The bright light outlined the barricade in sharp silhouette, revealing the humps of the old vehicles, the glassless windows and broken doors.

      “Surely they’ll see the barricade and stop,” Corbin said.

      But the truck showed no sign of slowing down. Owen was picking up speed, weaving his way east, but Corbin kept his gaze fixed on the pickup. The headlights grew brighter and brighter, distorting the shadows of the barricade into some monstrous thing.

      “Oh no,” Kaylee said, in a sad little voice, clasping her hands in front of her face.

      At the last second, Corbin heard the squeal of brakes, but it was too late. The truck slammed into the barricade with a tremendous boom and a great gush of smoke and flames. And then the headlights died, and Corbin could see no more. Numb with the horror of it, he turned back around in his seat.

      “Damn, I was just trying to slow them down,” he said softly. “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.”

      “I don’t know why they didn’t slow down sooner,” Kaylee said from the back seat. “They drove into it at full speed. They’re probably all squished and burned and dead.”

      “Don’t say it,” Corbin replied, bowing his head. “What have we done? And it was my idea.”

      “Well, at least they can’t shoot us now,” Beth said. “Don’t feel bad, Corbin. We offered to give them back the van. They insisted on dragging us back to town and putting us on trial. Owen screwed this whole thing up, and the townsfolk left us with no choice but to get away. That’s just how it goes.”

      Beth had a hard edge. She could accept things like this, but Corbin found it harder. He had no problem taking out an attacker, none whatsoever, but this whole situation was Owen’s fault. He’d brought destruction and chaos to a quaint little town for no damn good reason, and Corbin had only made it worse.

      “If we hadn’t built the barricade, they would have chased us down,” Jodi said. “Maybe run us off the road, probably shot us. Don’t feel bad, Corbin.”

      “Right.” It was all he could say.
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      At some point Jodi fell asleep with her cheek pressed against the side window glass and Katie fell asleep in her lap. The next time she opened her eyes, the highway was bathed in early morning sunlight. She saw the massive trees rising up on either side of the roadway, the encroaching vines and shrubs, the rusting piles here and there that Owen had to dodge.

      “How far have we come?” she asked.

      Katie was still curled up and sleeping, as were most of the others in the van. But Owen was hunched over his steering wheel and scowling darkly through the windshield as if he hated everything he saw.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied. “Close to the border into South Carolina, I think, but most of the signs are either broken, stolen, or hidden by wild growth. Not far enough, if you ask me. I just can’t go very fast because I have to dodge all this rotting garbage from the old world.”

      “The highway is from the old world, too,” Jodi said. “I’m just glad it’s still intact enough to use at all.”

      He didn’t respond to this. If anything, he glared harder through the windshield. Jodi tried to think of something comforting to say. There had to be a way to pull him out of the dark place he’d fallen into. Owen was dangerous like this. He’d stolen from that poor town and maybe gotten some of their people killed. What would he do next?

      She felt a flutter of fear.

      Kaylee was the next to wake up. Jodi heard her sit up on the back bench.

      “Kaylee, sweetie, can you reach the supplies behind your seat?” Jodi asked. “Get us some food and a bottle of water. We’ll need to eat soon.”

      “What food?” Kaylee asked, sleepily.

      “Your choice,” Jodi replied. “Something easy to eat in the van.”

      As Kaylee reached back behind her seat to rifle through the supplies, the others began to awaken. Corbin sat up with a snort. Violet and Ruby, who had moved to the back seat, both woke up together. Shane rubbed his face and yawned, and a lethargic Beth finally sat up and frowned at the floorboard. Even little Katie finally woke up on Jodi’s lap and looked over at her father.

      “Daddy, we goin’ home?” she asked.

      “Home burned to the ground,” Owen replied. “We’re going to a new home, okay?”

      At this, Katie stuck her lower lip out and pulled herself out of Jodi’s lap. She landed on the floorboard between the bucket seats, and Shane picked her up. Kaylee passed out some trail mix and a bottle of water, and they had a rather dour meal together. Owen refused food but took a swig of water.

      “I look forward to the day when we can enter a place and not bring death and destruction to it,” Corbin said.

      “Hickory Falls wasn’t our fault,” Owen snapped. “We were the victims. Helios wasn’t our fault. We were the victims. And that last place would be okay if they hadn’t been determined to put us on trial.”

      “We’ve all made some questionable decisions,” Corbin said. “Our hands are not entirely clean.”

      “And that’s why you’re not in charge,” Owen replied. “You’ve lost your nerve. Every time we play nice, or hesitate, or try to act civilized, we pay the price for it. We lose people. We lost people by being too nice to refugees in Hickory Falls. That’s how Greyson got inside. We lost people by trying to leave Helios quietly. We were armed. We had the upper hand from the beginning. It’s a pattern, and I’m breaking the pattern. We left the last town with everyone alive and well. They didn’t have to chase us. Now, we’ve got this nifty van to speed us on our way so we’re not out there walking in the wilderness unarmed, susceptible to wild animals, cults, bandits, and whatever else.”

      Owen was practically ranting, red-faced, occasionally twirling a hand in the air for dramatic effect. When he finished, he smacked the steering wheel. For a minute, no one said anything. Jodi felt the tension inside the van. If anything, Owen had gotten harder and angrier since the previous night’s events.

      Finally, Beth cleared her throat and said, “Eh, I disagree with your take on things, grandson. Greyson still would’ve burned down Hickory Falls if we’d locked him out, and he probably would’ve gotten away with it. Helios had hundreds of devoted fanatics. The only reason any of us got out of there is because they were distracted by the public execution when we started the fire. As for the last town, all of that was entirely unnecessary and led to some innocent deaths. If we’ve been reduced to mere banditry, then we don’t deserve to survive.”

      Owen was breathing loudly, his lips pressed together in a tight line. When he didn’t respond, Beth said, “Aren’t you going to scream at me or insult me for disagreeing with you? Maybe kick me out of your van?”

      “Oh, shut up,” he muttered. “Just shut up.”

      Jodi was shocked. Owen had never spoken to his grandmother that way. Never. It would have been unthinkable. To her credit, Beth didn’t seem intimidated by it.

      “A heck of a lot of people have told me to shut up in my lifetime,” Beth said with a chuckle. “And I haven’t listened to a single one of them. I’m sure not going to listen to you. You’re not the only grieving person here, Owen. You’re not the only one whose world was shattered. There is no reason to heap abuse on us. We’re still a family, damn you.” And with that, Beth settled back in her seat and planted her hands firmly on her thighs.

      “Fine,” Owen said, after a moment. “Well, I’m done talking about what happened last night. I won’t say another word about it to any of you. Bring it up, and I’ll just ignore you.” He nodded, once, as if he thought he’d won the argument.

      Jodi sighed and forced herself to eat some of the trail mix, though she had very little appetite now. And, as if to mirror the mood in the van, clouds rolled in later in the morning, turning the sky from a brilliant blue to a gloomy gray. This dampened conversation further. They passed a few more settlements along the way, though some of them seemed to have been abandoned.

      Finally, around noon, they took a bathroom break, easing off the highway into the parking lot of a long-dead gas station, then driving around behind the building. Little Katie was restless, as was Ruby, so Jodi and Violet took them both out onto the parking lot to get some energy out. While Ruby dashed about and sniffed everything, Katie waddled in circles around Jodi.

      Behind them, the others found private places to relieve themselves. The old gas station building wasn’t a suitable option. It was partially collapsed and filthy. The old fuel pumps had been pushed over, and someone had forced open the fuel storage tank and emptied it. Beyond the parking lot, the detritus of numerous old camps was strewn about a field.

      “Mom, we’re in trouble,” Violet said. She was standing beside Jodi at the edge of the parking lot, next to an overturned dumpster. “What are we going to do about Owen?”

      “Speak softly,” Jodi said. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Owen moving through the high grass of the nearby field.

      “Why is he getting worse?” Violet said in a hushed voice. “Why is he angry at everyone?”

      “Grief is like a disease with no cure,” Jodi replied. “You never know how it’s going to ravage the mind, the body. Honestly, I don’t know how we help him.” Jodi sighed and looked up at the gray sky. It seemed to be getting darker in the west, and she could smell the impending storm. “As his mother, I should have some solution, shouldn’t I? But I don’t. I just don’t.”

      Violet reached out with both hands until she touched the hem of Jodi’s shirt. Then she pulled her mother into an embrace. “It’s not your fault. You’ve done plenty to help all of us. I’m just worried.”

      “You and me both,” Jodi replied.

      “Maybe we need to do something,” Violet said. “All of us, I mean. The whole family. Kind of like an intervention.”

      Jodi knew she was right, but she also dreaded it. Owen had already reacted badly to every other attempt at getting through to him. “I think we have to.”

      Only a few minutes passed before Owen returned to the van and began shouting at everyone else. “Let’s go! Let’s go! You’ve had enough time!”

      Jodi picked up Katie, and Violet called Ruby, and they headed back to the van. Owen was already behind the steering wheel, shouting out of the side window. Soon, Shane and Kaylee came trotting out of the field. Corbin appeared from around the corner of the building, and Beth returned last of all, still buttoning her pants as she made her way back to the van.

      Beth just barely got the door shut before Owen put the van in Drive and pulled away. As they drove back onto the highway, a light rain began to fall, casting the whole world into a gray haze.

      They continued their slow and steady progress past numerous towns, weaving among the dead cars, as the rain intensified into a full-blown thunderstorm. By late afternoon, it was very dark, and the road was treacherous. Jodi had passed Katie to Beth and moved to sit in the front seat to try to get a chance to deal with Owen, but her son was glaring through the windshield. The tension radiated off his skin like porcupine quills.

      “How’s the gas tank?” she asked, leaning over slightly to get a look at the gauges.

      “They put a huge tank on this thing,” he replied. “If I had to guess, I’d say they took it from a bus. It holds over a hundred gallons. We’re not even at half a tank yet. I could drive this thing all night.” He glanced at her darkly. “In fact, I think I will.”

      It was so hazy outside, and so dark, that Jodi shuddered at the thought of Owen trying to drive all night. The highway was littered with endless obstacles, and the rough, pitted road must be wreaking havoc on the tires. It felt unsafe to continue, and Jodi knew she had to say something. But first, she turned and made eye contact with her husband so he would be ready to back her up.

      “Owen, don’t you think we should stop somewhere and camp for the night?” she said.

      “No, I want to keep driving,” Owen said. “We don’t know how long we’ll have this van, or how long it will keep running. We don’t know how long those townsfolk will keep following us. I say we drive for as long as we can. When the van finally runs out of fuel or breaks down, then we’ll stop. You guys can sleep. I’ll keep driving.”

      Shane leaned forward in his seat. “Son, your mother is right. The highway is getting really bad with all this rain. It’s not safe.”

      Owen smacked the steering wheel with his hands again. “It’s not safe to stop! They might still be pursuing us! They had other vehicles in that town! We have to keep going, and we will keep going.”

      Beth leaned forward now and said, “If we stop at another old gas station, we might be able to retrieve some fuel. The van might have a big tank, but it will run out eventually. Let’s not wait for that to happen.”

      From the back row, Violet leaned over the middle seat and said, “Owen, we need a break. We can’t sleep in the van. Not while it’s constantly swerving! Please, pull over!”

      Even as she was speaking, Owen was forced to cut over to the inside shoulder to avoid an old semi that had overturned across both lanes. The tires bumped and thumped over some grass-covered debris, and Jodi was practically bounced out of her seat. Katie squealed with laughter at this, even as Beth wrapped her arms tightly around the little girl.

      From the back row, Kaylee cried out, “You’re going to get us all killed, Owen!”

      Owen pulled back into the inner lane, but then he had to cut over to the outside shoulder to avoid a couple other crashed cars that had apparently collided with the semi long ago. As he did, their back tires skidded on the wet asphalt, and for one precarious moment, they fishtailed. Jodi instinctively reached for the seat belt that wasn’t there, her hand fumbling behind her seat in vain, even as the back right tire left the road and spun in the wet grass for a second.

      With a loud curse and a cry, Owen took his foot off the accelerator and eased the van back onto the road. Then he hit the brakes, but that only made the tires spin. Finally, he let off the brakes and slammed the van into Neutral, dodging debris as he let the vehicle coast to a stop. When they were going slow enough, he pulled onto the shoulder again and came to a stop. Kaylee was crying in the back seat, as Violet tried to comfort her. Ruby was whimpering, and Beth was struggling to catch her breath.

      “Well, that was terrifying,” Corbin said.

      “We have to stop,” Jodi said. “Owen, you’re in no emotional state to drive, not in weather like this, and not in the darkness. Our lives are in your hands.”

      Owen slammed both of his hands against the steering wheel. “I got it. I got it,” he said, tightly. “Believe it or not, I had control of the van. We weren’t about to crash. We just skidded for a second, but I had it.” He leaned forward, slumping over the steering wheel.

      After a moment, he sat up again and flicked off the ignition. “Okay, fine, we’ll stop for the night. You can accuse me of being irrational or whatever else, but I’m just trying to get us to the coast as fast as possible. That’s the safest thing to do, whether you agree with me or not. I am not out of control.” He shifted on his seat and turned to face Jodi. “We’ll have to camp here in the van. Maybe it’s not the most comfortable setup, but we’ll stay dry, at least. And we gotta be ready to set off again as soon as the storm lightens up.”

      He glared hard at Jodi for a second, then looked at his father, at Beth, at Corbin, as if daring someone to argue with him. It was a tight fit in the van, but it was better than letting Owen continue to drive. Jodi couldn’t see any other option.

      “I’m fine with that,” she said. “Shane?”

      “Yeah, it’s a compromise,” her husband replied. “So be it. We may not get much sleep, but at least we’ll be safe.”

      “And we’ve got food back here,” Violet reminded them. “Enough for a few days, at least.”

      “Good,” Owen said. He started the van again and put it in Drive. “I’ll find a good place to park. At least we can stop talking about it.”

      He drove them to the next exit, creeping through what was now a torrential downpour. Then he eased off the highway into what appeared to be an old overgrown rest area and moved under a tree canopy beside a hollowed-out building that might once have contained restrooms. Owen flicked off the ignition again and turned off the headlights.

      “Okay, time to sleep,” he said. He leaned back in his seat, crossed his arms over his chest, and shut his eyes.

      The roar of rain was loud and constant, and occasional gusts of wind rocked the van. For a minute, nobody spoke, and the tension lingered. Kaylee had stopped crying, but she was sniffing loudly. Trying to distract her, Jodi said, “Kaylee, do you think you could break out a bit of food for dinner? Then we can sleep.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Kaylee replied.

      Dinner turned out to be a few cans of cold baked beans. It was filling enough, and Jodi was grateful that they weren’t on the road anymore, at least. After eating, she rocked little Katie to sleep. Then she leaned her own seat back and tried to sleep. The white noise of the thunderstorm helped, and despite being in the cramped van, she quickly slipped into sleep.

      The next time she opened her eyes, it was light, and she could see the buildings and cars of the old rest stop half-buried beneath new growth. A rusted-out Volkswagen Beetle was parked nearby, a skeletonized figure still in the driver’s seat. Jodi averted her gaze. The world was still filled with a gray haze as the thunderstorm continued unabated. When she looked around the van, she realized most people were asleep, except for Owen, who was glowering behind the steering wheel, arms still crossed.

      “This damned rain hasn’t let up at all,” he said, when he realized she was awake. “First light was hours ago. We could’ve covered a lot of ground by then, but, no, we’re stuck here in this pit.”

      “Surely it will let up soon,” Jodi replied. “Be patient.”

      “I sat here all night and half the morning, didn’t I?” he replied.

      “Owen…” She waited for him to look at her, but he wouldn’t. “Do you want to…do you need to talk about anything?”

      “Nope,” he replied curtly. “I just want to sit here and wait out the rain.”

      She wanted to reach him somehow, but this was clearly not the time. And she didn’t think she could push the issue without making him mad. She let it go. Eventually the others woke up, but the rain didn’t let up even as the morning slipped away. In the afternoon it was just as hard and relentless as ever, and Jodi saw water pooling around them, rushing down the nearby ditch like a river. It was so loud, the family could barely communicate without shouting.

      They had a meager lunch late in the day, and as the dull and dreary hours passed, still the thunderstorm continued. Indeed, it continued all through a second night, which was practically sleepless and miserable. Finally, when Jodi awoke from a fitful near-sleep sometime early the next morning, she looked out the window and saw that the storm had eased. It was still raining, but not quite as hard. And the wind gusts had mostly stopped.

      Before she had time to process this, she heard the engine start.

      “We’ve wasted way too much time,” Owen said in a growly, sleep-deprived voice. “The rain’s not so bad now. We’re going.”

      And with that, he put the van in Drive and pulled away from the curb. And then, Owen glanced at his mother and offered her something that almost seemed like a smile.

      “We’re going to reach the coast today,” he said. “Everything will be different then.”

      She took it as a promise, and it gave her hope. Maybe reaching the Atlantic would shake him free of the darkness. Maybe then he could finally grieve in a healthy way and return to his family. Maybe.
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      With all of the overgrowth, the lack of maintenance, and the debris, rainwater didn’t drain very well, and the highway lanes were hovering just inches above the water. Still, Shane was glad to be on the way again. At least when they were moving, he didn’t have to deal with the brokenness of his family quite as much.

      I should be able to get through to my son somehow, he thought, but I don’t know what to say to him. Maybe later. Maybe when we finally get where we’re going.

      They passed occasional dying or dead towns, and they saw signs of a few abandoned campsites. But the rain seemed to have driven any other people into hiding. They certainly encountered no other working vehicles on the road.

      They rounded a bend in the road, and Owen cursed. As he slowed the van, Shane leaned around his seat and saw two massive fallen trees lying across the highway, blocking all lanes. Beyond it, there were numerous other fallen trees and some large pieces of debris that seemed to come from buildings. There was even a large scrap of what looked like an entire aluminum roof partially wrapped around a tree trunk.

      “Well, that’s a problem,” Owen grumbled, slowing the van to a stop. “If it wasn’t for all the flooding, I might be able to drive around those trees, but as it is, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      “What’s in the road?” Violet asked from the back seat. “Someone describe it.”

      “Fallen trees,” Corbin said. “Pieces of buildings. Lots of flooding. The highway is basically blocked.”

      Shane was trying to imagine some way that they could clear the road, but there was just so much debris. And these were large, full-sized trees, beech and cypress and oak, thick trunks. But they couldn’t turn back now. Where would they go?

      “It sounds like a hurricane passed through the area,” Violet noted. “Maybe all that rain we’ve been hearing was from the edge of it.”

      “Oh, surely not,” Beth said, leaning to one side to look out the passenger-side window. She was also trying to contain a restless Katie at the same time, as the little girl kept saying, “Wanna get down. Grammy, wanna get down!” “Isn’t it a bit late in the year for a hurricane? We’re smack-dab in the middle of autumn.”

      “Grandma, hurricane season can run from June all the way to November,” Violet said.

      “Well, if this was a hurricane,” Beth said, “then it’s a damn good thing we were held up a while. If we’d been a few hours farther down the road, we might have gotten caught in that mess up there.”

      As Shane considered this possibility, he shuddered. It was yet one more terrible danger in this brand-new world without meteorologists, weather apps, or advance warnings. They’d been racing to the coast and could have been heading right into certain death with absolutely no idea.

      “I don’t see any way to clear the road,” he said, leaning between the front seats. “I think we’ll have to double back and find another road. I hate to take back roads, but we might not have a choice.”

      “I think you’re right,” Jodi said.

      “What do you mean?” Owen flung his door open and stepped out into the road. “Are you people going to give up that fast? We can clear this. Let’s at least get out and take a closer look. We don’t have to clear all four lanes. All we need is a path wide enough to squeeze the van through. Come on.”

      He beckoned them then started away. Shane glanced at Jodi.

      “It can’t hurt to take a closer look,” Jodi said.

      Shane opened his door and stepped out of the van. Owen was approaching the first of the trees that lay across the highway, a huge cypress tree with a massive trunk. Many of its branches had broken off and were scattered around or floating in the water-filled ditches. As Shane moved to join Owen, Jodi left the van and came with him. Soon, everyone was out of the van.

      When Shane caught up to his son, Owen was staring hard at the first tree, his arms crossed, as if he thought he could move it by sheer will alone.

      “It must’ve taken a strong wind to push over a tree of this size,” Shane noted. Indeed, an enormous section of the root system had been pulled out of the ground in a vast muddy tangle. “I don’t see how we can push it aside.”

      “It doesn’t have to be moved completely off the road,” Owen said. “The van has a big engine. It was redesigned for hard work. With a sturdy rope or chain, we might be able to tow one end of the tree just far enough to open a space on the far shoulder there.” He pointed off across the lanes toward the outside shoulder of the westbound lanes.

      “We don’t have either ropes or chains,” Jodi noted.

      “Maybe we could find something suitable in one of the old vehicles around here,” Owen said, gesturing toward some of the rusting hulks on the highway. “Surely some driver had a tow cable or chain in their trunk when the world ended.”

      Shane sighed. Owen sounded so hopeful, so determined, which was a lot better than the angry impulsiveness that had plagued him. Shane hated to have to burst his bubble, but beyond this first tree, there were many others. More than trees, there was all kinds of debris.

      “Owen, even if we could move this tree, the highway is blocked for a long way,” Shane said. “It would take us weeks to clear it, assuming we ever could, and assuming we could find a tow cable that wasn’t rotted or rusted through.”

      But Owen stepped up onto a broken branch and climbed up on top of the fallen tree. Bracing himself, he took in the view beyond. “I mean, all the trees that are down aren’t as big as this one,” he said. “Most of them are smaller, and anyway, the debris and stuff doesn’t all have to be moved. Remember, we only have to open up one lane, maybe just a shoulder, enough to get the van through.”

      All of his family was now arrayed in a line, and when he turned back around, his gaze went down the line. Something in the expressions of his family members seemed to anger him, and he frowned darkly as he climbed back down onto the highway. Shane took a step toward him, wanting to comfort his son somehow, but Owen flinched, then stepped to one side.

      “Okay, if you want to move this one tree, we’ll try to move it,” Shane said.

      Jodi grabbed his arm. “Shane, are you sure about that?”

      “Yeah,” Shane said. “We’ll find a chain or a tow cable and drag the tree out of the way, if that’s what you want, Owen.” It was meant as an olive branch to his son, but he didn’t actually expect him to take up the offer. After all, Owen had gotten a good look at all the additional roadblocks beyond it.

      Unfortunately, Owen decided to go for it. “Okay, let’s do it. Start searching nearby vehicles. Come on.” He clapped his hands at everyone and headed off to the nearest dead car.

      When Shane turned to his wife, she gave him a familiar look of disappointment. She didn’t have to say anything. He caught the meaning: What have you done? When he turned the other way, Corbin was giving him a similar look.

      “Well, I guess I’d better help find a tow cable,” Corbin said, holding up his hands. He turned and walked away.

      “If it makes Owen feel better to at least try something,” Shane said to Jodi, “then maybe it’ll help when we eventually have to find a detour.”

      “Maybe,” Jodi replied, “but probably not.” Shaking her head, she turned and walked off.

      The family spent some time digging through the vehicles that had slowly become part of the highway for more than three years. Only Beth held back in order to watch Katie. Most of the trunks were still locked shut. Owen spent a few minutes trying to hammer open the trunk of a Mercedes to no avail.

      Shane rooted through three vehicles and found some human bones, moldering clothes, rancid water, and even some makeup in a glove compartment. By then, he’d walked almost fifty yards back down the highway, and the next vehicle before him was a pickup truck that had somehow flipped on its side in the median. When he leaned over and looked through the passenger door, he saw the long-rotted remains of the driver curled up on the driver’s door, little more than a pile of filthy clothes, bones, and desiccated skin.

      Then Shane spotted a glint of yellow poking up from some intruding weeds in the back bench among some other tools and trash. He had to climb in through the busted passenger window, and then he had to step down a little too close to the corpse, straddling it with his boots. The interior of the truck reeked and had a haunting stillness. Shane shuddered uneasily, even as he reached down into the back of the truck and grabbed the exposed loop of tow cable.

      When he pulled the cable out of the trash and weeds, he was surprised to find that it was still in decent shape. He rolled it up into a ball and pulled himself back out of the truck. Calling for his family members, he thrust the tow cable over his head and made his way back to the van. Corbin caught up to him first.

      “You realize this is a monumental waste of time, right?” Corbin said. “We could be using this time to find a detour.”

      “It’s a compromise,” Shane replied, as the other family members came from all directions toward the van.

      “You mean, it’s an attempt to pacify someone who has lost himself in his grief,” Corbin said. “We’re basically coddling an insane person at this point.”

      “He’s not insane,” Shane said.

      “He’s getting there.”

      Right to the heart of the matter, as always. It was one of Corbin’s many gifts. He was perceptive and brutally honest. When Owen got there, he promptly pulled the tow cable out of his father’s hands and went to attach it to the back of the van. He worked fast, though he had a defeated look on his face.

      He knows this is a waste of time, Shane thought. So why is he doing it?

      Owen started the van and, without even waiting for the rest of the family to get back in, drove it toward the far end of the big cypress tree and turned it around. Then he got out and unwound the tow cable, carrying it back over to the tree. While the others mostly watched in frustration and despair, Shane decided to help his son, if only to earn some leverage to have a deeper conversation with him. He walked over and took the cable as Owen climbed up onto the tree.

      “I just want to know that we can move at least one damned thing,” Owen said, answering Shane’s unspoken question.

      “I get it,” Shane replied, passing him the tow cable. “You know, it won’t be that big of a deal if we have to divert to a state highway instead of an interstate. We’ll still get to the coast.”

      Owen said nothing to this. He wrapped the tow cable around the trunk of the tree and passed the hook on the end through a gap at the bottom. Shane took this and hooked the cable to itself. As Owen stepped down off the tree trunk, he finally muttered, “I just want to move the damned thing. That’s all.”

      He climbed back into the driver’s seat of the van, and Shane moved well out of the way. Owen gunned the engine, and the van lurched forward. The tow cable pulled taut, and when it did, both the van and the tree protested with loud groans. The tires spun a bit before gaining traction again, and then the tree began to move, sliding inch by inch, pivoting at the massive roots.

      But it was heavy, and clearly at the limit of what the van was designed to pull. The tires spun again, and the whole frame of the van seemed to cry out. The tree slid another foot or two; then some of the large broken branches dug into the ground in the median, and it ground to a halt. Shane moved farther away and motioned for the rest of his family to back up. Ruby whimpered and pulled Violet all the way to the far shoulder, as Beth and Jodi formed a wall to protect Kaylee and Katie.

      Owen revved the engine, and the tree moved a couple more inches.

      “He’s going to burn out the engine,” Corbin said. “Someone better stop him.”

      Shane tried to wave at his son to go easy, but Owen was bent over the steering wheel, teeth bared. He revved the engine again. The tree moved another couple of inches and stuck again, the broken branches digging deeper into hard-packed mud. Owen kept the engine at full throttle, and the wheels began to spin and smoke.

      “Son, that’s enough,” Shane shouted, though it was hard to be heard over the roar of the engine.

      Suddenly, there was a loud bang, and bluish smoke began to pour from the van’s exhaust pipe. The engine revved really high, then rattled a few times and died. More smoke poured out from under the hood, as the dead engine gave a last, long hiss.

      “Yeah, I called it,” Corbin said with a sigh.

      Owen flung his door open and stumbled out of the van. He went down on one knee, head bowed, and stayed there for a second. Shane braced himself for another tantrum, but his son finally rose and brushed out his shirt. As he came toward his family, it looked like he was either going to scream or cry. Instead, he just stood staring at them for a second, smacking his hands together.

      “Okay, well, I take the blame for that,” he said. “I overdid it.”

      “Looks like we’re on foot again,” Corbin said. “At least we brought that cart.”

      “You guys didn’t want to take the van in the first place,” Owen snapped. “So I saved us quite a bit of time. It was worth it.”

      Was it? Shane thought. People got killed for this stupid van. Instead of saying it, he just shook his head sadly. “I guess we’d better unload our supplies. We’ll continue on foot. Hopefully, we’re close to the coast.”

      He expected someone—Beth or Violet, at least—to have something snide to say to Owen about destroying the van for no good reason, but they all just went to the van to help unload. Jodi even patted Owen on the back in passing, and he gave her an embarrassed look.

      “Grammy, can I ride the wagon?” Katie asked, holding Beth’s hand as they went to the van. “Can I ride the wagon?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart, you’ll be riding on the wagon again,” Beth said, in a world-weary voice.

      Shane opened the back doors of the van and proceeded to unload. The others joined him, and soon they had the handcart down and piled with their various bags and boxes. In a way, Shane was relieved. It felt like their crime was over. Once the cart was full, Katie sitting contentedly in the center, Owen pushed past Shane and grabbed the handle.

      “Let me push it,” he said. “I think I kind of owe it to you.”

      “That’s fine,” Shane said, stepping back. “Just take it easy.”

      Though the road was impassable to vehicles, they found that they could get past the obstacles on foot. Sometimes, that meant ducking under enormous branches. Other times, it meant crawling over tree trunks or squeezing through gaps. Owen led the way, with Shane and Jodi just behind him. Corbin and Violet walked together, guided by Ruby. Beth and Kaylee brought up the rear. The rain had mostly died down except for the faintest drizzle, but the sky was still an unbroken slate gray—it almost felt like an enclosed dome.

      “Do we have any idea how far we made it?” Jodi asked. “Surely we made it over the border into South Carolina at some point.”

      “I didn’t see a state sign, but I think so,” Shane replied. “Not many signs left on the highway. Most of them have either been damaged or stolen. I think we’re deep into South Carolina at this point.”

      Owen seemed to want to set a brisk pace, but the cluttered road slowed him down. That was to Beth’s benefit. Among the toppled trees and vehicles, Shane spotted roof shingles, sections of siding, even a door that still had part of the frame attached. The hurricane that had passed through the area must have been quite strong.

      “I’m glad we missed this storm,” Shane said, taking Jodi’s hand.

      “I hope something worse isn’t waiting for us up ahead,” she replied, speaking softly.

      “Don’t say it,” Shane said, laughing uncomfortably. “You might speak it into existence.”

      The time in the van had at least allowed them to recover some of their strength for walking. Even Jodi’s back seemed like it wasn’t hurting her quite as much. Ahead, the land sloped down, and Shane saw a few tall palm trees swaying in the breeze. They had survived the hurricane, unlike so many of the sturdier trees.

      “Palm trees,” he said. “We have to be close.”

      Owen said nothing. He kept his head down and just kept moving. After about two hundred yards, they made it through the worst of the storm debris. There was still hurricane damage for the next few miles, but it was spread farther apart, giving them more room to maneuver. Indeed, the wind had actually cleared the lanes a bit by blowing some of the old dead vehicles into the ditch. Owen picked up a bit of speed, and the others did their best to keep up.

      As the hours wore on, palm trees became more numerous. Shane called a break for Beth’s and Kaylee’s sake at one point, but Owen would only stop for about ten minutes—just enough time to sit and sip some water. Then he hopped up, grabbed the handle of the cart, and resumed moving. The others had no choice but to get up and follow him.

      In another couple of hours, as the afternoon wore on, the interstate crested a small rise. When they reached it, Shane saw a vast landscape of buildings and new growth spread out in the valley below. Owen stopped here and waited for the others to catch up. Just a few yards ahead, an old highway sign on a broad framework that had once stretched out over the eastbound lanes sat at an angle in the ditch, but just enough of the sign had survived to be eligible.

      “Summerville,” Shane read aloud. “Exit 199-A.”

      Jodi gasped. “Shane, Summerville is a suburb of Charleston! We made it! We made it to the Atlantic coast!”
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      Violet could feel and hear a change in the wind. More than that, she could smell it. She knew they were approaching the coast before Jodi started shouting. For the last hour, she had been chatting quietly with Corbin as they walked, occasionally holding his hand. She really needed the comfort after all they’d been through in the last couple of days. Her big brother was falling apart, and she couldn’t do anything to help him.

      When she first sensed a change in the air, she thought it was because they were leaving the storm behind, but she could still feel the cool humidity on her skin. They hadn’t left the storm clouds behind yet. When Jodi made the announcement, a great sigh of relief went through the whole group.

      “I’m so sick and tired of walking,” Violet said. “I can’t wait to just sit on the beach and do nothing for a while.”

      “Sipping tropical punch out of a coconut with a little umbrella in it, right?” Corbin said.

      “Of course,” Violet replied. “I want all of my drinks served with little umbrellas from now on.”

      Violet and Corbin had slowed down until they were at the back of the group. It had been Corbin’s idea. He was afraid that Beth and Kaylee might get left in the dust if they brought up the rear. This also gave them privacy so they could talk quietly without being overheard.

      “I hesitate to be optimistic,” Corbin said, “but what if this really is the place we can finally settle down for good?”

      They were walking right down the middle of the highway, occasionally navigating around dead cars or debris. Ruby made sure Violet didn’t stumble in any potholes. Despite everything, the guide dog had never lost her skills or attentiveness.

      “It means we get to wake up to the sound of the surf,” Violet said. “To feel sand beneath our bare feet. To smell saltwater. Yeah, I kinda hope this is the place where we’re finally able to stay.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant,” Corbin said. He uttered a soft little laugh, and she knew immediately what kind of conversation he was trying to have. It still embarrassed him to talk about their relationship. “I mean, if we wind up living here for good, what does that mean for us? For you and me?”

      Violet decided to make him just a little more uncomfortable. “Oh, what exactly are you asking me, Corbin?”

      “I just mean…I don’t know. What kind of life do you want to build?” he said. “Together?”

      “Well, let’s see,” she replied. “I assume you’re going to build us a little beach house on a hill above the sand, and of course, we’ll need to have a big porch where I can sit and listen to the tide coming in. Is that what you meant?”

      “Why, yes, that’s it,” he said, grabbing her hand again. “You’ll get your beach house. And every day, I’ll head out before sunrise to go fishing, and we’ll have a big grill in the yard where we can cook and eat fresh fish on our big porch.”

      “Okay,” Violet said. “Sounds good. I’ll hold you to that. I’d also like a change of clothes at some point.” She pulled her hand out of his and ran it down the side of her crimson robe. The material felt coarse and thick, and she sensed small areas where smoke and fire had damaged it.

      “Yeah, you definitely need some new clothes,” Corbin said. “We all do, but you most of all. You still look like a priestess of Helios.”

      “Oh, God, don’t say it,” Violet replied, smacking him playfully with the back of her hand. “I don’t want to remember that place. I keep telling myself it was just a bad dream.”

      Violet couldn’t see the landscape ahead of them, of course, but she could sense another change in the wind. The highway had been lined with tall trees for miles, but it was opening up now. They were probably passing the old city buildings.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything,” Corbin replied. “I don’t want to dredge up bad memories.”

      “It’s fine,” Violet said. “Just kind of embarrassing, really. I can’t tell you how awkward it feels to have a bunch of crazy people worshipping you like that, chanting at you, crying out while you sit in front of them. At first, maybe it felt good for people to think I was special, but then it just got weird. Too weird.” She found herself drifting into a bad place, so she tried some levity to get out of it. “If you’re ever tempted to become an object of veneration to a religious cult, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Corbin said. “To be honest, I kinda feel responsible for that whole stupid thing. I mean Helios, the fire, the loss of our town. Nobody would have trusted Greyson if I hadn’t become his buddy.”

      “Hey, now, that’s not your fault,” Violet said, and she felt around until she found his hand again. “Greyson manipulated all kinds of people. That’s what he did. He was basically a psychopath.”

      “I watched him burn to death,” Corbin said. “He was dancing in the flames at the end. Almost sounded like he was laughing.” He made a disgusted sound, then promptly changed the subject. “By the way, we’re passing a big shopping center, lots of old strip malls and stuff. Looks like they got trashed, though. Looters, squatters, and weather went to work on this place.”

      “Thanks,” she said. Corbin had a way of helping her with visuals without making her feel like a child. She appreciated that more than she could say. “Any sign of the beach yet?”

      “No,” he replied. “Not yet.”

      “I can smell it,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “You can’t?”

      Corbin sniffed loudly. “Maybe just a bit. Not sure. It smells like a rainstorm to me. There are still quite few toppled trees around here. This place got hammered hard.”

      And what if they reached the beach only to find that everything had been scoured away by a hurricane? Violet found it disconcerting, but she also just wanted to get to the beach no matter what. Even if every building had been washed away, she wanted to finally stand on the warm sand and listen to the surf. That was all she wanted.

      They walked throughout the afternoon, chatting along the way, until suddenly Jodi cried out from the front of the group, “There it is! There’s the Atlantic!” It sounded like she’d gotten quite far ahead of them.

      “Do you see it?” Violet asked Corbin.

      “Yep, there’s a bridge over a river,” he said, “and then what appears to be a coastal island. Wow, so much water. Can you feel it?”

      Violet tipped her head back and concentrated for a minute. Indeed, she thought she felt and smelled the salt tang. “I think so, yeah. What a wonderful feeling.”

      “Come on. Let’s catch up to the others.”

      Violet gave the harness a little shake, and Ruby picked up speed, catching up to the rest of the group. They’d gathered at the side of the road on what felt like a sidewalk. Violet’s parents and brother were in some heated conversation when Violet and Corbin walked up.

      “What’s happening?” Violet asked.

      “There’s a community down there on that island,” Jodi said. “We can see new buildings, mostly small houses, maybe some kind of open-air market. Not sure. We’re just debating whether or not to approach them.”

      “We haven’t had much luck approaching local communities and trying to make friends,” Owen said. They’d reached the Atlantic, but the tone of his voice hadn’t improved much.

      “It’s a small place,” Shane said. “Fragmented. Nothing like that last town, or Helios, for that matter. The town isn’t even walled. We have to at least try to make contact and befriend them.”

      “But we don’t have to be friends with anyone,” Owen said. “That’s the thing. We don’t have to make nice with anyone. Now that we’ve made it, we can just build our own brand-new place and leave it at that.”

      “That’s a bad idea,” Jodi said. “We can’t survive in the long run without being on good terms with any potential neighbors. It can be mutually beneficial. We can’t meet every single possible need without some outside help.”

      “We have to make contact with this community,” Shane added. “I think that’s pretty clear. Owen, you know this. That’s why you insisted on checking out the last community.”

      Owen blew his breath out. “And look how that turned out! Oh, fine, whatever. Yes. I’ll go with you. But to be clear, I don’t want to make friends, and I don’t think we need friends, but you can do what you want.”

      Beth groaned. “When we get there, can we please just find a nice, comfortable chair, so I can sit down for a while? That’s all I really care about at this point.”

      “Of course, Mother,” Jodi said. “We’re all going to rest. Real rest. We need it.”

      “Looks like we’ve got maybe a quarter of a mile left to go,” Shane said. “We can do this, guys. Come on.”

      They set off again, crossing the final distance to the island community. Violet sensed that they were on a bridge now. The wind was blowing strongly off the river and the ocean beyond. It was exhilarating, sweeping her hair, which had grown long, off her shoulders. For the first time in many days, she felt hopeful.

      “Mom, the storm came ashore right around here,” Kaylee said. Violet’s little sister hadn’t spoken much that day. Owen’s meltdown seemed to have disturbed her deeply, so hearing her say a whole sentence was a good sign. “It must have. Look at the damage beyond the bridge there. I guess these people had to make a lot of repairs.”

      “So they’ll feel vulnerable,” Owen said. “Which means they probably aren’t going to be all that excited about some random family walking into town and trying to make friends.”

      “We’ll approach cautiously,” Jodi said. “But it’s better to be open and honest than try to sneak into the area. Maybe we can offer to help with some of those repairs.”

      “It’s amazing to me that you people think this is going to turn out okay,” Owen said. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? We can trust our immediate family and no one else. No one else!”

      “That’s just not true,” Jodi said. “There were a lot of good, trustworthy people in Hickory Falls.”

      “Everybody I ever trusted is either here or dead,” Owen said. “But, hey, let’s go make friends. Why not?”

      Violet heard him walking away, and soon, like always lately, everyone else was forced to follow.
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      The small community on the channel island looked like it had undergone very recent repairs, with brand-new boards, panels, and shingles standing out against older walls and roofs. Clearly, the storm had hit these people hard, and that made Jodi a bit anxious about approaching them. If they were still recovering, they might not be as open to outsiders entering their area. Even so, she could see no alternative. They had to make their presence known and try to make friends. Otherwise, they might look like squatters.

      As they reached the end of the bridge, she studied the small community. About two dozen buildings built in a variety of styles, they were set around an old intersection, standing out starkly from the rotting remains of older buildings. The town seemed to be centered around a large open-air market full of merchant stalls. Jodi could see people moving about the town, and some had already spotted them.

      “How do we do this?” she asked Shane.

      Shane and Jodi were leading the group. For the first time in days, Owen had conceded the lead and dropped back behind them, where he continued to push the supply cart.

      “Well, they’ve seen us,” Shane replied, “but they haven’t sent anyone in our direction. No missionaries, no city guard, no delegation. I’m guessing this isn’t a well-organized community, so we’ll just have to approach the first friendly face we see.”

      Beyond the bridge, the old highway sloped down toward the island community. There was no wall, no obvious defense, and no visible police force. Just people going about their business. Jodi saw an old man lugging a big canvas bag over his shoulder, heading for the market. An older woman was sitting on a back porch, washing what appeared to be a large bolt of linen in a basin of soapy water. A couple of young men were painting the walls of a house.

      “Which one should we approach?” Jodi said. “They’ve all seen us.”

      “Well, no one’s attacked us,” Shane said. “How about her?” He pointed at the woman sitting on the porch.

      “I guess so,” Jodi said. “She looks like a mom, maybe a grandma. Surely she won’t be hostile.”

      Jodi glanced over her shoulder and motioned for the rest of the family to hold back a little bit. Then she diverted off the road toward the woman’s back porch. She lived in a small hut that looked to have received significant repairs very recently, judging by the large unpainted panels. As Shane and Jodi approached, she glanced up from her wash basin. She was a large woman, African American, wearing a plain cotton dress and sandals.

      “Hello, ma’am,” Jodi said, waving at her. “Sorry to bother you. We’re new in the area.”

      The woman returned to her washing without responding.

      “We just wanted to say hello,” Shane added. “We’re not asking for anything.”

      The woman sighed and rose, shaking the water off her hands. Then she turned and promptly went inside her house. She pulled the back door shut, and a moment later, Jodi heard the click of a deadbolt. She looked at Shane and shrugged.

      “Well, at least she didn’t pull a gun on us,” Shane muttered.

      “Shall we try the painters over there?” Jodi asked.

      “Sure.”

      The rest of the family had hung back a few yards, and Jodi motioned for them to stay put. Owen seemed restless, scowling and wringing his hands like he was impatient to move on. Jodi headed toward the painters. They were young, strong-looking men, also African American, dressed in loose sleeveless t-shirts and handmade linen pants. They were currently slathering lime-green paint on some large wooden panels on the side of a large hut.

      “Gentlemen, good afternoon,” Jodi said, waving at them.

      “Could we ask you a few questions about your lovely town here?” Shane said.

      They young men looked back at them, then one whispered something to the other.

      “We’re…we’re friendly,” Jodi said. “We mean you no harm.”

      But the young men both dumped their paintbrushes on a nearby table. One set the lid back onto the can of paint.

      “We’re not here begging or anything like that,” Shane said. “We just want to meet the locals.”

      But the painters walked off without saying a word. Jodi was tempted to follow them, but she was afraid it would be taken as a hostile gesture. They went around the far corner of the house and were gone.

      “What do you make of that?” Shane said.

      “I don’t think anyone wants to talk to us,” Jodi said. “Maybe Owen is right.”

      She turned and headed back toward her family. Owen was pacing now. Kaylee was sitting beside the cart with Katie and playing with her toys, and Beth had found an old wooden crate and was sitting on it.

      “No luck?” Beth asked, as she intensely massaged her left knee.

      “No one will talk to us,” Jodi replied.

      “Why would they?” Owen said. “We’re just some weirdos who wandered into town with nothing to offer anyone. We’re no different from the refugees who showed up at the gate in Hickory Falls. Maybe they’ll go and have a town meeting before formally asking us to go away.”

      But Kaylee happened to look up then, and she pointed toward the town. Jodi turned to see what she was pointing at. A woman was approaching them, walking up the road from the direction of the marketplace. She wore a long, loose cotton dress of a bright, sunny yellow, her hair covered in a red kerchief, and a large knife hung from a black leather sheath on her belt.

      Jodi raised a hand in greeting, and to her great relief, the woman raised a hand in return. She appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties, with a broad, friendly face that seemed prone to easy smiles. That, too, was encouraging. She walked to within about ten yards, then came to a stop in the middle of the road, one hand hovering close to the knife handle.

      “Folks, I see you approaching people,” she said. She had a thick Carolina-island accent. “I’m not sure what you’re looking for here in Sullyton, but you can’t just walk up on people like that.”

      “We meant no harm,” Jodi replied. “We walked a long way to reach the coast, and we’re just looking for a place to camp.”

      “We’re not beggars,” Shane added. “It seemed better to let people know we’re around, rather than trying to squat somewhere.”

      “Well, no one’s looking to have you walk up on them,” the woman replied. “I’m Mariama. I’m the mayor here, so I’m the one you want to talk to. I need to let you in on a few things, folks. First, we’ve had a whole heck of a lot of looters in the past. Some of them looked like scum, but then again, some of them looked like you—nice families with little kids.”

      “We’re not looters,” Jodi insisted. Not entirely true, though, was it? She felt a twinge of guilt and hoped it didn’t show. She decided to say something more honest. “We’re just a family looking for a place to camp. We won’t hurt anyone or take anything that doesn’t belong to us.”

      Mariama stood there a moment, one hand on her hip, the other hovering near the knife handle. Despite her easy smile, there was an intensity in her gaze that let Jodi know this woman could take care of problems.

      “Well, for the sake of the kids, I’m going to let you come into town,” she said finally. “Do some business in the market, if you want. Find a patch of ground to camp on. That’s all fine. Just don’t cause any trouble, and don’t expect nobody to trust you, not for a while.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Jodi said, and then, because she didn’t know any other way to show her gratitude, she bowed her head.

      Mariama seemed amused by this. “Another thing,” she said. “Some of the locals are sick. If they avoid you, it might be because they don’t feel good. Avoid sipping from the stagnant pools if you don’t want to get sick, too. Got it?”

      “We generally avoid drinking from stagnant pools,” Shane said. “The last time I did that, I lived to regret it.”

      Mariama shook her head at him and headed back into town. “You’re free to come on in. Just don’t bother people.”

      Once she was gone, Jodi turned to her family. They all seemed a bit deflated, and Owen was fidgeting more than ever. “We don’t need these people,” he said. “We don’t…need anyone.” But as he said it, he frowned. He seemed the most deflated of all.

      “Well, we kind of do need them, actually,” Jodi said. “We’ll need supplies. We’ll need to find people we can trade with. There’s no real choice but to head into town and try to make nice with the locals. Come on. Be on your best behavior, and let’s see if we can’t win them over.”

      Shane nodded at her and set off toward town. Jodi beckoned the others and went after him. Owen grabbed the cart handle again with a huff, barked at Katie to climb back on board, then came after Jodi. The others followed him. They headed first for the market, where they found two rows of small stalls lined up beneath a recently repaired roof of plywood and canvas. However, about half the stalls were empty.

      Maybe two dozen shoppers roamed the market. There were people selling fish, tools, clothing, fruit and vegetables, and sandals. Jodi’s family got quite a few wary, even unfriendly, looks from both shoppers and sellers. As they walked past a fruit stall, Kaylee leaned over and took a big whiff of a basket of apples.

      “Mom, do you think they take regular currency here?” she asked. “Like old money?”

      “Gold and silver coins, local chits, or barter,” the fruit seller said—an enormous, deeply tanned gentleman with a long white beard. “Make me an offer, I’ll make you a deal.”

      Kaylee seemed surprised that he’d answered, and she moved away from the stall.

      “Maybe later,” Jodi said to the seller, giving him a friendly smile that wasn’t returned.

      As they made their way through the market, Jodi gazed beyond the stalls to the houses. She saw quite a few people lying in hammocks or on pallets on their porches. Even some of the shoppers and sellers seemed listless and sleepy. When they reached the end of the first row, she stopped and waited for the family to gather.

      “Not the most exciting town,” Corbin muttered.

      “There’s a weird smell here,” Violet said.

      “What does it smell like?” Jodi asked.

      Violet seemed to consider her response for a second before saying, “Sickness.” Indeed, her guide dog was sniffing the air rather vigorously as well.

      Jodi took a deep whiff, but she mostly just smelled the ocean and maybe some garbage coming from somewhere nearby. Suddenly, Owen let go of the cart handle and turned to Shane.

      “Dad, take this for me, would you?” he said. When Shane hesitated, he added, “I’m gonna head off for a bit. You guys stay here. Meet the locals. Have a good time. Do whatever you want.”

      “Where are you going?” Shane asked.

      “Just off by myself for a while,” Owen said. “I just…can’t stand this anymore. I’ll be fine. Just let me go.”

      And with that, he turned and headed off down the road and through the town. Jodi watched him go and felt a moment of panic.

      “Is he coming back?” she said. “Should someone go with him?”

      “Just let him go,” Corbin said. “The guy needs some time alone so he can work through his feelings. Maybe it’ll be good for him.”

      Jodi watched Owen until he disappeared behind a house, headed in the general direction of the beach. She didn’t like letting him go off alone. Maybe it was what he needed, but the last time he’d gone off alone, he’d come back with a stolen van and a whole bunch of angry people chasing him.

      “I just hope he doesn’t cause any trouble here,” she said.

      “He was desperate to get to the coast,” Shane said. “Now he’s here, I think he’ll calm down. I hope so.”

      Jodi turned and started down the second row of stalls in the marketplace. She just wasn’t feeling any relief about being here. They’d reached their destination, but now what? Shane was pushing Katie on the cart now. Corbin and Violet, at least, seemed to be enjoying the market, but Beth and Kaylee looked wary and tired. Finally, Jodi turned toward a vegetable stall and approached the seller.

      The seller was a young woman in a patchwork dress. She seemed friendly enough. At least, she wasn’t scowling at them warily.

      “Hello there,” Jodi said.

      “You wanna buy something, trade something, or what?” the woman replied, making a sweeping gesture over the array of vegetables on the table before her. The vegetables were stacked neatly in crates, but there were no signs, no prices, no information. Jodi saw snap peas, lima beans, cucumbers, various kinds of peppers, and squash.

      “How much do things cost?” Jodi asked.

      “You make an offer,” the woman replied. “I make a deal.”

      Jodi nodded. In truth, she didn’t really want to buy anything at the moment. She just wanted to interact with a few locals so the people would get to know them.

      “Okay, we’ll come back and make an offer once we’ve gotten settled,” Jodi said.

      The woman pursed her lips and grunted unhappily. Then she leaned in close, cupping one hand to the side of her mouth. “I don’t know where you people come from, but you didn’t pick the best time to visit Sullyton. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “What do you mean?” Jodi asked. She glanced around at all the unhappy faces in the marketplace.

      “Oh, yeah, we got some kind of sickness going around,” the woman replied. “Half the town’s in bed, sick to their stomach and sweating. That’s why the market’s so empty. It’s been that way for a few days, ever since the hurricane passed through.”

      Jodi looked at Shane. In her former life, she had worked at the Centers for Disease Control, so this was right up her alley.

      “Can a hurricane make people sick?” Shane asked.

      “Certainly,” Jodi replied. “Post-hurricane conditions often lead to the spread of infectious diseases. You add in things like warm air and stagnant water, maybe even an algae bloom. It’s a ripe environment for influenza and many other things.”

      “Yep, that’s it,” the seller said. “Feels like the flu, and Mariama said something about algae, too. So there you go. But it takes more than a flu to stop Keeli Armstrong from doing her job.” She tapped herself in the center of the chest as she spoke.

      “Thanks for the information, Keeli,” Jodi replied. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “Market’s open until suppertime,” Keeli said. “Come back when you’re hungry.”
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      News of the local illness had taken the wind out of their sails. It was bad enough to find a town full of unfriendly people, but now they had a serious health problem to contend with. Shane finally encouraged the family to go off somewhere private so they could figure out what to do next. They wandered the town for a little bit, looking for some place where they could talk as a family. As they walked along, Shane could now see evidence of the sickness all around him. Listless people lounged on porches, sweating and fanning themselves. Some were visible through open windows or doors, sprawled on couches or beds. He even caught the occasional distinct smell of sickness, which Violet had mentioned.

      Finally, Shane spotted what appeared to be a small meeting area consisting of some old picnic tables and benches in a gravel lot beside a collapsed park pavilion. No one was there at the moment, and it looked like the hurricane had severely damaged some of the tables. The family chose one of the more intact tables in a far corner and sat down. Beth dropped hard onto a bench. The poor woman had been pushed almost to her limit, and it showed. She was sweating, her thin gray hair plastered to her skull, and she’d barely spoken all day.

      Restless Katie began running around the gravel lot, and Violet let Ruby run around with her. Both of them seemed to have a lot of energy. Everyone else gathered around the table, as Jodi broke out a few snacks from their dwindling supplies.

      “Well, here we are,” Shane said, grabbing a small, half-empty bag of trail mix. “We made it to the coast, and we found Sullyton. Now, we get to deal with the reality of this place.”

      Corbin was sitting beside Violet. They seemed to have gotten closer during the long walk. “Half the people are sick from an algae bloom, and most of them want nothing to do with us. That’s the reality of this place, sir. I don’t blame them. Who wants to deal with some needy outsiders when half of your neighbors are bedridden?”

      “Maybe Owen has the right idea,” Kaylee said. “Just going off alone. Do we have to live in a town?”

      The question hung over them heavily, and no one had an easy answer. Shane took his wife’s hand and held it. “Even with what we’ve learned, I think we need at least some connection to a local community,” Jodi said after a moment. “Like I said before, we’ll need to trade for goods and supplies from time to time.”

      “Mom, we’re all going to get sick,” Kaylee said, resting her cheek on the tabletop.

      Violet perked up suddenly. No one had commented on her strange robe, but the locals must have noticed. Shane wondered if that had contributed in any way to their unfriendly welcome.

      “Grandma and I used to treat sick and injured people in Hickory Falls,” Violet said. “We could set up a triage area here in Sullyton, just like we did for the refugees back home. And we could even help these locals create garden spaces to plant medicinal herbs. Then we can help the sick people, and maybe the locals will be happier about our coming here.”

      “What do you say, Beth?” Shane asked, turning to his mother-in-law.

      She had slumped forward on the table, but she rose up now, fanning her face with both hands. “Yeah, it’s possible,” she said. “Can you give me a good hour or two to relax here? Then we can go talk to that Mariama and offer our help.”

      “Rest, of course,” Shane said. He grabbed a canteen and slid it over in front of her. “It’s been a long week.”

      “Long week?” Beth scoffed. “It’s been a long three or four years!”
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      Ultimately, they were a lot more exhausted than they realized, but Shane knew that if they rested too long, they would fall asleep right there in that gravel lot. They had to get moving again. Finally, he offered to take Violet and Beth to meet with Mariama and share the plan, while Jodi and Corbin looked after the youngest two and the supplies.

      As Shane headed back into town, he took it slow for Beth’s sake. Violet trusted Ruby to guide her down the cluttered road, and as usual, the dog didn’t let her down. It was humid and muggy here, and Shane found that his clothes stuck to him in a damp, unpleasant way. The bandages wrapped around his scarred left arm were soaked with sweat and starting to come loose. Nothing he could do about that at the moment.

      “I can’t wait to trade with some local merchant for a new set of clothes,” he said.

      “I hate this stupid Helios robe,” Violet said. “As soon as I get something else to wear, I’m going to burn it in a fire. It’ll be poetic justice, burning the robe of a fire god.”

      “Reuse the fabric,” Beth said. “Let’s not be wasteful just because the robe was made by crazy people.”

      “Okay, fine, Grandma.” Violet pinched a fold of the robe over her stomach and tugged at it. “I’ll make socks or underwear out of it. Or toilet paper or diapers or something.”

      They found Mariama chatting with the vegetable vendor, Keeli, in the marketplace. It appeared to be a somber conversation, and when Shane drew near, the mayor turned to her with obvious annoyance on her face.

      “Are you camping somewhere in the city limits?” she asked.

      “We haven’t decided that yet,” Shane replied. “Actually, we wanted to talk to you about something else.”

      “Oh, you did, huh?” Mariama said, and Keeli chuckled softly as if the mayor had said something amusing. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Well, we want to help,” Shane said.

      “My grandmother and I have experience making herbal medicines,” Violet blurted, speaking over him. “We want to help the sick people by setting up a triage space. It’s what we used to do in our old city, Hickory Falls. We helped hundreds of refugees with all kinds of injuries and ailments.”

      The expression on Mariama’s face changed, softening, the little hint of a smile fading away. She looked at Beth, at Violet, then nodded. “You’re doctors?”

      “Not classically trained,” Beth replied, “but I spent years treating all kinds of ailments with medicinal plants. I’m pretty sure I can help your sick people. I may not be able to cure them, but I’m confident I can help them recover faster and feel better. Just let us set up a treatment center somewhere in town, and show me what herbs you’ve got on hand. I’ll take it from there.”

      Mariama’s eyes narrowed.

      “Can’t hurt to give them a chance,” Keeli said. “It’s not like we have any alternative. Everyone’s laying around messing themselves, and we can’t do a damned thing to help.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true,” Mariama said. “We’ve let the sick people rest, but we don’t have any way to treat them. Okay.” She addressed Beth again. Clearly, she saw her as the leader of this group, not Shane, and Shane wasn’t about to argue with her over this. He stepped aside. “We’ll find you a place to set up your clinic, and we’ll provide whatever herbs you need, if we have them on hand. I can’t force people to come to you for treatment, but let’s see what you can do.”

      Mariama recruited the young painters to help the McDonalds set up a simple treatment center near the marketplace. They used a vacant house, lining up some cots along the wall of the empty living room, adding a long table and some chairs. Then they gathered up supplies from the marketplace, which Beth identified and selected, including mint, licorice, and horehound. Shane was tasked with lugging a small iron stove into the front yard, while Jodi tracked down a kettle and some cups. Beth planned to make various teas for administering some of the herbs.

      Finally, they built a crude medical cross out of some black scrap wood and mounted it on the outside wall of the clinic. The whole project took a couple of hours to set up, but once they were done, they opened the front door, cleared the sidewalk outside, and waited for their first patient.

      It was late in the day by then, and as Shane stood outside the building, waiting to direct people inside, he saw lamps and candles awakening in windows across town. The medical team consisted of Beth and Violet supported by Jodi and Corbin. Kaylee and Katie were allowed to wander the little house and play together as long as they didn’t go outside. As for Owen, the afternoon was approaching evening, and he still hadn’t come back.

      As he stood outside, Shane saw quite a few locals come out to gawk at the newcomers and their “treatment center,” but for a while no one approached. One particularly sick old man even stumbled out onto a porch across the street, leaned on a handrail, and stared right at Shane for a few minutes. He beckoned the man, but eventually, the man went back inside his house.

      To be fair, I probably wouldn’t approach strangers for medical treatment either, he thought. Not these days.

      Finally, after he’d stood there feeling quite foolish for a while, Mariama appeared, guiding a young woman. The woman was walking stooped over and clearly sick, coughing and wheezing as she was led to the clinic.

      “This here is my cousin,” Mariama said, approaching Shane. “She’s been sick for three days. She’s going to be your first patient. See what you can do with her.”

      “Absolutely,” Shane said. “Head right on in, ma’am. We’ll have you feeling better in no time.”

      After that, others came, and they spent the rest of the evening treating the sick with various herbal teas and other remedies. It was quite late before they finally shut the door and called it a day. They cleaned up the living room and began to prepare a sleeping area. When they began to settle in for the night, Owen still hadn’t returned.

      “Should we go after him?” Shane asked, as he pushed the table against the wall. “He’s out there somewhere. The island’s not that big. Surely, we can find him.”

      “I wouldn’t do it, sir,” Corbin replied. “He knows where we are. If we wanted to be with us right now, he would be here. I’d give him the night. Let him deal with his feelings. Nothing good will come from tracking him down and dragging him back.”

      “What if he gets hurt?” Jodi said.

      “What if he gets into some kind of trouble?” Shane added.

      “Either way, dragging him back won’t fix anything,” Corbin said. He was unrolling some blankets on the wooden floor. “He’s your kid. Do what you want. But that’s my advice. Owen’s got to work through some stuff if he’s ever going to be okay again.”

      And in the end, Shane and Jodi decided to trust Corbin’s judgment. They went to sleep that night without seeing Owen again, and when they awoke in the morning, there was still no sign of him. Shane had a nagging thought that they might never see him again, that his oldest son would move on to some other place without telling the family, but he tried to keep this thought down.

      The first day, they’d seen six patients. The second day, they saw almost two dozen. Beth and Violet treated their respiratory and digestive problems with various teas, while Jodi helped diagnose illnesses. Corbin occasionally ran for supplies, while Shane mostly guarded the door and welcomed patients. Herbal supplies were limited, but they managed to make them last.

      The locals seemed to be warming up to them. At first, they were wary when they came to the clinic, barely talking. Some were skittish and ready to flee at a moment’s notice. By the middle of the second day, they started to talk a bit more and seemed comfortable with the McDonalds. There were already reports of people recovering from their ailments with help from the treatment.

      Mariama came to check on them early the next afternoon. She strolled up to Shane in a pair of billowy linen pants and a bright yellow blouse, bearing a wooden staff, though she didn’t seem to need it.

      “Greetings, Mr. McDonald,” she said, as she passed him and walked through the door. “I’m hearing good things about the McDonald treatment center.”

      At the moment, Beth and Violet were bandaging a young woman’s injuries that she’d sustained from fainting and falling on her back porch. The patient was also sipping some mint tea.

      “People are feeling better,” Mariama said. “Breathing better. Going to the toilet better.”

      “We’ll run out of a herbs in a couple more days,” Beth noted, as she took the empty cup from the patient. “We should start planning for the future. Let’s plant a garden for long-term medicinal herbs, and maybe put together a team to scavenge for wild plants.”

      “Yes, yes, all of these things,” Mariama said. “I’ll tell you what, let’s meet and discuss this tomorrow morning. I’ve got about twenty or thirty more people that need to see you today, and I’m sending them this way.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Beth said.

      Mariama gave her a big smile, and this time, there didn’t seem to be anything dismissive or dubious in it. It seemed the McDonalds had won her over. As Mariama headed out again, Shane breathed a huge sigh of relief. Suddenly, their foundation felt just a little more secure.

      He went back outside to welcome more patients, and he was standing there about an hour later when Owen came strolling into town. Shane’s son had his head down, his hands in his pockets. His old Helios t-shirt looked filthier than ever, with dirt stains down the front, as if Owen had been crawling on the ground. His Helios pants were equally filthy. It looked like he was going to walk right past the clinic and keep going, so Shane called his name.

      “Owen. Son. We’re right here.”

      Owen came to a stop and stood there for a second, his gaze fixed on the cracked and pitted road beneath his feet. Then he slowly lifted his head and looked at his father.

      “Oh. Right,” he said. “Yeah, some local guy said something about a McDonald clinic. I didn’t know what he meant.”

      Since Owen wasn’t approaching the clinic, Shane went down the sidewalk to meet him. To his credit, Owen at least waited for him and didn’t run away. But Shane could see the distance in his son’s eyes. He still wasn’t well. Indeed, he might have gotten worse.

      “Where have you been?” Shane asked. He considered hugging Owen, but his son flinched when he got too close. “We missed you last night.”

      “Just enjoying some peace and quiet on the beach,” Owen said. “Trying to, anyway.”

      “Are you back now?” Shane asked. “We could use your help.”

      Owen shook his head. “Just came into town to find something to eat. I’m headed back out now.”

      It looked like he was about to leave at that moment, so Shane grabbed his arm. “Son, please, just stop. Don’t go back out there alone.”

      Owen pulled his arm free but turned to face Shane. “What, Dad? What do you want me to do, exactly? We’re here now. This is where we wanted to be, and we’re here. So let’s just deal with it.”

      Shane sighed. “Owen, for God’s sake, do you understand how hard it is for the family to deal with everything else when we’re constantly worried about you? Do you realize the emotional toll it takes? We just want you to be okay. Katie needs you to be okay.”

      “Emotional toll,” Owen said, scowling. Shane knew immediately that he’d messed up. “I’m a burden to you. To my own kid. To the whole family. I get it.”

      “That’s not what I said,” Shane replied.

      “It’s what you meant, clearly.” Owen looked at Shane, then looked away. “Just leave me alone. I have no desire to stick around and do chores. You couldn’t restrain me if you tried. I’m stronger than you, and you know it. Just let it go.”

      Shane reached for him again, but Owen batted his hand aside. Then he headed off down the road, motioning for Shane to stay back.
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      Owen wandered again for a while, walking beyond the perimeter of the town. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular—at least, not anything he could have articulated. The spot where he’d lain down the night before had been less of a sandy beach and more of a patch of muddy ground, but at least it had been in sight of the Atlantic Ocean. Amelia had always wanted to see the Atlantic.

      I wonder if her sister, Lizzy, came this way, Owen thought, as he pushed through a wall of beach weeds. She was headed east when she left Hickory Falls, but we never heard from her again. She probably died somewhere out there in this awful world.

      Amelia’s whole family was gone. Her brother had died, she had died, and Lizzy had disappeared, never to be heard from again. It haunted Owen how much and how many were just gone. In this post-Event world, people and possessions had a way of evaporating into death or the unknown at a moment’s notice. Everything felt so unstable that Owen was having trouble feeling connected to anything around him. It was an ephemeral world of ghosts and shadows.

      He felt the weeds grabbing at his pants, possibly ripping them. The Helios-made clothing was thin and loose, not the sturdiest stuff, but comfortable enough for the muggy weather on the coast. Beyond the weeds, he spotted a large stagnant pond at the base of a hill behind a row of houses. He couldn’t tell if it was a natural pond or the product of the recent hurricane, but the water was filthy and had greenish splotches floating on top.

      A sign had been posted nearby, and he walked around the perimeter of the pond to read it. A simple wooden board had been painted white. Black letters read “Not Safe to Drink.” Owen was staring at the sign when someone spoke from behind him.

      “That used to be our best fresh water source, but the hurricane did something to it.”

      Owen turned around and spotted an old man sitting in a rocking chair on a porch. He was ancient and gnarled, with little wisps of white hair on his head. He wore a pair of overalls that had seen many, many hard days. One of the straps was held together with a large safety pin.

      “Sir?” Owen said.

      “I said the hurricane ruined that water,” the old man replied. “It stirred up the algae, and you can’t drink it now. It’s made people sick. It’s not safe for humans, not safe for cats and dogs, not safe for anything. Only clean drinking water we’ve got left is what we stored in the tanks before the storm.”

      “I wasn’t going to drink it,” Owen replied.

      “If you got family or loved ones, I’d let them know,” the old man. “You tell them you heard from Jilo, oldest man in Sullyton.”

      “Okay, thanks, Jilo.” And because he didn’t want to talk to the man any longer, Owen walked off, following the pond back around to the weeds, then pushing through to the other side. It took a few minutes for the old man’s words to really sink in. Owen had intended to divert back down toward the beach, but then he thought about his family. About Katie. About Violet and her dog. Did they know the water was unsafe to drink around here? What if Ruby lapped from a pool and died?

      Even though Owen really didn’t want to be around anyone, he knew he had to say something, so he turned back toward town. He cut between a couple of storm-damaged houses, then crossed a street and turned toward the clinic. When he got there, his father was still standing outside the door. Owen braced himself and started up the sidewalk. When his dad moved to greet him, Owen waved him aside and headed into the building.

      As he walked inside, he saw Beth handing one patient a cup of some herbal tea, while Violet brewed more tea on a small iron stove near the back door. Jodi was cleaning another patient’s wounds, and Corbin was rearranging some supplies at the end of the table. When they realized Owen was in the room, everyone paused in what they were doing and turned to look at him, as if some mythological creature had just walked through the door. Even Violet seemed to sense his presence and turned away from the stove.

      “What?” Owen said. “What is it?”

      “We’re just happy to see you,” Jodi replied.

      “Oh. Right.” Her words barely registered. “This old man named Jilo told me to tell you that the water isn’t safe to drink around here. The pond where they used to get their drinking water has some kind of algae in it. Not even the dog can drink it. We’ll get sick.”

      “So what are we supposed to do about getting more fresh water?” Violet asked. “We got a big bottle of water from the marketplace, but what do we do when it’s gone? And our own water for our own personal use is running out.”

      “Jilo didn’t say anything about that,” Owen said.

      “We store clean water in big plastic tanks,” one of the patients said.

      “But it’s running out,” said the second patient. “Everyone’s worried about it, but too many people are sick to figure out a solution.”

      Owen pointed at Ruby, who was curled up on the floor in a sunbeam. “Violet, make sure Ruby doesn’t lap up any stagnant water. That’s all. Okay, I delivered the message.”

      He turned to leave, but Jodi rushed at him and grabbed his shoulders. “Owen, wait, please. We could use your help. Don’t run off again, not right now. Look, we won’t pester you with questions or lecture you. We’ll give you whatever space you need, mentally and emotionally. Just don’t leave again. Stay with us. We need your help.”

      Before, this would have irritated him. But since they’d reached the coast, something had changed in him. Everything now felt disconnected, not quite real, and he struggled to engage. His father’s comments had annoyed him, but even then, his emotions had felt blunted somehow. His mind was like a knife that had had its blade’s edge dulled.

      “Fine,” he said, shrugging off his mother’s hands. “I won’t walk away again. I just don’t want to talk about anything. What do you need me to do?”

      “We need you to do something about the water,” Jodi said. “Will you help us with that?”

      “Sure,” he said. “We just have to kill the algae. What kills algae?”

      Jodi thought for a second, but Violet provided the answer. “Chlorine would kill the algae bloom.”

      “That’s true,” Jodi said, “but it would take time. And once the algae is dead, we’ll need to purify the water and let it aerate for a while before it’s safe to drink. In the meantime, maybe we could find another source of fresh water, a safe one.”

      “Find chlorine,” Owen said. “Treat the water. Let it aerate. Find a temporary alternative water source. Is that my assignment?”

      He didn’t mean it sarcastically. If anything, he felt like he was speaking in a dream, but Jodi reacted badly. She pulled a face and said, “I’m not asking too much from you, am I? It’s just that…I’ve got to stay here and help with the clinic, but we’re running out of water.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” he said. “I’ll go right now. I have the whole afternoon to find these things.”

      “I’ll go with him,” Corbin said, stepping away from the table. “I don’t want Ruby getting sick from drinking puddle water.”

      Owen shrugged. “That’s fine.”

      And with that, he turned and headed back outside. He heard Corbin saying something to Violet—it sounded like romantic words—and then he trotted up beside Owen. They passed Shane, but fortunately, he didn’t say anything. He let them pass in peace.

      “Chlorine and fresh water. Chlorine and fresh water,” Owen muttered, trying to get them to stick in his brain. When they reached the road, he turned left toward the marketplace and started moving in that direction. At first, Corbin didn’t say anything, just trotted along beside him.

      Finally, as they drew near the market, he cleared his throat and said, “You think we can find chlorine in the market? Is that why we’re headed this way?”

      Owen looked at him. Was he really there? “No, I wasn’t headed for the market,” he said. “They just have, like, fruit and sandals there. I don’t know where I’m going.”

      Like Owen, Corbin was wearing old Helios clothes. When had his hair and beard gotten so long and unkempt? Owen couldn’t quite recall.

      “Can I tell you what I think?” Corbin said.

      Owen motioned for him to continue.

      “Well, no one’s making chlorine anymore,” Corbin continued. “Our best bet would be to find some old store that had pool supplies and see if anything is left on the shelves. Unlikely after all this time, but not impossible. There had to be a ton of swimming pools among the mansions on this island back in the day.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Owen said. “I spotted the ruins of an older town just north of here. Big houses, maybe some stores, rich people stuff.”

      “Great,” Corbin said. “Then that’s where we’ll go. And, heck, maybe we’ll find a source of fresh water there, as well. The whole damned island can’t be infested with algae, can it?”

      Owen shrugged at this.

      They walked mostly in silence all the way to the market, where it seemed more people than before were conducting business. Some of the sick had recovered enough, apparently. Owen and Corbin went right through the market and continued north down an old, pitted road, past rows of homes—some of which had recently been repaired, and others that were desperately in need of it. A few locals greeted them in passing, and fortunately, Corbin handled the friendly responses.

      North of Sullyton, there was a long stretch of overgrown road before they reached the ruins of whatever town had stood here before. As they headed that way, they had to dodge big potholes in the road—much bigger than they’d seen on the highway.

      “Owen, I know you’re not in a chatty mood,” Corbin said, after a few minutes of silence, “but I just wanted to say, I know you’ve been through some crap, and it sucks. I’m sorry about Amelia. I really am. I wish we’d gotten her out of Helios safely.”

      As soon as Corbin said her name, Owen saw her lying on the side of the road, bleeding out beside that big rock wall. The image was so vivid in his memory that it shocked him out of his daze, and suddenly he was snapped back to the real world.

      “We tried to get everyone out of Helios safely,” Owen said. He didn’t like being back in reality. It was like sharpening that blade so feelings cut deep. “We tried. Flare got off a lucky shot, I guess, and here we are. It sucks.”

      “It does indeed,” Corbin replied. “If you think about it, we’ve both really been through so much these last few years. Every time it seems like things might settle down, some other awful thing happens.”

      As Corbin spoke, Owen thought of his former days. He saw Amelia in Hickory Falls, carrying little Katie in her arms. How could she be gone? How could that part of his life be erased? And who was he without her? And that made him think about Katie.

      “I’ve become a crappy father,” he said. “Poor Katie. Her mother died, and I’ve hardly spoken to her in days.”

      “You’re grieving, man. We don’t always do our best when we’re grieving,” Corbin said.

      Owen glanced at him. Corbin was a true friend. Clearly, he wanted Owen to feel better about himself, but it didn’t quite work. “You don’t understand what it’s like when you fail as a parent. It’s not a thing where you can just shake it off and say, ‘I did poorly, but there’s room for improvement.’ No, instead, you feel worthless, you feel like a monster.”

      “It’s not exactly the same, but I’ve felt bad about how I treated Violet,” Corbin replied. “Things are better between us lately, but I still worry that I’m not good enough for her. I think about that a lot, actually.”

      “If you’re a bad boyfriend, then maybe the relationship ends,” Owen said, “but if you’re a bad father, then you screw up your child’s mental and emotional development, and that can mess them up for life, man. For life! And she already lost her mom. What am I doing? What’s wrong with me?” The pain was sharp, almost too much to handle. Owen smacked a hand against the side of his head repeatedly.

      Corbin finally grabbed his wrist to stop him. “It’s not too late! You can fix things. Katie will be okay.”

      Owen stopped walking, trying to collect himself. His emotions seemed so chaotic, impossible to wrap his arms around and contain. Ahead, he saw the ruins of the old town sprawled across an intersection.

      “Let’s stop talking about this and focus on our assignment,” Owen said. “Sorry, Corbin, it’s all just too raw right now. I’ve been losing my mind for days, and I don’t know how to get it back.”

      “You’re going to be okay,” Corbin said, clapping him on the back. “Don’t give up on yourself.”

      Owen stood there for a few minutes, staring at the town. Something drew his gaze, but it took a moment to make it out clearly among the jumble of crumbled buildings and rotting vehicles. It was a glimmer of light cutting across a side road near an old house. Finally, Owen moved toward it, beckoning Corbin to follow.

      “You see something?” Corbin asked.

      “Water,” Owen replied. “Running across the road. Where’s it coming from?”

      As they drew near the intersection, he turned down the side road. Water was indeed running across the side road in a rivulet. Not stagnant but coursing downhill from some source. He squatted in front of it and let it accumulate in his cupped hand. Then he brought it to his nose. It didn’t smell bad. It looked clear. It was also remarkably cool.

      “Let’s find the source,” Corbin said.

      They followed it upstream as best they could. As it turned out, the water was running down a shallow ditch at the edge of what had once been someone’s front yard. Beyond the yard, it seemed to be trickling over some rocks on the side of a steep slope. Owen clambered up the rocks and finally came to a spot where the water stopped. He dug into the rocks and found mud. He dug deeper, and suddenly cool water gushed out over his hands.

      He held his hands up to Corbin. “Look at that.”

      “Dude, I think we just found a freshwater spring,” Corbin said, with a big grin. “Or possibly an old burst water pipe. Either way, it’s good news. You see that there? We’re both wallowing in despair, and fate give us a big, old, wet sloppy kiss.”

      Owen dared to sip the water. It tasted clean. “Yes, this is good news,” he echoed. He wiped his hands off on his shirt. “Come on. Let’s go tell the others.”

      He rose and made his way back down the rocky slope, picking his way carefully. Corbin took a moment to sip some water, then came with him. As they headed back to Sullyton, Owen felt the first little twinge of hope that he’d felt since Amelia’s death. It was fleeting and soon gone, but even so, it was a feeling he’d almost entirely forgotten.

      “We’ll need containers,” he said. “Lots of clean containers so we can collect the water.”

      “Yeah, but we still need chlorine to kill the algae,” Corbin reminded him. “This water can get infected, too, if we don’t treat that problem.”

      “We will. Let’s just break the good news first,” Owen said.

      The words were still in his mouth when he felt something so strange that he came to a stop. He shivered and crossed his arms over his chest. It was a gust of wind, but that wasn’t what made it strange. Indeed, a warm wind had been blowing off the river all day.

      “You feel that?” he said.

      Corbin nodded. “Yeah, the wind is changing direction. Coming in from the south all of a sudden, and it’s strong.”

      “Really strong,” Owen said softly. “Do you know what this means?”
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      As soon as Owen and Corbin left, Jodi felt such a surge of anxiety that she could scarcely concentrate on work. It was so important for this mission to go well. If Owen could do some concrete good work, it might begin to pull him out of the darkness. She waited until they were gone, then turned back to the table. One of the patients was sipping tea. The other had been bandaged up and was preparing to leave.

      “Do I owe you anything?” the second patient asked Beth.

      “No, no,” Beth replied. “We’re just helping out the community.”

      “But why?” the patient asked.

      “So we’re not just taking up space,” Beth said. “We want to be good neighbors.”

      After the two patients left, they were alone in the house. It seemed the locals were done visiting the clinic for the time being, but Shane stayed outside for a while just in case.

      “Well, we seem to have won over the Sullytonians,” Jodi said, as she went to help Violet clean up the tea and put out the stove fire. She heard Kaylee playing games with Katie in a back room. Kaylee had really stepped up to babysit the little one that day.

      “I’d say we earned our keep,” Beth said. She sat down in a chair with a huff and began fanning her face with her hands.

      Violet poured out the last of the water from the kettle through an open window. “Do you suppose Owen and Corbin will have any luck?”

      “I don’t know how likely it is that we’ll find chlorine,” Jodi said. “It would have been sitting on a shelf for almost four years now, undisturbed. We’ll just have to wait and see.”

      A gust of cool air came through the open window, stirring debris in the room. Jodi shivered. It was moist air, a strong wind, and it seemed to be coming off the ocean. Violet leaned through the open air and sniffed.

      “That kind of smells like rain,” she said.

      Jodi walked up beside her and looked outside. She scanned the sky and saw clouds lying low, resting on the trees and rooftops, to the southeast.

      “Well, I guess if it rains, we should try to collect it,” Jodi said. “What have we got that we could use? Any buckets or barrels?”

      “A kettle,” Violet said, with a shrug. “Some cups.”

      Jodi stepped back into the room. At that moment, she heard voices through the front door, and suddenly, Owen and Corbin stepped into the house, Shane following. The boys weren’t carrying anything—certainly no old, dusty containers of chlorine.

      “No luck?” Jodi asked.

      “Oh, we found fresh water,” Corbin said. “It’s pouring right out of the side of a hill in the ruins of a town just north of here. Probably some kind of natural spring. All we have to do is find a way to collect it.”

      Jodi studied Owen’s face. Something was different. He seemed less dazed, and the hardness was gone. As she’d hoped, the partly successful task had helped him feel better, apparently.

      “Owen, did you find any chlorine for the pond?” she asked.

      Owen shook his head, then glanced at Corbin.

      “We came back to deliver the good news about the drinking water,” Corbin said. “Plus, uh, I don’t know if you can tell, but there’s been a change in the weather.”

      “Smells like a storm,” Violet said. She crossed the room, and Corbin went to meet her.

      “This is more than a storm, I think,” Corbin said, hugging Violet. “Jodi, you might want to step outside and take a look.”

      More than a storm. Those words made Jodi shiver, as she moved past her family and stepped outside of the little clinic. She’d seen clouds to the southeast, but her broader view had been limited by trees and other houses. She moved all the way out to the road and scanned the sky again. Now she saw that the storm clouds were part of a much larger gray mass that practically filled the horizon to the south.

      As the rest of her family came outside, she heard Corbin quietly describing the appearance of the clouds to Violet. Shane came up beside Jodi and put a hand on her back.

      “Yeah, those clouds are troubling,” he said. “Looks like outflow clouds.”

      “What are those?” Violet asked.

      “I’m no meteorologist,” Shane said, “but from what I recall, outflow clouds are what you usually see on the leading edge of a really big storm. They look a bit like a big shelf.”

      “So it’s a thunderstorm?” Violet said. “In that case, we need to get every box and barrel in town and try to collect as much of the water as we can. It’s a blessing in disguise, right?”

      “Could be,” Shane replied.

      “Well, it’s almost evening now,” Jodi said. “I think we’re done seeing patients for the day. Let’s round up some containers to collect the rainwater in case it hits sometime in the night, but looking at it now, I think it’s possible it won’t hit until the morning.”

      They went back to the marketplace, but the vendors had all gone home. Lights flickered in numerous windows, but it seemed everyone was indoors now. Rather than bother the locals, the McDonalds made do on their own. They managed to find a barrel sitting discarded in a corner of the market, so Shane and Corbin cleaned it out and set it just outside the front door of their clinic. By then it was fully dark, so the family retreated inside and had dinner.

      They made pallets in an old back bedroom, clearing the hardwood floor and laying down blankets. Jodi wound up close to the bedroom window, with Shane on her right and Katie on her left. She could hear the growing howl of wind throughout the night, and it kept waking her up. Finally, about the tenth or eleventh time that a gust of wind roused her, she opened her eyes and saw gray light through the dusty windowpane.

      Jodi sat up, surrounded by the snoring and loud breathing of her entire family. She leaned toward the window and cleared a spot with her sleeve. Her view of the house’s overgrown side yard showed that no rain had fallen yet, but the wind was strong, shaking the trees. And the sky to the south was a deep, dark gray.

      This is no thunderstorm, she thought.

      She rose and began to wake the rest of the family. When Violet sat up, Ruby hopped to her feet and began pacing the room anxiously.

      “The wind is so loud,” Violet said. “Is it morning?”

      “Just after sunrise, I’d guess,” Jodi said.

      “Is the thunderstorm here yet?” Violet said.

      “Violet, I don’t think this is a thunderstorm,” Jodi replied.

      Shane, Corbin, and Kaylee were all up now and crowded around the bedroom window. A gust of wind made the roof creak above them as it whistled through cracks in the walls.

      “Shane, we need to go and meet with Mariama,” Jodi said. “This is really bad. Could be a tropical storm, could be a hurricane. Either way, we have to figure out what to do.”

      He turned to her and nodded sadly.

      “Hurricane?” Kaylee whimpered. “Is that even possible? They just had a hurricane here, like, a week ago!”

      “Unfortunately, hurricanes can occur in quick succession,” Shane said. “They can even happen at the same time.”

      They all got ready as fast as they could and headed out together. Jodi considered leaving Katie and Kaylee at the house, with Beth to watch over them, but both of the little ones were clearly scared. It seemed wiser to keep the family together.

      When they stepped outside, Jodi saw that the whole sky was gray, though it was darker to the south and southeast. The wind came in gusts, shaking the trees all over town. The air was cool but very humid. She could feel the moisture against her face. The family went together, walking in a tight pack with the littles ones in the center, to the marketplace.

      When they got there, they found Mariama helping an early morning vendor to pack up a bunch of handmade belts and sandals into a big crate, while about a dozen others milled around, looking anxious. The locals kept casting furtive gazes at the dark southern sky. As the McDonalds entered the marketplace, Mariama came toward them.

      “You guys picked a bad time to visit the Atlantic Ocean,” she said. Mariama was wearing a dark blue robe that looked like something she might have slept in, and her hair was still wrapped in a kerchief. “I’m shutting down the market, and I’ve sent messengers to call a town meeting. Y’all probably need to be part of it.”

      “Tell me you have some kind of contingency plans for a storm like this,” Jodi said.

      Mariama gave her a sour look. “Contingency plans for a hurricane? Yeah, it’s called run like hell.”

      And with that, Mariama went back and helped the vendor finish packing away his goods for the day. As the McDonalds huddled in an unused vendor booth, other locals began streaming into the market. Jodi spotted Keeli, the young merchant they’d met on their first day. She came into the market lugging a large backpack.

      The unfriendly painters, the unfriendly washer, and about two dozen other locals soon appeared. One ancient man, bent and wrinkled as a prune, shuffled into the marketplace on an old walker. Within about fifteen minutes, the marketplace was packed full of nervous, chattering people, and as the wind gusted through the open space, Mariama stepped up onto a crate in one corner and raised her hands to draw attention.

      Just then, as if to defy her, one of numerous tarps covering a booth was torn loose and went flailing up into the stormy sky. Mariama watched it fly away, then sighed and patted the air, as the crowd murmured. However, a few people left then, skittering off like spooked animals.

      Owen had been standing around, gazing at everything in a sleepy daze, but Jodi saw him now reach down and pick up Katie, pulling his daughter against his shoulder and whispering encouragements to her. The little one seemed delighted by this.

      “Now, now, my friends, we’re not gonna panic,” Mariama said. “Yes, it’s looking bad out there, and I won’t lie to you about that.”

      “We won’t survive another hurricane,” someone shouted. “We barely made it through the last one!”

      A stronger gust of wind roared through the marketplace, forcing everyone to hunker down. Owen turned his back to the wind and put a hand on top of Katie’s head. Jodi saw a few more locals leave the meeting then, running back to their homes.

      “We are going to survive it, together,” Mariama shouted.

      Corbin spoke up then. He had been standing with Violet, his arms around her, as Ruby whimpered and looked around. “If we’re going to survive, we can’t stay on the coast,” Corbin said. “We all have to leave, and leave now! It may already be too late.”

      Mariama had been nodding at his words, but she glared at his last comment. “It’s not too late. We’re going to leave town together, okay? We’re going to help each other. Go home right now, everyone, and gather up whatever you can carry. Meet back here in half an hour, and we’ll leave together. Okay? Okay!”

      The ancient man with the walker said, “I ain’t leaving my home,” though his words were almost lost in the wind. Then he turned and went shuffling back out of the market.

      “If someone can get Joli on a wagon and drag his old butt out of town,” Mariama said, “please do so! We won’t leave anyone here to die, if we can help it. Come on, folks. Half an hour. Let’s go!”

      She clapped her hands, and the crowd began to disperse. The McDonalds found themselves walking directly into the wind as they headed back to the clinic. When they got inside, they quickly began to gather up their meager possessions, loading them onto the handcart, but it was a somber group.

      “I can’t believe we have to leave already,” Kaylee said, dumping Shane’s old single-strap backpack onto the cart. “We never get to stay anywhere. It’s not fair.”

      “We’re coming back,” Jodi replied, giving her daughter a hug. “We just have to wait for the storm to pass. If we’re lucky, it won’t be that bad.”

      “Lucky,” Kaylee scoffed. “When have we ever been lucky?”

      “More times than I can count,” Jodi said.

      Beth packed up the medicinal herbs along with their food, and Corbin rolled up the blankets. Shane made sure everything was properly stacked on the cart, leaving enough room in the middle for Katie to ride in style. And then it was time to go. The family stood together by the front door, Shane holding the cart handle. Owen was still carrying Katie, patting her on the back, even rocking her a bit to keep her calm. Jodi couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so attentive to his daughter’s needs, and it almost moved her to tears, despite everything.

      “Well, this is it, then,” Shane said. “We stick together, no matter what, okay? Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “You can’t promise that,” Kaylee said.

      Shane bowed his head. “It’s not a promise, sweetheart. It’s just...a hope. A prayer.”

      Kaylee seemed to accept this. Or at least, she chose not to respond again. Jodi could see the disappointment on every face. The family had just found a purpose in Sullyton. They’d just been given a new home, and they were starting to make friends. And now, not two days after arriving, they had to flee.

      “Now, look, this might turn out to be nothing more than a tropical storm,” Jodi said. “Don’t assume the worst. We’ll head inland to escape the worst of the rain and wind, and then we’ll be back in a day or two.”

      “A day or two,” Violet said. It didn’t sound like she believed it. She had Ruby’s harness in her left hand, Corbin’s hand in her right.

      Jodi traded a look with Shane, and he reached out and gently rubbed her back. “We’ll be okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      “Let’s go,” she replied.

      She led the way, stepping through the door into the wind. Shane followed, then Owen with Katie. Beth and Kaylee were behind them, and Violet and Corbin brought up the rear. Jodi looked to the south and saw the vast grayness there, utterly dark in the center, and she felt a sick sense of dread. This didn’t look like, feel like, or smell like a tropical storm. This felt like the end of the world.
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      The talk with Corbin had helped. Finding the freshwater spring had helped even more. But Owen was still in a daze. All he could do was focus on the tasks at hand, one at a time, and trust that somehow his foggy brain would clear up in time. He was carrying Katie, trying to comfort her as they headed back to the marketplace.

      “Daddy, I don’t want rain,” Katie said in his ear. She still had trouble with her Rs, so it sounded more like “wain.”

      “Yeah, that’s why we’re leaving town for a little bit,” Owen replied, patting her on the back. “We’ll get away from the rain, and come back when it’s done. How does that sound?”

      “Okay,” Katie said, in a whiny little voice, as she mashed her face against his shoulder. “Mommy’s going, too?”

      That stung. Katie hadn’t mentioned Amelia much, and Owen had no idea how to handle it. What could you possibly say to a two-year-old about her dead mother? “No, Mommy’s not going with us. I’m sorry.”

      He expected a meltdown, but Katie just whimpered a bit and seemed to resign herself to this. She was so tiny in his arms, so light. He felt like he could carry her all day. Even so, he walked right behind his father and the cart, just in case Katie decided she wanted to ride with the supplies again.

      As they approached the market, he saw that roughly fifty people were gathered there, many of them lugging carts or wagons, others with huge backpacks, even a few military-style green C bags. The old man, Joli, was not there, and Owen briefly entertained the notion of tracking the old guy down and trying to force him to leave town. Ultimately, he decided that Katie and his family had to be his focus.

      Mariama hadn’t returned yet, so the crowd was murmuring anxiously. There were whole families, like the McDonalds, with little kids, and a few elderly people, some in wheelchairs. The fruit vendor named Keeli was standing nearby with another woman, both of them lugging rolling suitcases. She turned toward Jodi.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” she said. “I just have to ask. Have y’all ever been through a hurricane before?” Keeli had put on a long yellow raincoat over her loose linen dress, and added a pair of rubber boots.

      “We’ve never been directly on the coast when a hurricane hit, no,” Jodi replied.

      “Well, just remember,” Keeli said, “it’s the storm surge that does the most damage and kills the most people, and if this storm is as bad as it looks, that storm surge can go inland for miles and miles. Don’t worry about nothing but getting your family as far from the coast as fast as you can, and when the hurricane catches up to you, take shelter in a sturdy building like a school or something. The wind can be vicious.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” Jodi said.

      Keeli smiled and nodded at her. “I’ve been through four hurricanes in my lifetime. I’ve seen a lot of people die by trying to ride it out, not taking shelter, not going far enough inland. You seem like such a nice family. I’d hate for something like that to happen to y’all.”

      Katie had picked up on enough of the woman’s words to be disturbed, and she began to squirm in Owen’s grasp. He adjusted his grip to keep her from slipping free, then patted her on the back again until she calmed. He was amazed when it worked.

      Hey, maybe I’m not half bad at this fatherhood thing after all, he thought.

      Mariama finally appeared, pulling another rolling suitcase, with some family members in tow. She was wearing a long green pea coat. She approached the market and spun a hand in the air over her head to get the attention of the crowd.

      “Okay, folks, I think this is all we’re getting,” she said, speaking in a loud voice, even as the wind tried to drown her out. “We got some stubborn people in this town. They didn’t learn nothing from the last time, and I think this one’s going to be a lot worse. So we’re taking the 703 to Dawley Road, and then the old 526 as far as we can go. Stay with your families. Move as fast as you can. We’re just trying to stay ahead of the storm. Keep each other safe. Got it?”

      The crowd’s response was subdued. Certainly, no one seemed particularly thrilled by the prospect of the long walk. But Mariama turned, beckoned the crowd, and headed west toward the road. The McDonalds were among the first to follow her, but soon the rest of the people were streaming out of the market, following the road that would lead them back over the bridge and off the island.

      As they left the marketplace, Owen glanced back and saw a few others coming from various houses, as well as some stubborn ones who were still lurking behind windows and opened doors. And behind them all, the darkening sky loomed. The wind was so damp now, Owen could feel moisture soaking through his clothes.

      Shane set the pace, and he soon passed Mariama and her family.

      “Just keep going,” Mariama said, as the McDonalds passed her on the outer westbound lane. “Fast as you can. Far as you can. Don’t wait for nobody.”

      Glancing back, Owen saw Beth struggling to match Shane’s pace, with Corbin, Violet, and Kaylee all encouraging her. Well, this wasn’t going to work.

      “Dad, stop,” Violet said. “Just for a second. Stop!”

      Shane reluctantly slowed the cart and came to a stop on the shoulder of the road just before the bridge.

      “Guys, we have to set a fast pace,” Shane said.

      “I know,” Owen said. “Put Grandma on the cart. Otherwise, you’re going to push her to a breaking point.”

      At this, Beth groaned and rolled her eyes, but Kaylee guided her to the cart. Her old, filthy flannel shirt was collecting moisture from the air. Dirt stains were becoming mud stains. “I do not want to become a burden,” Beth said.

      “Mom, getting a little help is not becoming a burden,” Jodi said. “This community is going to need your help when we get back, but you already pushed yourself for days and days. You have a heart condition, we’re in a hurry. So, please, sit.” Jodi motioned toward the cart.

      “Oh...fine,” Beth said. She moved the supplies on the cart around until there was enough space for her; then she eased herself down. “Just this once, though. I won’t make a habit of being carted around like an invalid.”

      “Just until we ride out the hurricane,” Shane agreed.

      And with that, Shane leaned into the cart handle and got it moving again. This time, he dared even a bit more speed, practically a jog. With Beth riding in the cart, the rest of the family had little problem keeping pace with him, and soon, they were moving out across the bridge and onto the mainland. When Owen looked back, he saw the other townsfolk falling behind them, breaking apart into various groups.

      On the island, the trees were bending in the growing wind.

      “Are we just going to walk all day?” Kaylee asked. She was walking on the other side of Ruby now, her head down, hands in her pockets. “What if the hurricane catches up to us?”

      “Yes, we’ll walk as far as we can before sunset,” Jodi replied. “If the hurricane catches us, then we’ll try to find a safe building to wait it out.”

      Kaylee kicked a rock and muttered, “I wish I still had my fire horn. At least it was something to do.”

      “Well, why don’t you check the sky from time to time and give us weather reports?” Jodi said. “Let us know if you see rain back there. That’s an important job.”

      At this, Kaylee perked up. Clearly, the girl just needed a purpose. She gave her mother a little salute and said, “Okay, Mom, that’s what I’ll do.”

      They continued away from the bridge and into the vast, weathered ruins of the many Charleston suburbs, following the very same path that they’d used to reach the coast in the first place. Soon they had left all of the other townsfolk in the dust. About an hour later, Owen looked back, and he didn’t see anyone else beyond his family. The sky, however, was breathtakingly dark behind them now.

      “Mom, I think there’s rain falling on the island,” Kaylee announced, not long after. “It looks hazy back there.”

      “Thanks for the update, dear,” Jodi said.

      Katie eventually fell asleep, so Owen moved her from his shoulder into his arms. They followed old Interstate 526 around to I-26, across another bridge, and back through North Charleston. By lunchtime, they had reached the old intact sign for the Summerville exit that had first let them know they were on the coast. By then, they’d slowed down a bit, and some were struggling.

      “The rain is here,” Kaylee announced.

      Indeed, a light rain began to fall, sweeping up behind them, carried on the gusts of wind, which ebbed and flowed like heartbeats now. When Owen looked back, he saw the vast darkness spreading far and wide to the north and south, like some great mouth devouring the land. Katie was getting heavy in his arms—she was also awake again, squirming in his grasp—but he ignored the discomfort.

      “Daddy, it’s rain,” she said, holding her hands up in front of her face.

      “Yes, yes, just a little rain, honey,” he replied.

      “I don’t want it.”

      They pressed on, but it was clear that the storm was catching up to them. Soon, the light rain became relentless and miserable.

      “I don’t think we can actually outrun a hurricane,” Violet said from the back of the line. “It’s catching up to us. Should we stop and try to find a sturdy building to wait it out?”

      “No, not yet,” Shane said, straining as he leaning against the cart handles. “We keep going. We’re way too close to the coast. We need to be much farther inland, if we can manage it. Just push through the pain, folks.”

      As they headed down the westbound lanes of 26, they eventually left the ruins of the suburbs behind and entered more overgrown land, with tall trees rising up on either side. The wind was growing, rustling the branches and making the forests roar. Owen did his best to shield Katie from the rain, but there wasn’t much he could do. He hunched over her, but the rain was coming in at a steep angle.

      “Daddy, I don’t like it,” Katie whined.

      “I know. I know. We’ll stop in a little bit,” Owen replied. “Just hang in there.”

      And then a blast of wind swept down the highway and nearly knocked him off his feet. He stumbled to one side to maintain his balance. Jodi actually went down on one knee, and Shane had to stop and help her up.

      “Everyone okay?” Shane asked.

      “No,” Violet said. “We’re all soaking wet and miserable. Nobody is okay!”

      “We have to keep going,” Shane said. “We have to get ahead of the storm surge, if we can. Please, just endure, folks. There’s nothing else we can do.”

      Ahead, Owen could see the damage from the previous hurricane, the massive trees fallen across the road, torn walls and roofs scattered about. He also remembered his own outburst, which had led to the van’s demise, and he felt embarrassed. As they picked their way past the massive field of debris, the rain grew even worse, rolling over them now in sheets of water. Finally, they stepped around a massive cypress tree and saw the van sitting there on the road.

      “Maybe we can get the van running again,” Owen said. He practically had to shout to be heard.

      “You burned out the engine,” Shane replied.

      “Possibly. We didn’t actually raise the hood and check,” Owen said. “It’s worth a try. If we can get the van running again, we’ll make better time.”

      “It was smoking,” Shane said.

      “Could have been steam from the radiator,” Owen said. “Let’s check it out!”

      Shane didn’t say anything else, but he shifted the direction of the cart, moving toward the van. As Owen followed him around the back of the vehicle, he saw that the side doors and the gas tank were open. The family gathered around one of the open doors.

      “I’m pretty sure we closed all the doors when we left,” Jodi said, leaning into the vehicle. “I’d guess someone came along after us and looked inside for something to take.”

      “I think they might have siphoned the gas tank,” Owen said, flipping the gas tank lid shut with his hip. “Maybe there’s some left.”

      Corbin came up beside Owen and looked inside the van. “Dude, this thing was smoking like crazy. Blue smoke, not steam. Do you really think it’s going to run? You probably shot a piston right through the engine block.”

      Owen motioned with his head. “Worth a try. Get inside. At least you’ll be out of the rain for a few minutes.”

      His family began climbing into the van. Jodi took Katie and climbed into the very back with Beth and Kaylee. Corbin, Violet, and Shane got into the middle bench, with Ruby curling up between the front seats. They left the cart parked outside, though all of their supplies were already saturated with water. As they did that, Owen went around to the driver’s side and popped the hood.

      From here, it didn’t look bad. There was still a burned smell and some sign of smoke on the underside of the hood, but he didn’t see any obvious damage. No rods punched through the engine cowling or anything like that. Owen shut the hood and climbed into the driver’s seat. Someone had moved it. The seat had been adjusted forward, as if for a much smaller person.

      “Yeah, someone tried to steal it,” he said.

      “Can you steal something that was already stolen?” Corbin asked.

      Owen felt a twinge of guilt. He’d mostly avoided thinking about his near-delirious, rage-driven escapade in the fenced town. He just couldn’t deal with that now, and anyway, the memories of it were like dream images.

      “I guess not,” he said in response to Corbin.

      He pressed the starter button, but nothing happened. The van made no sound. No lights turned on. It was utterly dead. He pressed the button a few more times just to be sure.

      “Well, son, it’s not really that surprising, is it?” Shane asked from the back bench.

      “I guess not,” Owen said, gazing through the windshield as the great sheets of rain, the growing wind pushing at the trees. “So who’s the expert on hurricanes? How far inland can a storm surge travel? Are we safe yet?”

      Corbin answered. “I’ve heard of storm surges traveling up to twenty-five miles inland.”

      Owen turned in the seat and saw that every family member was looking back at him. They were a wet and miserable-looking lot, drenched and anxious. They were out of the rain, at least, and they had comfortable seats in the van.

      The smell and feel of the van’s interior brought back some bad feelings, and Owen realized he was close to the darkness. It was like he’d broken the surface of a black sea, but the anger and despair were in the water directly beneath him. When he reached out and grabbed the steering wheel, he felt the darkness rising up.

      I have to get out of here, he thought. I’m losing my mind.

      “I don’t think we can stay in this van,” Owen said, swiping water off his face. The wind howled against the side of the vehicle.

      Shane shook his head, and Jodi said, “I wish we could. We should probably keep moving as far as we can.”

      Kaylee was turned around on the back seat, gazing out through the back window. “It’s getting a lot, lot, lot worse out there,” she said. “The sky to the east is almost black.”

      Everyone went quiet for a moment. It was clear what they had to do, but it seemed nobody wanted to say it. Finally, Violet, who was closest to the side door, grabbed the handle and popped it open.

      “I guess we’d better go, then,” she said. “If we stay here any longer, I might not be able to get up again.”

      “We’re moving faster this time,” Shane said. “I know it won’t be easy, but we’re going to make a mad dash for safety. As far and as fast as we can, for as long as we can, at least until sunset, and then we’ll find a place to hunker down. I’m sorry. There’s no alternative.”

      “My legs are so sore,” Kaylee said.

      “I know, sweetheart,” Jodi said, rubbing her daughter’s back. “Just push through. Make yourself keep moving, even if it hurts.”

      Shane sighed. “Okay, let’s go.” And with that, he slid down the seat toward the open door.

      Owen felt like his mind was being smothered. It was the damned van. The van he’d stolen. The people who had died trying to get it back. He flung open his door and practically crumpled out of the driver’s seat onto the road.

      Just walk fast. Don’t let the darkness catch up, he told himself.
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      Jodi could see no other recourse than to keep pushing her family. When she looked behind them, she saw water pooling again in the ditches, in fields, and on the roads. The rain was getting heavier, and she was afraid they would be caught in the flooding soon. The highway followed a very gradual upward slope, but they had a long way to go to reach anything like high ground.

      Everyone was tired and sore. Owen put Katie on Beth’s lap, so they could both ride in the cart. But there wasn’t room for anyone else. They just had to walk. Soaking wet and sore, they just had to walk. Shane was moving fast, using his weight to keep the cart moving at a brisk pace. Jodi jogged beside him, but her back was killing her.

      “Come on, guys,” she said, trying to rally herself as much as anyone else. “You can do it. Just push through the pain.”

      Ruby kept Violet moving, though she almost lost her grip on the harness a few times. Corbin walked with his head down, face scrunched, swiping the rain out of his eyes. And behind them, the dark sky grew darker. Jodi knew the real hurricane weather hadn’t even hit yet. This was just the outflow. The worst was behind them, but catching up. She could see a thick gray haze sweeping over the land far to the east and the trees bending and bowing to its power.

      Owen was scowling at the ground right in front of him, rainwater dripping from his lowered brow. Jodi was afraid he’d fallen back into his dark place, but she didn’t want to ask him about it. Better not to poke at his wounds. He was moving fast, at least, not fighting them or trying to get the family to do something else.

      “There are buildings up ahead,” Kaylee said. “Can we go inside one of them?”

      Jodi turned to see what she was pointing at. A small shopping center just north of the highway. The buildings were in bad shape, though they were mostly intact. However, the shopping center was slightly downhill, which made it unsuitable.

      “No, not there,” Jodi said. “We need to head uphill.”

      “Mom, the storm surge isn’t going to come this far,” Kaylee said, swiping her hair back from her face with both hands. “We have to stop soon.”

      Owen suddenly rounded on her. He’d been so much in his own little world since leaving the van that it startled Jodi, and she stepped away from him.

      “Kaylee, just stop it,” he snapped. “Stop complaining! Nobody can do anything about it!”

      Kaylee seemed shocked by this. She stared at her brother with wide eyes, then promptly began to cry. “You don’t have to yell at me,” she said.

      But Owen just turned back around, crossed his arms over his chest, and fixed his gaze on the ground. Violet reached out with her free hand until she found Kaylee, then she grabbed her sister’s arm and pulled her in close, both comforting her and keeping her from falling behind. Jodi was extremely grateful for this.

      “Kaylee, dear, it’s like your father said,” Jodi said. “We just have to push through the pain. We just have to. We’ll find a better place, a safer place, to stop soon enough.”

      “But when? When?” Kaylee wailed. “My legs and feet and back hurt!”

      “Mine, too,” Jodi said, and turned back around. “Just a little farther.”

      Shane showed no sign of relenting, even though he was panting loudly. The hard rain made them all look like drowned rats, but he pressed on. At one point, a bag of supplies fell off the cart, and he yelled out to Jodi to leave it. Katie was curled up on Beth’s lap, but Jodi heard her making whiny noises. Beth tried patting her, stroking her soaking-wet hair, whispering to her, but the little girl was getting worked up. Riding the cart in the wind and rain had lost whatever excitement it might once have held for her.

      Suddenly, she reached a breaking point, and the whining became a long, shrill cry. She flung her head back, slamming into Beth’s shoulder, and flailed her hands in the air.

      “Someone want to help me here?” Beth said.

      When Owen didn’t immediately respond, Jodi said, “Owen, would you mind taking Katie off Grandma’s hands for a bit? I think she could use a break.”

      “Katie, calm down,” Owen said. He did not approach the cart, even as Katie continued to thrash.

      “Owen, please,” Jodi said.

      “Katie, stop it,” Owen snapped. And then he yelled, “Stop it!”

      Katie stopped thrashing and melted into tears, collapsing against Beth’s shoulder. Owen was still walking hunched over, arms crossed, scowling at the ground before him. He had clearly slipped all the way back into the dark place, and Jodi wasn’t sure what had dragged him there.

      “Yelling at her isn’t the answer,” Jodi said. “She needs comfort.”

      “She is being comforted,” Owen replied. “She’s tired of me carrying her anyway. We have to get out of this rain. That’s all there is to it.”

      Jodi looked around for help and met Corbin’s gaze. He shrugged. What could they do?

      “Owen, I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” Jodi said. “You were doing fine.”

      “Please, Mom, just stop talking to me,” Owen said, baring his teeth at her. “There’s nothing I can do right now. I can’t help anyone. Nobody can do anything. Pleading with me in the rain only makes everything worse, so just stop it. Not another damned word!”

      He swiped a hand in her direction, as if shooing away a fly, and she decided to leave it at that. But it was a hopeless feeling. Shane called her name then, pointing ahead and to the right. At a break in the trees, there was a small hill, and atop the hill was some kind of small cinder-block building. The steeple suggested it was a church. A small, dead town sat below the hill on the far side.

      “I think that place might work,” Shane said. “It’s on a hill, and the walls seem sturdy enough. What do you think?”

      Jodi was so soaked from the rain that she couldn’t imagine getting any wetter. The rain had poured into her clothes, into her boots, had stuck her long hair against her cheeks and the back of her neck. It kept running into her eyes. And the sky was growing darker above them. While the small building didn’t seem ideal, it would have to do.

      “Let’s go for it,” Jodi said.

      “Anything to get out of this wind,” Corbin said. And then he proceeded to describe the building to Violet.

      “It’s too small,” Owen said, though he’d barely looked up. “The building is way too small, and it’s got windows. We can find something better in the town there.”

      “I’m not sure we can,” Shane said. He was straining to keep the cart moving now, and puddles were starting to form on the road. “High ground will be safer.”

      “We’ve walked all day,” Jodi said. “We’re at a breaking point, and the hurricane is upon us. Let’s just get inside that church and be done with it.”

      “We should walk a little farther and check out the town,” Owen said, speaking forcefully. “It won’t kill us, and there might be a better place, a sturdier building like a school or tornado shelter or something.”

      “Why are you fighting us about this?” Jodi said. “We don’t know if we can find a better place, and we don’t have to. The church will do. What’s happened to you, Owen? Why are you acting like this again?”

      “I’m not...I’m...” Owen shook his head almost violently, as if trying to dislodge something. “Forget it. We’ll go with Dad’s plan. Whatever you guys want. Just stop talking to me.”

      Owen scowled darkly and said no more. Ahead, an offramp led to an access road, the most direct route to the building. Shane turned onto the ramp, dodging a bus that was lying on its side. When Jodi looked back, she saw trees bending in the wind in a great wave. It gusted up behind them, trying to push them off their feet. Kaylee was still crying, flinging her head from side to side, but Violet had a firm hold of her arm.

      In the far distance, Jodi could see standing water and an ever-more-violent wind blasting through the trees. She could feel it growing, pushing at them, and they began to stumble. Ruby was growing more anxious, looking left and right, as if seeking some place to hide. Only her training kept her from running away.

      “Can we make it?” Jodi asked.

      The access road went about a hundred yards before intersecting with a small road that to the hill and beyond.

      “We can do it,” Shane shouted over his shoulder. “Everyone, we have to keep running! This is the final stretch. We can do it! Run!”

      And with that, he took a deep breath, leaned into the handle, and picked up his pace. He was practically sprinting, the cart bumping and thumping over the rough road. They lost another bag of supplies, but Jodi didn’t dare stop to retrieve it. Katie was wailing in fear, as Beth tried desperately to hold on to her. The church building just seemed so far away, and the wind was now howling like some monster.

      We can make it, Jodi told herself, even as the wind almost shoved her off the road and down a slope. We can make it! She regained her balance and kept going, struggling to keep up with Shane.
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      As they turned off the access road onto the smaller single-lane road, Jodi got a clearer look at the cinder-block building. The old church had an arched roof. The steeple had partially collapsed on one end, and two posts of an old sign rose from the weeds in front. If there’d been a parking lot, it was long since devoured by the weeds and wild grass.

      “This is crazy,” Violet cried, as strong wind sent her wet hair flailing and flapping in front of her. “Why didn’t we stop sooner? We’re practically inside the hurricane now!”

      “We’ve got maybe two hundred yards to go,” Jodi said, though she had to yell now to be heard over the howling wind. “We can make it! We just have to get up the hill and inside the church.”

      Fortunately, the road to the hilltop was clear of vehicles, although overgrowth had eaten away at the edges, leaving only a narrow, clear path. Shane was moving full-out, almost reckless, and dropping supplies along the way. Beth had both arms wrapped around the crying Katie. Jodi and the others struggled to keep up.

      To make matters worse, the wind and rain were creating a haze around them, reducing visibility, and it was getting worse. When Jodi dared a glance behind her, she realized she could barely see Owen, Corbin, Violet, and Kaylee. All she could make out was vague shapes behind a wall of mist.

      “Stay together,” Jodi shouted, but the wind seemed to pull the words out of her mouth and carry them away.

      The heel of her right boot came down on the crumbled edge of the road, and she tripped. She went down on her knees; then the wind drove her to all the way onto her chest and belly. As Jodi picked herself up, Corbin and Violet came up beside her.

      “Are you okay?” Corbin asked, slowing down to help her.

      “Keep going,” Jodi said, waving them on. “I’ll catch up. Hurry. Get to the church and get inside.”

      Corbin nodded and kept going, drawing Violet and Kaylee along with him. Ruby was frantic at this point, panting and barking. Jodi rose, but the wind almost pushed her over again. Her knee was hurting, so she massaged it. Her back was even worse, throbbing with a sharp pain. She got moving again, but the rain haze was as thick as soup now. She saw her family fading into the gray.

      She couldn’t even see the church anymore, and the wind was coming in sideways. Jodi was forced to move in a near crouch, following the road.

      We waited too long to find shelter, she thought. We pushed our luck.

      “Stay together,” she cried. She could scarcely hear her own voice, and her family had vanished into the haze. Jodi moved forward, arms wrapped around her head to shield her from the worst of the rain.

      Some piece of debris smacked into her side, knocking the wind out of her. When it fell to the ground, she saw that it was a large tree branch. She grabbed her side and kept moving, one swift step after the other. Visibility was less than three feet now, and she could neither see nor hear her family. Something appeared out of the gloom ahead, some big object in the middle of the road. When she got close, and it emerged, and she felt a jolt of fear. It was the supply cart, and there was nothing—and no one—on it now.

      “Shane! Shane!” She called his name in vain. Where were Beth and Katie? After a few steps, she saw Shane’s one-strap backpack lying by the side of the road, and a few feet past that, the last of their tools.

      Had he simply abandoned the cart? Had he lost his grip on it? She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see anyone. All she could do was keep moving forward as the wind screamed in her ear. The wind knocked her down a third time, sending her sprawling into a thicket. When she picked herself up again, she saw the hillside rising up before her. The church building at the top was little more than a hint of a shape behind the gray curtain.

      “Shane! Are you up there?” she shouted.

      After a second, she thought she heard a faint reply. A voice coming from above. Jodi rose. Her ribs hurt from the tree branch, and both knees hurt from falling. When she looked down at herself, she saw mud slathered across the front of her Helios-made clothing. The right knee of her pants was torn.

      She made her way up the hill, pushing herself through high grass, fighting the wind the whole way to stay on her feet. The church gradually emerged from the rain-haze, and she saw figures standing there, though she couldn’t tell who they were. They were huddled under an awning in front of a set of double doors.

      Corbin and Violet. They were holding each other as wind whipped beneath the awning and rattled the old wooden church doors behind them. Jodi was practically crawling through the grass, but when she reached the broken signposts that rose from the ground like uncovered bones, she grabbed the nearest one. Using the post for leverage, she pushed herself to her feet and approached the front of the church building.

      “Corbin! Violet!” she shouted. “Where are the others? Where’s Kaylee?”

      Corbin saw her coming, let go of Violet, and came out to help her. He grabbed her arm and guided her under the awning.

      “Kaylee and Ruby are inside,” Violet said, motioning with her thumb over her shoulder.

      “What about the others?” Jodi asked, rubbing water out of her eyes. “Shane? Beth? Owen? Katie?”

      “We passed Shane out there,” Corbin said, pointing across a flat space that might once have been a parking lot. “He told us to keep going. I think Beth and Katie were with him. Not sure.”

      “And Owen?” Jodi said.

      Corbin shook his head. “No idea, ma’am.”

      Jodi turned and looked into the haze. She could see the wind and rain roiling like waves through the air. “Okay, you two get inside with Kaylee. I’m going back for the others. I’ll be right with you.” When they hesitated, she said it more forcefully. “Get inside!”

      Corbin grabbed the door handle and pulled open one of the big doors. The hinges squealed so loudly that Jodi heard it even over the roar of wind. Beyond the door was an old foyer that had been vandalized, spray-painted into oblivion. Kaylee was sitting on the edge of a dusty table, Ruby curled at her feet.

      “Go deeper into the building,” Jodi said. “Find an inner room!”

      Corbin and Violet went inside, and the big door swung shut behind them, shoved against the frame by the wind. The door slammed shut so hard that debris rained down from the walls and the awning. The building did not look all that sturdy, after all.

      Can’t do anything about that now, Jodi thought. It’s this place or nothing.

      She turned and stepped out from under the awning, back into the worst of the wind and rain. Something rose up from the parking lot and tumbled toward her. It was the old church sign caught in the wind, years old and faded almost to oblivion. “Firs...Christ...urch,” it read. Jodi dodged it, and it slammed into the wall beside the doors and shattered.

      She could feel gravel among the weeds of the old parking lot, and they made it even harder to keep her feet. Jodi leaned forward, arms held up before her, and marched directly into the wind and rain. It was hard to keep her eyes open, even when she shielded her face with her hands. However, she began to hear voices shouting just to her left, so she moved toward them.

      More figures emerged from the gloom. Shane had his arm around Beth’s shoulders, but he was clearly struggling to keep her on her feet. Jodi came up on the other side and put an arm around her mother’s waist.

      “Where’s Katie?” Jodi asked.

      “The wind blew Beth and Katie right off the supply cart, so I left the cart behind,” Shane said. “Owen grabbed Katie. He’s right behind me somewhere.”

      Jodi looked behind them, but she didn’t see either Owen or Katie. She considered going after them, but the wind was getting even stronger. They were forced to keep moving toward the church. The pain in Jodi’s side was throbbing badly now, and she wondered if she’d broken a rib. As they drew near the church doors, she looked back again. Visibility was maybe a foot now, and the hard rain was blowing right into her eyes.

      “Are you sure he’s back there?” Jodi shouted.

      “He has to be,” Shane replied. “He was right with us. He picked up Katie while I helped Beth, and we both started up the hill.”

      “I don’t see him,” Jodi said. “Maybe he headed into town instead. Is that possible?”

      “Sadly, yes, it’s possible. Owen’s not thinking straight.”

      One of the doors opened. Corbin was pushing it, but he was clearly having trouble moving it against the wind. A gust of wind pushed Shane, Beth, and Jodi toward the open door, and Corbin was forced to dance back out of the way. As soon as they were in the lobby, they all fell. Jodi went to her knees, and Shane fell on his side. Beth went straight down on her face. And then the door slammed shut.

      Groaning, Jodi struggled to rise, but Corbin was right there. He helped her to her feet. She winced at the pain in her knees. Her right knee was bleeding now.

      “Violet and Kaylee are in some kind of inner office,” Corbin said. “It’s the safest place, as far as I can tell.”

      Wind whistled through cracked windows and holes in the roof overhead. It was an ear-piercing sound. As Shane helped Beth off the floor, Jodi went back to the doors.

      “You should come to the office,” Corbin said, following her.

      “Owen and Katie are out there in the storm,” Jodi cried. She pressed her hands against the door. She could feel the wind blowing against the door, vibrating the old wood boards. When she tried to push it open, the door didn’t give way at all. It was like trying to push open a solid concrete wall.

      “Ma’am, you should get to the office,” Corbin said. “It’s not safe out here. These doors probably won’t hold up.”

      She turned to look at him, sick with despair. The thought of her son and little granddaughter trapped out there in this awful wind was more than she could bear.

      “The town is just past the hill,” Corbin said. “If they can’t get up the hill, there are other places they can hide. I’m sure Owen will keep her safe. Come on.”

      But Jodi pushed on the door again, and Corbin, with obvious reluctance, helped her. Together, they finally managed to make it budge, pushing it open about six inches. But the wind through the gap was so fierce, it stung Jodi’s face. She got a brief glimpse of a gray wall beyond the door, with no sign of anyone out there, before she was pushed backward. She fell onto her backside, and the door slammed shut.

      Oh, God, please don’t let them be lost, she thought. Please, I can’t take it.
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      Jodi turned away from the door to find Shane practically dragging Beth across the foyer.

      “Where do we go?” Shane asked. “Corbin, where are the others?”

      “Through the sanctuary, down the hall, and into the pastor’s old office,” Corbin replied. “It’s the only room with no exterior walls. Kaylee and Violet are already there.”

      But Jodi couldn’t make herself move away from the door. What if Owen couldn’t get it open? What if he couldn’t find the building, and she needed to call for him? Shane and Beth moved through an archway into the old church sanctuary. Corbin started to follow them, but he stopped and turned back to Jodi.

      “You have to come, too,” he said, beckoning her. “I’m telling you, those doors might not hold. The ceiling in here might not hold. We’ve got the broken spire directly above us.”

      Jodi glanced up. Indeed, the foyer had a high, arched ceiling, and she could see sky through some gaps where the broken spire had fallen over. Creaks and groans came from above and behind. When she still didn’t move, Corbin came back and grabbed her wrist.

      “Jodi, ma’am, I know it’s hard,” he said, leaning in close so she could hear him. “I know you want to help them. It’s terrible that they’re out there, but Owen is smart.”

      “Owen isn’t smart when he’s not thinking clearly,” Jodi replied.

      “His emotions are all jumbled up,” Corbin said, tugging at her arm. “He’s angry and grieving, but he will do whatever he has to do to keep his daughter safe. You have to trust him now. There are a lot of other buildings down there, plenty of places to hide, but we have to get out of this room.”

      As he said it, something popped overhead, and a big piece of wood ripped free of the roof. It went tumbling away in the wind, revealing a much larger opening to the sky. Smaller pieces rained down around them.

      “My God, she’s so little, and so scared,” Jodi said, her eyes filling with tears. “How could we have let this happen? Why didn’t we stop and find shelter sooner?”

      When Corbin tugged at her arm again, she allowed herself to be pulled across the foyer. Another piece of the ceiling crashed down behind her. The sanctuary still had a few pews, but many of them were broken. Trash filled the corners, including a couple of tattered sleeping bags, plenty of empty liquor bottles, and some discarded clothing. People had lived here at some point after the Big Event. The pulpit lay on its side, cracked but still intact. Above the pulpit, about halfway to the ceiling, an old pipe organ was set into the wall, still in decent shape though a graffiti artist had tagged it with green letters.

      On the right side of the room, a doorway with no door led into a narrow hallway. Shane was guiding Beth across the sanctuary toward the door, but Jodi’s mother was clearly struggling. Suddenly, Beth gasped and pushed out of Shane’s grasp. She stumbled a few feet to one side, hit the end of a pew, and collapsed onto the floor.

      “Mom!” Jodi cried, going toward her.

      Jodi dropped onto her knees, despite the pain, and grabbed her mother’s shoulders. Beth had landed face down, and she was groaning loudly. When Jodi rolled her onto her back, she saw that her mother’s face was twisted up in pain.

      “What happened?” Jodi asked.

      Shane and Jodi both helped Beth sit up, putting her back against the end of the pew. Another loud crash came from the foyer.

      “My heart,” Beth said, pressing a hand to the middle of her chest.

      “We pushed you too hard,” Jodi said.

      “No, we all did what we had to do,” Beth replied, speaking through clenched teeth. “Leave me out here. Get to the inner room. I don’t think I can move.”

      “No way are we leaving you out here by yourself,” Jodi said. She nodded at Shane. They each grabbed Beth under an arm and tried to hoist her to her feet. However, they’d both just about reached their limits, and they could barely get her off the floor.

      Beth cried out in agony and waved them off. “Stop it. Stop!”

      “Again,” Jodi said to Shane.

      This time, Corbin got in front of Beth and grabbed her awkwardly around the waist. Working together, the three of them managed to lift her off the floor. Beth even got her feet under her, but the second they let up just a little bit, her legs folded, and she went down again.

      “Almost,” Jodi said. “We can do this.”

      “I said stop it,” Beth shouted. She slapped Jodi’s arm. Then she slapped Shane’s arm and pushed Corbin. “You’re making it hurt so much worse. I can’t stand it. Turn me loose right now! Please, for God’s sake, stop it!”

      The force of her words made Jodi let go. Shane and Corbin did the same. Beth took a deep breath and grimaced.

      “What do we do?” Jodi said, her voice breaking.

      “I told you what to do,” Beth replied. She was furiously rubbing a spot right over her sternum. “Leave me out here and go the inner room. You’re going to kill me if you try to carry me out of here. Just leave me alone. I’ll be fine here.”

      “Mom, you’ll be safer with us,” Jodi said.

      Beth looked up at her, fear and determination in her eyes. She grabbed Jodi’s hands and clamped down tightly. “You are my last living child. I will not allow you to risk yourself on my behalf.” The ceiling above them groaned. Something else crashed down in the foyer. “Get to the inner room. Stop trying to move me. Go!”

      Jodi gave Shane a helpless look. He shook his head sadly and rose.

      “If you slide between the pews, you might be safer,” Corbin said to Beth. “It’s the falling roof you have to worry about.”

      “I’ve got it,” Beth replied. “Corbin, if you want to do me a favor, make Shane and Beth go.” She winced and pressed both hands to her chest. “Hurry up!”

      Corbin nodded and rose. “Come on. We might do more harm than good if we move her now. She should be okay out here. The pews will provide some shelter.”

      He didn’t sound like he really believed it, and neither did Jodi. But Jodi didn’t know what else to do. She wanted to say more, so much more, but when Corbin headed off across the sanctuary, she followed. Shane came with them as well, and they passed into the hallway. It was dark here, quieter, and the ceiling was lower.

      “We can force her to come with us,” Jodi said, as she moved down the dark hallway. “If we can’t carry her, we can drag her, roll her, push her...something!”

      “It might kill her if we do,” Corbin replied. “She’ll be okay. We just have to ride this out. Come on.”

      Jodi reached out and felt her way down the hall, fingers sliding over dusty posters and framed pictures, cracked paint and plaster. By the faint light, she saw the pastor’s office off to her left, and she stepped through the door. A large desk sat against the far wall, and a few books lined a shelf. But even in the faint light, Jodi could see graffiti on the walls, trash on the floor. Kaylee and Violet were sitting together in a corner beside the desk, but Ruby had chosen to hide under the desk itself. Her front paws were just visible.

      “My mother, my son, my granddaughter,” Jodi said, crying as she stumbled across the room. “What are we doing? How did we lose them?”

      Shane put his arms around her. They were both drenched and shivering. “We just have to hope and pray, Jodi. I don’t think there’s anything else we can do.”

      She heard Corbin shut the office door, casting them into impenetrable darkness.
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      The only light in the room came from around the doorframe, which seemed loose and uneven, and from tinier gaps in the drop ceiling overhead. Many of the tiles had fallen from the ceiling and were either broken and piled in the corner or missing from the room entirely.

      “Are we sure this is the safest room in the building?” Jodi asked. “Maybe it’s safer out there with my mom.”

      “It’s the only interior room,” Corbin said. “I saw some stairs, but I don’t know where they lead. Anyway, we can make this place safer if we push the desk against the door. Anything to keep the wind out.”

      Jodi felt panic. “No, my mom might get some strength back and decide to walk down the hall to us.”

      “If she does, we’ll let her in,” Corbin replied. “Come on. You heard what she said. Beth wants you to be safe, so we’ll take every precaution.” He waved Jodi and Shane aside.

      “I can’t believe my little Katie is out in this weather,” Jodi said, sobbing now. Even so, she stumbled out of the way so Corbin could get to the desk. “What are we doing?”

      “We’re trying to survive, ma’am,” Corbin replied. “That’s all we can do. And we’re trusting Owen to do the same.”

      “God help him,” Jodi said, wiping away tears. She stepped aside, and Corbin began pushing the desk across the room. “I should go back to Mom. She’s out there all alone.”

      “Pardon me, but you should stay here with your kids,” Corbin replied, straining to speak as he pushed the desk up against the door.

      This exposed Ruby’s hiding place, and the dog uttered an anxious bark and ran over to Violet, who wrapped her arms around the shivering dog. The wind was so loud, even in this interior room. Jodi heard the building cracking and popping around them. She couldn’t believe how spectacularly they had failed at escaping the hurricane. It reminded her all too much of the night of the fire in Hickory Falls. They’d waited too long to flee the fire, and they’d gotten separated by the crush of the crowd.

      We should have fled Sullyton the second we saw those outflow clouds, she thought.

      Violet and Kaylee were huddled together in the corner, both holding tightly to a terrified Ruby. Shane helped Corbin set the desk against the door, while Jodi moved some debris out of the way to give everyone space on the floor.

      “If only we hadn’t burned out the van,” Kaylee wailed. “Then we could have used it to escape!”

      Owen had gotten them into this situation. That was the truth, but Jodi didn’t like thinking about that right now. Her son was out there in the storm. How could she be mad at him now? But he’d forced them to head to the coast, and he’d stolen the van. He’d burned out the engine so they could no longer use the van, and he’d neglected his daughter for days.

      Please, redeem yourself now, Owen, Jodi thought. Please, for God’s sake, keep Katie safe.

      Suddenly, she heard a loud crack and snap from above, and more light flooded into the room. Looking up, she could tell that another section of the roof had been torn away. Shane came over to her and put an arm around her, as Corbin went into the corner to stand near Violet.

      “This room isn’t safe,” Jodi said. “We have nothing above us, and that roof is coming down.”

      As if to prove the point, another section of the roof directly overhead tore loose and went flying off into the dark-gray sky. Smaller pieces of debris rained down into the office. Jodi had to step back to avoid being hit by a fist-sized piece of wood, and it missed Shane’s shoulder by about two inches.

      That was it for Ruby. She tore out of Violet’s grasp and went to the desk, worming her way underneath. And now rain was pouring into the office. Through the big holes in the drop ceiling, Jodi saw a large section of the roof hanging down, half-broken and swaying in the wind.

      “Is there somewhere else we can go in this building?” she said, turning to Corbin. “If that roof comes down, we’re going to get crushed!”

      “Like I said, there are some stairs farther down the hall,” Corbin replied, “but I don’t know what they lead to. I didn’t have time to check it out, and it was completely dark down there.”

      Jodi looked at Shane. Some enormous crash came from elsewhere in the building. Startled, Violet cried out, and Kaylee began to weep loudly.

      “We have to try the stairs, then,” Jodi said. “Maybe it leads to a basement. Would that be safer?”

      “As long as it doesn’t flood,” Corbin said.

      “Okay, that’ll have to do. Let’s go.”

      “Are you sure?” Shane said. “We have no idea what we’re getting into.”

      “If we stay here, that roof is coming down on top of us,” Jodi said, pointing up.

      Some of the remaining tiles in the drop ceiling were sucked up by the wind and blown into the attic. Another crash echoed through the church, and now rain was falling into the office in blistering cold sheets. Corbin finally patted Violet on the back and hopped to his feet.

      “Okay,” he said, moving to the desk. “We’ll make for the stairs. Come on.”

      He grabbed a corner of the desk and dragged it away from the door. Shane moved to help him, but Corbin managed to shove it out of the way with a single surge of adrenaline.

      “There’s nowhere to go,” Kaylee wailed. “The whole church is going to crash down on top of us!”

      But Violet rose, feeling her way in the unfamiliar room, and took Kaylee’s hand. She drew her younger sister in close and began speaking softly into her ear. Whatever she said seemed to help, and Kaylee’s crying tapered off. Corbin pressed his ear to the office door for a second, then nodded at Jodi, and eased it open. Wind roaring down the hallway immediately pulled it out of his hand and slammed it against the wall.

      It tugged at his clothes and hair, but he pressed ahead and stepped out of the room. Shane followed, but Jodi reached back and took Violet’s hand, guiding her toward a cowering Ruby. Violet fumbled around until she found Ruby’s harness handle, but she maintained her hold on Kaylee throughout.

      “Stay close,” Jodi shouted. “Ruby, follow!”

      Ruby seemed to understand and went timidly into the hallway, following Shane and guiding Violet and Kaylee. Jodi waited until they were out of the room before she started to follow. As she did, she heard a loud crack from above. She glanced up and saw an enormous mass of wood beams and broken panels falling toward the office. With a cry, she leaped through the open door, just as the great mass crashed down on top of the desk and shattered in a thousand fragments which went flying about the office. A few of them hit her in the back as she stumbled and went down.

      When she looked up, she saw Shane and Corbin fighting their way to the end of the hall, where a narrow door opened on blackness. Violet held on tightly to Ruby’s harness, bent forward to fight the wind, with Kaylee still wrapped in her arm. Jodi considered going back for her mother. If the worst of her pain had passed, maybe Jodi could pull her down the hall.

      However, when she looked back, she saw a great pile of debris filling the hallway not far from the office. Another big section of the roof had collapsed and brought some of the outer wall with it. Wind was blowing fiercely through gaps above and around the pile. The entrance to the sanctuary was now blocked.

      Why did I leave my mother behind? It doesn’t matter if she was hitting me, I should have dragged her kicking and screaming down the hall! Even if she was having a heart attack, I should have kept her with me!

      She turned back around and started after Violet and Kaylee. Another crash and boom echoed through the building. It felt like the whole building was coming down, and an impressive amount of water was blowing into the hall, pooling on the floor. The stairwell was in a shallow recess near the end of the hall, and it was utterly dark below. Corbin charged in first. Shane hesitated a moment to make sure everyone else was coming, then followed him down.

      Ruby led Violet and Kaylee into the darkness, guided by her other senses, though Jodi heard Kaylee stumbling on the stairs. Jodi went last. As she did, she heard another series of booms and crashes coming from the building, and a blast of cold rain hit her in the back. It felt like someone had taken a big bucket full of water and slung it at her. When she looked back, she saw that more of the roof had come down in the hallway.

      The stairs were wooden and rickety, so narrow that her shoulders brushed the walls on either side. She found a handrail in the dark and used it to guide herself, but it was loose and rattled in her grip. Over the roar of wind, she could just make out Violet continuing to reassure Kaylee.

      “We just have to wait out the storm, Kay. It’ll pass, and then we’ll be fine. It’s not like a tornado. It can’t suck us out of the building. It’s just going to knock stuff over, but we’ll be fine.”

      Some large piece of debris hit Jodi in the back and clattered to the steps behind her. She stopped and reached down, feeling around for it. A large chunk of wood, smooth on one side, she was pretty sure it was part of the top of the desk from the pastor’s office. She continued down into the darkness. The room below was musty and filthy, with piles of trash and debris crunching under her boots. It seemed small, and as she pressed forward, she bumped into what felt like a water heater tank.

      On the other side of the water heater, she found her family huddled together in a corner. Her hands were thrust out in front of her, and someone grabbed her wrist.

      “Jodi, is that you?” It was Shane.

      “Yeah, are we sure we’re safe down here?” Jodi replied.

      “We don’t have much choice,” Shane said, as he gently pulled her in close and put his arms around her. “I think we’ll be okay.”

      “And what about Owen? Katie? My mother?” Jodi leaned in close, laying her head against his shoulder.

      “They’ll be fine,” Shane replied, stroking her soaking-wet hair. “Everyone’s going to be just fine.”

      He doesn’t believe it, Jodi thought. She could hear the doubt in his voice.

      “You heard Dad,” Violet said to Kaylee. They were directly behind Jodi. “The family is going to be okay.”

      And just then, as if nature wanted to respond, there came another crash from above, louder and more violent than any of the others. It trembled in the walls, in the concrete floor beneath them, and a blast of rain-filled wind came down the steps and swirled around the basement.
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      The first section of the roof that came down was just above the pulpit. A broken beam with a few large wooden panels still attached tumbled down and slammed onto the pulpit and the stage. Beth felt the blast of air and turned her head away. She was propped up against the end of a pew, but the constant pain in her chest made it almost impossible to move. It was a tightness that stretched across her chest and down her left arm.

      This whole damned church is going to smash me flat, she thought. And so be it.

      Not the worst way to go, all things considered. Better than burning to death like the people in Hickory Falls, or drowning like Mike. Remembering her lost son caused such a pang of regret and longing that Beth almost welcomed the end. She gazed up at the new giant hole in the ceiling above the sanctuary. She estimated the hole to be about eight feet long and four feet wide, and the edges were buckling already, as if more were about to fall down.

      Beth considered wriggling in between a couple of pews, but that didn’t seem much safer. The pews were old and half broken. The pulpit had been crushed by a wood beam. She didn’t think the old pews would hold up much better.

      The wind was impressive. It never relented. It sounded like the whole sky was screaming at her with some endless breath, and now rain was pouring into the sanctuary. Clutching her chest, Beth managed to shift position enough to see the doorway to the hall. It was now filled with chunks of the ceiling and roof.

      “Jodi?” Beth tried to shout her daughter’s name, but her voice was hoarse. And it made the pain in her chest worse. She could only hope that they’d found some safe place.

      Another section of the sanctuary’s roof fell, and this time it brought down part of the outer wall. Cinder blocks toppled across the floor, breaking a pew in the front row. The pile of debris landed just a few feet from Beth, the blast of air shoving her onto her side. Her teeth clacked together from the force of her fall. When she looked up, she saw another large panel swaying back and forth directly above her, still attached by a roof beam but just barely.

      Okay, maybe I don’t want to be crushed after all, Beth thought.

      Despite the pain, she managed to roll onto her belly, but then she had to consider her possible escape routes. A doorway led into the foyer, but a big section of the ceiling had already collapsed in there. The same was true of the hallway. That left only one other option: the brand-new opening in the outer wall. That meant she would have to crawl outside, but she figured it was better than being cut in half by some enormous panel.

      She began pulling herself down a narrow aisle between pews, making her way toward the toppled section of the wall. It was slow going, as she had to fight through the pain. When she reached the end of the row, she turned right and followed the outer wall. Another loud crash echoed from elsewhere in the building. The collapse of the wall had left a narrow opening that led right into the high grass outside the building. The grass was being whipping violently by the wind, but Beth dragged herself toward it. She’d have to clamber over a few fallen and broken cinder blocks, which would prove challenging.

      Just then, another large section of the roof above the sanctuary collapsed. She saw it out of the corner of her eye. A roughly ten-foot length of a heavy roof beam with some panels attached came crashing down in the center of the room, the beam slamming down right where Beth had been sitting just a minute earlier.

      Beth pulled herself outside into the grass, dragging her legs over the fallen cinder blocks. The rain lashed at her like a thousand tiny whips. She couldn’t even fully open her eyes, so she just kept crawling forward, inch by agonizing inch, trying to get some distance from the building. However, she didn’t make it far before her arms gave out on her, and she collapsed face-first into the grass.

      Before long, she felt some enormous object tumble past her. She managed to turn her head and saw one of the signposts bouncing along the ground.

      Well, maybe I’m not so safe out here, either, she thought, as she laid her head down on the ground again.

      Something else flew right over her, but this time, she didn’t have the strength to even look up at it. She felt a hard edge just barely scrape along her back, and then it was gone. And then something pressed against her side, right into her ribs, and actually began to slide beneath her. Beth cried out in alarm, though there was little she could do about it.

      Suddenly, she found herself being rolled onto her back and then hoisted up into the air. Even then, there was little she could do to stop it. She had pushed herself to the point of complete exhaustion, and the pain was constantly radiating through her body. However, as she rose from the ground, she opened her eyes and saw a figure towering over her. Only then did it become clear that she was being picked up by someone. She blinked rain out of her eyes, and his face became clear.

      “Owen,” she said with a gasp. “Where did you come from?”

      Little Katie clung to his back, her arms wrapped around his neck, her legs around his belly. She was crying and trying to hide from the rain against his shoulder.

      “I tried to get inside the church,” he said, “but the foyer has collapsed. I was looking for another way in.” He adjusted his grip on Beth, pulling her in against his chest.

      “No, don’t go in there,” Beth replied. “The whole place is coming down. I don’t know if the rest of the family is safe or not. They went down a hallway, and the ceiling collapsed behind them. It’ll all come down soon.”

      Owen looked around helplessly, his face pulled into a grimace. He had to spread his legs a bit to keep from being bowled over by the wind.

      “Okay, then we have to find somewhere else,” he said. “There are other buildings down the hill.”

      Just then, a huge tree branch tumbled up the north side of the hill and flew within inches of them. Beth felt leaves brushing against her shoulder.

      “Leave me here, Owen,” she cried. “You have to get Katie indoors somewhere. Just set me down.”

      “Absolutely not,” Owen replied, as he took a stumbling step forward.

      “It’s too much extra weight,” Beth said. “Put me down!”

      “It’s not going to happen. Save your breath, Grandma.” And with that, Owen trudged through the high grass, the wind at his back. “Katie, you keep holding on tight back there, okay?”

      “I hate the rain,” Katie howled. “I don’t want any more rain, Daddy!”

      “I know. We’ll get out of the rain very soon. Come on.”

      He made his way to the back of the church, and Beth knew she couldn’t fight him. He was putting himself and Katie in more danger by carrying Beth, but he was clearly set on it. She didn’t have the strength to stop him. Indeed, she barely had the strength to keep her eyes open, and the pain in her chest would not let up.

      “But where are we going?” Beth shouted. “This is a cinder-block building, and it’s falling apart.”

      They had at least a little bit of a reprieve from the wind on the back side of the church building, but as Beth gazed up into the gray sky, she saw a big piece of the roof break loose and go flying off into the trees. Owen headed down the north side of the hill, where the small, abandoned town poked out of the wild overgrowth like a collection of benign tumors. The hurricane wind was already wreaking havoc on the trees and buildings down there.

      “Owen, just slide me down the hill or something,” Beth cried. “Roll me if you have to. You’re doing too much.”

      Indeed, he was clearly struggling, teeth clenched and bared. Katie at least seemed to have a firm hold of him, but her arms were around his neck, pressing against his throat. Beth, despite her age, wasn’t a particularly small woman. She was, as some might say, “big-boned” and sturdy. Owen was having trouble carrying her and making his way down the hill, and his boots kept slipping. But he ignored Beth’s pleading and kept going, pausing from time to time to stand against a particularly fierce gust of wind.

      At the bottom of the hill, at the end of an old, pitted cul-de-sac, stood a low building of beige brick. At first, through the haze and surrounding wild growth, Beth thought perhaps it was a law office, but as Owen made his way toward it, she realized it was a small school building. It was slow going, as the wind kept trying to push him down. Finally, he sat on his rump and began sliding down the hill. Katie managed to maintain her hold on him, and he kept Beth in his arms, even as he slid to the bottom of the hill.

      The entire roof of an old house rose up above the trees just to their right. It stood vertically for a moment, then came spinning through the air directly at them. Beth cried out weakly, and Owen dropped to his left. Katie finally fell off and landed behind him in the wet grass, and Beth found herself being awkwardly folded in his arms.

      “Daddy! Daddy! I fell down,” Katie cried.

      Beth sensed the roof as it flew over them, missing her by a couple of feet at most. It crashed into another tree and broke into pieces, and all the pieces went flying off into the gray distance. Owen had to lay Beth down to get up. He was grimacing, and he seemed to be struggling as he turned to pick up Katie.

      “Leave me here,” Beth said. “Get Katie inside. I’ll be fine.”

      “Grandma, do me a favor and shut up already,” Owen snapped. He lifted Katie over his right shoulder and practically flung her onto his back. She latched on tightly like a baby monkey. Then Owen stooped down and scooped up Beth again, though he grunted loudly as he lifted her off the ground. Beth hated that she was slowing them down. She’d already been such a huge burden on the family, and the embarrassment of being pushed on the supply cart was still bothering her.

      However, Owen was up again, and he trudged through high weeds, moving toward the brick building. The old glass front door was shattered, as were a number of windows along the front of the building, but the walls were intact. Owen crossed the cracked and pitted remains of an old parking lot and slipped through the front door, but he promptly slipped in a puddle and went down again. This time, Beth rolled out of his arms onto a hard terrazzo floor.

      She tried to pick herself up, but the pain in her chest was getting even more intense. Beth struggled just to draw breath. She flopped onto her side, as Owen rose again and stumbled against a nearby wall.

      “In there, I think,” he said, gasping for breath. He pointed into what appeared to be a custodian’s supply closet—now devoid of supplies. “Sturdy door. Sturdy walls. Come on.”

      Katie slid off his shoulders and landed on the floor, and she ran into the closet. Owen reached down and grabbed Beth’s wrist, dragging her across the hall and into the closet after Katie. There wasn’t much inside the small space: an old sink, some shelves bolted into the wall, a few rags on the floor. The door opened outward, and the wind had pushed it against the wall. Owen reached out and grabbed the handle, then spent a couple of hard minutes fighting the wind to get it closed.

      At last, the door swung shut, casting them into shadow. Light still shone from a generous crack at the bottom of the door, and wind whistled through that narrow space, making a nearly melodic sound. Beth managed to scoot back into the corner, as Owen plopped down near the door with a huff. Katie climbed onto his lap and curled up in his arms.

      “We’re safe now, Daddy?” she asked.

      “I think so,” he replied.

      Beth tried to sit up, but it made the pain in her chest flare. So she settled for lying on her side, curled up, with one hand tucked under her cheek.

      “Owen, where were you?” Beth said, speaking through clenched teeth. “How did you get separated from everyone?”

      “It just happened,” he replied. “I grabbed Katie when you both fell off the cart, and then I looked around for a bit. Sort of in a daze again, I guess. When I came out of it, we were alone in the storm.”

      “You’ve been in your own little world for too long,” Beth said. “Unreachable. We need you to come back to reality and stay there. We’ve all lost people. We’re all grieving. It’s a nightmare, but you can’t lose your mind over it.”

      “I know,” he replied, waving her off. “Well, I’m here now, aren’t I? I saved your life, and I saved Katie, didn’t I?” And then he smacked his own forehead a few times with his open palm a few times, for no apparent reason.

      It was too much for Katie. She climbed off his lap and crawled back into the corner with Beth, curling up against Beth’s belly.

      “We’ll be all right,” Beth said, gently patting her. “Your daddy found us a safe place. He took care of us.”
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      The wind blew for what seemed like hours, though Shane lost track of time down in the dark basement. There were more crashes from above, and the light shining down the steps grew dimmer over time. Shane spent most of that time holding Jodi, as the young people huddled together behind them and tried to comfort one another.

      “Will any of the church still be standing when this is over?” Jodi said.

      “Surely the walls will endure,” Shane replied. “That wooden ceiling was in bad shape to begin with, but those cinder-block walls should hold up.”

      “Yes, of course. You’re right,” Jodi said, glancing toward Kaylee and Violet.

      And then, all of a sudden, the wind died down. It was almost like someone had pulled a plug out of the wall. One second, it was howling like a hundred banshees out there, and the next moment, it went eerily quiet. For a moment, no one said anything. Shane could hear Kaylee breathing fast and shallow. Ruby was panting so hard she made a whistling sound.

      “Is it over?” Violet asked.

      “Probably not,” Corbin said. “Sounds like we just entered the eye of the hurricane.”

      “What does that mean?” Kaylee replied. “Does that mean the storm is going to start all over again soon?”

      “Well...” Corbin hesitated. “It’s a calm spot in the center of the hurricane, which means the storm is passing right over us. When we reach the other side of the eye, the wind will start blowing again, but from the other direction.”

      “So that was only halfway?” Kaylee said.

      Shane let go of Jodi and moved toward the stairs. “We need to shore up our shelter here as much as we can before the wind starts up again. I’m worried about what’s happening up there.”

      He gazed up the stairs and saw debris on the higher steps. Light was shining down the hall in fragments, as if passing through many small gaps. It seemed much of the ceiling above the hallway had collapsed.

      “We need to get to my mother,” Jodi said, stepping up beside him.

      Shane started up the stairs, moving carefully. “I’m not sure we can,” he said. And then, to the others, he said, “Violet, Corbin, Kaylee, you three stay here for a minute. Jodi and I are going to take a look up above and see if we can’t stabilize the area before round two.”

      “How much time do we have?” Violet asked.

      “Hard to know,” Corbin answered. “Could be a couple of hours. Could be thirty minutes. Could be less. Depends on how big the storm is and how fast it’s moving.”

      “Feels pretty damn big,” Shane said. He reached out to the handrail, but he found that it had broken off and now lay in pieces on the stairs.

      When he reached the top of the stairs, he realized just how extensive the damage in the hallway was. It seemed like most of the ceiling and roof had come down, even some of the inner walls, and all the broken pieces lay in big piles that mostly blocked the way forward. Sunlight poured through numerous small gaps, revealing a strangely calm sky above them. There were a few gaps that seemed big enough to squeeze through, but he couldn’t tell how far they went down the hall.

      “What are we supposed to do here?” Jodi said.

      “I don’t think this building will survive the other half of the hurricane,” Shane said, speaking quietly so the others wouldn’t overhear. “Somehow, we need to shore up the opening here so the basement will remain intact.”

      He could see standing water in the hallway. The threshold of the basement had a slight lip to it, which was the only thing keeping the water from running down the stairs. However, if they got more water, it was going to overflow. Shane stepped into the hallway, his boots splashing in the water, and began to examine the piles of debris before him. Most of it was beams and panels from the roof, but there were also pieces of the desk, doors, and other assorted chunks of wood that he couldn’t identify.

      It all looked quite precarious. Some of the biggest pieces of the roof were balanced across the top of the cinder-block walls, with smaller pieces propped against them. It seemed like some enormous puzzle game, as if shifting a single wrong piece might bring it all crashing down.

      Suddenly, Jodi pushed past him, hunched over, and moved into a large gap on the left side of the nearest pile. Shane reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her.

      “Wait,” he said. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to make my way to the sanctuary,” Jodi said. Her voice was shaking, full of emotion. “I have to get to my mother and make sure she’s safe. Maybe we can even get outside and look for Owen and Katie.”

      “No, no, you can’t just charge through there,” Shane said. “We don’t know if it’s safe.”

      Jodi reached out and touched a large wooden beam that was tipped at an angle and leaning against a larger beam overhead. A section of the debris pile trembled. “I can see light ahead. The gaps are almost wide enough, and if I move just a few things, I think I can get through.”

      She started moving forward, but Shane grabbed her arm again. “Jodi, no, don’t do it. We’ve got hundreds, thousands of pounds of debris stacked precariously in this hallway. You could bring it all down on top of us.”

      Jodi hesitated a second, poised to press on. Creaks and pops echoed down the hallway as debris shifted under its own weight. Jodi rounded on Shane and grabbed the front of his shirt.

      “Shane, what if she didn’t make it? What if the roof fell on her because we left her out there in the sanctuary? I’ll never forgive myself.”

      Shane carefully considered his response and finally said, “She might not have made it. I hope she did, but maybe not. And if so, it’s not your fault. We were forced to make a difficult decision.”

      “We have to know for sure,” Jodi said, tears in her eyes. “Maybe she’s hurt. Maybe she’s dying right now!”

      Shane tried to pull her into an embrace, but she resisted. He held her at arm’s length instead. “This building is just barely standing right now. We can’t afford to put more lives at risk. Do you hear everything shifting out there? If you move a single beam, you might bring everything crashing down on top of us. Right now, we have to do everything in our power to keep Violet, Kaylee, and Corbin safe. We’ll check on your mother after this is all over.”

      “God have mercy,” Jodi whispering, brushing away years. “God have mercy on us.” She turned and looked down the hall again, pulling out of Shane’s grasp.

      He braced himself, ready to grab her again.

      “Owen will have found shelter,” she said. “He’s been out of control since Amelia’s death, but I trust him to find shelter and keep Katie safe.”

      “I do, too,” Shane replied.

      “But my mother’s helpless out there. Just lying on the ground, hoping something doesn’t fall on her.”

      “I would never describe Beth Bevin as helpless,” Shane said. “Not even now. But there’s nothing we can do anyway. We’re stuck here, and we have to do what we can to protect the basement. It’s our last safe place. There’s nowhere else for us to go.”

      Jodi shook her head angrily and turned to Shane again. He expected a fight, but instead, she said, “Okay, damn it, you’re right. We have to shore up the basement and get ready for round two. I can only pray for my mother and hope for the best. What did you have in mind?”

      “We need to make sure the ceiling above the basement is intact,” he said. “If not, we need to bolster it somehow. And we need to block this door to keep the wind, rain, and debris out.”

      “We should get the others to help,” Jodi said. “Come on.”

      And with that, she moved past him down the stairs. He followed. The daylight was much brighter in the eye of the hurricane, so more light made it down to the basement. Shane saw the others huddled behind the water heater tank. Violet still had her arms around Kaylee, and Corbin had an arm around Violet. Ruby was cowering in the shadows.

      “Okay, we need everyone to help,” Shane said. “We’re going to block that door up there really good so nothing can get blown down into the basement. Corbin and Violet, why don’t you help me with that?”

      “And Kaylee, you can help, too,” Jodi said. “Why don’t you come with me? You and I are going to look really closely at the ceiling above us and see if there are any weak spots or damage that needs to be repaired.”

      At this, Kaylee pulled out of her sister’s grasp and sniffed loudly. She was still wet and miserable from all the rain, and her eyes were red from crying, but she wiped her face and came toward her mother. Violet shook the harness to make Ruby stand up, then moved out from behind the water tank.

      “So if the wind was blowing from the south,” she said, “that means it’ll start blowing from the north when we reach the other side of the eye?”

      “That’s right,” Shane replied, “and that means it’ll be blowing right down that hallway at the basement door.”

      He led Violet and Corbin up the steps to the small open space between the top step and the nearest pile of debris. Ruby seemed reluctant to leave the basement and only kept going out of sheer obedience, but even then, she stuck close to Violet, her head low and tail tucked.

      “I think the best way to do this,” Corbin said, squeezing past Shane, “is to take some of the longest intact beams and set them at an angle across front of the open doorway here. That’ll give us a framework we can use for larger pieces.”

      “How do we fix the beams in place?” Violet asked. She reached out and felt along the wall outside the basement doorway. “Do we have tools? Maybe we can salvage some nails out of the broken roof?”

      “No tools, I’m afraid,” Shane said. “Just our bare hands, and I don’t know if it’s safe to try pulling out old, rusty nails.”

      “We don’t need them,” Corbin said. He squatted in front of the first pile of debris, then slid his hand along one of the fallen roof beams. “We can brace the beams against the floor and the wall, and the wind should help keep everything in place.”

      It was as good a plan as anything Shane could come up with, so they went to work. Corbin and Shane carefully worked one of the roof beams out of the pile. It caused other debris to shift, and some fell in the hallway. This closed the largest gap, which sealed off their only possible way out. Still, it couldn’t be helped.

      While Shane and Corbin worked outside the door, moving the beam into place, Violet stood a couple of steps down and helped them position it. They braced the bottom of the beam at a spot where the floor met the wall, then leaned the top against the wall on the other side. It was a heavy beam, and the weight of it was enough to hold it in place.

      They found a second roof beam deeper in the pile. They had to dig to get to it, and that meant moving around a lot of broken wood and exposed nails. Shane tried to be careful, but as he reached in to grab an edge of the beam, a sharp edge scraped right across the scabby skin of his forearm. He cursed and drew his arm back, but that caused the end of a nail to scrape the underside of the arm. By the time he got to the roof beam, he had scratches from nails and sharp edges on both arms, the backs of his hands, and his fingers. He scarcely felt most of them, but one scratch went right across the fresh scabs on his burned arm. That one hurt like crazy.

      Corbin handled the dangerous debris more deftly than Shane, though he did end up with one good, long scratch on his right arm. Together, they pulled the roof beam free, which caused even more precariously balanced debris to crash down into the hallway, further blocking their escape. Then they laid the second beam across the door in the other direction, as Violet helped guide them. This created an X-shape across the open doorway.

      From there, they found a few large roof panels and leaned them against the beams, sealing off most of the door. They left a small gap at the bottom so they could squeeze back through to the stairs. But then they slid the panel behind them, sealing off the basement entirely.

      “It’s way too dark down here now,” Kaylee shouted. “Dad, we found something.”

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” Shane said, picking his way down the stairs. “We had no choice. How’s the ceiling look? What did you find?”

      “Well, the ceiling is all still intact,” Kaylee replied. “Me and Mom looked very carefully, but there’s some kind of hatch in the corner here.”

      “A hatch?” Shane said, making his way toward her.

      “Yeah, it’s over here,” Kaylee said, “but now I can’t even see my hand in front of my face.”

      “You all need to learn how to feel your way around,” Violet said. “It’s really not that hard. Just concentrate harder, feel with your hands, listen, and maybe get a good guide dog. Then you’ll be better equipped for situations like this.” She chuckled softly, clearly amused at her own sarcasm.

      It was a moment of levity that Shane appreciated, especially since he knew the storm was coming back, and they would eventually have to face the terrible aftermath. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he did exactly as Violet had suggested, reaching out and feeling his way along the wall. He listened carefully and heard what he identified as Jodi’s breathing, and he went to her. They found each other in the dark and embraced.

      “Where’s this hatch?” he asked.

      Jodi guided him through the darkness. When he reached out with his free hand, he felt two dusty walls and a big cobweb spanning a corner of the room.

      “Reach up,” Jodi said.

      Shane reached up over his hand, and his fingers brushed the ceiling. He felt old wooden beams, more cobwebs, and then a cold metal edge. It took a moment of investigating with his fingertips to realize it was a small metal handle with a thumb latch. He pressed the latch and heard a bolt disengage. When he pushed up, a small hatch rose from the ceiling on loud hinges, letting in bright multicolored light.

      “What in the world have we found?” he wondered aloud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as the light flooded into the room, Corbin knew what they were looking at. There was really only one thing in a church that would produce light like that. As Shane pushed the hatch open, Corbin rushed over to him. From the angle below, he could see a high and intact section of the roof.

      “We should secure this hatch,” Shane said. “It’s a weak point in the ceiling. Something might break through.”

      “Actually, sir, it might be good to have a back door,” Corbin said. “I mean, we’ll want out of this basement eventually, you know? Let me go up there and take a quick look at what’s above us.”

      Jodi and Shane had some silent debate between them, as they often did. Corbin sometimes wondered if they realized how obvious it was when they did that.

      “Okay, go for it,” Shane said. “Take a quick look and let us know what you see.”

      “Can I go, too?” Violet asked.

      “Let’s just send one person for now,” Jodi said.

      Corbin reached up into the open hatch and got his hands against the edges of the opening. Then Shane grabbed him on either side of his torso and boosted him up. Corbin moved his arms through the opening and used the momentum to lunge up into the other room. He landed on old, frayed carpet, and he was surprised to find that it was still mostly dry. Not much rain had gotten in here.

      Corbin rose and looked around. The walls were cinder block on three sides and brick on the third. It was a wide room with a bunch of chairs stacked in a couple of corners and a few old round tables. There were many weathered pieces of paper scattered about. When he stooped down and picked one up, he realized it was some kind of Sunday church bulletin, though the words were mostly faded.

      He cast the bulletin aside and looked around. Halfway up the brick wall, there was a kind of ledge or loft that seemed to open up into the sanctuary, but the backside of a large pipe organ filled the opening.

      “What is it?” Shane asked from below. “What do you see?”

      “If I’m oriented right,” Corbin replied, “this room is behind the sanctuary.” He pointed at the brick wall. “The pulpit is just on the other side of that wall. I can see the back of the organ, but there are no stairs to get to it.”

      He turned and looked the other way. High up on the back wall was a large, round stained-glass window. It had been on the leeward side, so it hadn’t taken a direct hit from the wind. As a result, it had survived the first half of the hurricane. It took a moment to understand the design of the stained glass: a stylized multicolored dove surrounded by very abstract flame shapes.

      “Interesting stained-glass window up here,” Corbin called down. “Kind of trippy. Techno-dove flying through an inferno. Almost makes me wish I’d known these people. They must have been a wild group.”

      “Okay, I’m coming up,” Shane said.

      As Corbin made his way closer to the stained-glass window, he heard Shane climb up into the room behind him. The window was big, and it brought in a lot of eye-straining colored light. But it was also quite high, near the ceiling.

      Shane walked up beside him and gazed up at the window. “Lovely. Looks like this was some kind of prayer room or something. But I’m not sure it would work as a back door.”

      Corbin pointed to a small door at one end of the brick wall. “That probably leads into the sanctuary, which means we might be able to get to Beth. Come on. Let’s go get her.”

      He went to the door, stepping over old bulletins, pamphlets, and booklets strewn around the floor. He spotted a pile of something in a corner behind the stacks of chairs, and he was pretty sure it was human bones. There was a troubling story behind that, he was sure, but it was lost to history.

      “Be careful,” Shane said. “We don’t know what’s on the other side of that door.”

      Corbin leaned against the door, pressing his ear to the smooth, old wood. He listened for a second and heard some faint creaking and popping, but no one crying out in pain. No one calling for help or moaning. No signs of life at all.

      He grabbed the doorknob and turned it. Then he pushed at the door, intending to ease it open. However, it didn’t budge. He pushed harder and felt a solid immovable object on the other side resisting his efforts. It was big, whatever it was. He finally put all of his strength into it, but the door just wouldn’t move at all.

      Finally, he turned back to Shane and shrugged. “Won’t open. Something’s blocking it.”

      Shane frowned and glanced back at the open hatch. “The whole ceiling might have come down in there. Some of the walls, too. Don’t continue to push at it. You might do more damage.”

      “So it’s not a back door, after all,” Corbin said. “There’s no way out of this room, unless it collapses, and if that happens, we probably won’t get that hatch open anyway.”

      He looked around the room for something, anything that might be useful. Chairs, tables, church debris of various kinds, and human bones. But then he spotted something else. It was sticking out from behind the tables, just barely visible. He moved toward it, walking around the tables, until he got a clear view.

      “Well, look at that, sir,” he said. “There’s a ladder here.”

      Indeed, it was an old, folding ladder made of metal and plastic—silver and orange—and its position behind the table seemed to have protected it from weather and possibly bandits. Corbin stooped down and grabbed it, setting it upright against the concrete wall. As he was doing that, he heard a now-familiar roar coming from outside. He gave Shane a worried look, then glanced down through the open hatch. An anxious Jodi and Kaylee were gazing up at him.

      “Here it comes,” Shane said. “We’d better get below.”

      “We still have a few minutes,” Corbin said. “If we extend this ladder, it will reach the window. Let me at least take a quick look. It might be our only other way out of this building when the storm passes. I have to see what’s on the other side.”

      Shane hesitated, then said, “Well, okay, then, but let’s do this quickly. Just take a quick look and come back down.”

      Shane came over and helped him extend the ladder all the way, and indeed, it reached right up to the base of the stained-glass window. As Corbin started up the ladder, Shane braced it from below. A gust of wind howled through the building, hitting a dozen different pitches as it moved through various unseen gaps in other rooms. The sound was ominous and sent a shiver down Corbin’s spine.

      The hurricane was coming back, and it was coming back with a vengeance. When he was about halfway up the ladder, he realized he could feel the wind. It was vibrating the ladder, and even the window above him was rattling.

      But of course, he thought. It’s blowing from the other direction now.

      He reached the top of the ladder. The window was recessed in the cinder blocks a few inches, which gave him a narrow lip to lean against. He put his face close to one of the panes of colored glass. It was a bright orange triangle, the tip of one of the encircling flames. Because the pane was textured, it was only translucent, but he could just make out the north slope of the hill and the vague shapes of buildings in the town below. However, he was pretty sure it was a long drop to the ground on the other side.

      “Okay, you should probably come down now,” Shane said. “Let’s get below.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think we could use this window as an exit,” Corbin replied. “Not unless we were really desperate to get out of here. It’s a big drop on the other side.”

      He had just lowered one boot to the next rung when he saw a massive shifting shape on the other side of the window. It almost seemed to be dancing in the air. He realized it was some large object flying through the air, caught in the leading edge of the hurricane wind as the eyewall closed in. And as it grew larger and larger, he saw that it was being blown directly at the church building.

      The roof of a house, he thought. Picked up and tossed like a frisbee.

      It was coming a lot faster than he’d realized. Corbin just had time to shut his eyes and turn his face before the shadow filled the entire window. It took every ounce of willpower not to fling himself from the ladder. Upon impact, the window shattered with a thunderous crash. Corbin felt shards of glass hitting his face, a dozen pinpricks of pain awakening all over. Then his grip on the ladder weakened, and he slid down.

      His right foot eventually caught on a rung, and he tipped backward, falling the rest of the way. He slammed onto the edge of a tabletop and rolled onto the floor. It knocked the wind out of him, and for a few seconds, he struggled to catch his breath. He heard Shane rushing to his side, but he was afraid to open his eyes. The little spots of pain all over his face were quickly getting more intense, and he felt blood running down his cheeks and into his beard.

      “Don’t move,” Shane said. “Don’t open your eyes.”

      “Is it bad?” Corbin replied, but even that small effort to speak made the pain flare up.

      He heard others climbing up through the hatch now, straining from the effort.

      Violet was the first through. “What happened? What is it? I heard glass shattering, falling all over the floor!”

      “Yeah, there’s a...um, roof lodged in the broken window,” Shane replied. “Shards of leaded glass all over the place. Corbin, it’s not too bad, but you’ve got a few pieces sticking in your face. I’m going to have to pull them out. Fortunately, nothing got in your eyes, but one piece is really close.”

      “Oh, God,” Corbin muttered. “I saw it coming, and I just stood there and stared at it like an idiot.”

      He felt Shane pull the first shard of glass from his right cheek, and he gasped in pain. Violet grabbed his hand and began caressing it, trying to keep him calm. He felt another sharp pain as Shane removed another shard.

      “If you’d lost your eyesight, I guess you would have asked to borrow Ruby,” Violet said, clearly trying to lighten the tension. “It’s hard to find a trained guide dog these days.”

      Shane removed the next few shards in quick succession. They were smaller and hurt less, but the fifth and final shard was embedded near his jaw. It was the biggest and the deepest, and he cried out when Shane plucked it out.

      Above them, wind was roaring through gaps in the roof that had been blown into the shattered window. The storm had returned full force, and Corbin felt rain on his face mingling with blood from his wounds.

      “Violet, take this.” It was Jodi. Somehow, she’d climbed through the hatch as well. “Dab the blood from his face as best you can. We have no first aid supplies.”

      “I’ve pulled out all the fragments,” Shane said. Corbin opened one eye and saw him standing up, casting a long, bloody piece of orange glass aside. “There might be a few tiny pieces I can’t see, but I think you’re good. You’re very lucky, Corbin.”

      Violet hovered close, gently dabbing his face with a scrap of cloth. She couldn’t see the wounds, of course, but she triangulated their location by his responses. When she touched a wound, he gasped or winced and gave away its location.

      Shane and Jodi walked away, leaving Violet and Corbin there on the floor.

      “You have to be more careful,” Violet said. “I heard you climbing that ladder. There was no reason for that.”

      “I just wanted to see what was going on out there,” Corbin replied.

      Violet shook her head sadly. “And what if it had sliced your jugular vein? What if the fall from the ladder had broken your neck? Please, think about me when you’re taking a risk like that.”

      “Sorry,” he said. She pressed the bit of cloth to the side of his jaw, and suddenly, she moved her face close to his. Corbin glanced around to make sure no one was nearby. Shane and Jodi were climbing back down through the hatch. He waited until they disappeared below, then said, “I love you, Violet. We’re both going to get through this. I won’t take any more crazy risks, I promise.”

      “Okay, good,” she said. “I love you, too.”

      And with that, she kissed him.
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      When the wind returned, it made a haunting sound as it moved down the long open hallways and corridors of the school. Beth was sitting with her back to the wall, but Owen kept moving around. He was restless, getting angry again for some reason. He seemed unpredictable. The darkness came over him at strange times.

      “We’re safer here than in the church,” Owen said. “It was smarter to come here into town. I knew it would be. I sensed it. The rest of the family should have come with me. They picked the church only because it was the most visible building in town. Or maybe because it was a church. I don’t know.”

      “Well, we saw it first,” Beth replied. “And it was on top of a hill.”

      The crack at the bottom of the door was big enough that Beth could see shifting light reflecting off the hall floor. It was turning gray, growing darker, as the storm moved back into the area. The break hadn’t been nearly long enough. She could hear the occasional pop or crack of trees and buildings being blown apart. The little town had already fallen into disrepair after years of abandonment and neglect, not to mention the previous hurricane that had passed through the area. This just seemed like the final straw.

      “Walls are shorter and thicker in the school,” Owen said. He was muttering as he paced, as if talking to himself. As if trying to keep himself calm. “Newer construction, too. That church is going to be stripped to its foundation. They all should have followed me.”

      “Daddy, sit,” Katie whined, smacking the floor with her hand. “Sit down. I want you to sit.”

      “Stop it,” Owen said, a little more harshly than was necessary. “Just stay there.”

      “But I want to sit with you,” Katie demanded, stomping the heels of her shoes on the floor.

      “I said stop it,” Owen snapped. “Just be quiet already, would you?”

      Katie whimpered and flung herself onto the floor.

      “Owen, take it easy,” Beth said.

      To this, he merely grumbled wordlessly under his breath. Beth had had quite enough of his attitude, and she was at the limits of her sympathy. However, before she could say anything else, a glint of shifting light caught her eye. She leaned down low and gazed through the crack at the bottom of the door. Light glinting on the edge of water. She stretched her hand out along the floor toward the door and felt it. Water was seeping into the closet, and it was coming fast.

      Beth gently moved Katie to one side, then hoisted herself to her feet. The pain and tightness across her chest made this a challenge, but she used the edge of the big sink for leverage.

      “We’ve got a problem,” she said. She took a step toward the door, and the sole of her boot splashed in water. “I think the new direction of the wind is blowing rainwater right down the hallway.”

      She grabbed Katie and pulled her close, as Owen went to the door. Water was already covering the entire floor inside the closet. When Owen opened the door, rain blew into the room, and Beth turned to shield Katie from it.

      “There’s a second story to this school,” Owen said. “Come on. Let’s go now while we still can.”

      He pushed the door to the wall and stepped out into the hallway. Beth grabbed Katie’s hand and started to pull her along, but the girl resisted.

      “I don’t want to,” she cried.

      Beth tried to pull her out of the corner, but she was afraid the girl would fall into the water. She would have picked her up, but she couldn’t do it in her current condition. Indeed, the chest pain was starting to make her dizzy. She tried encouraging Katie, goading her, but the little girl kept fighting, pulling against her hand.

      “Katie, come now,” Owen shouted, and he smacked the door with his open hand. “Right now!”

      It startled Katie, and she started to cry hard. But she also stopped fighting Beth and let herself be pulled into the hallway.

      “Take it easy,” Beth said to Owen. “She’s just scared.”

      Owen didn’t respond. He turned and started down the hallway, working his way deeper into the old school building. The hurricane wind was barreling down the hall, blowing through the front doors, and bringing more and more water into the building. Beth moved Katie in front of her, shielding the child as best she could, as they followed Owen down the hall. Water was spreading fast down the hall, and Beth found walking treacherous. It didn’t help that she was in constant pain, that every action took monumental effort, and her vision was beginning to dim along the edges.

      They passed a few open classrooms full of trash, cobwebs, and human detritus, then turned a corner and went past an old cafeteria that had apparently been a campsite at some point. Abandoned tents lay crumpled on the floor, along with piles of trash and scattered animal bones. The hurricane had already blasted the glass out of the windows and was soaking everything in the room. The crosswind through the door almost blew Beth off her feet, and she went skidding into the far wall, dragging Katie with her. Owen kept going a few feet, then stopped and looked back.

      “Would you come on?” he said, beckoningly them angrily.

      “Pick a mood and stick with it, would you?” Beth snarled. “I’m sick of the constant changes. Could you help me with Katie?”

      But Owen just turned and kept going. Beth made sure Katie was okay and got her moving again. The little girl was still crying, holding her hands up in a vain attempt to stop the rain. At the end of the hall, past the cafeteria, a broad set of stairs led up to the second floor. Owen bounded up the steps two at a time, leaving Beth and Katie to pick their way up slowly. Beth felt blackness creeping into the edges of her vision, but she pressed on.

      When she got to the top of the stairs, she found Owen standing in the doorway of an inner classroom, beckoning them impatiently with both hands. Beth passed through the door with Katie, entering a musty room full of trash and filth, a few toppled and broken desks, and plenty of cobwebs. She found a relatively clean spot on the floor and dropped down, as Owen swung the door shut. Even here, she could hear the wind howling, and some sharper whistling sounds were coming from above them, as if the ceiling overhead was not entirely stable.

      It was dark in the room, with a bit of light coming through a single window that looked into the old school library. Books in there had been cast about, trampled, and torn apart, as if by a rabid pack of literary wolves.

      “Daddy, no more rain,” Katie said, rubbing her face with her hands. “No more rain at all!”

      “Stop complaining,” Owen snarled, as he kicked through trash and made his way over to the room’s single interior window. “Just sit there and keep quiet. I can’t think.”

      Beth had had enough. As she pulled her Katie onto her lap, she snapped at Owen. “You know, I’m sick and tired of your mood swings, Owen. There’s no reason to yell at your two-year-old daughter for being scared of a damned hurricane!”

      “Just stop it. Stop it,” Owen said, smacking the sides of his head with his hands.

      “You were your old self for a while this morning,” Beth said, “and now you’re spitting venom again. Your daughter is scared. She wants comfort from her father. I can’t carry her, do you get that? I’m in a lot of pain. Katie needs help, and you keep yelling at her.”

      Owen was standing at the interior window, his hands pressed to the dusty glass. “I don’t want to think about it. I’m trying to keep it together, okay?”

      “Don’t want to think about what?” Beth said. “Your daughter?”

      “She...she...” He hesitated a second, as if considering whether or not to say what he was thinking. Then he went for it. “She looks too much like Amelia, and I can’t...I can’t stop thinking about...I can’t stop seeing...”

      His voice was taking on a weird coarse quality, as if he were truly losing his mind. Beth had to fight hard not to raise her voice at him. “Maybe you should have left her with her, Shane and Jodi, then. I don’t know why you’re acting like this. I was there when my son drowned. You know that, right? I was there when the man I loved got struck down by a boy he’d tried to help. We’ve suffered, Owen. We’ve all suffered. So why do you act like you’re the only one? Why have you become so hostile to everyone?” It hurt terribly to speak so much. Beth clutched her chest as pain stabbed through her body.

      Owen smacked the glass so hard it cracked. Then he turned away and started back across the room, angrily tapping his forehead with the palm of his hand. “I don’t know, Grandma. Something’s wrong with me. It’s not just grief. I feel like something is broken. In here.” He smacked his forehead one more time. “I’m going crazy, and I don’t really know why. It’s so hard to hold it together.” He stopped in the far corner, facing the wall.

      “You’re grieving,” Beth said. “That’s always a hard road to navigate.”

      “No, no, I’m not just feeling sad,” he said. “It’s more than that. Worse. Ever since Amelia died, I feel like I’m losing my mind. I mean, actually going insane. I don’t know how else to explain it. Something is wrong with me. Very wrong.”

      “Believe it or not, that’s part of grief,” Beth said. “Heck, I still find myself talking to my first husband sometimes, and he died twenty years ago. Of course, I sometimes talk to James and Mike, too. In quiet moments, it feels like they’re all close to me. I can feel them, you know? And I don’t fight it. I talk to them, try to imagine I can hear their responses. That’s the way they stay alive, Owen, through me. The dead are carried by the living.”

      Owen sighed and bowed his head, still facing the corner. Beth let her words sink in, hoping they would take root. After a minute, however, Owen lifted his head and turned around. “I don’t talk to Amelia,” he said. “I can’t feel her presence. I’m not carrying her. It almost feels like she never really existed. Like she was just a dream I had once.”

      “The evidence of her is right here,” Beth said, patting Katie on top of the head. The little girl had stopped crying, and she was just sitting there now. The little one might not have fully understood the conversation, but she understood just enough to get quiet and troubled. “Amelia was real, and you made a beautiful daughter together. I bet if you reached out, you could still feel her.”

      “I don’t think so,” Owen said, his shoulders slumping. “The only person I talk to anymore is Luminance Flare.”

      It was so out of left field that it took Beth a few seconds to process what he’d said. Maybe she’d misheard him. “You talk to...Luminance Flare? One of the leaders of the Helios cult?”

      Owen nodded. “Yeah, he appears sometimes, usually at night when I’m keeping watch. Suddenly, he’s just there, and we talk.”

      “Didn’t a burning building fall on top of that guy?” Beth asked.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Owen replied. “He was locked in a fight with Greyson when the building fell. At least, that’s what Corbin said.”

      “But why would you be talking to him?” Beth said. “Surely you don’t grieve his loss.”

      Owen started back across the room until he was standing in front of the now-cracked window again. “No, I don’t grieve his loss. I’m glad he’s dead, and I wish I’d been able to watch him die. I think I would have enjoyed that.” He was speaking in a soft, haunted voice now. “But I still talk to him sometimes. I’m always alone when it happens. Suddenly, there he is, standing in the darkness, and we talk, and then he’s gone.”

      Disquieted, Beth considered covering Katie’s ears. Maybe the little girl didn’t need to hear this. “Owen, are you sure it’s a hallucination and not a real person who has been following us? Do we know for sure that he died in Helios?”

      Owen was quiet for almost a full minute, staring through the cracked window. “Now that you mention, I think I did choke him to death once. The night I stole the van, he came to me, and I put my hands around his neck. I squeezed so hard for so long. Do you have any idea how long it takes to strangle someone to death? Maybe ten or fifteen minutes, at least. I just kept going. He fought back for a long time. A long time. But finally, he stopped. My shoulders and forearms were really sore afterward. But then there was some kind of blip in time, and he was just gone. That wouldn’t happen if he were a real person.”

      And now, Beth did cover Katie’s ears, and the girl didn’t resist. Clearly, she didn’t really want to hear the crazy things her daddy was saying. “What kinds of things do you and Flare talk about?”

      “Just crazy things,” Owen said. “Threatening things. Taunts.” He tapped the side of his head. “I told you, Grandma, something is really wrong with me. My mind isn’t working right. I don’t know what’s going to happen. It’s like I drifted out of reality a little bit, and I’m not sure how to get back to it. Corbin talked me down for a while, but I couldn’t hold on.”

      “Just please stay with us,” Beth said, hugging Katie. “I need your help. Katie needs your help.”

      But Owen said nothing to this. He just continued staring through the cracked window as the wind howled, and the ceiling above them made the occasional disconcerting groan. And Beth felt the pain in her chest growing even sharper until she could scarcely draw a breath.
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      Owen was restless, but more than that, if he stood still for too long, he felt that strange brain fog start creeping into his thoughts again. He dared a few minutes standing at the window, staring through dirty, broken glass into the residue of a library, and he felt the world around him slipping away.

      I’m not really here. Nothing is real. I’m floating somewhere above it all.

      He was afraid if he stayed there much longer, he would literally fade out of existence, and on some level, that was a tempting thought. But he turned and resumed pacing again, and it seemed to bring him back just a little bit to reality. Just a little bit. He walked to the far corner again, and all the while, he tried to find that bright spot that Corbin had pulled him into during their hike to the freshwater spring. It seemed to elude him.

      The conversation with Beth hadn’t helped, because now he was remembering those strange late-night conversations with the vision of Luminance Flare. He was seeing the figure emerge out of the gloom again, and it took his mind back to an even deeper and darker place.

      Did I really choke him to death? He was real. I felt his flesh, heard his breathing, smelled his fear.

      He could still remember how it felt to wrap his hands around the man’s throat and squeeze. It seemed like more than a dream, more than a hallucination. As he crossed the room again, following the little path he’d kicked through years of debris and trash, he glanced at Beth and Katie.

      He was there. Flare was following us, and I killed him.

      Katie was sitting on the floor now, cross-legged, examining what appeared to be an old toy car. She had at least figured out how to quiet herself in the midst of the storm. Beth was leaning back against the wall, a pained expression on her face. Her eyes were narrowed, and she was breathing loudly.

      “Owen.” She said his name, but it sounded weaker this time. She’d gotten herself too worked up. She needed rest. “Owen, come here.”

      He kept going a few steps, but then he caught himself. The wind outside was getting even more intense, and he could tell the roof above them was taking damage. Whether or not it could survive the storm remained to be seen. Perhaps Grandma was worried about that. He stopped and turned to her again.

      “I don’t think we’ll lose the whole roof,” Owen said. “It’s not a bunch of long beams like the church, so it’ll be harder for the wind to take it off in big sections. If we lose a bit over this room, we’ll move to another classroom.”

      But Beth shook her head and motioned him closer. “No, it’s not about that. Come here.” She sounded so out of breath.

      Owen moved closer to her and squatted down. Katie looked up from her toy. Up close, Owen could tell that Beth’s face was pale, almost yellow, and her eyes seemed unfocused. Her breathing was getting slower and shallower.

      “What’s happening?” he said. “What’s wrong?”

      Beth tapped a finger against the center of her chest. “Heart,” she said. “The pain has been getting worse all day. I don’t know how much longer...” She glanced at Katie and left the sentence unfinished.

      She didn’t have to say it. Owen understood, and it snapped him out of the brain fog more effectively than anything else that had been said or done. Suddenly, he was right back in reality, and the world seemed to become solid around him. And with his return to reality, he felt a surge of panic. Was his grandmother dying? Would she survive the hurricane only to die here in this classroom of a heart attack?

      “I didn’t realize it was so bad,” he said. “I’m sorry. What do I do? How do I help you?”

      She reached up with a trembling hand and grabbed a fold of his shirt. “I know the storm is still going on, but you need to go and find the rest of your family. You need to go and find them right now. Take Katie with you and head back up the hill.”

      Owen looked up at the ceiling. He could make out a small gap above where the drop ceiling used to be, and the rain and wind were visible even through that tiny opening. “Grandma, there’s no way I’m going back outside. We’re all staying put until the storm passes.”

      “I don’t wanna go out in the rain,” Katie said, smacking the toy car against the floor.

      Beth beckoned him closer, and he leaned in. “I can’t sit here and have a debate with you.” Her voice was getting weak. “Listen to me, Owen. I need you to finally, fully listen to me. You have to get back to the rest of the family right now. Right now.” She winced and pressed both hands to her heart.

      Owen tried to imagine heading back out into the storm, and he shuddered. “I’m not sure I could carry you up the hill right now. I barely got you both down here the first time.”

      Beth grabbed his hand and squeezed. “There’s no point in carrying me again. I’m...” She took a deep breath, squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m not going to last much longer. I need you to take Katie and get her to the rest of the family.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How had Grandma’s condition gotten so bad so quickly? Or had he just been oblivious to it? He hunted back in his foggy memory, looking for some indication that she was in this dire condition, but he couldn’t find it. Somehow, he had missed it, and now he felt a growing, numb horror at the realization that he was about to lose his grandmother.

      “I can’t leave you,” he said. “We have to stay here together. All three of us. Why would I take Katie away now?”

      “Because,” she said tightly, squeezing his hand again. “She can’t remain alone with you, not when you’re like this. You are unpredictable. It’s not...” Her voice trailed off into a long, shaky breath. Then she finished. “It’s not safe. She needs to be with the rest of the family.”

      Owen glanced at his daughter and felt a stab of guilt. Had he really been so neglectful of her? Was she really unsafe around him? She stared back at him with wide eyes, clearly trying to make sense of the situation but not yet crying. That only twisted the knife, and he felt twice as guilty.

      “Owen, if you want to honor me, get Katie to safety,” Beth said. Her voice was barely above a whisper now. “Safety is with the rest of the family.”

      He felt her grip loosening, and then her hand slipped away and fell in her lap. “I know it’s crazy to go out...out in this storm...” She was struggling to get words out now. “Get her to the family. Get her there.”

      Katie looked like she was about to say something, but then she returned to her toy instead. Owen realized she was afraid to speak to him again because he’d been so rude to her. But already, he could sense the fog lurking at the back of his mind, ready to surge forward and take reality away from him again.

      “Okay,” he said. “Okay, fine. We’ll go. I can carry you and Katie both. Just like I did before. Let’s go. All three of us.”

      Beth was staring at him through half-lidded eyes, but the grimace was fading. Her breathing was getting softer as well.

      “No, no, no,” he said, in a whisper. “No, I can’t lose you, too. Come on. Hang in there.”

      Tears clouded his vision, and he quickly brushed them away. But she wasn’t breathing anymore. Her face had settled, no longer in pain. She seemed calm, on the verge of sleep, but the light had left her eyes.

      “Daddy?” Katie said it in a tiny, plaintive voice, the toy car tumbling from her hands.

      He leaned in closer, trying to hear faint breathing. Then he pressed his fingers against Beth’s throat, seeking a pulse. But she was gone. Beth was gone. One more family member lost to the broken world. No, more than that. Beth Bevins was the matriarch, the solid rock on which the rest of the family had built their lives, and she’d just died in front of him. Right here in this filthy old classroom in some meaningless dead town.

      “It can’t be,” he whispered, as tears clouded his vision again. He rose and backed away from her. “She can’t be gone. Not her. Not now.”

      He tripped on some stray object and went down, landing on one knee.

      “Daddy?” It was Katie again, but now her voice was shaking.

      He dabbed his tears on his sleeve and saw his daughter sitting there, her lower lip thrust out. The brain fog was fighting at the gates, trying to get in and sweep him away again.

      Something is broken in me, he thought. Grandma was right. Katie’s not safe. No one is.

      He rose with a grunt and stood over Beth for a moment, hoping and praying that somehow she would give another sign of life. But she did not. She was clearly gone now. Her head was tipped back, eyes glassy, mouth hanging open slightly. Her hands lay on her thighs, palms up.

      “Katie,” he said, fighting to stay in reality. His thoughts were fraying. “Katie, sweetheart, we have to go back outside.”

      “No, not in the rain,” the little girl said, clambering to her feet.

      “I’m afraid so,” he said. He tried to sound soothing, calm, comforting, but his voice was hoarse and strange in his ears. “Don’t worry. We’re going to be okay. I’ll be real careful. But we have to get back up the hill and find Grandma and Grandpa. They want to see us now.”

      “They wanna see us?” Katie said. She bent down and grabbed the toy car, pulling it close to her belly.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Owen said. “But we have to go right now.”

      Katie took a step toward him, but she seemed hesitant. That stung.

      “Is Grammy Beth coming, too?” she asked.

      Owen scooped her up in his arms. “No, I think she’s going to stay here, okay?”

      Katie whimpered and laid her cheek against his chest. “Okay,” she said. She sounded resigned.

      Owen was crying now, and he tried to do so quietly. While he’d been wandering around in a daze, lost in the darkness, his family had collapsed around him. Who were the McDonalds without Beth? He went to the door, fighting hard every step not to slip away. He could hear the wind and rain filling the whole world beyond the walls.

      “We can do this,” he said, lingering at the door. “We can reach them.”

      And with that, he pushed the door open and stepped out into the hall.
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      The wind was only getting louder, angrier, to such a degree that it shook Corbin to his core. This wasn’t just a hurricane. This was some kind of historic storm. Would anything be left standing by the time it passed?

      He was sitting up now, even as Violet continued to dab his bleeding wounds. Jodi and Shane were moving around behind him, but he couldn’t tell what they were doing. Kaylee had stayed with Ruby down in the basement, and he heard her speaking softly to the dog, passing on some of the comforting words she’d received from her sister.

      “We should get back down into the basement,” Shane said. “It seems safer down there.”

      “This building looked so stable from outside,” Jodi said. “I just hope it will hold up.”

      Corbin gently pushed Violet’s hand away, and the bloody scrap of cloth she was holding. It looked like a scrap of a tablecloth, something salvaged from the church.

      Let’s hope it doesn’t give me an infection, he thought.

      His face still stung like crazy, and the pain kept making his eyes water. But he stood up, then helped Violet to her feet. He looked around the room. The walls were fairly stable here, and ironically, the roof smashed into the round window seemed to be firmly in place. It was stable enough, as well. Maybe it would even survive. He saw Shane and Jodi coming back from the direction of the sanctuary door.

      As the wind howled, he heard some kind of violent shifting of debris coming from elsewhere in the building. Violet heard it, too, and pressed up against him.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      Corbin turned toward the open hatch and saw Kaylee staring up, wide-eyed, from below. “It’s something on the stairs,” she said. “Something fell over!”

      Shane and Jodi climbed down into the hole first. Then Corbin went down and helped Violet. The basement was even brighter than before, with more light shining down the stairs. Corbin followed Shane toward the stairs, but the pain and oozing wounds in his face made it hard to focus. All of Violet’s efforts had been in vain, because he was still bleeding badly all over his face.

      The wind in the hallway sounded harsh, the roar taking on a sharp edge. Corbin stepped up beside Shane and gazed up the stairs. The problem was clear right away. The change in direction of the wind had somehow created a fierce wind tunnel effect in the hallway. Corbin had to brace himself against the wall to keep from falling down. Shane actually reached out and put a hand against his back to help him.

      Their careful work sealing off the open doorway above had been entirely undone. Somehow, like hands reaching around inside, the wind had pulled everything away from the door, including the heavy beams. And it seemed to have shifted the near pile farther from the steps as well. Indeed, it seemed to be trying to blow everything down the hall in the other direction.

      “For this much wind to be blowing in the hall,” Corbin said, shouting over the noise, “there must be a section of the outer wall that’s fallen down.”

      Smaller pieces of debris were flying about in the hall. Suddenly, a sizable chunk of a wood panel tumbled directly toward the doorway and down the steps, forcing Corbin and Shane to move apart. It sailed past them and slammed into the water heater tank with a loud thud.

      “I don’t know how we block the doorway now,” Shane said, holding his hand up in front of his face as stinging rain blew down at them. “But this is dangerous. We can’t all hide behind the water tank, and if debris starts flying down here, we’re going to get hurt.”

      Corbin felt a touch on his back and lurched forward. He spun around and saw Violet behind him.

      “We didn’t account for the strange way the wind would move through this narrow hallway,” Corbin said. It hurt to talk too much, and it made some of the cuts bleed worse. When Shane looked at him, he could tell by the older man’s expression that his face must be in bad shape.

      Another chunk of wood blew through the open doorway and went bouncing wildly down the steps. Corbin put an arm around Violet and turned to protect her, as it skittered deep into the basement.

      “Maybe it’s safer upstairs after all,” Jodi said. She was trying to shield Kaylee, and poor Ruby was shivering in the far corner.

      “I don’t know,” Shane said. “There’s that big window.”

      Corbin considered their options. As he did, he saw the piles of debris begin to fly about in the hallway. Among the bits of wood were chunks of cinder block and bricks.

      “We could shelter under the tables,” Corbin said. “There’s only the one window, and it’s currently corked. There’s a single inner door that’s apparently sealed shut as well.”

      “If we keep standing here, someone’s going to get impaled,” Jodi said, backing away from the stairs. As she did, she pulled Shane with her.

      Corbin gently moved Violet deeper into the basement. Just then, a long beam clattered down the steps and slammed into the side of the water tank so hard, it left a deep dent. The water tank was shifted on its concrete platform, and one of its old pipes broke.

      “I’ll take Violet and Kaylee through the hatch,” Corbin said. “We’ll shelter under the tables. I think it’s our best bet. As long as the window stays plugged, we should be okay.”

      “Now, Corbin, I don’t need to be babied,” Violet said. At first, he thought she was offended, but the little smile on her face showed she was teasing him. “I think you proved that you’re the one who needs to be kept safe.”

      She made a little hand gesture, and Ruby came toward her. Then she snagged Corbin’s jacket and let him lead her to the open hatch.

      “We’ll keep each other safe, then,” he said. “All the way through this storm.” He grabbed her around the waist and hoisted her up through the hatch. “And for the rest of our lives.”

      He next hoisted Ruby through the hatch, which was a bit awkward, as the dog thrashed and kicked in the air. Violet grabbed her harness and helped her through. Finally, Corbin lifted Kaylee through the hatch. Then he pulled himself after her.

      Violet was waiting for him as soon as he stood up in the old church gathering space. She grabbed his shoulders and said, “Did you just say, ‘For the rest of our lives?’ What are you implying, Corbin dear?” And she gave him a mischievous smile.

      Instead of answering, he leaned in and quickly kissed her. Kaylee happened to be standing to one side, holding Ruby’s harness, and she made a puking sound.

      “Gross,” she said. “What are you people doing? We’re in a hurricane, and you’re bleeding all over the place.”

      “It’s grown-up stuff, Kaylee,” Violet replied. “Mind your own business.”

      Corbin stepped aside so Shane and Jodi could climb up. He heard more debris slamming into the steps and basement walls. Something big hit the water heater tank, and it finally fell over with a crash. The meeting room was relatively calm by comparison. An entire wooden roof from a house had been plugged into the broken stained-glass window, and the ceiling overhead was still largely intact. Corbin didn’t know how long these things would hold together, but at least they were safe for now.

      “There’s water pouring into the basement,” Shane said, kicking the hatch shut. “I don’t know if it’s coming from the storm, the broken water pipes, or if it’s seeping up through a drain pipe, but we can’t go back down there.” He shook his head and added, “Owen was right. It was a mistake to take shelter in this church. We should have gone into town and found something a little less out in the open.”

      “Too late to do anything about that,” Jodi said.

      Corbin went to the tables, which were mostly scattered beneath the window. Some had broken glass on them now. Corbin swept the glass onto the floor using an old church bulletin, then began pushing tables together against the north wall. Finally, he stacked chairs to create a makeshift wall around the tables, enclosing the area as best he could.

      He turned to find the rest of the family standing behind him, considering the shelter he’d created. Kaylee was frowning. Jodi had her hands on her hips. And Shane was anxiously chewing on his lower lip. The rain and wind were fierce, lashing against the walls. More debris could be heard flying around in other places, and the roof lodged in the window gave a loud crack.

      “If we could get to a better building, I’d make a run for it,” Corbin said. “Something downhill, shielded from the wind.”

      “I don’t know that we’d make it,” Jodi said. She grabbed Kaylee by the shoulders and pushed her toward the shelter. “Get under there. Move back by the wall.”

      As Kaylee crawled under the tables, Jodi winced suddenly and put a hand into the small of her back. When Shane gave her a questioning look, she waved him off. “My back is killing me,” she said tightly. “But it’s always killing me these days, and I haven’t had any herbal medicine since before Helios.”

      He helped her drop to her hands and knees and crawl under the table. Corbin couldn’t help but think that this all seemed rather futile. The whole church was groaning around them. Some of the walls had already fallen. There was no safe space in here, and they were just playing a waiting game. Even so, he tried not to let it show for the sake of the others.

      Shane must have read some of this on his face because he frowned at Corbin and said, “These walls just have to hold out for another hour or so. That’s all they have to do.”

      Corbin nodded.

      Shane crawled under the table. That left Corbin with Violet and Ruby.

      “We’re going to be okay,” he told her, giving her a brief hug.

      “If you say so,” she replied. She reached out and felt the edge of the table, then dropped to her knees and crawled under with the rest of her family. Ruby didn’t have to be prompted to follow. The dog was quite ready to find the deepest, darkest place in the building and huddle.

      Corbin looked back across the room. He could hear debris being blown around in the basement below, smashing into the walls. Elsewhere in the building, things were cracking and tumbling about. The plug in the stained-glass window cracked and shifted, and a few roof tiles blew into the room. Then some enormous object slammed into the room’s only door from the sanctuary side, and a large section right in the middle of the door buckled and broke. The pieces fell into the room, leaving about an eight-inch by five-inch gap in the middle of the door, with the jagged end of a roof beam poking through.

      “What was that?” Kaylee cried. “Is the room falling down?”

      “We’re fine,” Shane replied, trying to comfort her. “It’s just the door.”

      Corbin could see gray light through gaps around the protruding beam. Wind was now blowing through the opening, stirring the bulletins and other papers on the floor.

      “I’ll check on it real quick,” Corbin said. “Maybe there’s a way I can plug the hole.”

      He started across the room as Violet shouted, “Be careful, Corbin! You’re already hurt.”

      She didn’t need to say it. He could feel it, and when he touched his face with his fingers, they came away slick with blood. Actually, it was a mix of blood and rain, which made it even worse. It felt like his face must be a crimson mask at this point. He’d left red drops all over the floor, on the tabletops, on his own shoes.

      God, I must look terrifying, he thought.

      “Do you need help?” Shane asked.

      “No, sir,” Corbin replied. “Please stay with your family. I’ll be really quick.”

      “Can you look and see if my mother is somewhere on the other side of the door?” Jodi said.

      “I’ll try,” Corbin said.

      As he made his way across the room, the wayward rooftop in the window shifted again, and more tiles fell into the room. Corbin had to bat one aside as it came tumbling toward him. He found himself passing through a vortex of papers as he approached the door. He had to push through the wind to get to the door. Another small section broke away, and hit him squarely in the chest, then broke into tiny fragments. Fortunately, it also widened his view through the door.

      He braced himself against the wall and looked through the opening in the middle of the door. He could see a great pile of beams, planks, and panels filling the sanctuary. The ends of some pews poked up through the piles, and some of the pieces were being violently stirred by the wind. If Beth was anywhere in that mess, he didn’t think her prospects were good.

      “What do you see?” Shane shouted from the other side of the room.

      Corbin held up a hand to tell him to wait. It looked like a section of the outer wall had collapsed, and Corbin could see wildly whipping grass on the other side. Bloody water ran into his eyes and clouded his vision, and he took a moment to wipe them clean again.

      God, my face hurts, he thought. The sharp little points of pain on his cheeks and chin, along his jawline, were throbbing fiercely.

      As he cleared his vision, he thought he saw some strangely familiar shape near the bottom of the hill. A person? Two people? Surely not. But then more bloody water ran into his eyes, and he had to blink furiously to clear them again. The figures became more distinct, and Corbin felt a jolt of fear.

      He looked back across the room. He could see Shane peering through a gap in the stacks of chairs around the tabletop shelter. The rest of the family were mere shadows huddled behind him.

      “Shane, sir, get over here,” Corbin shouted. “Get over here right now!”

      “Is it my mother?” Jodi cried.

      “I don’t think so,” Corbin said. “Shane, sir, hurry!”

      Shane traded a fearful glance with Jodi, then crawled out from under the tables and ran across the room. The wind and debris made him stumble a few times, and he held his hands up to shield them from flying paper and splinters. When he reached Corbin, he almost fell again, and Corbin had to grab his arm to steady him.

      “Look through the door, sir. Outside. Down the hill.”

      Shane leaned into the large hole in the door. Corbin gazed over his shoulder and spotted the figures again. The taller one was carrying the smaller one as they made their way, one torturous step after the other, up the hillside.

      “Dear God,” Shane said. “That’s Owen and Katie!”

      And as he said it, the wind and rain seemed to intensify. The worst of the hurricane’s second round was upon them.
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      Jodi couldn’t bear the not knowing. Beth, Owen, and Katie were all out there somewhere, dead or dying, lost in the storm or buried in the rubble. As she huddled beneath the table, trying in vain to find some position that didn’t make her back burn and throb, she watched Shane race across the room.

      “Mom, it sounds like everything is breaking out there,” Violet said. “Please, tell me what’s going on.”

      “The walls are still intact,” Jodi said, glancing back. Violet, Kaylee, and Ruby huddled together against the wall. “It’s fine. They’ll hold.” But Jodi didn’t fully believe it, and she could hear the doubt in her own voice.

      When she turned back around, she saw Corbin and Shane at the broken door. And then she heard Shane yell, “That’s Owen and Katie!” Her heart skipped a beat. She’d hoped to hear something about her mother, but she’d practically given up on finding Owen and Katie while the storm was still blowing.

      “Violet, I’m going out there,” Jodi said. “Stay with your sister. Keep her calm.”

      “Mom, no,” Kaylee said.

      But Jodi crawled out from under the tables, groaning at the growing pain in her back. She had to use the tabletop to hoist herself to her feet, and then she stumbled through the cloud of papers and debris to reach the door. Shane and Corbin were blocking her view through the large gap that had been smashed through the middle of the door, but she worked her way between them. Finally, they gave way, and she poked her head through the gap just beneath the large roof beam.

      From here, she had a fairly extensive view of the carnage in the sanctuary. Most of the roof above the sanctuary had collapsed, leaving a few jagged edges sticking out over the stage where the pulpit had been. She could see the ends of pews poking out from under the pile, but the place where her mother had been was completely covered. Jodi’s heart sank.

      There’s no way she made it. My mother is gone, she thought. And indeed, on some deep, intuitive level, she felt the truth of that. She had lost her mother in this storm. She knew it.

      And then her gaze went to the big gap in the wall, and she saw the figure moving near the bottom of the hill. Owen was trying to make his way up the slope, as furious rain blew almost sideways and tried to knock him down. He had Katie in his arms, and he was clutching her to his chest, trying to shield her from the rain. Behind and above them, debris flew through the air.

      “We have to get to them,” Jodi said. “Clear this door. We have to help them now!”

      She stepped back and examined the door. There were still large pieces of debris leaning against it, and a large roof beam poking through the middle of the gap. The opening wasn’t nearly large enough for any of them to crawl through. When Shane and Corbin didn’t immediately spring into action, she grabbed the jagged edge of the roof beam and tried to push it, though the twinge in her back made her cry out in pain.

      “Help me,” she said. “We have to get through this damned door!”

      That got them moving. Corbin ducked beneath the roof beam and tried to hoist it up, and Shane wrapped his arms around it. Rainwater and blood had mingled on Corbin’s face, running down his cheeks, soaking into his beard, so that he looked frightful. His wounds were still open and oozing, which made his efforts even more impressive.

      He managed to shift the beam upward a few inches, and then Shane and Jodi moved it to one side. This caused it to shift on its pile, and it slid backward, out of the door. From there, they were able to push it a couple more inches so that it was no longer blocking the door. By then, however, Jodi’s back pain was excruciating. She was crying, but the rain masked her tears.

      Shane turned the doorknob and tried to shoulder the door open, but it still wouldn’t budge. Corbin added his strength to it, and a few small pieces snapped off around the edge of the hole, but that was it. Even Jodi pressed her hands against the door and pushed, though it only intensified her pain.

      “It still won’t open,” Shane said.

      Corbin stepped back, out of breath. All of the effort was making his wounds bleed even more. He wobbled on his feet, and Jodi snagged his arm.

      “Don’t overdo it,” she said.

      He nodded but tried to return to the door, so she squeezed his arm.

      “Corbin, you’re hurting,” she said. “Sit down and rest.”

      “I can’t,” he said. But his right leg buckled, and he went down on his knees. “We have to get out there and help Owen and Katie. They’ll never make it up that hill, and the longer we wait, the more chances for something to hit them.”

      Blood dripped freely from the cut along his jawline, leaving numerous stains down the front of his shirt and on the floor. He tried to rise, but the other leg buckled.

      “You’re losing a lot of blood,” Jodi said. “You have to sit down.”

      “I don’t want to give up,” Corbin said.

      Shane took him by the shoulders and gently moved him backward. “Listen to Jodi. Sit down. You’re pushing yourself too hard, and your wounds haven’t even begun to heal. I’ll get through the door somehow.”

      At this, Corbin finally dropped to the ground, putting his back to the wall. Shane started picking away at the edges of the hole in the door. Jodi tried to help him, but her pain was just too much. Besides that, the harsh rain was blowing through the hole and right into their faces. The carpet was already soaked around the door, and many of the loose bulletins were floating.

      Instead, Jodi went to her knees beside the door and reached up to help Shane as best she could, picking away at the sharp edges. Slowly, they widened the hole, chipping away like mice chewing through a baseboard. When it was maybe a foot and a half wide, Shane tried to squeeze through, but his shoulders wouldn’t fit.

      He stepped back and swiped water off his face with both hands. Then he turned his head and spat a mouthful of water to one side.

      “Have they made any progress up the hill?” Jodi asked.

      “Not much,” Shane replied. “Come on. We can do this. Just a few inches wider, and I can fit.”

      Jodi pushed through the pain and reached up again, picking away at the edges of the hole, but all of the sharp edges were beginning to scratch and cut at her fingers. She chipped a few fingernails and got a small gash in her right palm. After a few minutes, they had managed to widen the hole about four more inches, but it was a sturdy door and work was slow.

      “I think that might be enough,” Shane said.

      Corbin had his head back against the wall, teeth bared in pain, as blood continued to drip from his face. There were bloodstains now on his sleeves and pants.

      “Let me go out there, sir,” he said. “I can do this.”

      “Corbin, you’ve done plenty,” Shane said. “Please, listen to Jodi and rest. I’ll go out there.”

      Jodi dared to rise up and peer through the hole, though the burning pain in her back spiked all the way down into her hips and legs to the soles of her feet. She could only stay there a few seconds, but that was long enough to spot Owen. He was hunched over, practically crawling at this point, but the wet grass and cruel wind seemed to be impeding his progress. He moved forward a few inches only to be blown back.

      “Shane, be careful,” Jodi said, dropping back down. “But hurry.”

      “Be careful but hurry,” he echoed. Yes, she knew it was contradictory advice, but she couldn’t help it.

      He thrust his head through the door, then squeezed his shoulders. He just barely fit, but he worked at it, pressing and pulling, and slowly, he forced his whole body through the hole. Jodi heard him crash onto the debris pile on the other side, and she rose up to check on him.

      “Are you okay?”

      He picked himself up, clambering over beams and panels and assorted pieces as he moved away from the door. He looked back at Jodi and gave her a thumbs-up. But he looked far from safe in the sideways wind and rain. As he moved across the room, the debris shifted, and he kept having to stop and steady himself. Jodi spotted a few fresh tears on the sleeves of his shirt, and he appeared to have a big scratch across the back of his right hand.

      Jodi had to brace herself against the door to get any relief for her back, but she didn’t want to lose sight of Shane. He tripped over a broken pew and fell among some scattered pieces of cinder blocks. It looked like a hard fall, but Jodi resisted calling after him again.

      “It should be me going out there,” Corbin said. “Not Shane. He shouldn’t take the risk.”

      “You have to take care of yourself, too,” Jodi said. “Violet would be beside herself if something happened to you.”

      Shane rose and examined another rip in his sleeve. When he turned the arm back and forth, Jodi saw that it had torn all the way to the skin and given him a nasty gash on the underside of his arm. He shook the arm out, smoothed down his sleeve, and stepped through the gap in the outer wall. As soon as he was outside, with the high grass whipping against his legs, the wind knocked him right over like a bowling pin. He disappeared in the high grass for a second, but then he popped back up again.

      “Please be careful. Please be careful,” Jodi whispered.

      Shane struggled to regain his feet, and when he did, he was forced to stand with his legs apart and head down. The wind pulled at his clothes, and he was getting constantly pelted by leaves, twigs, and other small debris.

      He stood there a moment, as if testing his strength against the hurricane. Then he started moving down the hillside.
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      Owen had to fight for every step, as he was battling a fierce crosswind that was stronger than almost anything he’d ever felt before. The wind was so strong that it was almost like having some enormous solid object pressing against him. Strangely, the brain fog seemed to help, because his sense of detachment from reality helped him to not feel afraid.

      Katie was shouting or screaming. He couldn’t tell what she was saying because the wind in his ears drowned out everything else, but he tried to keep her out of the rain. He used his right arm to pin her against his chest as best he could, and she had her face against his shoulder.

      Grandma can’t be gone, can she? That didn’t really happen. Did it?

      He’d reached the bottom of the hill, but moving up the slope proved daunting. The heavy rain was running down the hill, creating a muddy soup under his boots. Every time he managed a few steps, he almost immediately lost ground. The sideways rain stung against his cheek and neck. Squinting, he gazed up the hill. The wild grass, which had grown very tall, had been pushed almost flat against the ground, and the individual blades writhed under the cruelty of the wind.

      He could see the church at the top of the hill. It was in worse shape than ever. More than half of the roof was fallen, and only a small section at the back of the building was still intact. Even some sections of the cinder-block wall had collapsed.

      What if they’re all dead? What if the rest of the family died inside that church?

      It was such a horrible thought that it cut through the brain fog, and for a moment, he felt the full weight of the danger all around him. He was trudging up a hill in the open, clutching his young daughter right in the middle of a hurricane. Madness. Absolute madness.

      We’re all going to die. This is the end of the road for the McDonald family.

      But he tightened his grip on Katie, dug the toe of his right boot into the muddy ground, and took a great stride up the hill. He brought his left boot down hard, trying to push through the mud to something firmer. It seemed to work, so he took another step. But then a gust of wind forced him to take a corrective step, and he slid back down.

      It all seemed futile. He looked around, desperately trying to figure out some alternative. A number of trees had been knocked over behind him, and the air was full of pieces of building and broken branches. He couldn’t go back into the town. That seemed too dangerous now. And he had to keep his word to Grandma.

      Okay, I just have to do this somehow, he thought.

      He started up the hill again, but the brain fog had returned with a vengeance. He felt like he was moving through some hateful dream. An enormous shadow passed over them, the object moving so close that he felt it against his back and the top of his head. It hit the ground a few yards to his left, and he saw that it was the trunk of a sizable tree.

      Finally, he went down on his knees and wrapped both arms around Katie. If he couldn’t get himself to safety, he could at least shield her through the storm. When he looked up the hill again, he was shocked to see someone standing there. He was waving his hands over his head and shouting. It took a second to realize who it was.

      “Dad,” he cried, though the wind ripped the word out of his mouth and carried it away.

      Shane started down the hill toward them, picking his way carefully. It seemed like he was aiming for the densest patches of grass, avoiding bare mud. That was smart, something Owen wished he’d thought of. When his dad reached him, he caught Owen under the arm and helped him to his feet.

      “Son, are you okay?” he said, leaning in close to be overheard.

      “I think so,” Owen replied, “but I can’t get up this damned hill.”

      “I’ll help,” Shane said. “Follow my lead. Step exactly where I tell you to.”

      Shane started back up the hill, using the same technique of stepping only where the grass grew thick. As he did, he pointed at places for Owen to step. In this way, they began to make slow but steady progress. Even Katie dared to looked up at her grandfather, and it seemed to calm her a bit. At least she stopped screaming. Another shadow passed over them, but Owen didn’t bother to see what new enormous debris had almost hit them.

      When they reached the top of the hill, Shane waved him through the gap in the wall. Owen stepped inside, but he was shocked to see just how devastated the inside of the building was. So much of the roof and walls had collapsed that there was hardly any place to step. He stumbled forward, tripping over broken cinder blocks and pieces of the roof, until he found a flat enough spot that he could stop.

      “Katie, we made it,” he said, patting her on back. “We’re inside now.”

      “Daddy, I hate rain,” Katie screamed. “I hate the rain!”

      “I know. Me, too.”

      He turned to see Shane stepping into the sanctuary. The roofless space provided only a small amount of relief from the hurricane, and the walls around them looked unstable, close to toppling.

      “Dad, where’s everyone else?” Owen asked.

      “I’ll lead you there,” Shane replied. He bent over, his hands pressed against his thighs. “Let me catch my breath.” Only now did Owen noticed his torn and tattered sleeves, the scratches on his hands. He felt a pang of guilt.

      “I’m so sorry I wandered off when the storm hit,” Owen said. “When I grabbed Katie, I tried to head into town. It was impulsive. I just don’t know what’s wrong with me. Something broken.”

      Shane stood up, still grimacing, and laid a hand on Owen’s shoulder. “It’s fine. I’m not mad at you. I’m just glad you and Katie are safe. We should make our way back to the others.”

      He started to turn away, as if to make his way through the room, scurrying through the mounds of collapsed wood like some kind of desperate animal. But Owen grabbed his arm. He couldn’t hold it in. He had to tell him what had happened, the worst of the news. Shane looked back.

      “Dad, Grandma was with me,” he said.

      “With you?” Shane replied, eyes widening. “We left her here.” He gestured at the room around them. “I assumed she was buried under all of this.”

      Owen shook his head. He picked up Katie again. “She crawled outside somehow through that gap in the wall, and I found her out there. I took her with me, but...”

      “Where is she now?” Shane said, but Owen could see on his father’s face that he knew where the conversation was leading.

      Owen took a step toward his father, hoping to be better heard over the wind, but when he did, his foot came down in what felt like a deep puddle. It startled him, and he almost fell. He stumbled to one side, his right shoulder slamming into a beam. In the process, he almost dropped Katie, who cried out. But Shane rushed up, thrust one hand out to prop Owen up, and grabbed Katie around the midriff with his other arm. He pulled her away, as Owen regained his balance. However, in the process, he stepped into another deep puddle.

      “What happened to Beth?” Shane asked again.

      “I carried her into a school down the hill,” Owen said, stepping away from the beam. There were puddles everywhere in the sanctuary. “She was having a heart attack or something. I guess it was going on for a long time. The last thing she did was order me to come back to the church and find the rest of you.”

      “The last thing...” Shane said.

      Owen nodded. “She’s gone. I can’t...” Owen stumbled in water again, and this time, he went down on one knee. His knee sank into inches-deep water. As he looked around, he saw standing water all over the sanctuary. Had the rain done this?

      He couldn’t think about it long. The brain fog was getting intense again, and everything felt dreamlike and surreal.

      “I couldn’t do anything to help,” he said. “I failed to save her. She just sat down and died, just like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      But Shane reached down and took his hand, helping him to his feet.

      “You did everything humanly possible,” Shane said. “You came back for her. You carried her to safety. Beth had a bad heart. That’s not your fault, son.”

      As Owen looked around, he saw glints of water all over the room. In some places, the water was already as high as his ankles. When he looked up, he could see just how little of the support structure for the building remained. This place wasn’t going to last much longer.

      “Dad, the school down the hill is in better condition,” Owen said. “There’s a second story. I left Grandma there. Maybe we should all move there before this place falls on top of us.”

      But Shane shook his head. “It’s so bad out there right now, I doubt we’d all make it.”

      “But look at all this water,” Owen said. Even as he said it, he took another step into a puddle, and this time, the water seeped over the top of his boots and down inside. “It’s only going to destabilize the building further.”

      Shane pointed across the room, where a broken door was just barely visible through gaps in the piles of debris. Owen thought he saw someone standing there. However, as Shane was pointing, there came a loud creak and groan, and suddenly, a section of the sanctuary collapsed in front of them. It seemed like an inner wall had fallen inward, pushing some of the existing piles of debris right in their way. A great surge of water, almost like a wave, was pushed by the force of the collapse and splashed them. Owen turned, but he felt the wave hit as high as his hip.

      “Water is coming up through the pipes,” Shane said. “Combined with all this rain, it can’t drain fast enough. Come on. We have to get to the others.”

      “Where are they?” Owen asked.

      Shane pointed right where the brand-new wall of bricks and wood now stood before them, rising out of the growing water like an evil bulwark. Owen looked behind them. It seemed the sturdiest part of the church was the outer wall of cinder blocks. Those walls were still mostly intact, but this had created a problem, because it trapped the water inside. And the rain was coming down stronger than ever. Some was escaping through the gap that he’d used to enter the building, and some through the doors at the back of the sanctuary, but in both instances, debris now stood in the way, impeding the flow.

      This place is a death trap, he thought. We’re not getting out of here alive.

      When he turned back around, Shane was staring at him with a hopeless expression on his face. He held Katie tightly, shielding her as best he could from the rain. Owen felt strangely disconnected from the moment. Even as he realized the danger, he couldn’t seem to access his emotions. It was a cold realization, but he was neither scared nor sad. He wasn’t even angry, as he had been for weeks. Now, he just felt empty.

      “We’ve got to get through that pile,” Shane said. “We have to get to the rest of our family. They need our help.”

      Emotionally, Owen would just as soon have walked out into the hurricane and kept going, but the last words of his grandmother rang in his ears. At that moment, when the brain fog was severe, it was the only thing that kept him on track. He nodded at his father and gestured at the wall before them.

      “Let’s do it,” he said. And his voice seemed distant and alien to him. “Let’s do it before we drown in this trash heap.”
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      Shane could see the strange distance in his son’s eyes, the expressionless mask his face had become. And he knew the word for this condition: dissociation. Shane was no therapist or psychologist, but he knew that dissociation was a common trauma response. Owen was suffering. He had been suffering acutely since Amelia’s death. The fact that he had somehow still managed to carry Beth to safety and then bring Katie back to the church was remarkable.

      Even now, even with the distance in his eyes, Owen was still trying to save his family. He stepped past Shane and began picking away at the wall of debris before them. His movements were robotic. Shane laid a hand on his shoulder, and Owen paused, looking at him blankly.

      “Thanks, son,” he said. “Thanks for keeping Katie safe. Thanks for trying to save Beth. I know it’s been hard.”

      Owen shrugged and went back to working on the pile. “Sometimes, you just have to do what’s right, I guess, no matter how you feel. I suppose that’s the lesson, right?”

      Shane didn’t want to let go of Katie. She’d been through so much. He couldn’t imagine what kind of mental and emotional help she was going to need in the future. Maybe she would prove more resilient than the adults. Either way, they had to survive this storm first, and he didn’t dare set her down now, not with the rickety nature of the building and the growing pool of water at their feet.

      Finally, he had to swing her around onto his back to spare his arms. “Hold tight, sweetheart,” he said. “We’re going to get back to our family, okay?”

      “I don’t want rain,” Katie said, in a sad, almost resigned voice, as she mashed her face against his back.

      “You and me both,” Shane replied, as he began picking away at the pile. He worked carefully, pulling loose chunks and pieces out and setting them aside.

      Slowly, Shane and Owen worked their way through the pile until they finally broke through and saw the door into the back room. By now, the water had pooled so deeply in the sanctuary that it was up to Shane’s mid-calf. The big hole in the middle of the door was clear, but he didn’t see any of his family standing on the other side. That was troubling.

      “Come on, Owen,” he said, beckoning his son as he made his way toward the door.

      When he didn’t hear Owen following, he looked back. Owen was standing there, wringing his hands, a totally blank look on his face. He was staring at nothing in particular. Shane grabbed his wrist.

      “It’s time to go,” Shane said.

      Owen blinked a few times and met his gaze. “I shouldn’t have stolen that van. Dad, we killed people. Why did I do that?” He shook his head, as if trying to clear his mind, and said, “I think I’ve gone crazy. My brain is all messed up.”

      “You’re going to be okay,” Shane said. “We just have to get through this. Don’t think about anything else right now.”

      And with that, he started back toward the door, and this time, Owen followed him. Shane reached the door and poked his head through the hole. The first thing he saw was that the roof which had been jammed in the window was now on the floor, which meant the window was now just a big, open hole, with rain and wind blowing through. There was standing water on the floor all the way across the room, and the open hatch seemed to be filled with water.

      Shane stepped through the hole, hunching low so Katie wouldn’t hit her head. Once he was in the room, he turned toward the far wall and spotted his family. They were all huddled together on top of the tables. Corbin’s face was a hideous pink mask of blood and rain, but he was standing near the edge of a table and looking up at the ceiling. Jodi was helping to cover Kaylee, while Violet covered Ruby.

      “Jodi, I got them,” Shane said, starting across the room. The water in here was already almost to his ankles. As Jodi rose up, he pulled Katie off his back. The little one was already squirming and trying to get to her grandmother. “Owen kept Katie safe.”

      Jodi climbed down off the table, clearly still hurting, and came toward them. “Owen! Are you okay?”

      Owen moved up beside Shane, but he was still glassy-eyed and lost. He scarcely responded to his mother as he started across the room. There was now a big pile in the middle of the room from the window plug that had crashed down.

      “Where is all this water coming from?” Owen asked, as he met Jodi beside the pile. “How is it getting in here?”

      “Honestly, I think it’s a broken water pipe adding to the rain,” Jodi said, wincing with every step. “The flooding might be backing up from drainpipes, too. It’s got to be more than just the rain coming through the ceiling. The basement flooded in minutes.”

      She started to take Katie from Shane, but it clearly hurt too much. Instead, she headed back toward the tables, but the little one continued to squirm and reach for her, forcing Shane to keep up. When they reached the tables, Shane set Katie beside Violet, who seemed to sense her and pulled her in close.

      “Jodi. Jodi.” Shane would have said her name gently, delicately, but the wind forced him to practically shout. Corbin helped her back up onto one of the tables, and she eased herself down. But when she finally looked at Shane, she saw something in his eyes and knew it was bad news.

      “What is it?” Jodi said. Then a moment later, “You saw my mother out there, didn’t you?”

      Shane waited a moment for Owen to reply, but he just stood there, staring off into space. Finally, Shane took Jodi’s hand.

      “She’s gone, isn’t she?” Jodi said. “I knew it. We left her out there to die.”

      “She’s gone, but it’s not our fault,” Shane said. “Owen tried to save her. He carried her down into the town, to a schoolhouse, but she...it seems to have been a heart attack.”

      Jodi bowed her head, but after a moment, she just nodded. Shane heard the clatter and crash of wood smacking together, and when he looked back, he saw that most of the roof pieces were beginning to float as the water rose. It was well past his ankles now.

      “We can’t stay in here,” he said. “This water is crazy.”

      “I have a theory, sir,” Corbin said. He was standing on the table, bloody water dripping from his face. “I think all the rainwater is backing up through the sewer system. Maybe there are blockages, or maybe it’s just the volume of water, but it started in the basement for sure.”

      “If we’d stayed down there, I don’t think we would have gotten out in time,” Violet said. “Maybe we would have drowned.”

      Shane looked around. Indeed, there was some kind of churning in the water above the basement hatch, which seemed to bolster Corbin’s theory. “We have to get out of here,” he said. “I don’t know how high this water can get, but I don’t want to find out.”

      “The school,” Owen said, in a dreamy, breathless voice. “The second story. Assuming the ceiling hasn’t fallen yet.”

      “Nah, dude, we can’t take the whole family outside in this,” Corbin said. He pointed upward. “Our best bet is to climb up to the organ loft. We can use the ladder.”

      “It looks rickety,” Jodi noted.

      “Yeah, but we don’t have a choice,” Corbin said. And with that, he hopped down off the table into the water, which was now approaching his knees.

      “I think Corbin’s right,” Shane said. The ladder was underwater now, set against the wall beneath the broken window. As Shane made his way toward it, Corbin at his side, he had to kick floating debris out of his way.

      It was shocking how fast the water was rising. It had already reached the bottom of the hole in the sanctuary door, where it had met the rising water from that room. But it really had nowhere else to go, and if it was backing up into the basement from the drainpipes, then they didn’t have much time. Shane and Corbin grabbed the ladder and carried it toward the loft.

      Jodi gathered up the others. Violet was carrying Katie now, and Kaylee followed with Ruby. Owen was standing in place, staring up into the void. If Shane hadn’t known better, he might have thought his son was drugged.

      He carried the ladder to a spot just beneath the organ loft, then unfolded it and set it in place. It felt a bit unstable due to the water, but it easily reached the ledge at the back of the organ loft. However, it looked like it would be a difficult and dangerous climb, especially the last couple of steps.

      When he turned to his family again, he saw that more of the debris was now floating, moving about the room. “If some big piece of wood knocks into the ladder while we’re climbing, someone’s going to get hurt,” he said.

      “So let’s do this really fast, then, sir,” Corbin replied, beckoning for the others to go.

      Violet had to carry Katie to keep her above the surface, but the water was already at her hips, and now, at last, it seeped across the tabletops.

      “Give me Katie,” Corbin said, patting himself on the shoulder. “I’ll get her up there first. Come on.”

      Violet approached him and set Katie across his back. The little girl didn’t know Corbin all that well, and she was clearly disturbed at how he looked. This made her hesitate, and Jodi and Violet both had to coax her to go. Finally, she wrapped her arms around his neck, her legs around his hips, and he started up the ladder.

      Shane stabilized it. As soon as they were a few steps up, he motioned for Kaylee to go. Violet went back for Ruby, carrying the dog in her arms.

      “How am I going to get her up the ladder?” she asked.

      “I’ll come back down and get her,” Corbin said.

      It was all moving far too slowly. Shane felt rising panic. The last step from the top of the ladder into the small organ loft was risky, but Corbin got Katie up there. Then he helped Kaylee. Once the two of them were safely in the loft, he climbed back down and took Ruby, laying the whining dog across his shoulders.

      By now, the water was past Shane’s hips and rising fast. He gave Jodi a worried look.

      “We’ll make it,” she said.

      Violet went next, with Corbin guiding her from above. When she reached the top of the ladder, it wobbled, and she cried out. But Corbin grabbed both of her arms and pulled her into the loft. Then it was Jodi’s turn. From below, Shane didn’t care for the look of the loft. It was a small balcony with the back of the organ creating a wall at one end, leaving only a few feet of space on this side. The solid railing around it seemed weathered and was bowed outward in a few places.

      He saw Violet, Kaylee, and Ruby all huddled together against the back of the organ. Katie was actually peering over the railing, staring in alarm at the water below. And Corbin was helping Jodi onto the ledge from the top of the ladder.

      That left Owen and Shane. He turned to his son to find him still just standing there, staring at nothing.

      “Son, it’s time,” Shane said. “Come on. Get up there.”

      Owen turned to him slowly, in a daze. He looked at the ladder for a moment, then at the loft above, then at his father, all without expression or emotion. “I don’t know what happened to me,” he said. “I can’t...get out.”

      Shane went and grabbed his arm, pulling him toward the ladder. At first, he resisted, but then he came, walking as if in a dream. “You’re going to be okay,” Shane said. “You just have to get up there to that loft, okay?”

      “You go first,” Owen said, pulling his arm out of his father’s grasp. “You have to go first.”

      The water was rising to his belly now. Shane was shocked at just how much water there was. He wanted to fight with Owen, to force him to go next, but they had little time to spare. “Okay, but promise me you’ll follow right after.”

      Owen nodded. “I will. Of course. Katie...Katie needs me.” But his eyes were still glazed.

      Shane grabbed both shoulders. “Owen, you’re really here. This is really happening. Do you hear me? I know it feels surreal to you right now, but I need you to be present. We need you right now.”

      Owen blinked a few times, and strangely, some of the fog seemed to clear. He looked at Shane. “I know, Dad. You’d better climb, or we’re going to drown. I’ll be right there.”

      Shane turned and started up the ladder. As he did, he saw that Jodi had just now, finally, gotten onto the ledge after a struggle. Corbin was helping her, even as she cried out in pain. Violet and Kaylee moved to one side to make room for her. Katie was still leaning over the railing, gazing down at the water with wide eyes, her little fingers wrapped tightly around the weathered wood handrail.

      “Be careful, honey,” Shane said. “That might not be safe.”

      He was halfway up the ladder when Owen started up after him. When he got to the top of the ladder, Shane felt it wobble beneath him, and he lunged forward to grab the ragged edge of the ledge that led into the loft.

      “Owen, are you okay?” Shane said.

      “I didn’t fall,” Owen replied.

      Shane had to put a knee on the very top step to get onto the ledge. Corbin reached for his hand. Suddenly, the handrail gave a loud crack, and a section of it broke loose. As it toppled outward toward the water, Katie squealed, and Shane realized it was the section she’d been leaning against. He tried to grab her, but the angle was all wrong, and his hand scraped along the broken edge where the railing had been and closed on open air.

      The handrail spun and hit the water, and then Katie splashed down a moment later. She landed headfirst, still screaming, eyes wide, before sinking beneath the dark and filthy water. Shane scarcely had time to think. He shoved off the top of the ladder and dove into the water to the echoes of his family crying out behind him. He caught a glimpse of Owen clutching the ladder, watching him descend, and then he hit the water.

      It was cold and dark, full of dirt and debris. Shane sank to the bottom, felt the hard floor against his hands, then pushed off and strove for the surface. He swept his arms back and forth and found Katie thrashing beneath the surface. He drew her against his chest and kicked, breaching the surface and spitting out vile-tasting water. Some large piece of wood slammed into his back, and he realized that heavy pieces of the roof were swirling around him.

      He grabbed Katie in both hands and lifted her above the water, but doing so made it hard to hold his own head up. The water in his eyes made it hard to see, but he spotted the ladder above him. He tried to swim toward it, but the current in the room was drawing him away. It seemed the water was draining out of the building through the hole in the sanctuary wall, which had created a current.

      Shane got his feet onto the floor, but the water level was up to his shoulders now. More than that, the current was pulling strongly, and it swept his feet out from under him. As he sank below the water again, he lifted Katie higher, trying to keep her from sinking with him.

      I can’t do it, he thought.

      And then something clamped down on his wrist, and he was pulled back above the water. He saw Owen poised on a step of the ladder, holding fast to a rung with one hand and grasping Shane with the other.

      “I’ve got you,” he said.

      “Take Katie,” Shane managed to say. But some large piece of debris hit him then and shoved his face into the water again.

      He felt Owen drag him toward the ladder, and then Katie was plucked out of his hands. Shane managed to grab an edge of the ladder, hooking a few fingers around it. As he rose above the surface again, he saw the steps leading up. Owen wasn’t there anymore. Shane dragged himself onto the steps of the ladder and looked up to see a horrified Jodi and Corbin gazing down at him over the ledge.

      “Where’d he go?” Shane cried, sputtering as he spoke.

      They both pointed past him. He twisted around on the ladder and saw Owen in the water. He was holding Katie and clearly trying to tread water with his feet. But the current was pulling him into the midst of the debris.

      “Hang on!” Shane cried.
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      Even as he swirled in the cold, dark, stinking water, Owen couldn’t quite feel the reality of the situation. It was like a dream, but a dream where there was only observation, no emotion. Some kind of current was pulling at him, drawing him back across the room. At the same time, he kept hitting hard edges. A few splintered pieces poked and scraped at the back of his head. He felt little jolts of pain, but not even those felt fully real.

      All he could do was hold on to his promise to Beth and keep Katie above the water. The little girl was clutching desperately at his arms, but the strain in his shoulders was intense. Even so, the dissociation helped him push through the pain and continue to hold her there above his head. Where the heck was all the water coming from?

      Someone said the basement, he thought. High water pressure caused by blocked sewer pipes backing up into the basement.

      Who’d said that? Corbin, perhaps?

      Owen was being shoved toward the door, but he was accumulating trash behind him as he went. Shane was poised on the ladder, clearly looking for some way to get to him, one hand stretched out, as if he could will Owen toward him. Corbin and Jodi were leaning out over the ledge above, holding the top of the ladder steady.

      When he stretched his legs out, he could still just barely touch the soles of his boots to the floor, but he couldn’t get any traction.

      “Grab on to something,” Shane said. “I’ll try to get to you.”

      “No, no, stay there,” Owen replied.

      He felt the current slow. When he looked to see what was slowing it, he realized that the debris was piling up against the broken door, which was stopping the flow of water into the sanctuary. He stretched his legs out again and got the tips of his boots against the floor, and this time, they weren’t pulled out from under him. Step by slow step, he began moving forward. His shoulders were in utter agony from holding Katie above his head for so long, and his arms were beginning to tremble.

      As he approached the ladder, he realized that they had another problem now. With the water impeded at the door, it was rising faster in the room. He got close to the ladder, but suddenly his boots were no longer touching the floor. This forced him to start kicking, awkwardly swimming while still hold Katie aloft.

      “I’ve got you,” Shane said. As soon as they were in arm’s reach, he grabbed Katie and pulled her out of Owen’s hands. He thrust her up the ladder, where Corbin took her and pulled her onto the ledge. Then Shane grabbed Owen’s hand and drew him in.

      But already, the water was halfway up the ladder. Owen grabbed onto a leg of the ladder and held fast.

      “I don’t know how high this water’s going to rise,” he said. “Either the walls will buckle, or it’ll get as high as the window. But if it gets that high, then it’s going to flood the loft.”

      “Just get up there,” Shane said, trying to pull him onto a step.

      Shane began to climb, so Owen stepped up after him. But he could feel the water rising. The debris in the doorway crunched and crackled, but it only got wedged more tightly into the door. Owen waited until Shane reached the ledge. Then he stopped and held himself against the ladder. All of his thoughts seemed to be swimming, but he was strangely calm.

      He knew what he had to do.

      “Dad, where’s the door to the basement?” Owen asked. “Isn’t that how water is getting in here?”

      Shane was on the ledge now, and he turned back to grab the top of the ladder and stabilize it for Owen. He pointed in the direction of the hatch, which was just off to the right near the tables. “Down there, but it’s on the floor.”

      “Someone needs to shut it and stop the water from coming through it,” Owen said. The water was too dark and dirty to see the floor beneath, but he thought he could find it if he hunted around. “Otherwise, the water’s just going to keep coming in.”

      “You’ll never reach it,” Shane said. “And it’s too risky. Anyway, how would you push it shut if the current is keeping it open?”

      Owen stared at the dark water, as it crept past his belly toward his chest. The strange calm, the total sense of disconnection, made him confident, in a way. More than that, he felt absolutely certain. Ironically, he’d felt the same sense of irrational certainty when he’d entered the town and stolen the van.

      “I can do this,” he said. “I’m going to shut he hatch and stop the water.”

      “Owen.” It was Jodi this time. This despite the fact that the water was only three feet from the bottom of the loft and closing in fast. “Forget about the hatch. You’ll never get it shut. Come on up here. Please.”

      “No,” he replied simply. “I know I can do this, Mother. I know it. Trust me.”

      And with that, he pushed off the ladder and dove beneath the water. He felt the ladder wobble behind him, but then he was moving. He kicked hard until he found the floor, and then he moved along the bottom of the room in the dark water. One hand dragged along the carpet to keep him close, while the other swept back and forth, seeking the hatch.

      It didn’t take long to find it. The hatch was vertical, thrust right in his path. He felt the hinges, the handle and thumb latch. He could also feel the current coming out of the hatch, and he grabbed an edge of the open hatch to keep from being shoved away. When that didn’t seem stable enough, he worked his entire arm through the hole to hold himself in place. Then he attempted to shut the hatch with his other hand, but the current fought him.

      He could feel the lack of oxygen already burning in his lungs, and he knew he didn’t have much time. Either he would run out of air and pass out, or the water would reach the loft before he shut the hatch and his efforts would be in vain. He tried a few more times to get the hatch shut, but he just didn’t have enough leverage, not in his current position. It took all his strength just to keep himself from being pushed away.

      An idea came to him then. Even in the midst of his calm detachment, he felt a flutter of fear at the realization, and he hung there for a few seconds, wracked with indecision.

      Your family doesn’t have much time, he scolded himself. Either these walls are going to collapse under the weight of the water, or your family is going to drown.

      He knew what he had to do.

      He got his other arm through the open hatchway and began to pull himself through. He had a desperate need for air now, a situation that was exacerbated by the fact that he’d already been exhausted by his previous efforts. Even so, he slowly pulled himself into the pitch-black basement.

      You can do this, he told himself. Save everyone.

      He was in the basement now, in near total darkness, but the current was trying to squeeze him back through the opening like toothpaste from a tube. He spread his arms and legs wide, and the current pushed him up against the opening, wedging him there a bit like a cork. However, that wasn’t the plan he had in mind. With his lungs on fire, his throat doing an involuntary convulsion for air, he moved slightly to one side so he could get an arm through the open hatchway. The current helped.

      His right arm went all the way through, and he felt around until he found the handle of the hatch. Then he drew his knees up against the ceiling, using his own weight as leverage to get the hatch to move. This put him upside down, which was disorienting, but somehow the strange calm endured. The detachment was a blessing now, because the pain was a thing he observed, not experienced.

      He felt the hatch shut, the satisfying click of the latch causing a jolt that went up his arm. And then the current stopped, and he was just floating there in a void. His body was about to betray him. He sensed it coming. His lungs demanded air, and his body was going to take a great heaving breath of water. Owen didn’t think he could stop it, so instead, he let his mind race into the void where nothing was real. Where all feeling was far away, and he wasn’t really there.

      It's okay. It doesn’t even matter. Let it happen.

      When the water filled his lungs, there was tremendous pain, and a desperate terror fluttered near the very edges of the void. But Owen’s mind was already racing away, heading somewhere else. And in that other place, he sensed Amelia. Like a light that was just around the corner, she was waiting for him there, and as his body convulsed in those final moments, he let the current of her presence draw him into that light.

      It's been too long, my love. Far too long. I missed you.
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      As soon as Jodi realized what Owen was about to do, she cried out in alarm. She would have leaped after him, but even that brief cry caused a spike of stomach-churning pain that went right down her spine to the soles of her feet. And then he was gone, disappearing beneath the dark surface of the rising water.

      “Shane, we have to go after him,” she said.

      The water was still rising, and Jodi heard a deep groan coming from the walls around them. Shane reached up and grabbed her hand, but she pulled away.

      “We have to go after him,” she repeated.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” Shane said.

      He pushed off the ladder and disappeared beneath the water. The surface churned behind him, and then he was gone. A tense minute passed, and suddenly, he reappeared again. He broke the surface, coughing and sputtering.

      “It’s so dark down there,” he said, grabbing the ladder. “Like a void. And the current is too strong. I can’t get to the floor.”

      The rising water forced him to climb back into the loft, and he squeezed in with the rest of the family. They didn’t have much room, but they were all pressed together against the back of the organ. And still the water continued to rise. Jodi couldn’t believe it. This whole damned room was actually going to fill up, and because the ceiling had somehow remained intact at this end of the building, there was the very real chance that they were all going to be either drowned or washed out through the window and flung down the hill.

      “Oh, God, Shane, what do we do?” she cried.

      He had no answer, but he put his arms around her. This time, she didn’t push away.

      “Do we try to swim?” Violet said. “We have to swim, right? We can’t just stay here!”

      “If we go out the window, we’re going to have a long drop,” Corbin said.

      “We have to do something,” Kaylee screamed, pressing her hands to either side of her head. “Mommy, we have to do something!”

      Jodi had been watching the surface of the water approach the top step of the ladder, and it took her a moment to realize that it was no longer rising. She thought maybe it was an optical illusion at first.

      “He did it?” she said.

      “I think he did,” Shane replied. “I don’t know how.”

      Corbin leaned over the edge where the handrail had broken. “He’s been down there a long time.”

      Jodi could hear water pouring somewhere, draining through whatever gaps remained in the debris-filled doorway. And indeed, the water was actually starting to go down, a little bit at a time. Corbin’s words struck deep. Owen had been down there too long. Way too long. As the seconds passed, and he still didn’t reappear, she began to cry.

      “Please, no,” she whispered. “Not another one.”
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      It didn’t happen often, but there were times in Violet’s life where she was angry that she couldn’t see, and those situations were all the worse when no one could explain to her what was happening. Not that she blamed them. The world sounded and felt and tasted like chaos. Rain was slashing through the window and across the room to the loft, while the wind roared, and water filled the room. Nearby, Kaylee was clearly struggling hard to keep it together, so Violet did what she could to help. She held her sister and comforted her.

      “Where did all this water come from?” Kaylee said.

      “Busted pipes,” Violet said. “Maybe floodwater backing up through the drainpipes due to blockage. That’s what Corbin said. How bad is it? Is it here yet?”

      “I think it stopped,” Kaylee said. “I think it’s going back down.”

      Violet slid her hand along the dusty floor. Corbin was directly in front of her, but she reached past him until she found the jagged edge of the platform they were huddled on. She thrust her hand down, trying to feel the water, but she couldn’t reach it. When she swept her hand to one side, she touched the wet side of the ladder.

      “How did Owen get that hatch shut?” Shane asked.

      Both Shane and Jodi seemed distraught. Violet had gathered that Owen had dived down into the water to shut the hatch. Apparently, he hadn’t come back up, and the significance of that was too much to bear. How could her family continue without Beth or Owen? Who were they without them?

      She heard people climbing down the ladder, heard the splashing of water. “Did you find him?” she asked. “Do you see Owen?”

      No one answered, but she could hear the water pouring out of the room. Violet waited there, waiting for someone to say something. Some had gone down into the water. Maybe they were searching. Others were still huddled around the back of the organ. Finally, after minutes had passed, she could stand it no more, and she grabbed Corbin’s arm and leaned in close.

      “What’s happening?” she said. “Please.”

      “Owen stopped the water from coming up through the basement,” Corbin said. She could tell by the tightness in his voice that he was still in a lot of pain, and she smelled the blood on his face. “He swam down and shut the hatch. I don’t know how he did it.”

      “But where is he now?” Violet said.

      Corbin didn’t answer. Kaylee and Katie were both pressed in behind her, as if peering over her shoulders at the water. Violet could feel that the wind was starting to slacken, the angle of the rain changing so it wasn’t blowing directly across the room. She heard splashing in the water below, and she could tell that the level had receded even more. Someone else was clinging to the ladder—it sounded like Jodi.

      Violet felt an urge to dive in after her father and help look for Owen. He wouldn’t be able to rely on his vision down there anyway. Maybe Violet would do better feeling around. She actually leaned out over the drop, but Corbin put a restraining hand on her shoulder.

      “What are you doing?” he said.

      “I want to help look for him,” Violet said. “I might be useful.”

      “No doubt you would be,” Corbin said, “but there are a lot of sharp, broken pieces of wood down there in the water.”

      Jodi was crying but trying to keep quiet. After a moment, there was more splashing, then Shane taking a loud breath. He moved through the water, and now it sounded like he was wading instead of swimming. The ladder creaked as he leaned against it.

      “How could you not find him?” Jodi said. “The water level is going down.”

      “He’s not in the room,” Shane said. “The hatch is closed, but there’s no sign of Owen.”

      “That’s impossible!”

      Violet gasped. The answer seemed obvious to her. “He’s must’ve swum down into the basement and pulled the hatch shut from the other side.”

      As the implication hit them, the family got really quiet. For a while, no one said anything. Even Katie just lay there against Violet’s back, peering over her shoulder and saying nothing. But the heaviness in the room was palpable, and Violet felt the sting of tears. Kaylee started crying as well, pressing her face against Violet’s back. As for Ruby, the poor guide dog was having none of the day’s events. She’d reached the limits of her obedience training, and she was pressed up tightly in the space where the floor of the loft met the bottom of the organ.

      “He might be alive,” Jodi said. “He could have swum from the basement into the hallway, and from there, he could’ve gotten out of the building.”

      “It’s...possible,” Shane replied. “The water’s low enough now. We could make our way outside and look for him.”

      Violet heard Shane and Jodi both hop off the ladder into the water. Corbin started down next, but he paused to reach over Violet and take Katie with him. That left Kaylee, Violet, and Ruby.

      “Do you need help?” Violet asked her sister.

      “No,” Kaylee replied, sniffling. “Do you think maybe the flowing water took Owen all the way down the hill into the city? It would be like riding a water slide. Kind of fun.”

      “I hope so,” Violet replied.

      She waited as Kaylee climbed down, but she couldn’t bring herself to hope. Owen would’ve had to hold his breath a long time. Could he really have survived that long? It seemed unlikely.

      Once Kaylee was down, Violet tried to coax Ruby out of her spot, but the dog didn’t want to move. She resisted when her harness was pulled, and she ignored commands. Finally, Violet wrapped her arms around the dog’s body and picked her up. As a full-grown chocolate Lab, she was heavy. Violet managed to get her to the edge, but Ruby immediately struggled to get back to her hiding spot.

      “It’s okay, girl,” Violet said, petting the soaking-wet fur behind the dog’s ears. “The storm is leaving now. We’re safe. Come on. We can’t stay up here.”

      “I don’t think she believes you,” Corbin said. He’d climbed back up the ladder. “Do you mind if I carry her down?”

      “If she’ll let you,” Violet replied.

      Corbin reached past her and hoisted Ruby off the floor of the lobby, pulling her in close against his chest. “Now, don’t resist, Ruby. We gotta stick together.”

      Somehow, he managed to keep hold of her as he headed back down the ladder. Once Violet heard them splash into the water below, she made her way down. The ladder wobbled once, and she almost fell. But after everything they’d gone through, it seemed like a minor thing. She scarcely cared.

      When she hopped off the bottom step, she sank into water that was about at her mid-calf. It was cold and full of small bits and pieces. Someone grabbed her hand, and she realized after a moment that it was Corbin. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, and she knew what that meant, as well. Corbin knew Owen was gone, as she did.

      “I’d better help clear the door so we can get out of here,” he said.

      “Okay,” Violet said. “I’ll stay with Kaylee and Katie.”

      It was getting strangely quiet outside, almost eerie. Violet heard wind noise, but it wasn’t the same as the hurricane, and it was coming from somewhere farther away. She had no idea what that meant. She put one arm around Kaylee, the other around Katie, and kept them both close as the adults worked to clear the door.

      “Is the rain over?” Katie asked.

      “Yes, I think so,” Violet replied.

      “I don’t like rain,” Katie added, and smacked the water with her free hand for good measure.

      “You and me both, sis.” Violet moved the girls a little closer to the door. The water continued to go down. She could feel it creeping down her legs.

      It took a while to get the door clear, and Violet felt increasingly restless. The structure of whatever part of the church remained was compromised, and it kept making weird noises, even after the water had receded. When she finally passed through the door into the sanctuary, she felt great heaps of broken wood all around her, and she had to gently feel her way through, following Corbin’s voice.

      But at last, step by careful step, she made her way out of the church and found herself standing in the grass. Water was pouring through the gap in the outer wall and running down the hillside. She felt it flowing around her shoes. The outside air was very still, cold and humid, and it had a strange, almost acidic smell to it.

      “It stinks out here,” she noted.

      “It must be from all the filth dredged up by the storm,” Corbin said.

      Jodi was still emotional. Not crying, but breathing loudly. “We have to make our way around this church to the other side,” she said. “Owen would have come out through the hallway. There was a gap in the outer wall on that side, right?”

      “There was,” Shane said. “Come on.”

      They set off through the grass, following the wall of the church. Violet reached for Ruby’s harness and was troubled to find that it wasn’t where it was supposed to be. Ruby hadn’t taken up her usual position to the right of and slightly in front of Violet.

      “Kaylee, where’s Ruby?” she asked.

      “Over by the wall there,” Kaylee said, the shifting direction of her voice indicating somewhere directly beside them.

      Violet raised a hand in that direction and snapped her fingers again. “Ruby, come. Now.”

      Finally, with obvious reluctance, she heard Ruby padding over to her, panting loudly. Violet felt around and found the handle of the harness, as the dog finally got into the correct position.

      “I’m sorry, girl. I know it’s been a bad few days for you, especially with this storm, but it’s over now. Please stay with me. Let’s go. Follow.”

      Ruby started moving forward, guiding her to follow Shane and Jodi, as Violet held fast to Katie’s hand. They walked around the front of the building, where Violet could feel debris crunching under her feet. Corbin made a soft awed sound.

      “Do you people see that?” he said.

      “What is it?” Violet asked.

      “There’s a lot of debris everywhere,” Corbin said, “but there’s also a narrow path cut through the trees there. I think we had a tornado in the area.”

      “A tornado and a hurricane?” Violet said.

      “Is that even possible?” Kaylee said.

      “Oh, yeah, it’s pretty common,” Corbin said. “Hurricanes frequently spin off tornadoes when they pass through. I think the tornado hit the church at some point while we were in it.”

      “That sucks,” Kaylee mumbled. “Doesn’t seem fair to hit people with both.”

      They turned the corner and started down the other side of the church. More water was pouring out of the building somewhere on this side, and Violet could tell it was running down the hillside. Shane and Jodi seemed to have come to a stop, and they were speaking to each other quietly. Then both of them began crying.

      Corbin stopped just ahead of her, forcing Violet and Kaylee to stop.

      “He’s there,” Corbin said softly, sadly.

      Owen. He didn’t have to say the name. The grief hit Violet hard, and she bent over. They’d watched Owen falling apart for weeks, and she’d hoped against hope to see him come out of the darkness and return to them. Now he was lost forever.

      “Looks like the water carried him out of the stairwell from the basement,” Corbin said. “Down the hallway and right there.”

      “What...what does he...?” Violet didn’t want to say more. Kaylee was crying now, but Katie didn’t seem to understand. She bent down and hugged the little girl to keep her from getting any closer.

      “It looks like he just barely made it out,” Corbin said gravely. And Violet was pretty sure by the slight tremor in his voice that he was teary-eyed, close to crying. “He’s on his back in the hallway, his arms at his sides, but partially outside, his head resting on the grass. His head is tipped back, almost like he was looking at the sky.”

      He turned to her then and enfolded her in his arms. “I’m so sorry, Violet.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They grieved for a while in the town, but they’d grown weary of grief. Both Owen’s and Beth’s bodies were retrieved and laid side by side, wrapped carefully in some canvas blankets that they found at the school. They grieved, each in their own way, and tried to comfort each other as best they could, but it was a sad and somber affair.

      The funeral, such as it was, took place in the overgrown parking lot of the church, with the bodies set on the still-damp ground before the broken front doors. The church itself was little more than a few cracked cinder-block walls, and Violet could still hear the debris inside shifting and moving around as the last of the water drained out of the building.

      The surviving family members gathered in a circle around the bodies. Shane was carrying Katie, who had fallen asleep in his arms. They’d found a chair for Jodi, so she could sit and give her back some rest. Corbin stood with Violet, his arm around her shoulders, while she held Kaylee’s hand. And Ruby was nearby, standing dutifully.

      “Owen was a good boy, and he became a good man,” Shane said, “but he was suffering. Without Amelia, he felt lost.”

      “Please don’t say he’s at rest now,” Jodi said with a sigh. “Please don’t try to turn a tragic loss into a blessing.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” Shane replied. “But I am glad he’s not suffering anymore.”

      Jodi grunted, then said, “Yeah, I guess that’s fine.”

      And Katie is an orphan now, Violet thought. She’d lost both parents. The rest of the family was going to have to rally around to make sure she grew up loved and supported and happy. And thinking of that, Violet actually felt a ray of hope, because she could see a purpose in it. She was going to be the support that Katie needed, not just an aunt but a mother figure.

      “Did you want to say anything about your mother?” Shane asked.

      “Well...she’s the reason any of us are alive,” Jodi replied. “She’s the reason we survived the Big Event in the first place. She was the bedrock of our family, and I just hope I can be half the woman she was.” Jodi paused a moment, then added, “This isn’t going to tear us apart. I want you all to hear that. We are still a family, and we will absorb this loss. We will help each other and take care of each other, and we will be strong again.”

      “Yes, we will,” Shane said. To Violet, it sounded like they both only half believed it and wanted to convince themselves.

      After they stood there for a while longer, they finally laid the bodies to rest. They had no tools to dig graves, so the best they could do was to build cairns out of broken bricks and cinder blocks, piling the pieces on top of them right there in front of the church.

      They spent that night in the second story of the school building with little food, and by morning, the whole water-logged town reeked like an open sewer. As they set out on foot the next morning, they saw filthy pools on either side of every road, standing puddles in yards and on sidewalks. Some of the water had already started to turn green with algae. Buildings had been blown apart and scattered into millions of pieces that lay all over the place. Violet could smell it and sense it, but mostly, she got numerous elaborate descriptions from Corbin, who she pestered for information all the way out of town.

      They found their old supply cart as they passed the church hill, but it had been blown into the side of a tree and bent. Two of the wheels were broken off. As for the rest of their supplies, they were nowhere to be found. So Shane and Corbin took turns carrying Katie, while the rest of them walked. Jodi was still in considerable pain, so she set a slow pace.

      “Are we just going to head back to the coast?” Corbin said.

      “That’s where the hurricanes are,” Kaylee said.

      “I think we should at least check on Sullyton, yes,” Shane replied. “Those people went through the hurricane as well. They might need our help. I don’t know if we’ll stay there long term, though. I just don’t know.”

      “I guess it depends on what we find,” Jodi added.

      “But where else would we go?” Kaylee said. “Where else is there?”

      And nobody had an answer to that. Violet didn’t even want to think about it right now. They’d been relocated so many times they were beginning to feel like a tribe of nomads. Would they ever settle anywhere permanently?

      She was sore and tired, and she was starting to feel sick to her stomach. She’d swallowed so much water during the storm, and the growing stench all around her made her queasy. All of this brackish water was going to be riddled with disease and mosquitos. And the same would probably be true of a lot of places where the hurricane had swept through.

      “People are going to need a lot of help,” she said. “Not just rebuilding, but with medical care, clean water, all kinds of stuff. Do you think we can help them?”

      “I think we should take it one step at a time right now,” Jodi replied.

      They made it back to the highway offramp and started back up. It was a slow slog, endless walking, and Violet had never felt less like walking than she did now. Fortunately, Corbin did what he could to keep her mind off it, chatting with her as they went.

      “A lot of the trees were knocked down along this stretch of the highway,” he noted. “Remember how it was before, when we had to abandon the van? Well, it’s worse. There are more fallen trees blocking the lanes, and they’re everywhere for miles ahead of us. Plus, a bunch of vehicles got tossed around. And, oh, there a single-wide mobile home tipped upside down on the shoulder of the road.”

      He kept up this kind of commentary as the day passed. Clearly, evidence of the brutal hurricane was everywhere. Violet could smell it, and the farther east they went, the stronger the rotten smell became. It didn’t help that the sun was out now, warmth and light helping the bacteria and algae to grow in all of the standing water.

      It was late afternoon when they finally reached the bridge that led to Sullyton. Thus far, they had not encountered a single living human anywhere, although Corbin explained that they’d spotted a few bodies along the way. Some had been floating face down in pools of water. One had been left by the side of the road.

      “It’s awful,” Violet said, as they started across the bridge. “To survive so much and then be killed by a hurricane. It seems cruel. What does Sullyton look like?”

      As they approached the far side of the bridge into Sullyton, she smelled the rotting and ruin. However, a voice cried out to them from somewhere ahead.

      “You there! You McDonalds! You survived!”

      Violet knew that voice. It was the mayor of Sullyton, Mariama. A big, loud voice for a big, loud person. But there was a hard edge to her voice, the sound of someone who had just been through heck and not entirely recovered yet. The mayor padded toward them, her loud footsteps indicating some kind of hard-soled sandals or shoes, possibly wood.

      When Shane and Jodi reached her, they all stopped and let the rest of the family gather around. It sounded like a few others were with Mariama.

      “How many people from Sullyton survived?” Jodi asked.

      “God have mercy,” the mayor said. “Not many. This was a bad one. So much worse than before. The storm surge covered the whole island. A lot of houses are just gone to their foundations, and the stubborn people like old Joli who stayed behind are gone, too. You seem to be missing a few yourselves.”

      “Yeah, we lost a couple,” Shane said sadly.

      “I’m sorry to hear it, sir,” the mayor said. “Well, you can follow us into the town, if you want. I was just looking for supplies that might have made it through the storm.”

      And with that, she turned and headed back toward Sullyton. Shane and Jodi followed her. As they got closer, Violet had to pinch her nose shut.

      “There’s another dead body nearby, isn’t there?” she asked Corbin, speaking quietly.

      “Yeah, an old man,” Corbin said. “He’s down there by the water’s edge below, kind of hard to get to.”

      “Kaylee, don’t look,” Violet said. “You don’t need to see that.”

      “I already saw it,” Kaylee replied, in an almost defiant tone. “And I saw other bodies earlier, so what does it matter?”

      “It’ll give you nightmares,” Violet said.

      “Yeah, it will. All of this will. So what? Nightmares can’t hurt me.”

      And Violet couldn’t argue with that. As they entered what was left of Sullyton, Violet let go of her nose, but there were a thousand bad smells here. Rotting, stagnant, putrid, she didn’t have enough words in her vocabulary to describe what she smelled. A veritable symphony of stenches danced in her nostrils and made her stomach twist.

      “The market is gone,” Corbin said. “Totally gone. Every plank and beam. Most of the houses were washed off their foundations. You wouldn’t know Sullyton had ever existed.”

      “That’s a shame,” Violet said. “I know we weren’t here long before the storm hit, but I really thought maybe we’d found a new home. We were helping people, making a difference.” She sighed.

      Up ahead, she heard Shane and Jodi chatting quietly with the mayor. Finally, they came to a stop on a squishy patch of grass.

      “This is where we’d set up the clinic, isn’t it?” Violet asked.

      “Yeah, nothing left of that house,” Corbin replied. “A concrete slab, some broken pipes.”

      Shane cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Hey, family, so you’ve seen the condition of the town. It’s almost entirely gone. And the mayor here tells me there’s a good chance of a red tide coming in.”

      “They usually follow a strong hurricane like that,” Mariama said. “And, not to make it worse, but hurricane season might not even be over yet. I loved this place. These were my people. I’ve been here almost twenty years, but I’ll tell you McDonalds what I’ve told everyone else. This ain’t nobody’s home, not like this. I’ve got my family and friends here, and I don’t know if we can recover from this. Maybe you want to mosey on to somewhere else. I wish I could tell you where to go next, but I’m afraid I’m all out of answers.”
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      None of them were ready to just turn around and head off somewhere else. Violet was so sore and tired, she could barely stay on her feet at this point, and the rest of the family clearly felt the same. Unfortunately, the only place they could find to rest was an old pavilion in a city park that still had a roof and two walls. Here, they laid down some tarps and blankets salvaged from the storm wreckage, and they took what rest they could manage.

      For Violet, that meant sitting in a corner with her back against a post, Ruby curled up in her lap, and Katie sleeping soundly beside her. Violet felt a strange cold trembling sensation. It was strongest around her back and shoulders and high in her belly, but it moved through her entire body. She’d been scared before, she’d grieved before, but she’d never felt anything like this. It prevented her from getting comfortable no matter how she sat, and it kept her wide awake.

      Something’s wrong with my body, she thought. It feels like I broke some nerve endings or something.

      Shane and Corbin kept moving around, doing stuff. They spent a while laying down tarps and blankets and weighing down the corners to keep them in place. After that, they went looking for food. While they were gone, Jodi and Kaylee both woke up, and Ruby began pacing around their shelter, as if checking it out. As Violet sat there, she heard voices in the distance, and she could tell it was the sound of townspeople returning to the devastated area.

      “People are coming back because they have nowhere else to go,” Violet said. “And they’re not going to find anywhere to lie down and rest, or to stay safe from bad weather.”

      “I bet most of them have lost family members, too,” Kaylee said.

      Jodi groaned as she sat up. “I can’t imagine,” she said. “It’ll be really hard for them to rebuild here.”

      “Couldn’t we help somehow?” Violet asked.

      “What do you expect us to do, Violet?” Jodi replied. She still sounded devastated. “We have no food or water, just the clothes on our backs.”

      But Violet wouldn’t let it go. As she saw it, it was better to focus on making a difference than to just wallow here in their misery. “We could fix the walls of this pavilion and make it a little nicer in here. You could easily fit a couple dozen people in here. It would at least be a place to lie down and relax, and we don’t need to keep it all for ourselves.”

      “That would require a lot of work,” Jodi said miserably.

      “I think it’s a good idea,” Kaylee said, bumping Violet with her shoulder. “I’d rather do something than nothing. If I’m doing nothing, then I’ll just think about all the horrible stuff that happened.”

      For at least a full minute, Jodi didn’t say anything. Violet heard occasional pained breathing or sounds of her moving around, but she clearly didn’t want to have this conversation. And Violet didn’t want to keep pushing, not with the grief still so raw.

      “I guess we have to do something,” Jodi said finally, but she sounded resigned and unhappy about it.

      Violet heard a group coming toward them. Shane and Corbin were in the midst, but there seemed to be seven or eight others. They were chatting quietly as they came. As they got closer, she recognized the mayor’s heavy footfalls in the midst of the group. The woman had a tendency to stomp. As they entered the pavilion, Violet gently moved Ruby aside and stood up.

      “People are returning,” Shane said. “But many are stranded out there in all of this mess.”

      Violet’s father sounded mentally and emotionally exhausted. The family had been through so much, but he’d never sounded quite so broken.

      “Well, what can be done about it?” Jodi said.

      “We thought we might round up all the able-bodied, healthy people to search for survivors in the area,” Shane said. “Some who stayed behind might still be alive, buried under their collapsed houses.”

      “We’re going to set out in teams,” Corbin said. As he spoke, he came toward Violet, and she reached out to him. He took her hand. “Do you want to come with us? You could be on my team. You might notice some things that we overlook.”

      It was a tempting offer, but Violet said, “Actually, I think I’ve already got a project that I need to work on. Kaylee, Jodi, Katie, and I are going to fix up this pavilion here so it can be used to house survivors.”

      This caused some murmurs of approval in the small crowd. “We’ll supply scrap wood,” the mayor said. “I like this. I like coming together like this. It seemed like this hurricane was going to be the end of Sullyton, but maybe not. Lord help us, maybe not.”

      Corbin gave Violet a big hug and a kiss on the cheek before heading off with the search parties. She briefly felt the scabs on his face against her cheeks. Soon, tools and scrap wood were brought to the pavilion, and Violet, Jodi, and Kaylee got to work repairing the pavilion. Little Katie moved about, muttering to herself, but she seemed subdued, possibly confused.

      Throughout the day, as the team worked to repair the walls of the pavilion and make the interior more comfortable, Violet paused from time to time to check on Katie. At one point, she sat with her for a few minutes and played some mindless games with a handful of pebbles that Katie had scrounged up. In the midst of this play, Katie suddenly said, “Is Daddy never coming back?”

      That made Violet tear up, and she didn’t know how to reply. “Well, Katie...I just...”

      And then Jodi, who was crying, said, “He’s gone, sweetie, but he saved our lives. Your daddy was a hero, and we’re always going to remember him, okay?”

      Katie was quiet for a moment, then sighed and said, “Okay.” And she went back to playing.

      Jodi was clearly still distraught, and she mostly worked in silence. Occasionally, she would cry for a while, but even then, she kept working. When the pain in her back got overwhelming, she would take a short break, but never for long. Violet even tried to get her to stop working at one point, but she refused.

      “Now that I’m in it,” Jodi said, “I want to keep going until we’re done. Otherwise, I’m going to lose what little steam I have.”

      Violet struggled a lot more than she expected. She was tired, of course, but she still had that weird shaky feeling. It just wouldn’t go away, no matter how hard she tried to push through it. She didn’t think anyone noticed, but eventually, while Violet was trying to pick up a panel, Jodi grabbed her wrist.

      “Honey, I really think you need an easier job,” she said. “I know you don’t like being told you can’t do something, but I’m worried about you.”

      Her mother was right, of course. Violet hated being told she couldn’t do something, but she felt so weird, so uncomfortable, that she didn’t argue with her. Instead, she dropped the panel and rose, wringing her hands to keep them from shaking.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she said.

      Jodi hugged her. Violet thought she might cry, but no tears came.

      “Let’s find something a little easier for you to do, Violet. I have an idea.”

      In the end, they scrounged up a couple of large pots, which were among the salvaged gear stacked near the market, and Violet went to work boiling water for drinking. Starting a fire proved challenging because everything was so damp, but there was a working lighter among the gear. It all required less physical effort, and for that, Violet was grateful.

      While she was in the middle of boiling her first pots of water, she heard Katie walk up behind her. The little girl was still strangely subdued.

      “Can I watch?” she asked, her shoes squishing in the mud.

      Violet was sitting on a crate, and she scooted over to make room for her niece. “Of course. Here you go.”

      Katie sat down on the edge of the crate, and Violet patted her on the back.

      “What is it?” Katie asked. “Is it bweakfast?”

      “We’re just burning all the bad stuff out of the water so we can drink it,” Violet said. “You always have to boil water first, okay? Never drink from a pond or stream. You can get sick.”

      “Oh,” Katie said softly. And then, after a second, “Is that what happen’ to Daddy?”

      It was such a quiet, plaintive question. Violet felt the sting of tears, and she quickly brushed them away. She hugged the little girl. “No, your daddy died to save us. And he did. He saved us.”

      “Oh,” Katie said again, even softer.

      Later, after Violet had boiled about four quarts of water, which she stored in a large plastic tub that had also been salvaged from the ruins, another group stopped by. Violet listened to them chatting with Jodi inside the pavilion, and she recognized one of the voices. It was the merchant they’d met in the market before the hurricane. Keeli.

      “We’ve drawn up a list of all residents of Sullyton,” Keeli said. “And we’ve added marks to indicate if they’re alive, missing, or dead. Would we be able to place it here in this gathering space? That would give the whole town a place to come and get current information about their loved ones.”

      “Certainly,” Jodi replied. “We could attach it to this front wall here.”

      Violet heard the crinkling of a large piece of paper, then nails being hammered into plywood. After that, people gathered around the paper for a minute, as if they were reading it. Violet wished someone would read the list to her, but she didn’t feel like intruding. Anyway, she had important work to do, as fresh pots of water were bubbling over the small fire.

      “Twenty people alive and accounted for,” Jodi noted. “Fifteen dead. Actually, it’s seventeen. You can add my son and my mother to that list.” Her voice cracked, but she continued. “That leaves forty-two local residents missing.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Keeli said. “I lost both of my young cousins. They were swept into the river while we were looking for a place to hide.”

      “So much loss,” said another. “As if we hadn’t already lost so much.”

      For some reason, these words made Violet really want to hug Katie again, so she did, and the little girl seemed to receive it gratefully.

      “Are the search parties back yet?” Jodi asked.

      “They’ve come and gone a few times,” the merchant replied. “Every time they come back, they bring new people...and bodies. But we’re putting the bodies on the north end of the island for now. Until, you know, we can have funerals and stuff like that.”

      “Funerals,” Jodi said, the word full of weight.

      And that brought Violet right back to that church parking lot, and the two bodies wrapped in blankets and lying in the grass. That memory made the weird, cold trembling sensation worse. It almost felt like the onset of some kind of sickness. She was still holding Katie, and the little girl suddenly squirmed out of her grasp.

      “That feels weird,” Katie said.

      “Sorry,” Violet replied. “Was I shaking?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I’ll try to stop doing that.”
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      Corbin carefully climbed up onto the side of the tipped-over bus, feeling the side windows crackle and pop under his weight. The rest of the group remained below. Shane and Corbin had been joined by a local couple: Bob and Paige Boyles. They were a quiet pair, scarcely speaking, clearly still in shock from whatever they’d gone through.

      It was both cold and very humid. Corbin could feel the dampness against his exposed skin, and it kept him from drying out, even with a breeze blowing. Though most of the side windows of the bus were either shattered or badly cracked, he passed over a few spots that were clear enough to see inside. It looked like this old passenger van had been converted into someone’s home at some point in recent years, but the storm—or possibly a tornado created by the storm—had rolled it from its parking space in a waterside park onto a low sandy hill.

      Through the windows, Corbin saw clothing, cooking supplies, bedding, and lots of broken glass.

      “What do you see?” Shane asked. It was the gentlest way of asking Are there any dead bodies inside?

      “I don’t see anyone,” Corbin replied. His knee was pressed against one of the windows, and the glass cracked beneath him. He adjusted position, moving onto the metal frame, but then another window cracked under his hand. “Okay, I’m coming back down before I become my own statistic.”

      He made his way to the back of the bus, taking careful steps, then hopped down to the sandy hilltop. Shane, Bob, and Paige were waiting for him there. They had started out with eight people, but half the team had headed back to Sullyton, bearing survivors and a few dead bodies.

      “It was worth a look,” Shane said.

      Corbin looked around. He heard some kind of noises echoing in the distance. They were still in sight of the bridge, near the water’s edge, and most of the landscape to the west and north was filled with devastated housing developments. About half the houses had been scoured from their foundation. Most of the rest had lost their roofs and some of their walls. However, he saw a single large home in a cul-de-sac on the leeward side of the hill whose walls had collapsed inward.

      “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      Shane shook his head, Bob shrugged, but Paige said, “Sounds like people somewhere.”

      Indeed, now that she said it, the sound coalesced in Corbin’s mind. Multiple voices, muffled somehow, all shouting.

      “I think they’re calling for help,” Corbin said. As he tried to locate the sound, his gaze returned to the large collapsed house nearby. “Sounds like they might be trapped in there.”

      He started down the backside of the hill, heading toward the cul-de-sac. Corbin could feel the grief over the loss of Owen lurking in the corners of every thought, but staying busy and helping others had staved it off for the time being. Owen’s downfall and redemption at the end was a white-hot pain he would carry with him for the rest of his life. He knew that, but he would avoid fully feeling it for as long as possible.

      As he picked his way through high grass and scattered bits and pieces from the storm, the direction of the voices became clearer. They were indeed coming from the collapsed house.

      “Help us! Help!”

      “We’re trapped in here!”

      “Can someone hear us? Anyone?”

      The backyard fence was blown down, so it was easy to approach the great pile of collapsed walls and ceiling. However, getting to any people buried under all that mess was going to be a difficult job. Corbin had gotten there before the others, so he stopped at the edge of the concrete back porch and waited for them.

      He cupped a hand to the side of his mouth and shouted, “We hear you! Hang tight, and we’ll get you out of there!”

      The voices were silent for a moment, and he thought he heard someone begin to sob.

      “Thank God.” A woman’s voice. Someone older. “Please hurry. We have injured people!”

      “We’ll work as fast as we can,” Corbin said. “What room were you in?”

      “Center bathroom.” An older man’s voice. “Middle of the hallway near the living room.”

      Corbin turned to meet Shane, Bob, and Paige as they crossed the backyard.

      “It’s not going to be easy to get to them,” Shane said.

      “Yeah, but we’ve got nothing else going on at the moment,” Corbin replied, with a wry smile. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Shane, you and I are going to start picking our way through the pile. Bob and Paige, you two are going to take the pieces we remove and drag them across the yard, out of the way. We’ll have to do this very slowly, carefully, so we don’t make things worse.”

      “Got it,” Paige said, as she and her husband took a few steps back from the porch.

      Corbin nodded at Shane. “Let’s do this.”

      It looked like the house had been pushed over from the east side, leaving some of the beams from the eastern wall exposed. They began with the most prominent of these and slowly worked it out of the pile. When they did, some of the other debris shifted.

      “What’s happening out there?” one of the people inside said. “Are you coming in?”

      “We’re working on it,” Corbin replied. And then, to Shane, he said, “One piece at a time. And we pause afterward to make sure we’re not bringing down the Jenga tower. Got it?”

      Shane nodded. “You’re good at this, you know?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Coordinating people in stressful times,” Shane said. “Doing what needs to be done when everyone else is freaking out.”

      Corbin wasn’t ready for the compliment, and he wasn’t sure he deserved it. Even so, he felt a moment of pride and said, “Thanks, sir. I’m just trying to help.”

      “You always are,” Shane replied. “I admire that about you, son.”

      They went back to work, but Corbin felt energized. Had Shane ever complimented him like that? Had anyone? And maybe it was true.

      And did he just call me “son”?

      They worked their way into the pile one beam, stud, and chunk at a time, and whenever they pulled some large piece out of the pile, Bob and Paige were quick to carry it far away. The four of them worked well together, and soon, the voices of the trapped people got closer, louder. And then, after about an hour of slow, hard, deliberate work, Corbin pushed aside a large piece of drywall panel and saw a face peering up at him from below.

      The woman’s face was a mask of pulverized drywall, with streaks from her tears drawing tracks down her cheeks.

      “Oh, thank God for you,” she said. She had a few teeth that were seriously chipped, as well as a cut on her upper lip. Just seeing the cut reminded Corbin of the many bandaged cuts on his own face, and they stung all over again.

      “How many are in there with you?” Corbin asked.

      “My husband, my sister, and my two kids,” she replied. “My sister and my youngest are hurt.”

      “Okay, hang tight,” Corbin said. “We’ll have you out of there in a minute. Move back a bit, please, ma’am.”

      The woman stepped back from the gap, and Corbin sensed others in the darkness with her. They didn’t have a lot of room in there. It seemed they’d been trapped in a small space in and around the bathtub.

      Corbin and Shane went to work widening the gap, carefully shifting and moving pieces until it was wide enough for them to fit through. There were so many exposed nails and splintered edges that it was impossible to avoid them all. The sleeves of Corbin’s Helios shirt were torn to shreds by the end, and he had a dozen new shallow scratches on his hands and forearms.

      However, he was finally able to step back and beckon the survivors to come forth. One by one, the filthy and bedraggled people crawled through the gap. Corbin saw numerous bumps and bruises. Their clothes were muddy and torn. One of the kids had sustained a large gash on her forehead, and blood had crusted down the side of her face. And an older woman in a tattered dress was nursing her arm, as if it were broken.

      The family gathered in the back yard, embracing one another and crying. Then they turned to their rescuers and thanked them profusely, even offering a few muddy and dusty hugs, which Corbin didn’t resist. Finally, the first woman, the one with the mask of drywall dust, turned to Corbin.

      “The house survived the first hurricane, so we thought we were in the clear,” she said, brushing some of the dust off her face. “But the second one was so much worse. Now I have nowhere to go.”

      “We’re bringing all the survivors in the area to Sullyton,” Corbin said. “From there, we’ll figure out what everyone needs, treat wounds, and make some plans. How does that sound?”

      The woman shrugged. “Better than anything I’ve got. We were stuck in there for more than a day. I thought we might die there, so I’m just so grateful to be free.”

      After some discussion, they decided that Bob and Paige would lead the survivors back to Sullyton while Corbin and Shane continued looking for others. There were a few hours until sunset, and plenty of places where other people might be trapped. Corbin felt good about the rescue. Better to pull out the living than the dead, and Shane’s words were still resonating in his head. Son?

      “Well, sir, which way should we go next?” Corbin asked, as Bob and Paige disappeared over the crest of the nearby hill leading the family of survivors. When Shane didn’t answer, her turned to the man and found him smiling and nodding, as if to some internal conversation. “What is it?”

      “I was just thinking...” Were those tears glistening in his eyes? “I was just thinking how glad I am that you’re part of our family.”

      Corbin shuffled his feet awkwardly. “Thanks, but...uh, I don’t really know how to respond to that.”

      “It just needed to be said,” Shane replied. “Life is so fleeting, I don’t want to leave things unsaid. Not anymore. Never again. That’s all.” He motioned for Corbin to get moving. “Anyway, let’s keep looking.”

      “Well...thanks, sir. I’m glad I’m part of this family, too.”

      They set off again, looking and listening for survivors or bodies, but Shane’s brief words had a profound effect on Corbin. Indeed, it seemed to have an effect on both of them, lifting the dark cloud. They spent a couple of hours combing through destroyed neighborhoods and a devastated shopping center. A few times, they spotted bodies floating in the water. Rather than attempting to retrieve them, they marked the locations with some debris so they might find them later.

      By the time they headed back to Sullyton, it was dark, a sliver moon rising above the desolation. Though they hadn’t found any other survivors, Corbin still felt good about the day. They’d made a difference, even in the midst of what would otherwise be a hopeless situation.

      As they crossed the bridge, they saw cookfires and torches shining across Sullyton. Most of them were centered somewhere south of the market, and Corbin spotted people moving in the light. A lot of them. As they reached the end of the bridge and headed into town, he heard conversation. No sounds of panic or fear, just conversation. It was remarkable.

      “Our teams couldn’t have looked everywhere,” Corbin said. “Not even in this area. We should set out again in the morning.”

      “I think you’re right,” Shane replied. “There’s more ground to cover, and I’d hate to think we missed somebody who could’ve been saved.”

      “Exactly,” Corbin said. “First thing in the morning.”

      Now, he smelled cooking meat. Meat being grilled, a pungent soup or stew, and other items. All of the activity was centered around the pavilion. Violet’s group had done a lot of work building and repairing walls, creating a large livable space inside. Grills had been set up in the field beside the pavilion, along with a few damaged but mostly intact picnic tables and benches.

      Thirty or forty people were gathered there. Families. Corbin even spotted the family they’d rescued. They were sitting together at a table, now covered in bandages but washed and content.

      “It’s amazing how resilient people can be,” Corbin said. “Those people were buried in their home for more than a day, and now they’re just chatting and enjoying dinner.”

      “Resilient, yeah, but there’s a lot of healing ahead of us all,” Shane said.

      Corbin went looking for Violet in the midst of the crowd. He found her sitting with Jodi, Kaylee, and Katie at a table near the grills. As he approached, she seemed to sense him and turned in his direction. He would have given her a hug, but he’d been rooting through trash and handling dead bodies, so he gently patted her shoulder instead.

      “Hey there, beautiful,” he said, taking a seat beside her.

      “Corbin, you’re back,” she said, with obvious relief. “I was afraid you might be out there searching all night.”

      “We’ll have to wait for sunrise to resume the search,” he said. “But there are a lot more people out there needing help, I’m sure.”

      Shane sat down between Jodi and Kaylee. There were bowls of grilled meat and vegetables on the table, and Jodi immediately began making him a plate.

      “I’d like to go with you,” Violet said, “but I should probably stay here and help. There’s a lot to do for the community, and people are returning in droves.”

      “I know we’re eating,” Corbin said, as he grabbed an empty plate and began to serve himself, “but I have to ask. What are they doing with the dead bodies?”

      “Trying to identify them,” Jodi said, “and then burning them. It’s the only safe course of action. Hurricanes are notorious for spreading disease after they’ve passed.”

      Corbin ate for a while in silence. They all did. Little Katie was sleepy and eventually laid her head down on her grandmother’s thigh. Kaylee hadn’t said much and seemed lost in thought, but she finally spoke up.

      “Are we actually going to stay here in Sullyton?” she said. “There’s a lot of work to do, and...I don’t know. Do we really have to?”

      No one had an answer right away, and Corbin caught Jodi and Shane giving each other questioning glances, as if to say Which one of us is going to reply? Finally, Jodi cleared her throat and said, “The people here are friendly enough. I’m glad we’re able to help them. But if I’m being completely honest, it doesn’t really feel like home. We hardly spent any time here before the storm hit.”

      “No place is ever going to feel like home,” Kaylee said, shoulders slumping. “Never again.”

      “Home is wherever we are,” Corbin said. “If we’re together, then we’re home.”

      At this, Kaylee looked up at him, and he could tell his words had made an impact. Even Violet put an arm around him and kept it there despite the dust and grime.

      “Corbin’s right,” Shane said, “but Kaylee’s got a point. It’s going to take a long time to rebuild this town. Today was okay, but I don’t know how long we can hold up. We’ve been through so much. Maybe we just need some quiet time to heal. I hadn’t really thought about it.”

      “So let’s take a vote, then,” Jodi said. “What does everyone think? Kaylee, you brought it up, so why don’t you start? What’s your honest opinion? Do you want to stay here or not?”

      Kaylee shook her head vigorously. “No, I don’t want to. Too much bad stuff happened here. I want to go somewhere else.”

      “Okay,” Jodi said. “Violet?”

      Violet grunted thoughtfully, drumming a finger on the coarse wooden tabletop. “It feels good to work and rebuild, but...I guess in the long run, I can’t see myself ever really feeling at home here, not after the hurricane. But I don’t have a better idea of where to go.”

      “Corbin?”

      He considered the question. In fact, he hadn’t really thought about it. All of his mind and effort had been bent toward finding survivors. “It takes a heck of a lot of work to build or rebuild a community,” he said. “We’ve done it before, and then we watched all that work burn to the ground. Hickory Falls was as safe and secure a community as we could create, and it only took a few hours to destroy it. Making Sullyton as safe and secure as Hickory Falls will take months and months of work, and I just don’t know if it’s worth it.”

      “I think I agree,” Jodi said. “And it seems more dangerous here on the coast than it did in Georgia. Harder to secure.”

      “So it’s unanimous, then,” Shane said, bent over his plate. “The coast is not for us.”

      “So we did all this work for nothing,” Kaylee said, motioning toward the pavilion with a big sweep of her arm.

      “No, not at all,” Shane said. “We helped these good people, and helping good people is never a waste of time. But that doesn’t mean Sullyton is our home.”

      Violet said, “There has to be a place out there for us. Some place where we can finally settle down and stay. I don’t want to be a nomad the rest of my life.”

      “I think there is,” Corbin replied. “Somewhere. We just haven’t found it yet. But we will.”
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      Three days had passed since their return to Sullyton, but Jodi could feel the clock ticking. Even though the family hadn’t chosen a specific date, it felt like it was just about time to move on. She woke up that morning feeling stiff and sore, as usual, and sat up on her pallet near the back of the pavilion. Sunlight streamed into the big room through the many windows and gaps in the walls, showing the multitude of curtains that had been used to partition off spaces for individual families.

      There were a lot of people in the building, and she heard a discordant symphony of snoring, breathing, and snorting noises. Kaylee and Katie were curled up back-to-back beneath a window in a beam of sunlight. Corbin and Violet were together near the curtain, but Shane was gone. She could still see the vague impression of his body on the pallet where he’d slept beside her.

      Jodi eased herself to her feet, wincing at the pain in her back. That damned pain never really went away. It was with her constantly. She pushed through the curtain and quietly made her way out of the pavilion, passing numerous other partitioned areas. When she stepped outside, she saw some groups working off in the distance, gathering supplies for a local project. Repairs had already been made on a few homes as well as the market. To the north, a thin trail of black smoke rose into the sky and drifted east, evidence of the continued burning of bodies.

      Looking around, Jodi soon spotted Shane sitting by himself at one of the nearby tables, nursing a small cup of tea. As she moved to join him, he noticed her and pointed toward the small teapot and stack of ceramic cups in the center of the table. She sat down across from him and proceeded to pour herself a cup of tea.

      “Where did this come from?” she asked, holding up the cup.

      “Our dear mayor’s own stash,” he replied. “She had some herbal tea that survived the storm. She brought it here this morning before setting out to coordinate a team.”

      Jodi sipped the tea and found it mild, though a little bit like sipping hot water through grass. “Aren’t you and Corbin going to join the search and rescue team again?”

      Shane shook his head. “Not today. It kind of feels like we did more than our fair share. There’s a big search and rescue team out there right now. There’s a body disposal team, a community kitchen, a construction crew, and even a relocation team helping displaced people find new homes.”

      “Sounds like we could step away without leaving anyone in the lurch,” Jodi said, and took another sip of tea.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Shane replied. “Maybe it’s finally time to find a place of our own.”

      “We’ve had so many homes,” Jodi said. The images of different places flashed through her mind. She saw their old home in Tennessee, her mother’s house in Hickory Falls, the little cabin in Helios, and finally, the house they’d used for one day in Sullyton. “I just don’t know where we go next.”

      “Somewhere very different, I think,” Shane said. He picked up his cup, let it hang in the air for a second, then finished his tea.

      “Don’t leave me in suspense,” Jodi said. “What did you have in mind?”

      He smiled and winked at her. “Actually, I was thinking about finding us a nice, big boat.”
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      They found the mayor working with a team in the marketplace. They’d made quite a bit of progress on rebuilding the place in just a few short days. The ceiling was mostly intact, and many of the market stalls had been rebuilt. Jodi and Shane had already broken the news to the family, and everyone felt good about their plan. Indeed, as they walked toward the market, Jodi heard Violet, Corbin, and Kaylee chatting quietly, and they sounded almost cheerful. Even Katie was skipping along, occasionally singing to herself.

      Just knowing what the next step was made a big difference. They had something to look forward to, something to care about again. Jodi stepped under the new roof of the market, past a few repaired merchant stalls. They looked nice. With limited tools and supplies, the locals had done great work. At the moment, the mayor was directing a couple of young men who were standing on ladders and making some final repairs on the roof.

      Shane and Jodi had already discussed who should break the news, so Jodi approached the mayor and said, “Good morning, Mariama. How are you doing today?”

      The mayor was wearing a comfortable blouse and loose skirt, her hair tied back in a blue kerchief. But she’d added some heavy leather work gloves as well. “Hey there, Jodi, I’m just watching my little town come back together, you know. That’s a great feeling. What about the McDonalds?”

      Jodi signaled for the rest of the family to hang back a bit, then walked closer to the mayor. She didn’t want to say it too loudly, in case announcing their departure demoralized the locals who had worked so hard beside them.

      “Ma’am, I actually came to tell you that we’ve decided to move on,” Jodi said.

      Despite her best efforts, the two workers paused and looked down at her in shock. Mariama frowned and shook her head. “I hate to see good people leave. You haven’t been with us long, but you’ve made an impact. When you repaired the pavilion, it gave me just enough inspiration to rebuild the whole town. I’ll always owe you a debt of gratitude for that. Well, I won’t stop you. Where are you thinking about going?”

      Jodi glanced at Shane. “We were thinking about trying to find a boat.”

      “I see,” the mayor said. “You won’t have trouble finding one. There are abandoned boats all over the east side of the island. Take your pick. No one’s coming to claim them, I can tell you that. You have my blessing.”

      “And we receive it,” Jodi said.

      “Do take some supplies with you. A little food, clothing, clean water. I don’t want y’all to get out there and have nothing to eat or drink. You hear?”

      “Just a little,” Jodi said. “We won’t take too much.”

      “Well, you worked hard. You certainly earned it, so don’t be too stingy with yourselves. Now, come here.”

      Mariama gave her a big hug, then sent the McDonalds on their way. She was so friendly about it that Jodi had a moment of regret as they walked out of the marketplace. However, as she looked at the devastation that remained in the road ahead, she knew they were doing the right thing.

      They headed back to the pavilion and loaded up enough supplies to last a few days, including some dried fruit and meat, two big containers of fresh water, and one change of clothes per person. They put all of this on a crude wheeled dolly, which they pulled with a rope. It seemed like a reasonable amount to take without being greedy.

      From there, they headed south on the main road, then cut left at an intersection. Shane and Jodi led the way, with Violet, Ruby, and Corbin walking behind the dolly. Katie took up her usual position among the bags of supplies, riding in style. The side road was small and mostly covered in mud and dirt blown over the lanes by the storm. The tiny wheels of the dolly dug deep grooves in the mud as they went. They crested a rise and soon came in sight of the long line of beaches on the east side of the island.

      This had been a neighborhood of mansions and private docks at one time. The mansions were almost entirely destroyed, with just a few walls standing here and there. The surviving private boats had been washed or blown up onto the sand. Most of them lay on their sides like beached whales.

      “Wow, I see boats, Mommy,” Katie said.

      Mommy. Jodi looked back to see who Katie was referring to and realized the little girl was looking at her.

      “Yes, lots of big boats,” Jodi replied. “But I’m Grandma, not Mommy.”

      “Oh.” Katie poked a finger against the corner of her mouth, as if deep in thought. “I forgot.”

      “It’s okay, honey. Mommy loved you very much, and so do I.”

      “I know.” Jodi was afraid the little girl might burst into tears, but she just shrugged and said no more on the subject.

      They passed through a large gap in a collapsed fence and alongside a large home that had lost its roof and most of its walls. An old Mercedes was rotting upside down in a circular driveway, as if waiting for a family that would never return. The backyard was mostly weeds and rocks, but it soon gave way to a narrow strip of sandy beach. Shane and Jodi came to a stop at the transition, waiting for the others to catch up.

      Looking left and right, Jodi saw a dozen or more private docks that were collapsing into the surf, along with numerous abandoned boats. Most of them were sailboats or small yachts, and even from a distance, she could tell their hulls were in bad condition.

      “So many beautiful boats to choose from,” Corbin said, as he stepped up beside the dolly. “If we wait for high tide, they might be back in the water.”

      “Okay,” Shane said, scanning the beach with a hand shielding his eyes from the morning sun. “We’ll walk along until we find a boat with an intact hull and at least one intact sail.”

      They headed north along the edge of the beach, and Jodi heard Corbin quietly describing each of the beached boats to Violet as they went. Ruby was sniffing frantically along the sand. Clearly, this new territory was interesting to the dog.

      “It’s kind of exciting to own our very own boat,” Kaylee said, kicking sand with the toe of her boot as she walked along. “Dad, you do think I could be the bo’sun?”

      “I’m not sure what a bo’sun does, honey,” Shane replied.

      “A bo’sun is a deck boss,” Kaylee said. “I read all about it in a book back in Hickory Falls.”

      “I don’t think we need a deck boss,” Shane said.

      “You could swab the poop deck, Kaylee,” Violet said, with a chuckle.

      “Ew, no thanks,” Kaylee said, play-hitting her sister. “Anyway, the poop deck doesn’t have anything to do with poop. It’s the rear deck that forms the roof of the main cabin.”

      “It’ll still need swabbing now and then,” Violet said.

      “Girls, I hate to disappoint you,” Jodi said, “but I don’t think we’ll find a boat like that. Probably something a little smaller.”

      As they walked along throughout the morning, they passed a small sloop lying on its side, with a broken mast and a large, visible crack in its hull. Then a small yacht that had somehow been flipped upside down. After that, they passed some kind of fishing vessel, but it had been broken into several pieces.

      “The weather is nice here close to the ocean,” Violet said. She held Ruby’s harness handle in one hand, Corbin’s hand in the other. “And I love hearing the surf. I don’t suppose we could just live here on the beach, could we?”

      “Wherever we end up,” Jodi said, “I’m sure it’ll have beaches and surf.”

      “Good.”

      They’d walked most of the morning, passing almost a dozen damaged mansions and just as many boats, when they finally spotted something that might work. It was Kaylee who first spotted it.

      “Look at that one,” she said, running up beside Jodi and pointing into the distance. “That boat there is still mostly in the water. It’s got a mast and a sail and everything.”

      Jodi had to squint to make it out from this distance. It appeared to be a small cutter with a single mast and two intact sails. The hull was painted a nice pale blue, and just as Kaylee had said, it was still bobbing in the surf, tied to a cleat on a surviving section of a dock.

      “That looks promising,” she said.

      “It’s in such good shape that I wonder if someone is still using it,” Shane said.

      As they drew near, they saw no one either on board or in the area. However, a collapsed tent sat on the beach beside some scattered, charred wood. Jodi could see the outline of a shape beneath the tent canvas, and a horrible smell lingered in the area. That seemed to answer their question.

      “I think the owner of our boat passed away in their tent,” she said. “Maybe in the recent storm.”

      Shane gagged and pinched his nose shut. “I think you’re right. Maybe they were trying to flee ahead of the storm and got caught in the storm surge.”

      “Smells yucky,” Katie shouted, clapping both hands over her nose.

      The cutter had a name painted in silver and white along the stern: Evie Estelle. The former owner had indeed kept it in good condition. There was evidence of repairs to the hull and sails. They climbed aboard using a ladder that was hooked to the port side. It was spacious enough to fit them all and had a small cabin in front of the helm.

      When Jodi checked the cabin, she found some bottled water in a cupboard along with some canned food. However, water had pooled on the floor, so they hunted around until they found a mechanical pump. While Shane and Corbin pumped the water out of the cabin, Jodi and Violet unloaded their supplies, and Kaylee and Katie sat with Ruby on the deck.

      “It’s exciting,” Kaylee said. “We’re going to sail on a boat!”

      Jodi discovered that the boat was still anchored. When she pulled up the anchor, they began to drift away from the shore, carried by a warm western wind. Shane had been examining the captain’s seat when they started to move.

      “Hey, hon, you’re supposed to warn us when we’re about to cast off,” he said with a laugh.

      “Oh, right,” Jodi said, coiling the anchor chain on the foredeck. “Casting off! Does that count?”

      That made everyone laugh. Corbin unfurled the headsail and jib all the way, as Shane tried steering the boat. Soon, they were picking up speed, heading southeast away from shore. Jodi made her way to the aft deck, where most of the family had gathered. The wobbly deck beneath her made her feel queasy. As she took up a position beside Shane, she said, “I don’t think I’ve got my sea legs. I’m a landlubber.”

      “Well, give it some time,” Shane said. Then he leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. He was beaming. They all were. “Before you know it, you’ll be a regular Captain Jack Sparrow.”

      “No piracy,” Jodi said, wagging a finger at him. “We’re explorers, like the ancient Polynesians. That’s it.”

      “You got it!”

      It didn’t take long for Jodi, Violet, and Corbin to get thoroughly seasick. Kaylee only felt a tiny bit queasy, but Shane and Katie were okay. As Jodi struggled not to throw up, she sat near the port side of the boat, grasping the gunwale in both hands, and taking deep breaths of sea air. The glistening golden coastline gradually disappeared behind them until they were entirely surrounded by the blue-brown Atlantic. A flock of seagulls chased them for a while, but even they eventually turned back, leaving the McDonalds alone at sea.

      Once they were alone, Jodi allowed herself to sit with her grief for a bit. She hadn’t really let herself feel the full impact of losing Beth and Owen, but she knew it was unhealthy to keep those feelings at bay. Now, she let them rise up and wash over her. She wept quietly, her head pressed against the cold metal rail before her. The others grieved as well, each in their own way. But it wasn’t an evil thing. If anything, it felt healing, like letting poison seep out of the body.

      Needing comfort, Jodi rose and went to Shane, putting her arms around him and leaning her cheek against his back.

      “We’ve left everything behind,” she said. “The people we lost are scattered all over the place.”

      “Their bodies, yes,” Shane replied, taking her hand and kissing it, “but their memories, their souls, are with us wherever we go.”

      “I know,” Jodi said, softly.

      Corbin and Violet were also holding each other, speaking soft, comforting words. Kaylee was sticking close to Katie and Ruby. There was something hopeful in the way all of the family members comforted each other. That ray of hope broke through Jodi’s grief. No, they hadn’t left everything behind, after all. The most important things were still with them.

      They sailed all day, carried by sturdy sails and a constant wind. Jodi passed around some canned vegetables and a bottle of water, and everyone ate and drank their fill. The cabin below had a few beds and couches, and they took turns taking naps. When night finally fell, they lit some lanterns and candles they found in the cabinets, dropped anchor, and spent a quiet, comfortable night all packed into the cabin.

      “I’m less sick now,” Violet said, curling up on one end of a couch, with Katie at the other end. “I’m almost getting used to the constant motion.”

      “Yeah, me, too,” Jodi said. “I only feel like I’m going to puke every once in a while now.”

      She was lying with Shane on a small twin-sized bed at the back of the cabin. They’d changed into their clean clothes, which felt incredibly nice. Indeed, the gentle rocking of the boat was almost soothing.

      “It’s still a bit disorienting,” Corbin said. He was lying on the other smaller couch. “Do you guys have any idea where we’re headed?”

      “I was sort of hoping to find an island,” Shane said. “We’ll give it a few more days. If we don’t find a place, we can always turn back west and head for the mainland again.”

      “I hate the mainland,” Kaylee muttered from the reclining chair where she was lying. “I don’t want to go back there, not for a long time.”

      And with those words looming large in the room, the family gradually fell asleep. Jodi drifted off, still feeling twinges of grief, but she slept well. Indeed, when she finally awoke, it was late morning, and she was alone in the room. She rolled onto her side, wrapping herself in the bed’s thin sheet so completely that it took a minute to untangle herself.

      She could see bright sunlight glinting off the ocean through the cabin’s tiny windows. When she sat up, she noticed evidence of breakfast on the cabin’s tiny table. A few empty cans of fruit, a bottle of water, some crumpled napkins. She rose and crossed the room. Now, she heard people talking up on deck. Corbin, Violet, and Kaylee. They sounded excited. Wincing at a jolt of pain in her back, Jodi made her way up the steps onto the deck.

      “You guys let me sleep in,” she said.

      “Well, dear, you looked so comfortable,” Shane said. He was gripping the wheel. “You even slept through our talking at breakfast, but I’m sure you needed the rest.”

      Violet and Corbin were standing on the starboard deck, holding hands, as Katie sat with Ruby behind the captain’s chair.

      “What’s going on this morning?” Jodi said. She moved past Shane, kissing him on the cheek, then approached Corbin and Violet.

      “Look there,” Corbin said, pointing into the distance.

      It took her a moment to see it. A green-gray hill rising up along the horizon. An island! As she studied it, she realized there were buildings on the island.

      “Do we have any idea which island it is?” she said.

      “No real idea,” Shane replied, “but I’m bringing us in for a closer look.”

      “Corbin told me there’s buildings,” Violet said.

      “Quite a few, yes,” Jodi said.

      Violet did a happy little dance. “What if this is it? What if this is the place we’ve been hoping for?”

      “It’s certainly worth a look,” Jodi said. She felt a mix of both excitement and trepidation.

      Maybe, just maybe, this would be a place where the McDonald family could put down roots. She wanted to believe it. She wanted to believe it so badly!
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      Shane had never steered a sailboat like this, but he seemed to get the hang of it quickly. The weather was mild, but he had a constant wind blowing, which kept them moving. And the cutter seemed responsive when he turned the wheel. Unfortunately, none of them were experts in sailing, and he had only a basic knowledge of how to use the sails. It mattered little. They were already approaching a potential destination.

      The island was small, but it was dotted with nice, sturdy buildings painted in bright colors. He could see a large dock of some kind on one side of the island, surprisingly big for an island of that size. Some of the buildings looked like quaint apartment buildings, others like cafés or restaurants. Corbin stayed with Violet so he could describe the approaching island to her in detail, but Jodi had moved back beside Shane.

      “It’s an unusual place,” she said. “I don’t know what to make of it. It’s almost like some kind of amusement park village or something. I know that sounds silly.”

      “Actually, you might be onto something,” he replied. “This might have been a private resort island owned by a cruise line. That would explain all the bright colors and meticulous design elements. That’s also why the dock over there is so massive. Cruise ships used to come here and unload the tourists so they could romp on the beaches and spend too much money in overpriced souvenir shops and restaurants.”

      “It’s in good condition,” Jodi said. “The hurricane must have missed it somehow.”

      “Well, if I’ve calculated our trajectory correctly,” he said, “we’ve moved south of the hurricane’s path, so yeah, I think this place was spared.”

      “I don’t see any people,” Jodi said. “Maybe they’re hiding.”

      “I guess we’ll know soon enough,” Shane said. “I’ll bring us up alongside that dock, if I can manage it. I’m no expert in steering ships.”

      “If we’re going to wreck, just wreck us close to shore,” Jodi said with a grin.

      As they drew closer to the island, it became increasingly clear that this had indeed been a resort. There were cobblestone streets that meandered back and forth for no reason, pointless little balconies on some of the buildings with no accessible doors, strategically positioned palm trees that created a nice backdrop to the buildings. While the vegetation was wild and overgrown, he could still see the careful planning that had gone into this place. And, indeed, there didn’t seem to be any people moving about.

      “Corbin, can you take in the sails a bit?” Shane shouted.

      Corbin turned and made his way from the foredeck. “Take in the sails? What’s that supposed to do?”

      “Well, we need to slow down somehow,” Shane said. “We’re coming in a bit hot to the dock there.”

      Corbin looked up at the sails and seemed to consider Shane’s request. Indeed, Shane really had only a rough idea of how to control the boat, but the wind was pushing them fast. The dock was an enormous concrete and wood slab built onto a finger of land that thrust out from the northwest corner of the island.

      He steered them in alongside the dock, as Corbin worked at the mainsail ropes. The hard concrete edge was closing in.

      “Sir, I’m not real sure what to do here,” Corbin said.

      At that point, it hardly mattered. Shane did his best to bring the boat in parallel with the dock, but they were moving fast. He had Violet and Jodi toss out the boat’s bumpers, which they managed to do just before they hit the dock. It was a hard jolt that threw Shane off his feet. He landed on his knees, as Jodi stumbled into the back wall of the cabin. Violet leaned precariously over the gunwale, but Corbin managed to grab the back of her shirt and hold on. Kaylee and Katie were already sitting down, but the older girl wrapped a protective arm around the younger.

      As Shane picked himself up, Corbin ran, grabbed a rope, and hopped onto the dock. He managed to tie the boat to a cleat just before they slid too far. The hemp rope pulled taut with a groan, and the cutter came to a stop.

      “It was rough, but we made it,” Shane said. “Thank God for boat bumpers.”

      “I really hope this island is awesome,” Kaylee said, as she stood up and helped Katie to her feet.

      “I hope so, too,” Shane said.

      As Corbin lowered the sails, Shane made his way to the port gunwale and pulled himself up onto the dock. Then he helped Jodi, Kaylee, and finally Katie. Corbin and Violet soon joined them, but they had to carry Ruby because the dock was a bit higher than the deck.

      “Shall we have a look around?” he said.

      Kaylee clapped her hands, clearly excited. They started up the broad concrete dock. A large sign at the end of the dock was partially obscured by recent vegetation, but when they got close, they were able to make out the words.

      “Castoff Cay,” Jodi read. “A family resort.”

      “Ooh, it is a resort,” Violet said, as Ruby sniffed around the base of the sign.

      A nice stone path led from the dock past a sandy beach and some beach houses that were still standing, and then headed up a hill toward the resort town. There didn’t seem to be anyone here. They saw no evidence of habitation in recent years.

      “The lack of people on this island is probably a good reason why it’s not in worse shape,” Jodi said. “No looting, no vandalism, no salvaging for scrap.”

      In the resort town, they found a small hotel, abandoned restaurants and cafés, gift shops of various kinds, and then, a little farther, some buildings that must have been employee housing. They even found an overgrown garden of some kind behind a large commercial kitchen. Corbin described everything to Violet as they walked along.

      After walking the paths for a while, they checked inside some of the buildings. In the kitchen, they found a pantry that still had plenty of old commercial-sized canned goods and large bottles of purified water. They grabbed a can of stew, some bowls and spoons, and had a nice lunch in one of the old cafés. As they sat and ate, they talked about the future.

      “I bet we could whip that garden into shape real fast,” Violet said. “We might even get a small harvest before winter sets in.”

      The café had a Caribbean color scheme of bright colors and murals of happy animals on the interior walls. The tabletop was lime green, the nearby curtains over the big picture window a neon orange. And their room temperature beef stew sat in pale blue ceramic bowls beside big wooden spoons. It was a bright, cheery place, even after several years of total neglect. But Shane’s gaze went around the table. Jodi, Violet, Corbin, Kaylee, and Katie. The family had gotten a lot smaller in just the last few months. Hard to believe they’d lost so many, but they hadn’t lost hope.

      “Violet, I like that idea,” he said. “Why don’t you and Kaylee take charge of that garden behind the kitchen. We’ve got a couple of months until winter hits. See what you can do with it.”

      Kaylee perked up at the assignment and began eating her stew with enthusiasm. “We could have a big Christmas dinner with fresh veggies from the garden. Pumpkin soup and baked sweet potatoes and green beans and peas and...”

      “Slow down,” Violet said with a laugh. “We have to see what plants are available first.”

      “Can we start right after lunch?” Kaylee asked.

      “Let’s unload the boat first,” Jodi said. “Then create some living quarters somewhere.”

      “Okay.” Kaylee frowned and resumed eating.

      Shane found it interesting that they hadn’t found anybody on the island, and they hadn’t found any dead bodies. After the EMP, tourists and employees had probably abandoned the island, and no one else had bothered to come here since then.

      “So are we settling here permanently?” Corbin asked. “Is Castoff Cay going to become McDonald Island instead?”

      Shane glanced at Jodi, who shrugged. It was hard to plan that far ahead anymore. “We can certainly stay here through the winter and spring,” he said. “Beyond that, I don’t know. If we like it, we’ll stay. We have the boat, so we can fish when we need to. We’ll get the garden going. The cans should last for a while.”

      Katie had mostly been playing with her stew, but she took a small bite now and said, “Will there be rain? I don’t want rain.”

      “There’s hardly a cloud in the sky right now,” Jodi said. “I think we’ve got sunny days ahead of us.”

      “For now,” Corbin said. “But the little one’s got a point. We are technically still in hurricane alley. The island might have been spared from the last hurricane, but it’ll be an issue every year when the season rolls around.”

      The thought of dealing with hurricane season every year killed the mood a bit. Shane didn’t relish the idea. No, not at all. Everyone ate in silence for a few minutes.

      “We can leave when hurricane season comes around again,” he said. “We don’t have to be tied to one place forever. Maybe that’s the lesson. We can go where our need takes us, as long as we stick together.”

      “Home is wherever we are,” Violet said, picking up her spoon again.

      “At least we’ve got the winter and spring,” Jodi said. “Two seasons to rest and recover. Let’s not think about what comes after that, okay?”

      “Okay,” Shane said, gently squeezing her hand.
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      Jodi still found it strange to wake up in a hotel room, even after months of doing it. She felt like she was on some extended vacation. They’d chosen a large two-bedroom suite on the ground floor, and it had a broad patio in the back that looked out over the ocean. As Jodi pulled on her slippers and made her way across the room, she felt reinvigorated by the view.

      The room had needed a bit of cleaning and remodeling, but it was in great shape now. They had plenty of candles and lanterns for making light in the evening, and big windows to let in natural light during the day. Tourist shops had filled their wardrobe with clothes, and indeed, this morning she was wearing a brand-new terrycloth robe with the cruise company logo sewn onto the back.

      She opened the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the porch, approaching the handrail. It was getting warm, too warm, and the air was humid this morning. A troubling reminder that a moment of change was coming.

      At least the seasons have been good, she thought.

      Indeed, the last few months had been the calmest and most peaceful time that they’d enjoyed since the Big Event. Winter had been mild here on the island, with comfortably cool temperatures and plenty of sunny days. Kaylee had gotten her big Christmas Feast, as the garden had thrived.

      From the porch, the ground sloped down past the tourist town toward the beach. She had a clear view of the meandering cobblestone path, and she spotted two people walking together down there. Corbin and Violet taking one of their morning strolls, hand in hand. After a moment, Jodi spotted Ruby as well, the chocolate Lab getting her energy out by running around in the sand and grass on either side of the path. Those three were inseparable, destined to be a family of their own someday.

      “You seem chipper this morning,” Shane said, as he stepped out onto the porch behind Jodi. He wore a matching robe but also had a pair of camouflage slippers. “How’s your back?”

      Jodi considered her pain level. Slight discomfort in the small of her back, occasional tingling that radiated down into her hips and legs. “Better than it used to be,” she said. “Six months of herbal medicines will do that, I suppose. Not to mention the ibuprofen we found in the gift shop.”

      Shane put his arm around her as he joined her at the handrail, and she leaned against his shoulder.

      “It’ll be hard to say goodbye to this place,” she said. “I feel...I don’t know...healed. Not just physically. In my mind, you know? I feel like the time here has been therapeutic.”

      “It has been,” Shane replied. “For all of us. And if we leave before hurricane season, our memories of this place will stay positive.”

      “Maybe we can come back someday,” Jodi said. “I don’t know when. Another year or two.”

      “We can always come back.” Shane kissed her cheek. “That’s the beautiful thing about it, my dear. We can go wherever we please.”

      “But it’s important for the young ones to be around more people their age,” Jodi said. “Kaylee and Katie. Even Corbin and Violet. They need to socialize outside of the family. As much as it makes me nervous, we need to find a place with people, with a culture and some kind of social structure.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jodi watched Corbin and Violet make their way down to the beach, where they lingered for a while, and then started back up toward the town. Finally, she turned and headed into the room.

      “I guess I’ll get dressed and get to work,” she said, heading for the dresser. There was a large-screen television on top of the dresser, in pristine condition beneath a scrim of dust. It was still strange to see tech like that from the old world, stuff that didn’t work and no longer served any purpose.

      She had her choice of branded clothing from the various cruise company gift shops. She chose a t-shirt with some company mascots on it and a comfortable pair of sweatpants. As Shane got dressed, Jodi headed for the bedroom door. She found Kaylee and Katie in the living room getting ready to go outside.

      “It’s kind of exciting that we’re going to leave soon,” Kaylee said to Jodi, as she pulled on a pair of leather sandals—another gift shop find. “I hope we find a place that has lots of friendly kids. But it will also be a little bit sad to leave this place. It’s almost like we’ve been on vacation.”

      “Yeah, the island served its purpose,” Jodi said, “but it’ll be hard to leave. We just need a community, Kaylee. It’s better to be around other people.”

      “As long as they’re good people and not cultists,” Kaylee added.

      “Of course.”

      Little Katie pulled on a pair of flip-flops covered in cartoon characters and came running toward Jodi, giving her a big hug. “We’re going on the boat?”

      “Yes, honey, we’ll be loading up and setting sail,” Jodi said. “We’ve packed up a lot of bags and boxes, and it’s time. But maybe we’ll take one more stroll around the island first. How does that sound?”

      Katie did an excited hop and clapped her hands. “Okay. Okay! Let’s go.”

      “Wherever we go,” Shane said, joining them in the living room covered with cruise company logos and cartoon mascots, “it’ll be far from hurricanes.”

      They left the hotel suite and headed down the brightly carpeted hall, through a big, echoey lobby that was a haunt for tourist ghosts, and outside into the warmth and humidity. These colorful buildings and winding pathways had become home over the past few months, but it had never felt quite right. The isolation had bothered Jodi. Despite everything, she still wanted her family to be part of a thriving community, where they had friends and neighbors to work with. The troubles in Hickory Falls and Helios hadn’t changed her mind about that, though she’d learned a few vital lessons in discernment.

      As the four of them strolled through the little tourist town under a bright, blazing sun, Jodi cast her gaze to the ocean and the distant horizon.

      “We can go pretty much anywhere we want,” Shane noted. “There must be thriving communities all over the place that are still growing and rebuilding. What kind of weather would you like? What kind of geography? Do you prefer mountains, forests, big rivers, plains, coastline?”

      “No rain,” Katie noted from behind them.

      “Well, we want a place with some rain,” Jodi said. “We’re not moving to the desert.”

      “Just a little rain,” Katie amended.

      “Personally,” Kaylee said, “I’d like to find a place that’s safe and free of weirdos.”

      “No place in the world is completely safe or free of weirdos, I’m afraid,” Jodi replied. “You can’t avoid risk altogether, just like we can’t cower on this island alone forever. It’s not good for us. But we can look for a place that’s relatively safe, and maybe has a below-average number of weirdos. How does that sound?”

      Kaylee laughed. “I guess that’ll have to do, Mom.”

      As they headed down the winding path, they saw Corbin and Violet headed toward them, coming back from the beach. Ruby was frolicking in the nearby field. Jodi raised a hand in greeting, and Corbin returned the wave. He also leaned over to say something to Violet. They met at the edge of the tourist town, near the porch of a small coffeehouse that had some quaint painted metal tables out front.

      “We just wanted to take one last stroll on the beach,” Violet said. She snapped her fingers, and Ruby came racing out of the field to take up the usual position beside her. “I’ll miss it, but also, I’m kind of excited about finding a new place.”

      “I can feel the humidity rising,” Corbin noted. “Not just in the last few days, but this morning. It’s definitely getting closer to hurricane season here.”

      “I guess we’d better pack the last few things,” Shane said. “We’ll stay ahead of any storms as we head back to the coast.”

      And yet, they stood there together for a few minutes all huddled together. Corbin and Violet were holding hands. Their relationship had only deepened during their time on the island, and they were long past being embarrassed to show affection in front of others.

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing snow,” Corbin said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen any real snow on the ground, you know?”

      “That’s definitely an option,” Jodi said. “Just one of many. With a good sailing vessel, the world is wide open to us.”

      “It’s kind of exciting when you put it that way,” Corbin said.

      “Then let’s get to it,” Jodi said, turning back toward the hotel.
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      Jodi climbed down carefully onto the port gunwale of the Evie Estelle, a backpack stuffed with clothes and supplies over her shoulders. The ship was already loaded down with cans and boxes and bags. They’d brought as much as they thought the cutter could carry, filling the hold, the cabinets, and storage areas with loot from Castoff Cay. They hadn’t been this well-stocked since before Beth’s house burned down.

      As Jodi stepped onto the deck, she heard Corbin helping Violet to board, then carrying Ruby on board. Shane helped Kaylee and Katie. Each person had brought one final bag or backpack, taking the last little bit of stuff that they wanted to bring. The family had become walking advertisements for the old cruise line, but it couldn’t be helped.

      It was approaching noon, still sunny but with a few dark clouds on the eastern horizon—reminders that they were leaving the island just in time to avoid the worst that it might have to offer. Jodi set her backpack in a storage box behind the captain’s chair, then went to the foredeck to raise anchor.

      “We’ve got great sailing weather,” Shane noted, worked on untying them from the dock cleat. “A nice wind blowing in from the east, but the sea is not too choppy. We should make great time. Might even reach the coast before sunset, if we’re lucky.”

      “And then?” Violet asked, as she felt her way to the box behind the captain’s chair and set her backpack in beside her mother’s.

      “And then we sail along the coast until we find a place we want to land,” Shane said.

      As Jodi raised the anchor, Corbin began raising the mainsail and jib. Then Shane took the wheel, as the wind quickly began pushing them away from the dock. Jodi pulled in the boat bumpers, then went to stand near Shane. Kaylee and Katie sat together near the stern of the boat, watching the dock recede behind them, the colorful little town gaining distance.

      “Bye-bye,” Katie said, waving at the island with both hands.

      “Thanks for everything,” Kaylee added. “Take care of my garden, please! I left a lot of yummy food for the birds and lizards!”

      Jodi gave the island one last, long look, and she, too, felt grateful. It had been a place of healing for them after some very difficult times, and she’d felt the deepest and worst of her grief drain out of her over the last few months. Yes, indeed, she would always be grateful for little Castoff Cay, even if it wasn’t the right place for a permanent home.

      She made herself turn back around and fix her gaze on the ocean before them. Eyes on the future, not the past. As Shane steered them confidently, Corbin and Violet sat down together on the foredeck, and Katie and Kaylee watched the island disappear in the distance, Jodi dreamed of hopeful days ahead of them.

      “You know,” she said to Shane, “even if the next place we find isn’t that good, we can just try again. And again. It doesn’t matter. We’ll find a nice place to live, with a nice community, sooner or later, but my hope is not on a place anymore.”

      “Home is wherever we are,” Shane said. It had practically become the McDonald family motto.

      “That’s right,” she said.

      He smiled at her, then they kissed. “We’re not looking for a home. We’re already there. We’re just looking for a friendly community. So what would you like? Forest, mountains, plains?”

      “Do we have to decide right now?”

      Shane shook his head. “Nope. Let’s just enjoy a nice day of sailing.”
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      When the entire world collapses, there is no escape…

      When an EMP ends life on Earth as she knows it, Deb is lucky enough to fall in with a group of hardworking survivors… or so she thinks. But her good fortune quickly turns into a nightmare, and soon her only goal is to escape. But can she keep herself and her friends from being captured by Mike, and dragged back to his group of human traffickers?

      Deb reluctantly takes the mantle of leadership, and it falls to her to make the tough decisions. The harsh terrain and weather are merciless. A single mistake could lead to people getting hurt, or worse. And Mike’s traffickers are a constant threat.

      Their only hope of survival may come down to the kindness of others. But Deb has been betrayed before. Is it possible there really are people willing to help?

      And can Deb let her guard down enough to trust them?

      
        
        Get your copy of Rising Anarchy

        Available March 13, 2024

        (Available for Pre-Order Now!)

        www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        EXCERPT

      

      

      
        
        Chapter One

        Deb

      

      

      “Can you see them?” Jonah’s voice was a sudden whisper in the quiet night.

      “Not yet,” Deb whispered back. “And keep it down. This is the only chance we’re gonna get.”

      Jonah responded with a combo snort-scoff that sounded like he was clearing his throat. “I know, Deb,” he replied. “We all know.”

      She closed her eyes. “I know you do. I’m just…” she hesitated, not sure what to call the acid in her throat, the churning of her stomach.

      “Worried.” Jonah finished her sentence for her.

      Exhaling, Deb watched her breath steam and spiral in the chill, pre-dawn air, wishing she could’ve slept for a few more hours. She pulled her coat tighter around her. Even before the lights went out, she’d hated having to get up early for work. But now? This was torture.

      For weeks, their days were eaten up by their forced march. Thankfully, the shorter daylight hours meant they’d yet to reach their destination across the Canadian border. As best she could tell, they were currently somewhere in Maine.

      Traveling at night had become nigh on impossible in the years after the initial EMP event, although the stars were undeniably beautiful without the light pollution.

      Never thought I’d get to see the Milky Way before…

      However, getting caught out at night was a good way to get yourself killed or captured by unsavory types, unless you were with a large group that could protect you. Like the one she was a part of.

      Sort of, anyway. She scowled at her predicament and swallowed down a nervous cough, not wanting to give away her location at the edge of the camp. When Mike was here, he insisted that all of the workers remain in the center of camp, where it would be easier to protect everyone. But in reality, it was to keep them from slipping away in the night.

      But with Mike gone at the moment, the guards were much more lax with their restrictions, which worked in their favor. The less attentive the guards were, the better their chance of escape.

      Life on the road wasn’t always like this. Originally, they’d started out as a group of like-minded individuals helping those suffering in the aftermath of the catastrophe, but it had evolved into a forced labor group overseen by the fortunate few.

      The guards were the ones who dictated where they were going, if they got to eat, and even what time they had to rise, be it with the sun or in the icy dark. Sleeping in was a luxury unavailable to anyone in the work gang.

      A shiver raced down Deb’s spine as she thought back to the conversation she’d overheard a few days ago.

      Mike had been speaking with his lieutenant, Marie, about meeting up with another work gang to exchange some workers before they crossed the border. Given how the man despised Deb’s friendship with Carol and all around hated her guts at times, she knew without a doubt that she would be one of the workers traded.

      Even though life was hard under Mike, he at least made sure they were fed and given medical attention if they needed it. Sure, it was entirely self-serving on his part because the weak or injured couldn’t work as hard. But given the lawless state of the world at large, it could always be worse.

      Mike hired them out for manual labor projects. One of the most common was clearing the dead and rusting cars off of roads so the streets could be used again. Or felling trees and tearing down decrepit buildings. Whatever labor people didn’t want to do, Mike would do it for them. For a fee.

      And of course Mike wouldn’t do any of the work. Neither would his guards. No, it would be Deb and her friends, and all the other people Mike had pressed into his work gang who would handle the manual labor. Or else. And you didn’t want to be on the receiving end of “or else.”

      Deb glanced over to where Jonah was huddled against a tree, worrying at a fingernail. She winced at his nervous habit and turned away, straining to catch a glimpse of Bobbi and Carol in the early gloom.

      Jonah was quiet for a long moment before asking, “Do you really think they’re going to trade some of us with the other group? Mike’s never done anything like that before.”

      It was true, Mike didn’t like parting with anything he considered his. But this was a prime opportunity for him to get rid of any troublesome people. “Yes. He rarely does anything without a reason, but his mind seems set on getting in some different people, even if he has to let go of a few of us in exchange.”

      Although it had become the norm to guard her own back and trust no one else, Deb had found herself pulled into a small group with Carol, Bobbi, Jonah, and Trevor. There were a few others who lingered on the fringes of their group, but those four were the only ones she would consider her people. They were more than friends. The traumas they’d gone through together had bonded them tightly.

      Now, if this trade went through, her small group would be split up, and she wasn’t going to let that happen.

      The phrase “Leave no one behind” floated through her mind, and she was briefly reminded of her ex, who’d been a career Marine until he’d gotten injured. In odd moments of retrospect, she wondered if he had survived the chaos.

      Jonah’s voice broke her from thoughts of her ex and being separated from her friends. “He won’t trade Carol, though. There’s no way that he’d ever let her go, especially not now.”

      Rubbing her arms, which were stiff from the cold, she scanned the camp again, holding her breath as she searched for familiar silhouettes. This was not their first escape attempt, but God-willing, it was going to be their last.

      Maybe it would’ve been better to wait another month until the weather was warmer and it was easier to forage, but they were out of time. The meet-up to exchange workers was scheduled in two days, and then there was Carol. Pregnant. With Mike’s child. That had moved the timeline for escape from necessary to urgent because Mike was not going to let Carol out of his sight until the baby was born, not with her history.

      She acknowledged softly, “No, not Carol, you’re right.”

      The rest of them though? Yeah, they were as good as traded. Mike knew if he got rid of Carol’s friends, her found family, he would have total control over her. Which was why their escape had to be now.

      Mike and Marie had gone ahead the night before to scout out the meet-up location. After they returned, they would watch everyone closely to make sure no one tried to run before the tradeoff. Deb and her friends wouldn’t have another chance like this.

      As soon as Mike and Marie had disappeared into the distance, Deb had set her plans into motion. Jonah had found two full bottles of Jack at their last stop, and they knew they needed to hide it for the perfect opportunity.

      They had spent the last few days scrounging through the abandoned buildings for any sort of pills they could find to mix with the whiskey. When that had proven to be a bust, only finding one expired bottle with a few pills left, they had turned their attention to the budding plant life around them.

      Thankfully, Carol had found some valerian growing near a small pond they had camped by for the night. It was easy to dig up the roots without suspicion and add it to the whiskey.

      Who knew that the books their captors had forced them to read so they could forage more efficiently would prove to be so informative?

      Admittedly, Deb had hesitated before adding it to the bottles, not wanting to poison or kill their guards, only to knock them out. Still, all the books she’d studied said that valerian was a natural sleep aid. So she’d swallowed down her objection and added it to the bottles, waiting for the right moment.

      Once the coast was clear, she had instructed Carol and Bobbi to take the bottles to the guards and get them to drink. She would’ve done it herself if it were at all possible, but she—even if she had been quiet in her rebellions—was certain Mike told the guards to keep an eye on her, and it would suck to have her every action scrutinized when she was planning an escape.

      Still, the whole camp knew that she hated the guard/prisoner dynamics they’d devolved into and avoided the guards like the plague. Carol, on the other hand, clearly had no problems with the dynamics, and Bobbi drifted back and forth between the two factions.

      The guards were familiar and even friendly with Carol. They wouldn’t think twice about her coming to hang out at the fire with them, sharing her whiskey if they wanted to share the warmth.

      Deb finally saw the two women sauntering slowly across the camp as if returning to their sleeping location to catch a few short winks before they had to rise for the day. She shifted and nudged Jonah with her foot to get his attention. “They’re heading this way.”

       Relief surged through her, and it was all she could do not to sprint over to them and look them over, make sure with her own eyes they were unharmed.

      Carol and Bobbi reached them and relaxed, leaning against the trees instead of flopping to the ground like they normally would. Every second mattered in an escape, and they couldn’t jeopardize whatever amount of time the valerian would buy them.

      Bobbi muttered so quietly that Deb had to strain to hear. “It’s done. It was almost too easy. They treated us like we were royalty for bringing them such a treat. They couldn’t get their hands on it fast enough, although they sure took their sweet time sipping it.”

      Deb looked them over. “And they drank it all, right? They didn’t insist upon you two drinking as well?”

      Carol sighed and allowed her eyes to droop, exhaustion lacing her words, “Do you really think they would’ve offered to share with us? And even if they had offered, which they didn’t, we wouldn’t have touched it. Not with the amount of valerian we put in those bottles.”

      Deb felt shame rise in her in a hot wave and she prayed the low light hid her warming cheeks. Carol wanted to get out from under Mike almost more than anyone. And of course, Carol knew it was her who Deb was worried about drinking it.

      But the cold, hard fact was that Carol was an addict, and sobriety had been forced on her. She hadn’t quit of her own free will, and Deb couldn’t help but wonder if temptation was still there, still clinging to her. The shame was drowned out by a bigger surge of concern for the baby. She wanted to give the little one the best chance at life, and that necessitated a sober mother.

      She could still remember the first time she’d ever seen Carol—the woman was rail thin and clearly in withdrawal, shivering and shaking like a leaf in a gale, even though it was a warm day.

      It had taken weeks for the worst of the symptoms to subside and her health to recover. And something about her had tugged on Deb’s heartstrings. She hadn’t had a friend in a long time, and she and Carol had bonded almost immediately. No one had been more surprised than Deb.

      Carol had gained weight and muscle and her skin cleared up, although none of them would ever be considered anywhere near heavy or overweight with the amount of work they did and the slimness of rations at times.

      Still, Deb could remember the fanatical gleam in Carol’s eyes as she ransacked those first few abandoned houses they had cleaned up. Cleared out was a better term for it, but she had been naive back then and believed that they were making a difference.

      Deb suspected Carol had hoped to find something to take away that persistent itch that never seemed to leave, so she’d kept an eye on her, and their friendship had hardened into something unbreakable.

      She put the matter aside for the moment; Bobbi would’ve spoken up if either of them drank anything or had been forced to at least pretend to drink to keep up the charade. Since she hadn’t, they had thankfully managed to dodge that bullet, and it was no good worrying over what-ifs. Now, they just had to wait until the guards passed out and Trevor gave the signal to make their escape.

      Time ticked by agonizingly slow, and it was all Deb could do to resist the urge to pace. Although Carol was leaning against the tree with her eyes half closed, Deb could see that she was resisting the urge to fidget as well, her eyes darting around rapidly before picking a point and fixing on it as if trying to nod off.

      She would’ve believed it too, but the cycle repeated itself every couple of minutes, the movement clear enough in the dim light if she knew what she was watching for.

      The camp was quiet for now, all of the workers trying to snatch as much sleep as they could before they were forcibly roused by the guards. In less than an hour, the camp would be bustling with life as the guards woke their replacements and stirred the fires to life before retreating to get a cat nap until it was time to march again.

      If the valerian didn’t kick in soon, they wouldn’t be able to escape unnoticed.

      Another handful of minutes trickled by, and anxiety coiled in her gut. Had their plan not worked? Had she somehow not included enough of the valerian root to knock them out? Even if it hadn’t knocked them out, it should’ve been at least enough to impair them.

      She shifted her weight from her left leg to her right before making herself stay still again. She couldn’t allow her nerves to spread to the group, even if she was panicking internally.

      They weren’t going to get another chance like this, especially once Mike returned from his scouting mission. Should they go ahead and run for it, even if the guards weren’t fully incapacitated? Would their odds be better or worse in the long run if they didn’t bother waiting for the signal and just ran?

      The sound of a blue jay call cut through her spiraling thoughts. That was Trevor’s signal; their plan had actually worked, and the guards were asleep. This was it, their one chance at freedom, and they needed to go now.
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        An ailing father and a son determined to get him home…

        Matthew Riley wants to believe people come together in times of struggle, but as chaos sets in after a massive EMP event, he discovers the only people he can trust are family. His father, an Army vet, has skills to survive this dark new world, but with no medication for his heart, keeping him alive may prove an impossible task.

         

        She’ll protect her daughter and reunite her family…

        Kathleen doesn’t share her husband’s optimistic view of humanity. When the power goes out during a visit to her brother in prison, she and her teenage daughter must find their way out before starting the long trek back to their family.

         

        They’ll defend their home…

        With the rest of the Riley family gone, it’s up to Ruth and her grandson, Patton, to keep their hotel safe for the family they know is coming back. But food is running low and some see an elderly woman and a pre-teen boy as easy pickings.

         

        In a broken civilization, there is strength in numbers. One family is determined to survive, but will they be able to defend themselves against desperate survivors?
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        Chapter One

      

      

      From his spot in the cashier’s line of Wilson’s Antiques, Matthew Riley smiled at the gorgeous expanse of blue sky that he could see outside the shop’s windows. It was turning out to be a beautiful day, and not just because of the spring Wisconsin weather: he’d junk-hunted through rickety wooden chairs and strange metal plush seats from the ’60s, and had found the perfect set of green velvet chairs. They’d be perfect decor for the hotel's summertime grand opening. Even his daughter, Allison, would think them retro-cool instead of outdated-gross. The ticket to claim and purchase rested in his palm.

      “If this line moves any slower, I might keel over,” David grumbled beside him. His father wasn’t wrong—it seemed a lot of people had the same idea of taking advantage of the weather to hunt for trash turned to treasure. They were near the back of the line, and up ahead, the cashier was doing her best to keep the line moving.

      “We have nowhere else to be,” Matthew told his father. “You can consider this mission a success. We found everything we came for here.”

      “And some things we didn’t expect to find. What is this thing, anyway?” David asked, gesturing to the items in the basket Matthew held.

      “It’s an old-timey coffee grinder,” Matthew said.

      “Could just buy a new one,” David responded, peering at the squat wooden box with a rotating handle. “Looks like a Jack in the Box. Remember those toys?”

      “It’s about the aesthetic. The River Rock Hotel is a mountain resort, and that’s what our guests will expect. We won’t use it, but doesn’t it look cool? People will imagine what it was like, exploring the mountains and finding ways to get their morning joe while watching the sun come over the mountain.”

      “Should’ve kept my coffee grinder from when I was a young man. It might not have had the same aesthetic, but at least it worked and looked old. You could’ve used that for free instead of paying twenty bucks for something that cost fifty cents back in the day.”

      “Fifty cents might’ve been the same amount as twenty bucks,” Matthew said. The lights above flickered, almost as if someone was playing with the light switch. “It’s called inflation, Dad.”

      David snorted a laugh. His blue eyes crinkled in amusement. The lights continued to stutter, casting a dim flickering glow over the customers. Then, with a sudden bright surge like the bulbs had been pushed to their max, the store fell into darkness. Around him, the customers in line groaned.

      “Sorry, folks,” the cashier said in a loud voice. “Looks like we lost power, again.”

      A collective groan rose louder than the first.

      “We’ll just wait for it to kick back on, and then we’d be happy to give you all a 10% discount for your patience and understanding,” the cashier finished. She pushed straggling hair off her forehead and had the look of a rabbit caught in a trap.

      “I can’t wait for you to get your store back in order," one woman near the front said. "You should be prepared for this. It’s Madison, for goodness sake. The electricity is always unreliable in the spring.”

      “It figures,” a young man said to his friend just in front of Matthew. “These kinds of shops aren’t investing in tech or updating their contingency plans in case something happens. Something like this could send them under. You need to take steps to ensure you aren’t losing your customer base just because the electricity goes out. The winter ice must've done a number on their infrastructure.”

      Some of the customers rolled their eyes and pulled out their phones as the grumbling continued, and Matthew sighed, wondering if he should speak up. He understood why everyone was frustrated—the world was a hustle-and-bustle kind of economy, where listless time meant money lost or accomplishments not achieved. Still, the poor cashier looked flushed and stressed, and Matthew tended to have a strong, soothing personality. If everyone just understood that they were in the same boat, things would calm down. Matthew had found, over his years, that people had good hearts that got lost underneath the go-go-go life they all lived. Sometimes it just took a little nudge for everyone to remember that goodness. He opened his mouth.

      “Don’t even think about it,” David said under his breath to him. Matthew gave his father an irritated, if fond, look. The two of them were so similar, yet their experiences had shaped them into two very different men.

      “I wasn’t going to do anything,” Matthew said, but even he could hear the lie in his voice. “While we’re waiting, I’ll check in on Kathleen.” He pulled out his phone and dialed his wife, wanting to keep her abreast of the situation. She'd been on his mind all morning. He knew today would be hard on her.

      “She’s inside a prison,” David said to him gently. “I bet neither she nor Allison can answer. Especially during visitation hours.”

      Matthew kept the phone to his ear, but he couldn’t hear anything. The phone was eerily silent. He ended the call with a frown. His battery was fully charged. Why wouldn’t the call go through? “It’s not that. The call doesn’t even go anywhere.”

      David shrugged, even as he pulled out his much older cell phone. “This old building probably has too much concrete blocking the signal, plus the electricity is out. Maybe a tower’s down. I don’t have signal either.”

      “It’s all right. I just wanted to check in with her. It’s tough for her, seeing her brother locked up. I feel bad not being there with her.”

      “You can’t be in two places at once. She’ll be all right,” David said. “Plus, the hotel is like having another child. You were needed here.”

      Matthew swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded, steering the conversation back into familiar territory with a joke. “At least it’s a child we’re raising together.”

      “The most time-consuming money-sink of a child I've ever had."

      Matthew smirked, knowing his father liked to pretend the hotel hadn't given him some purpose in his retirement years. "You fuss over the place more than I do."

       "Never thought I’d be a retiree,” David mused and scratched at his temple. He had the same sandy-blonde hair as Matthew, only his was cut military style and had been for decades. “In all honesty, opening this hotel together will be as good for me as it is for you.”

      “It’s been Kathleen’s and my dream for a while now. It’s about time we took the steps to make it happen. I'm glad you and Mom decided to be part of that dream too.” Matthew paused. “I know we told Mom we’d be back early this afternoon to help her and Patton clean up the rooms, but they’ll understand why we might be late.”

      David grinned. “Patton’s probably driving Ruth up the wall.”

      “Hey, he elected to stay behind and help clean.” Matthew held his hands up, palms out. “Sometimes I don’t understand that child of mine. I wouldn’t be caught dead having to clean, especially on a nice day like this.”

      "Oh yeah, as opposed to shopping, which has always been something boys enjoy."

      "Ha. Ha. Very funny."

      Up ahead, the cashier held her hands around her mouth. “Hi there, valuable customers! Since the power doesn’t seem like it’s coming back on right away, we are going to ring out customers with cash purchases only. If you have a cash purchase, please form a new line to the right.”

      “Are you serious?” the woman near the front yelled. She walked out of line and around the numerous displays, leaving her pile of things in the middle of the store. “You’ve just lost my business.”

      “I’m with that lady,” another man seconded, and abandoned his items.

      "I'd be more than happy to put your purchases on hold until tomorrow," the cashier said, her face crumbled with distress.

      "You think I'd ever come back to a mismanaged establishment like this?" The bell above the door jingled as the woman stormed out.

      “That’s uncalled for,” David said, his gruff voice low. “No need to be rude.”

      “They’re just frustrated.” Matthew released a sigh and looked down to his basket. “I don’t have much cash on me. Not enough to get the chairs, that’s for sure.”

      David bit his lip as most of the customers left their items strewn about the store or dumped on displays. “Maybe we should come back when things aren’t so hostile.”

      “Yeah, this poor lady has enough to deal with. Let’s go put our things back. The furniture hasn’t been pulled yet.” Matthew ran a hand through his short, wavy hair, and placed the coffee grinder back on the shelf.

      He turned a watchful eye on his father, who was placing a few art deco hinges and doorknobs back, and searched for any signs of distress. It had been a couple of hours, after all.

      “This whole thing has been a bust,” he said to David. “Feel like heading home? We can try again another day.” He shouldn’t push his father to keep going and explore the other antique shops in Madison.

      “You read my mind.” David rubbed his gnarled hands together as if to warm them. His eyes skittered around the shop, always taking in his surroundings. Old habits died hard. Matthew nodded, and together they walked out into the bright sunny day.

      The warmth hit Matthew’s face, dispelling his worry over his wife and daughter. It was hard to be upset on a day like today. Together, David and Matthew headed to Matthew’s silver truck—a couple years old, but still up to date. They hopped in the truck’s cab, and Matthew clipped his seatbelt before reaching to start the car by hitting the button.

      Usually, a green light flashed at him when the car started up and his phone connected to the Bluetooth. Now, the light flashed yellow. With a frown, he pulled out the key fob from his pocket and held the angular piece to the button. The button flashed green, indicating the key was near, but when Matthew tried to turn the car on, nothing happened. “C’mon,” Matthew said, pressing the button again. “You have to be kidding me.”

      “I’ll go check it out.” David laughed, opening the truck door to get out.

      “There’s no way,” Matthew said, holding the fob closer to the button, only now, no colored light flashed to even indicate the key was present. He didn’t hear any clicking or whirring indicating that the system knew he was in the car. He followed his father out of the cab and popped the hood.

      David lifted the hood up and hooked it open. Matthew bit back the admonishment to be careful. Ever since his heart attack, his father had been sensitive to Matthew’s hovering. David poked at the looping wires bundled along the engine, checked a few things that Matthew had no idea what they did—a master’s in business did not a mechanic make.

      “What’s it look like?” Matthew asked.

      “I can’t see anything wrong,” David said slowly. “Probably left an interior light on that drained the battery. Happens to the best of us. You’re low on washer fluid.”

      “What should we do?” Matthew looked around and saw that despite the exodus of people from the shop, a lot of cars still filled the parking lot. “Call a tow?”

      “If you have signal. Honestly, we should go back inside and see if anyone can give us a jump.”

      “Good idea.” Matthew smiled at his father. “I’m sure someone will help us out.”

      David patted Matthew on the back, and together they turned to head back inside Wilson’s Antiques.
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